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About What Lurks Between the Fates


Once, I’d chosen my mate instead of freedom.


For weeks, we retraced our steps back to Mistfell and the ­lingering shadow of the Veil at the boundary between realms. Traveling through the kingdom, I denied the evidence in front of me, unable to fathom that I wasn’t the lost princess of ­Faerie. Instead, it is Fallon who must fear the consequences of her ­heritage. Which leaves me with a single, unanswered question.


Then, I awoke, caged high above the throne of the Queen of Air and Darkness.


Mab is the Queen who keeps all of Alfheimr held squirming within her clawed grasp. She uses the children of Faerie to sustain the magic granted to her by the cursed gem atop her crown, which has carved her from the girl she once was into a dark vessel, obsessed with power. She thrives on cruelty, and wields our love as an instrument for pain.


Now, I’ll play the games of the Fae.


I’m a curiosity, my presence an enigma that was never foreseen. I may not be Mab’s daughter, yet she still keeps me close, as she forges me into a weapon against humans and Fae alike. Mab may not own me yet, but she controls the life of the man I love. There is nothing I wouldn’t do to see him freed.


Even if I have to become the villain to do it.




Trigger & Content Warnings


The Of Flesh & Bone series is set in a medieval style world where human women are subservient to their male counterparts. The world is a dark dangerous place for women, ­particularly those who do not conform to societal standards and the purity culture that determines how they live.


The Fae realm of Alfheimr is even darker and the violence in this world gets darker and more graphic with each book. There is murder, torture, and elements of assault.


As such, some elements may be triggering to certain readers. Please proceed with caution.


– Religious purity culture


– Verbal & physical abuse (NOT the male lead)


– References to grooming behavior & assault of a minor by an authority figure (NOT the male lead)


– References to past physical and sexual abuse


– Ritualistic sacrifices


– Suicide


– Suicidal thoughts & ideation


– Graphic death, violence, & torture


– Attempted sexual assault (NOT by the male lead)


– Graphic sexual content


– Flesh-eating creatures
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Prologue


Caldris


One of the twin moons flickered as my mate blinked rapidly. She swayed in place as stars shot through the darkness, cruising toward the earth as if the Primordials themselves wept upon all of Alfheimr. My nails dug into the flesh above my heart, feeling the snake that coiled around that beating flesh pull tighter. Mab’s gaze sat heavy upon me, her command bearing down on my soul as I pushed myself to my feet.


I did not feel the pain of the wounds already inflicted upon me—only the pain of that flickering bond between Estrella and me. Her consciousness faded slowly as I watched. The pain blooming at the side of her head made my own throb in response.


Mab squeezed her fingers tighter, driving me back to my knees with a strangled roar. For centuries, I’d suffered beneath her hand, compelled to obey her whims and commands. I’d always thought them a burden, a torture unique to the Queen of Air and Darkness.


But nothing could compare to the pain of kneeling helplessly as Ophir lifted Estrella into his arms, then hoisted her over his shoulder like a sack. Her eyes connected with mine for a brief moment before they went hazy, and I knew the woman I loved could not see me any longer as the darkness pulled her under. Tears pooled in the shocking green of those unseeing eyes, the color all the more vivid for it, before they shuttered and she was lost to me completely.


The bond snapped shut between us, like the closing of windowpanes in the harsh winter breeze. I stared at her temple where Ophir had struck her; the bruise blooming darker as I watched. I pushed against that metaphysical window, hoping to throw open the shutters and feel through the chasm between us for any sign of life. It lingered there, her mind trapped in the total darkness that only unconsciousness could bring, but her heart still beat in tandem with mine.


She would sleep for a time but wake soon enough. I couldn’t determine if that was a blessing or a curse, knowing what awaited her in the Court of Shadows with the queen who would use her to punish me for the secret I’d kept.


Mab summoned the shadow realm once again, allowing Davorin to step through with Fallon. She didn’t make a move to fight as he walked into the shadows with her. Her gaze ­connected with mine for only a moment before she looked back at Estrella, her face twisting with regret.


We’d all been so fixated on Estrella being Mab’s daughter, so convinced by the evidence of her powers, that we’d never stopped to consider the alternative. I couldn’t imagine what was racing through Fallon’s mind, what she must be feeling with the sudden realization that she was the very thing we’d feared for Estrella.


And she didn’t have a bit of magic to show for it—that we’d seen, anyway.


Several of Mab’s children chained my wolves, snapping muzzles around their mouths while she used her control over them through me to force them still. I growled low in my chest, feeling more wolf than man as the cwn annwn were pulled through the shadow realm.


Imelda looked at me, her eyes filled with regret. We’d both failed them. Both failed to prepare them for what was coming and failed to deliver them to safety, as we’d promised. She closed her eyes for a moment, forcing herself to step away from where Fallon had stood. She went to where Estrella’s mother wept silently, holding the wound on her face with quiet resignation. Whatever her experience had been in ­Mistfell, she never moved to fight for her daughter.


She knew it would be pointless and would only lead to her death. A death that Estrella and I had only just managed to distract Mab from claiming.


Imelda took her, wheeling her chair through the snow to put some distance between the Queen of Air and Darkness and the only one of us who had any chance at freedom.


“Take her to my mother,” I whispered as she passed me to stand with Holt and the Wild Hunt. Her nod of affirmation soothed the frayed part of me that hadn’t been able to save my mate.


At least I could give her human mother a safe place to live out her life, even if Estrella never saw her again.


“Do try not to have too much fun without me, boys. I need him alive still,” my stepmother said, her lips curving upward as her dark eyes shone with malice.


Mab stepped through the shadows next, disappearing into Tar Mesa as Malachi lingered at the edges of my vision. He didn’t demand my attention in the final moments where I could see my mate before his brother led her through to the Court of Shadows, allowing me to fixate on the sight that would forever stain my memories.


“Ophir!” I roared, flinching back from a kick to my face from one of Mab’s more enthusiastic children. Malachi scolded him for interrupting the moment, but the blow had never landed in truth anyway, only skimming my nose. “I will feed you your own intestines if you hurt her. Mab cannot always be there to protect you.” I coughed, spitting blood from the previous beating on the snow. From the injuries that would blend into new ones shortly enough.


“Perhaps you should be more concerned with what I have planned for you. Mab won’t hurt your mate just yet. She likes her victims aware when she plays with them,” Malachi said, chuckling beneath his breath as he closed the remaining ­distance between us.


He and his twin brother, Ophir, had been the fascination of Alfheimr when they’d been born all those centuries ago. Twins were unheard of among the Fae with the witch’s curse upon us. Naturally, Mab had felt compelled to add them to her collection, a rarity she needed to own for herself. Whereas many of her children were decent Fae—twisted by the bond forced upon them as children—the twins were demented, cruel things. They didn’t require Mab’s bond to behave in ways that should have horrified any living creature, because they enjoyed it.


Ophir stepped through the shadows, vanishing with the love of my life as the rest of Mab’s guards ushered the Fae Marked and humans who had joined us on our journey to follow. They struggled as they were led by their chained hands, being treated as prisoners in ways we hadn’t allowed.


They’d always thought of us as captors, and we were, to some extent, but not all villains were created equal. Some thrived off of suffering and lived to hear their victims’ screams.


There was only one creature in this world who could force me to do harm, and one more who could motivate me to do anything if it meant keeping her safe.


Neither could make me enjoy the suffering of innocents.


Malachi stepped forward, closing the distance between us as he pulled his iron blade from its scabbard. He ran his thumb along the sharp edge as he stared at me. “What should I do with you? It is so rare that Mab allows me to be the one to remind you what happens when you disobey her.”


“I think you’ve already made your point,” Imelda said from behind me, ignoring Holt’s attempts to quiet her.


It comforted something in me to know that my best friend would protect the witch, keeping her from interfering in things she could not change. I glanced back at her, watching as he grasped her around the waist and pulled her struggling frame against his side.


“Quiet, Witch,” he warned, his voice dropping low as he leaned down to murmur the words against the side of her head.


Imelda shuddered, squirming in his grip to get free. “Unhand me, Huntsman.”


“You don’t know Caldris very well, do you?” Malachi asked, touching the edge of his iron blade to my neck. My skin heated beneath the touch, melting away until his blade touched the sinew of muscle. “No, I think something much more severe is in order for his treachery in keeping this secret from our queen.”


I gritted my teeth, glancing toward Holt where he stood with Imelda and guarded Estrella’s mother.


“Get them to Twyla,” I said.


He was duty-bound to follow Mab’s command as they related to his position as leader of the Wild Hunt, but that didn’t infiltrate the rest of his life. He was free to do as he pleased as he went about his duty, and he’d clearly claimed the witch as his. Since she had no loyalty or affiliations within Alfheimr, he would care for her as long as she allowed him to do so.


Mab’s ownership of me made Estrella Mab’s property by extension, and I’d never hated the snake wrapped around my heart more than I did in that moment.


Holt held my gaze for a brief moment, then glanced toward Estrella’s mother and finally nodded. He led the Wild Hunt to their horses, taking Imelda’s hand and guiding her to follow him. He settled the witch upon his skeletal steed in front of him, ignoring the way she struggled against his hold even in the moments where her fear should have driven her to seek safety, in whatever form it came.


Aramis hoisted Estrella’s mother up onto his horse in front of him, helping to support her when she swayed slightly.


“I should take your head for the way you ignore me even now,” Malachi said, demanding my attention as the Wild Hunt departed for the Winter Court. For the capital in which I’d been born but had no memory of ever residing in.


Catancia.


“It will grow back,” I said, forcing a smile to my face.


My blood coated my teeth from my beating, thick and viscous, making my smile grim and disturbing. The pain of being beheaded was but a shadow compared to the fact that it would take me time to heal that wound.


Time I didn’t have to waste while my mate would be in Mab’s clutches without me to protect her.


“You’re right about that, and you would remain blissfully unaware of each hour that passes. I cannot allow you to return to Tar Mesa quickly and ruin our fun too soon, but I want you to be in agony for every hour she is with us. I want you to suffer, wondering what we’ll do to her when she wakes,” Malachi said, pulling the sword away from my neck. He tapped it on the ground twice, the edge sinking into the snow before he lifted his leg and pressed a boot against my chest. He kicked me backward, watching as his minions moved to pin me to the snow.


“One of these days, I will return this kindness,” I said sarcastically, snarling up at him as he raised his sword above his head.


He brought it down across my elbow, severing my forearm from my body with a single swing. Pain clenched my teeth together, throwing my head back as he repeated the motion with the other arm. The wound sizzled from the iron upon my flesh, and I watched through dazed eyes as he wiped my blood off his sword on the leathers of my armor.


Then he slid it back into his scabbard, pulling a simple long dagger from his thigh. He placed a foot on either side of my body, lowering until he hovered just over me.


“Goodbye, Caldris. I very much look forward to getting to know your pretty mate while you sleep,” he said, shoving the dagger into my upper arm. The burn of iron lit me aflame from the inside as he left the long dagger there, pinning me to the snow and the frozen ground beneath.


I lifted my other arm to touch it, trying to reach for it to pull it free even though there were no fingers to grasp it with. So long as the iron was in my body, it wouldn’t heal. One of his minions grappled my arm back to the ground, stabbing through my bicep and pinning me there as well. He spat on me as he stood, turning toward Tar Mesa and calling to the shadows that would take them home.


Each one followed until the last of Mab’s children stepped up, leaning over me with his iron dagger. He used it to nudge my chin higher, glaring down at me cruelly as he touched the tip to the front of my throat.


He held my eyes intently, slowly pressing the blade forward until the tip penetrated my throat. I gasped for breath, and the sound came out wet as my mouth filled with blood. He pushed forward slowly, spearing me alive until the hilt of his dagger touched my Adam’s apple. Only then did he step away, following after the others and leaving me to bleed out, unable to heal myself.


They stepped through the shadowed walkway they created, leaving me alone at the entrance to Alfheimr with the golden gates gleaming behind me. Only snow existed in front of me, a yawning chasm of winter on all sides.


I lifted my right arm along the blade of the dagger, wincing through the pain as I fought to loosen it from the frozen ground beneath me. It pulled on my flesh, slicing through new tissue every time I moved. I’d do whatever it took to get free, because my mate needed me.


She needed me now.




1


Estrella


There was no time in the darkness inside my head. There was no pain or strife, only a strange sort of peace that seemed unnatural. It repelled me, telling me it was not my time to rest.


There were things to be done. There were Fae to be slaughtered.


Clink. 


Clink.


Clink. 


My shoulders throbbed with each sound of metal smacking together. An involuntary noise that seemed to come from above me, pulling me from the moment of peace that wasn’t mine to have. I lingered in that strange place between sleeping and awake, where the sounds surrounding my body ­filtered through my mind without drawing me from my slumber.


“I don’t want to wake up,” I whispered, uncertain if the words ever reached my lips or if the protest was only inside the confines of my mind.


“And yet you must. It is not your time to die just yet, Estrella Barlowe,” a male voice answered.


My eyes popped open, actively searching out the man who spoke the words. The man who had the voice that felt so familiar and somehow wasn’t all. He was a stranger to me, a haunting from the deepest recesses of my mind that I couldn’t seem to grasp. He slipped through my fingers like water in the river, drifting away before I could focus on him.


My stomach swayed as reality crashed down upon me. My vision lurched, and my head throbbed. My shoulders strained as I unsuccessfully tried to move them. I was strung up by my wrists, and the bite of pain spread through them and down my forearms as I hung over a pit in the stone floor.


Snakes coiled among themselves in that crater, their bodies twining and writhing as if they could climb upon themselves to reach me. I didn’t fear snakes any longer, but I tried to curl my legs up for a moment, avoiding them. Would the serpents of Alfheimr obey my command just as those of Nothrek had?


Hands touched my feet, and I swung forward. My stare locked on the eyes of the male who had knocked me out and carried me. His stare was intent, a smirk gracing the lips on his ethereal face. His eyes glowed green in a way that put mine to shame, almost luminescent in the darkness of the room ­surrounding us.


“Ah, the pretty birdie is awake at last,” he murmured, turning toward the dais and leaving me to sway like a ­pendulum.


Back and forth. Over and over. My joints groaned with every swing of the iron chain above my head. Rope had been wrapped and knotted around my wrists and was attached to the chain. It chafed my flesh where it restrained me, growing slick with the blood that leaked from the abrasions.


The male’s steps were casual as he approached the stairs at the front of the room, relaxed as I squirmed through the pain in my shoulders.


Two enormous stone columns stood to either side of the staircase the Fae male ascended. A snake entwined each of them, etched in perfect detail and looking eerily similar to the ones below me that waited for their next meal. At least two dozen Fae waited at the foot of the dais, staring up at me with devious grins on their faces. They murmured softly, their voices echoing and carrying around the room. I couldn’t isolate a single whisper or voice. They droned, buzzing like the bees in the gardens during summer.


Metal cages hung from the ceiling high above, filled with creatures. Human and Fae alike, they existed in various stages. Some still breathed, though the wounds upon their bodies implied they’d be better off dead.


A woman sat in the cage closest to me, what remained of her face pressed against the iron bars so that I could stare into the eyes of one of the first women to show me kindness in Nothrek. Half of her face was untouched, unblemished by the violence that had torn the other side to shreds. Her body lacked skin. One side was burnt, blackened by flame, while the other half had been peeled away in strips, hanging from the bars of her cage like ribbons.


Adelphia stared, blank and unseeing, at the wall of the throne room, her eyes clouded over in white. I squeezed my own closed, swallowing down the burn that tried to claw its way up my throat. The knowledge that her death had been so horrific clung to me, promising to taunt me in the dead of night. I would see those eyes for the rest of my life, the first injustice of what I suspected would be many to occur during my time in the Court of Shadows.


I forced my eyes open, following the path the male cut up the steps. At the top of the stairs was a stone dais, and Mab sat upon a throne crafted from skulls. Fallon stood beside the throne where Mab perched, wincing back from her so-called mother as Mab poked and prodded at her with a disgruntled look upon her face. My heart soared at the sight of seeing Fallon alive and unharmed—at least as far as I could tell.


Given the fate that had met Adelphia in the time I slept, I couldn’t begin to guess how long I’d been unconscious.


Or the things Mab could do to my friend during that time.


“What do you mean you haven’t got any magic? You’re my daughter,” Mab said, her voice ringing through the crowded throne room. I glanced at the select few Fae who had been chosen to stand with Mab on her dais, noting the way they watched Fallon with a mix of both trepidation and excitement.


None stepped forward to help Fallon when Mab reached out with thin hands, grasping Fallon by the chin and pressing a black nail into each of her cheeks.


“I’ve never used magic,” Fallon said, and it was only through the bond between us that I heard the whisper of her words. Only through my knowledge of her that I read them upon her lips. I would have known her voice anywhere, been able to separate it from a crowd of hundreds.


Blood welled beneath Mab’s thumb as her talon dug into Fallon’s flesh. I pulled on my bond with Caldris at the sight of it as I looked around the room for him, not allowing myself to feel the panic and worry over where he was and what might have been done to him. I would have known if he’d been taken from me. It would have splintered my soul in two. There was no sign of him in the groups waiting; no sign of the male who would have never chosen to be far from me—especially not when I suffered. The bond between us was silent, the threads associated with his magic frayed and faint.


I grasped one of the golden threads that radiated off a skull from Mab’s throne, twisting my numb, bloodless fingers around it and pulling it toward me. The edges were frayed and blackened, as if the thread itself was ready to fade into the shadows as it stretched out toward Mab herself, swaying to be closer to her.


The skull shifted, turning to face Mab. It drew her attention, and her face paled for just a moment before the thread fell out of my hold. I couldn’t hold on to it, and worry struck me in the gut for my mate. For what must have been done to him to weaken him so much that I couldn’t pull from his power at all.


I didn’t dare to touch my own magic, having the distinct feeling that it would only draw attention to myself that I didn’t want. I wanted Mab to release Fallon, wanted her to forget all about her fury over her daughter not possessing magic, but I didn’t want to turn that anger on myself.


Mab narrowed her eyes on Fallon, glancing cautiously back toward the skull that had changed positions and shaking her head before she finally turned to look at me. Her dark eyes collided with mine from across the cavernous throne room, making my heart skip in my chest. There was something so empty in her gaze. It lacked all humanity and emotion until only a thirst for power remained.


She stood from her throne as the Fae male reached the top of the stairs, using graceful hands to lift the skirts of her gown as she descended the first steps. Her pointed shoes touched the red carpet that ran up the center of the stairs, the train of her dress gliding out behind her smoothly as she moved.


The stone of the steps was gray, but the dark speckles upon it reflected centuries of torment. There was only so much one could do to wash away the relentless flow of blood that must have lain upon those steps through time. The crown atop her head gleamed with silver, the bright color jarring against the darkness of her hair. Shadows bled from it the same way they did with Caldris’s crown, but it was the shimmering black gem the size of my palm that drew my eye.


I knew it from the story Caldris had told me all those weeks ago in the sanctuary of our cave, huddled beside the fire.


The Cursed Gem. Delivered to the Seelie Court by the dwarves of Elesfast. Created by Edrus himself.


Mab said something to the male at her side as she walked, and he hurried down the steps until he stood on the edge of the floor before me. Grabbing hold of the rope where it was tied to a pole on the wall, he let out slack until I dropped by a margin. Then another and another, until I approached the mouth of the pit. He stopped lowering me then, not allowing me to drop into the pit itself but hanging at eye level with those standing on the edge.


I tried to keep my face blank, knowing most would be consumed by fear of the snakes in the pit below. While I wasn’t certain what to think of them, it probably wasn’t even close to the reaction Mab would expect. I had to wonder who the snakes would favor in the end. Would my affinity for them be enough to outweigh Mab herself?


I swallowed, wincing when another male stepped up and hooked me around the waist with a shepherd’s crook, pulling me toward the ledge. He held me there as the other male untied me, and then they let me fall to the stone on the ledge.


My bare feet hit the ground suddenly, the cold of the stone radiating up my ankles and calves. Like a shock to my system, it overrode the torment and the warmth of numbness within me.


My knees gave out beneath me, and I collapsed. The side of my face smacked against the stone when I couldn’t move my arms to catch myself. No matter how hard I tried, they wouldn’t move.


How long had I been unconscious and hanging there?


I slowly managed to move my right arm, dragging it closer until I got it beneath my body. My other followed with painstaking slowness as I glared at Mab’s feet and her blood-colored shoes where they peeked out from beneath the hem of her dress. She came closer, the sharp, pointed heel gleaming with a polish that made it look wet when it caught the light.


My shoulder cracked as I drew my arm down and got my hands beneath me. Pushing, straining, on those hands, I lifted my upper body from the floor as Mab came to a stop in front of me.


I turned my stare upward, dragging it over the ­gleaming black of her gown and to the pale skin of her chest. Up her slender neck, and to the harsh, beautiful features set as if encased in stone. Rigid and unmoving, she looked down at me as if I were a worm beneath her feet. Her eyes were ­angular, her nose pointed and dainty. Her raven hair fell to her waist, as straight and smooth as silk, with the tips of her ears ­protruding slightly through the sides. The angle of her eyes made a perfect line with the tips of her ears, her face somehow proportioned in ways I hadn’t known possible.


She was a great beauty, despite the coldness that radiated off from her.


She took a step forward, pressing her toes onto my starry-night painted fingertips. Sinking her weight into that foot, she ground my finger bones into the stone beneath my hand. I gritted my teeth, grimacing through the pain as she smirked—cold and calculating—as she watched the hints of pain on my face.


“What are you, Little Mouse?”


“I don’t know,” I ground out, clenching my teeth as she crushed my fingers.


She chuckled, a deep throaty laugh that lacked any sort of humor. It was vicious, tinted with evil itself, as if the lack of answers only pleased her. She bent forward, putting more pressure on my crushed hand, then wrapped her bony fingers around my chin and gripped my face with black talons in the same way she had Fallon.


“Well then, we’ll have fun trying to figure it out, won’t we?” she asked, stepping back and turning away to dismiss me.


My fingers twitched with the sudden freedom of not being crushed. They’d only been a moment away from cracking beneath the pressure. I pushed to my feet slowly, stumbling as they fought to remember what it was to have the ground beneath them.


“I am no mouse,” I said, forcing my back to straighten despite the pain in my shoulders.


Mab spun to face me slowly, quirking a brow in something that almost resembled surprise. “That’s odd, because I am the snake, and you look like dinner to me,” she said, dropping her gaze to my bare feet and sliding it up my body.


Whatever she saw, she found me wanting.


“Have you ever encountered a Matagot, Mab?” I asked, tilting my head to the side as a hush filled the cavernous throne room.


Mab’s eyes hardened into a glare at my faux pas, at the lack of respect I showed her in using her given name when I had no right to.


“Be very careful, girl,” she said, lifting a hand when one of her men took a step toward me.


“They’re small. Like barn cats, and most villagers think of them as unassuming pests. But the farmers and harvesters know better than to chase them off,” I explained, pausing as I glanced to the side as if she wasn’t worth my time. I glanced toward the cages, to the people hanging within them who still breathed.


Yet I could not stop myself from pushing the Queen of Air and Darkness, from voicing the first thought in my brain.


“And why is that?” she asked, steepling her hands in front of her.


“Because they eat the snakes when they grow too large and crush the plants beneath them.” My fingers twitched at my side to prove my point, and her eyes fell to the bruising skin in acknowledgement.


She laughed, showing her teeth in something that felt far more terrifying than her boredom. She took a step toward me, staring down at me from her much taller height. “I am very much going to enjoy breaking you, Little Mouse,” she said, turning her attention to the male who had cut me down from the snake pit.


She pivoted to look toward her throne as a hand buried in my hair, gripping so tightly that my arms flailed, and my hands rose to try to get free. The male shuffled me toward one of the stone walls where black spikes protruded, threatening anyone who wandered too close with impalement. A set of iron shackles hung from the ceiling in front of one particularly vicious spike. I thrashed and dropped my weight to the floor suddenly.


“Damn it to Tartarus,” the male cursed, hoisting me up.


I lifted my feet from the ground, forcing him to support all of my weight. It wasn’t a difficult task for a Fae, but it did throw his balance just the slightest bit forward. I reached up, grasping him around the back of the neck and yanking him down. As his body bent toward the ground, I jerked and shifted his balance off until he flipped over my head and landed on his back on the stone in front of me. He vaulted to his feet quickly, spinning to face me as I hurled myself to my own feet and threw my weight forward. Knocking into him, pushing him back a few more steps, I retreated as quickly as I’d assaulted him to avoid the black spike that stabbed through his abdomen.


The Fae male glanced down at it, and the sharp point of it sticking out through his stomach, before he raised his eyes to mine once again. “That hurt.”


“Do not touch me again,” I warned, glancing to where Mab watched with her arms crossed and lips pursed, as if she couldn’t decide if I was a curiosity, entertaining, or a pain in the ass. I’d do my best to be the latter if she didn’t kill me first.


“You do realize that I’ll only add a lashing to your punishment with every moment you spend wasting time, don’t you? I do hate to be kept waiting,” she said, tapping her black talons along her forearm for effect as the Fae male slowly peeled himself off the spike.


He stepped forward, ignoring the hole in his stomach in a way that I never could have dreamt of before I’d entered the realm of the Fae. The spike behind him glistened with blood.


“Stop it. Please,” Fallon suddenly said, as the Fae male approached me. “Don’t hurt her.”


Mab looked at her daughter, considering her carefully. Fallon kept the emotions open on her features, her concern for me showing in every line of her face. But Mab was not the kind to care.


Not for me. Not for her daughter.


All the things Caldris had told me were true. She cared for nothing but herself. That much was clear from a single glance into the emptiness of her eyes.


“Chain her, Malachi,” Mab instructed, not even bothering to look away from where Fallon’s face twisted with remorse. “No child of mine will put herself on the line to protect someone else. You will learn very quickly that it is you or her in this place, Maeve.”


Malachi used my distraction—my dawning horror for the callous way Mab treated her long-lost daughter—against me and grasped me by the front of the throat. He squeezed until my air was cut off, then lifted me from my feet, shifting me until my stomach touched the very tip of the spike.


I struggled as much as I could, pushing back into the wall of his body and trying to avoid the impalement that threatened if I shifted even a hair forward. Grasping one of my arms, he wrenched it above my head and shackled me.


The moment the metal touched my skin, it sizzled with the familiarity of iron. I sagged in Malachi’s grip, all the strength leaving my body quickly, but he used his free arm to wrap around my waist and hold me up as he latched the other wrist into the shackles above my head. Once that was done, he grabbed the end of the chain where it met the wall, yanking it higher until the shackles pulled me up. Only my toes scraped the ground, grappling for purchase and ­stability.


“I hope you’re good at holding still, Pet,” Malachi murmured as he stepped up beside me.


He touched his thumb to the healing wound on his stomach, gathering blood and reaching up to spread it across my lip. Revulsion slid through me. I only desired my mate’s blood anywhere near my mouth.


He stepped around to my back once again. His fingers brushed against the skin at the top of my neck as he grasped the collar of my dress. There was only a moment of pause, distinctly for dramatic effect and to give me time to ­realize exactly how this punishment would go. Then the fabric pulled tight against my body, tearing as he ripped it down the back and shoved the scraps to the side to leave my spine open to view.


“How sweet,” Mab cooed, forcing me to glance over my shoulder at her. “She matches her mate.” The scars I’d come to be ashamed of were so publicly on display. Knowing that the woman who had given Caldris the scars—which were so much worse than mine—would be responsible for making us a true matching pair made rage simmer in my veins.


I met her glare, watching as one of her males handed her a black whip. It looked as if it had been crafted from the shadows themselves, but it couldn’t have been. Not with the iron tips protruding from all sides.


I turned forward, hanging my head and trying to will my body to remain still. The pain would be unbearable, but so would allowing myself to be impaled by the spike a mere breath away from my stomach.


I drew in a deep breath and planted my toes against the stone floor, sinking into the darkness inside of me. Making a home there and hoping it could protect me against what was to come.


The whip cracked as Mab swung it, the distinct sound echoing through the throne room.


But the pain never came.


A body pressed into mine lightly, and an arm wrapped around my stomach, a large hand between my stomach and the spike threatening to torture me. I glanced over my shoulder, finding Caldris’s burning blue eyes on mine as the whip cracked again.


“Caelum,” I murmured, fighting back the choked sob that wanted to emerge at the sight of him.


He was alive, even if he was not well. The circles under his eyes were deeper than I thought possible, his skin lackluster, as if he were ill.


The hand at my stomach was covered in dried blood, and his tunic and armor were adorned with holes all the way up his arms.


“I’m here now, my star.”


“What did they do to you?” I asked, wincing when the whip cracked again. Caldris’s body jolted when it collided with his back, but he didn’t allow the strike to push me forward or bring me harm.


He didn’t answer, only taking his eyes off mine when the whipping stopped. He reached above my head, risking the burn of iron to unshackle me and helping me get my footing when my body sagged.


“You know I don’t take kindly to anyone ruining my fun, Caldris,” Mab’s deep, empty voice said. The tone of her words echoed through the cavernous room as Caldris reached up to loose my second hand. I wavered in his grasp, struggling to find my footing after being hung over the pit for the countless hours I’d spent unconscious.


As soon as I was steady on my feet, Caldris reached up to the clasp at the top of his neck, shucking off his leather and armor without a word. The armor fell first, hanging off his body until it clacked dramatically against the stone of the floor.


“You would give me your own flesh to protect hers?” Mab asked as I spun in front of my mate. Putting the iron spike at my back and leaning into his body, I stilled his hand as it went to the buttons fastening the leather he wore atop his tunic. “It is always such a shame to ruin the skin that so many would appreciate if given the chance.”


“No,” I protested, shaking my head as he tried to shake off my grip.


“This is nothing compared to the misery I would endure if it meant you would never know pain again, min asteren,” he murmured, guiding my hand away and slowly unfastening the buttons.


I glanced at where Mab stood, staring at her nails and toying with the shadows extending from her hands. Her eyes connected with mine, a tiny smirk gracing her blood-red lips as if she knew as well as I did that watching my mate endure my fate was worse than if I suffered it myself.


I closed my eyes, imagining that bedroom window held tight against the cold lurking outside. Reaching up with trembling fingers and preparing myself for the unique sense of wholeness that came with being connected to Caldris, I flipped the clasp open. A gust of wind blew them open, surging into my lungs and burning me from the inside out with the warmth of the hearth in winter.


Caldris’s eyes glowed with a frosty blue, a surge of gold tinting the edges of his irises for a moment before the light faded from them and I wondered if I’d imagined the entire thing. So caught in the wave of feelings coursing through me, I brushed the unfastened leather off his shoulders until it fell to the floor and pulled his tunic free from his trousers, shimmying it up his body until I could pull it free from his head and drop it to the floor while I looked around his form and met Mab’s dark stare.


I raised a tentative hand to grasp the iron shackles above our heads. Lifting one of his hands to them, I ignored the searing of both our flesh as I clanked it closed around his wrist. I repeated it with the other wrist, touching my ruined skin to his cheek gently as he bowed his forehead toward mine, his eyes fluttering closed as he let out a shuddering breath.


“Until chaos reigns,” I whispered.


He flung his eyes open the moment he sensed my intention coursing down the bond, no longer hidden in the deepest recesses of my mind. “My star,” he said, shaking his head as he struggled against the shackles holding him prisoner.


I sensed Mab’s whip of shadows preparing, gathering at her side as she allowed one of her minions to sprinkle it with iron dust, as clearly as if it had been an extension of me. I smiled sadly for my mate, knowing he would have given anything to prevent me from taking his pain.


He’d suffered long enough. He’d been tortured for longer than I remembered existing, feeling me and never having me while this was his reality.


The whip cracked as I stepped around his tense form. His body shifted as he tried to prevent me from moving into the path of harm. Mab’s court cheered as the whip cracked through the air, eagerly waiting for the agony that would ­follow when the shadows struck against Caldris’s skin.


I turned my face to the side as I blocked it with one arm, thrusting the other up above my head to catch the blow. The whip wrapped around my forearm, searing into my skin and imbedding itself there as it sank through my flesh. I pulled my face away from the hand that had sheltered me, watching my flesh melt as the iron burned me. My bones throbbed, but I turned my glare to Mab and forced myself to wrap the shadows around my hand.


It burned its way through me, but I grabbed it with a firm grip, anyway. Melding it into my body, accepting it as part of me until we forced it out from the valley it created in my skin. Mab narrowed her eyes as I wrapped my fingers around her whip, then glanced at the court who had suddenly gone silent.


I screamed through the pain, raising my arm up even higher and then forcing it down toward the floor. The whip slammed against the floor, cracking the stone in a distinctive path toward Mab. It moved as if in slow motion, echoing the movement of the whip as Mab’s weapon came back toward her.


The whip left her hand, pulled from her grasp with the force of my fury. The very tail end of it sliced her cheek in an upward swing before it dissolved into nothing. It vanished in a slow arc toward me; the very thing that seared my skin disappeared without a master to empower it. My skin hung in ruined tatters, gaping and open where the shadows had once filled it.


Mab’s eyes dropped to my arm, studying the slight, pulsating golden glow that filled my flesh as my body worked to repair the damage. Cold filled the marks, soothing the burns as she and I watched my skin knit itself back together. The wounds healed slowly, the golden light spreading through them. Only I saw the golden threads wrapping themselves around my forearm.


Mab reached up a hand to touch her cut cheek, her crimson blood covering her fingers as her own wound sat unhealed.


None in her court dared to move. Part of me was convinced that they didn’t dare to breathe while her jaw was clenched. I took a single step forward, pausing only when she raised a hand and Caldris groaned behind me.


I gnashed my teeth together, gritting out the words. “I do hope that doesn’t scar.”


“It seems having a mate is not the only secret you’ve been keeping, my darling Caldris,” Mab said, ignoring me entirely as she stepped forward. “She’ll make such a fun new pet for me to play with.” She paused at my side, glaring down at me as I lifted my eyes to hers. Caldris’s chains rattled as he struggled, while Mab’s men let him loose from the chains.


“The last person who tried to own me now lies dead,” I warned, forcing myself not to look away from her as she tipped her head to the side and smiled at me.


“Is that a threat?” she asked, a slight giggle slipping free from her lips. “It has been so many years since someone dared to threaten me, I’d almost forgotten what it feels like. I believe I’ve missed it.”


“You could have all the threats you wanted if you released the children you’ve collected and allowed them to return to their families. Only a coward would use them to maintain power,” I said.


Caldris sighed. “Min asteren—”


“Better a coward than dead,” Mab said, shrugging her shoulders as she turned to look at Malachi, severing the eye contact I hadn’t been willing to be the first to break. “Take them to the dungeon until I’ve decided what to do with my new curiosity.”


She turned away, leaving us to the men who looked at me as if they weren’t certain they wanted to risk touching me. Caldris struggled in his chains, trying to get free from the shackles so that he could get to me.


His fury was tangible in the air, and because of the bond, I knew it was rage for me.


I’d revealed too much, played my hand too soon, but I would never regret getting between him and the pain coming for him. Not when I suspected it was the first time anyone had ever done something like that. Beneath his fury, I felt his confusion. Even a God wanted to be loved so thoroughly that someone would sacrifice themselves to protect him.


The hilt of a sword crashed against my temple, forcing me to stagger on my feet and stumble to the side. Malachi caught me, steadying me as he raised his sword once more.


Caldris roared. “There’s no fucking need for—”


Another blow knocked me fully into his grip, and my body went lax.


Then everything faded to black.
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The feeling of water sluicing over my skin drew me from the depths of slumber. I opened my eyes suddenly, staring out at the dark, reflective surface beneath me. All around me, faint lights twinkled in the darkness like the night sky, stretching on and on for what seemed like an eternity. There were no mountains, no trees, no signs of life—merely an endless void.


My arm lay against the water beneath me, supporting me above the surface as I stared down through the murky, flowing surface. I lifted a hand, studying my fingers before I pressed it against the water once more. It slid beneath the surface, and the water streamed over my hand, flowing as quickly as the waters of a rapid river. Shifting, changing, moving. I couldn’t see the bottom of the strange river beneath my body. Shadows and specters twined together seamlessly, writhing and filling the water.


The macabre, weathered face of a man passed beneath my hand—his skin was pulled taut to his skull, his eyes closed and cheeks hollow. I pressed my face closer to the water to study the way my fingers moved within the fluid. A spectral woman passed by, her eyes closed as if she was in eternal slumber until the moment her torso passed by my hand.


Her eyes flung open. She grasped onto me, and her mouth opened into a scream, revealing razor-sharp teeth. I tugged on my hand, trying to pull it free, but she and the water held me captive.


“Let go!” I screamed, pulling as hard as I could.


Those teeth seemed to rotate in a circle within her mouth, spinning in a vortex that felt like it would suck me into an entirely different world. She slowly dragged herself toward my hand, while I desperately fought to pry her fingers off mine.


“Let it be a lesson for you,” a male voice said as he pressed the paddle end of his oar against her torso.


He pushed her away, and her shriek and wail echoed through the cavernous empty space as she drifted off. I was finally able to yank my hand free. My lungs heaved as I cradled it to my chest, having nearly lost it to my own ­curiosity.


“Do not play with things you don’t understand, girl.”


“What was that?” I asked, rising to my feet.


The water supported me as I stood; whereas his skiff seemed to float within the liquid that somehow solidified for me. Skulls hung off the sides, the flesh melting from the bones in various stages of decay. The bones of a person’s spine lined the seam of the boat itself, curving around the edge.


“Something that would have done anything for even just a taste of your blood,” he answered vaguely. His face remained hidden by his hood that draped over the front of his head and torso. Whatever existed below it was lost to the darkness within, making me wonder if he was even a man at all or something else entirely.


“Why?” I whispered, and the sound bounced between us.


He chuckled, the sound deep and entirely otherworldly. “You might be oblivious to your true nature, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t creatures out there who see you for exactly what you are, girl,” he said, slipping his oar into the water. He rowed away, turning his skiff away from me as I scrambled after him.


“Wait! Tell me what I am!” I called after him, watching as he moved impossibly fast. I seemed unable to follow. My feet moved, but it was as if I ran in place. “Please!”


“Be careful what you ask for, Little Bird.” He stopped rowing, turning back to me slowly until only the glow of golden eyes came from beneath his hood as his stare met mine. “Some secrets are better left in the dark.”


My world spun, his face disappearing as he turned away, leaving me to collapse in the water. My lungs filled with air, as if they’d been deprived the entire time I was in this place. What absorbed me wasn’t the river.


It was the hard stone floor beneath me in a cell.


I suddenly thrust myself into a sitting position.


Caldris stared at me, his expression as confused as mine.


***


“Estrella?” Caldris asked.


He sat on the opposite side of the iron bars of his cell. A stone passage separated us, hobbled and broken between the two free-standing prisons holding us separate. I felt the iron surrounding me, elevated slightly over the damp passage between us. Something scurried in the back corner of my cell, tempting my eyes away from the mate who stared at me as if he couldn’t believe I existed.


“Thank fucking Gods. Do you have any idea how worried I’ve been?”


“Some secrets are better left in the dark…” I ­whispered, my voice trailing off as the words fell from my lips. A ­reiteration of something I knew well; the words slid off my tongue like a well-known, familiar mantra.


“What did you just say?” Caldris asked, maneuvering to his knees. He paused with his hands only a breath from the iron of the bars, his head cocking to the side as he studied me intently.


“Nothing,” I said, shaking my head, determined that it had been only a figment of my imagination; a moment in a dream where I tried to grasp onto something even remotely familiar in a time when everything I’d ever known had been torn from my hands.


“Say. It. Again,” Caldris ordered, his voice dropping lower with the tone of command I recognized. It was the same one he’d used on me that day in the tunnels, when something had compelled me to flee the cave beast and leave him behind.


My mouth dropped open, ready to confess all my secrets at the first word from him.


I clamped it shut in defiance. “You will not do that ever again,” I snapped, forcing the same tone to my voice.


Caldris’s eyes flashed in a moment of darkness, black bleeding through the bright blue of his stare. We didn’t know what I was; we didn’t know if whatever it was would ever stand as his equal or if I would remain lesser next to his status as a God.


His lips tipped into a smirk, confirming my suspicions that he would enjoy every second of the battle if I proved to be a worthy opponent in every way. Just as he enjoyed me when I threatened to bleed him, he would never desire a mate who always did as she was told.


“All right, my star. Then tell me what I want to know. I can feel it rattling around inside your head, but I want to hear you say the words,” he said, dropping his hands to his side. They clenched into fists, his frustration pulsating down the bond. He wanted to touch me, wanted to reach me, but the hall that separated us and the iron bars prevented it.


I raised my chin, severing our eye contact to look around the cell that would probably be my new home. Water ran down the stone in the hallway just outside, and iron bars surrounded me on all sides of the small square I occupied. Chains dangled from the ceiling in the hallway outside, and torture instruments hung from the walls. I swallowed.


“Some secrets are better left in the dark,” I whispered, raising my eyes to his dark stare once more.


“Show me,” he murmured, the command less forceful than the last. Instead of feeling like it would tear submission from me, it tickled the edges of my consciousness, playing the threads of our bond like a violin.


I closed my eyes, drawing in a deep breath as I drew the memory of what I’d seen, of the teeth and golden eyes, to the forefront of my mind. My father’s words struck me in the chest, haunting me from the form of someone who was not him. Someone who could not and would never be him.


No father of mine would have rowed away from me, leaving me lying on the top of the river. He’d have pulled me up and put me in the boat with him, finally reunited with me after death had separated us for years.


And my father did not possess the glowing golden eyes that sank into my soul and tormented me.


“The ferryman,” Caldris murmured softly, his gaze ­snagging mine as the memory ended.


I jolted back to my body, pulled from the immersive ­experience of witnessing it with Caldris for the first time.


“Why would the ferryman use the same phrases as my father?” I asked, swallowing as my mate’s stare turned ­confused.


“Your father said, ‘some secrets are better left in the dark’?” he asked, pushing to his feet.


He lifted a hand to his face as he paced around the cell. He limped lightly, as if his body was still repairing itself from whatever harm had been done to him before he’d found his way to me.


His hand brushed against the front of his throat, drawing my attention to the remnants of a white scar. I swallowed, knowing his face and his body by heart. That scar had not been there before we’d arrived on the shores of Alfheimr.


Rage simmered in my blood, forcing me to my feet so that I could pace around my own cell. He would bear the scar of that iron for the rest of his days. I glanced down at my forearm, at the unblemished skin that had glowed with golden light. I’d somehow known for a fact that the shadow whip had been dipped in iron, that it was the very tool Mab had used to scar Caldris’s back.


Yet my skin was free from scars.


I swallowed, looking back at my mate, who couldn’t seem to take his eyes off the unblemished parts of me. It wasn’t jealousy or bitterness that flowed to me through the bond, but curiosity and comfort.


Whatever I was didn’t matter to him. All that mattered was that it seemed I would be even harder to kill.


“He did,” I agreed finally. “It was a frequent saying of his when I grew too curious. When I’d wander toward the Veil as a girl or get into some kind of trouble meant only for boys.” I rolled my eyes. The phrase was meant to warn me away from exploring things I shouldn’t have any knowledge of, and somehow that mentality had carried through my life.


Even now, I felt guilt over my desire to know what blood flowed through my veins. Logically, I knew that the secret was better left untouched so that it couldn’t be used against me.


“His nickname for me was Little Bird,” I said, watching as Caldris froze, turning his head to face me suddenly.


“Interesting,” he said, nodding. I knew that Caldris and the ferryman knew one another, that they’d often worked in tandem to deliver souls to the Void.


“Is my father the ferryman somehow? I don’t understand how any of this is possible,” I asked, running my hand over the unblemished arm. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I didn’t belong in this place, that its very nature was wrong for me.


I came alive in the darkness, but something about the Court of Shadows made my skin crawl.


“The ferryman isn’t any one person. They are a collective entity composed of souls chosen by the Fates to be the keepers of the Void. The collective is meant to erase human experience and create an unbiased guardian with only the best interest of Fate in mind, creating something new. Their interference in not allowing you to be devoured by the lost spirit goes against everything they’re meant to be,” Caldris said.


“A lost spirit? Is that what that thing was?” I asked with a swallow. “With the teeth?”


“Yes. Every moment they spend lost in the River Styx without passing into the Void strips away more and more of what makes them human or Fae. They become hollow entities with no persona, desperate to devour the flesh that could make them whole again,” he explained.


“And what does that have to do with my father? The Fates chose him to become part of the ferryman?”


“He must have already had that connection to the Fates prior to your childhood, otherwise he would not have known that phrase,” Caldris said, his gaze falling to the flowing water spreading across the stone floor. It was just a trickle, a tiny stream at the center of the hall between us, but it was clear this was the part of a great and terrible court that lay forgotten and dismissed.


All who entered here were lost, much like those lost to Styx.


A snake slithered up the stream, navigating around the discarded torture instruments and stains from centuries of blood. He paused at the bars to my cell, rising onto his tail to look at me as he cocked his head to the side. Bending down, I squatted in front of him and held out a hand.


His delicate tongue snaked out, brushing against the skin of my fingers before he allowed himself to slither between the bars and curl up in my palm. I rose to stand, brushing the fingers of my free hand over the back of his head as his yellow eyes stared at me.


“It just had to be fucking snakes,” Caldris said, his face twisted in disgust.


Pursing my lips, I furrowed my brow at him but kept my eye trained on the helpless snake in front of me. “They’re just misunderstood, aren’t you?” I asked, smiling as he leaned into the pressure from my finger scratching the back of his… neck?


Did snakes have necks?


What was my life? I shook my head, watching as he slithered his way up over the back of my hand and up my arm. He continued over my shoulder, curling around my neck and tickling my skin as he made his way to the top of my head, using my braid to put himself there. He curled up in a circle on top of it, seeming quite cozy as Caldris stared at me.


“Problem?” I asked.


“That’s hardly sanitary. You never know what he’s crawled through,” Caldris said.


“Snakes don’t crawl,” I returned, pretending that I hadn’t just wondered if they had necks. “Besides, I never know where you’ve been, and somehow I still like you.”


“Ouch,” Caldris said with a laugh that defied the circumstances surrounding us. “I haven’t been anywhere in centuries.”


I hummed, resisting the urge to pet the snake atop my head. I needed something to do with my hands, a way to keep busy, to distract me from the emptiness of my cell. I needed a fucking book to read, but I doubted Mab was going to give me access to her library. Caldris’s face softened as I glanced around the cell before my gaze fell upon him again.


“I’m going to get you out of here, I promise.”


“And what about you?” I asked, trying to tell him through the bond that I would never leave him behind. The only way to get me out was to get him out, and the snake wrapped around his heart would make that nearly impossible.


“We’ll worry about that when you’re safe,” he said, hanging his head.


“No.”


“Excuse me?” he asked.


I glared at him in response. The God of the Dead wasn’t used to being told no—not when the only person who dared to defy him was the Queen of Air and Darkness herself.


“You dragged me here against my will. I will not be sent away like an incompetent child. I am the only one of the two of us who can act outside of Mab’s will. You need me, and we both know it,” I explained, stepping up to the iron bars that held me captive. The snake upon my head felt like a crown, like a twisted joke. Mab was the queen known for her power over snakes, and here one rested with me even still.


“She will use you in ways you cannot imagine. You cut her, min asteren. I could not tell you the last time someone was able to do that. You should have allowed her to scar me as she has countless times and stayed hidden. Now she sees you. What do you think she would do to possess a weapon like you?” he asked, making my lips twist into a grimace.


“I’m not a weapon,” I argued.


“You are. We cannot even begin to understand what you’re capable of yet, but you healed from iron. You used Mab’s own shadows against her. You will strengthen her reign. If for no other reason than that, we have to get you away from her.”


 “I’m not going to leave you behind,” I stated firmly, staring at my mate across the hall between our cells.


There was nothing but a determined stare on his face as his gaze held mine, his jaw clenched, immovable as solid ice. But enough force could break it, could shatter the ice around him like the Veil upon the grass of the gardens at Mistfell.


I wouldn’t bow, wouldn’t break. Not when the alternative meant that the past weeks I’d spent coming to terms with the mate who’d claimed me would be for nothing. Not when the bond we’d created and the love we now shared would haunt me.


I wouldn’t allow Mab to be what drove us apart when I’d tried and failed to do so on my own.


“You aren’t supposed to be here. I didn’t believe it when you said that you felt like something within you revolted against these shores. You are far too dangerous to exist in the clutches of the one person who would use you to burn the world as we know it to the ground. With you at her side, she could be unstoppable,” Caldris explained, his gaze softening for a single, delicate moment.


“She already is. If she wasn’t, someone would have stopped her by now,” I said, hanging my head as I considered that freeing my mate from Mab may be impossible in the end.


It seemed unfathomable that one person could have so much more power than what I’d observed in him. There’d been a time when the power my mate possessed seemed infinite, and in truth, it still did in so many ways.


What must Mab’s power have looked like if it was too much for the male who’d decimated Calfalls to fight?


“Maybe we were just waiting for you. Even if we didn’t realize it,” Caldris said, his voice dropping to a whisper. “It has been suggested that my mate may be enough to increase my power so that I could stand a fighting chance, but we never considered what you may be. You are more than just a mate for me to love, and your power will feed our bond far more than a human’s life force ever could. No matter what you are, there is something inside of you that will frighten Mab when she comes to realize how deep it runs in you. When you factor in our bond, the two of us would be unstoppable if we could only complete the ceremony and tie our lives together in truth.”


I sank to my knees on the stone beneath me, touching a hand to the rough surface and wishing the iron around me didn’t dull my senses so much. I’d never healed from it before stepping foot in Alfheimr, so something about this land strengthened me.


As much as I felt like I wasn’t supposed to be here, this was where I’d been born in my first life.


This was the land that coursed through my soul, that powered my very existence. So why did it repulse me, as if the earth itself wanted to send me away?


I shuddered as I bent my fingers, digging my nails into the stone and pressing down with every bit of the aggravation I felt. The stone cracked beneath my touch. Jagged pieces jutted up from the surface to surround my hand. I picked them apart slowly, nudging them out of my way as I touched my fingers to the soil beneath.


It was rich, hearty, even in this place that seemed so devoid of life. The grains were perfect for growing plants, wet and healthy in ways the grainy sands of Nothrek could never be without the magic of the Faerie. I cupped a handful and lifted it from the ground, curling my arm toward my torso as I stared at the dirt that felt so different from the soil I’d spent an entire lifetime toiling away in.


“What are you doing?” Caldris asked, his voice muffled, as if I was drowning beneath the surface. As if the water that flowed through the hills of Faerie raged inside my head, making it so that I could barely see him.


“I don’t know,” I admitted, staring down at the hole in the earth where I’d taken the dirt from it. I returned the soil, placing it gently and touching my fingers to the earth once again. My fingers curled into it, the individual grains imbedding themselves under my nails and staining my fingers.


I ignored the pulsing whisper, the driving force to remove my hand from the thing that did not belong to me. It did not claim me, that quiet murmuring of the soil that echoed in my head.


Abomination, it seemed to say; and if dirt and soil and all those things had the ability to speak, I might have taken that insult to heart.


A trick of the mind, I reminded myself, finally pulling my hand away. I covered the hole with the stone once again, piecing the shards together like a puzzle until it wasn’t readily apparent to any guards who might intrude on my personal cell.


“It doesn’t want me here,” I whispered, trying not to acknowledge the melancholy in my voice. It was foolish to care what something that did not live thought of me, but I couldn’t shake the stinging feeling of rejection.


I’d never belonged anywhere, and it seemed I still wouldn’t.


“What doesn’t?” Caldris asked.


I could feel his gaze on me. I hadn’t yet met his face, not wanting to see the concern in his eyes. I wondered if whatever had changed within me had also taken something from me. If it had changed me into something less stable, crafting me into something that would always struggle to separate the truth from fiction.


I raised my eyes, finally meeting his blue stare. The dirt seemed to cling to the Fae Marks on my palm and fingers, as if it could hide who and what I was.


“Faerie,” I answered, not knowing what else to call it. The magic that coursed through the dirt was natural, derived from the Primordials who’d crafted the world themselves.


Was it the Primordials who did not want me here, if that was the case? Or was it purely the result of their magic?


“You say that like it spoke to you,” he said, his brow furrowing.


I was sure he’d heard the whispers that danced in his head; and given that I, myself, questioned if they were real, I could just imagine how difficult it must be to hear them through the bond. Like a secret whispered through people, how much of what we sensed from one another was diluted or altered?


“It wasn’t words so much as a feeling,” I confirmed, because the word I’d put to it was my own. The only word to match the feeling it gave me. How could I possibly thrive in this place where I was a prisoner in a land that didn’t want me?


“What’s happening to me?“ I asked instead, tears pooling in my eyes. My nose stung with the threat of them, as if they could burn a path up my throat and scorch the world. The realization of all that had happened, all that I’d lost, overcame me.


I’d known being with Caldris meant sacrificing my freedom, but I hadn’t been expecting to be held within a literal cage.


There was sacrificing my freedom for love, and then there was having it stolen for no reason. This was the ­latter, and I wanted to do whatever it took to get back to the ­sacrifice.


“I don’t know,” my mate admitted. He didn’t shrug his shoulders. The movement would have been far too casual for the seriousness of our conversation, but the lack of commitment was there, nonetheless. “We’ll figure it out when we can. For now, we’re better off not having the answers. Mab can’t demand information we do not have.”


I nodded, trying not to let my curiosity get the best of me.


Some secrets are better left in the dark.


I could hear my father’s voice as clear as if it had been yesterday, the mantra of the ferryman a gentle hum in my soul. I didn’t understand why, and I’d have been lying if I wasn’t curious to see him again, to demand the answers I was due. It was a stark contrast to the girl who had always been content to stay oblivious, who felt the truth in that statement.


Where had that gotten me? What good had my willful ignorance done for me in the end?


I was done being kept in the dark about the things that concerned me. My birth was one mystery I was determined to solve the riddle of. Why was I protected? What was I that I had to be smuggled out of Faerie as an infant with Mab’s daughter?


Caldris smirked, rolling his eyes slightly as he stared at me across the void between us. Even if it was only a few paces, it felt like a chasm determined to keep us apart. To separate what Mab knew would be too powerful for her if we could only come together in the truest sense of the mate bond.


“You aren’t going to leave this one alone, are you?” he asked, shaking his head as if I was impossible. It was done with genuine amusement alongside his frustration, as if this was just further evidence of all the reasons he loved me.


I smiled back at him, silently shaking my head.


“I thought as much,” he said with a sigh.


Warmth pulsed down the bond, striking me straight in the chest. His feelings on the matter were clear, as if I couldn’t read them on his face. We’d always been able to communicate somehow, even without words, prior to the bond linking our minds together as one.


I twiddled my thumbs, dropping my gaze from him as I debated whether I wanted the answers to the question I would ask. Part of his mind was protected, the memory of exactly what they’d done to him fuzzy, as if he’d hidden it behind a veil so that I couldn’t access the fine details of his pain. Only the swift, unyielding agony he’d experienced came through, as if whatever wall he’d erected in his memory wasn’t enough to block it out and keep it from me.


He shifted his neck, the thin line of white that he hadn’t yet healed seeming to gleam in the dim light coming from the sconces on the wall.
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