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Chapter One


Jasalyn


The male I came to kill is drunk when I find him. He’s lounging on a chesterfield sofa at the back of a crowded underground alehouse, his elven ears poking up through his mop of dirty-blond curls.


I weave through the crowd and sit on his knee as if we’re old friends.


“Hey there, beautiful,” he says, head lolling to the side, his smile as sloppy as his words.


Disappointment is an unexpected sharp pain in my otherwise numb heart. It’s a pity—the drunkenness. Killing him while he’s this inebriated won’t feel like the triumph I’m after. I’m tempted to come back another time, but I won’t risk losing my opportunity.


I tilt his face toward mine, remembering every nasty word he once hurled from his too-pretty fae lips. “I’ve been looking for you, Vahmer.”


“Are you real or a dream?” he asks. His gaze is fixed on my mouth.


I give him my most wicked smile. “What do you think?”


“I think if this is a dream, I don’t want to wake up.”


I cup his jaw and stroke my thumb across his cheek. “Don’t worry,” I whisper. “You won’t.”


A mere three years ago, the faeries in this room—the nastiest, greediest citizens of the Unseelie Court—were enjoying ill-gotten wealth under Mordeus’s rule. When he died and my sister took the throne, they scrambled like rats from the sun, hiding away and hoarding their riches, scheming to overthrow the rightful queen.


Here, in the deepest caverns of the darkest mountains, they live like kings. Throwing parties where pleasure is the purpose and cruelty is the side act.


“Tell me what you want,” he says, attention still fixed on my lips. “Anything I have is yours. Anything I don’t, I’ll get for you.”


Such sweet words from a mouth that spit in my water just to see me cry. Such a hungry gaze from eyes that danced in amusement as my cellmate drew bloody pictures into my flesh with a knife.


Without the moonstone ring on my finger, I’d never be able to tolerate having him so close, but this ring puts as much of a spell on me as it does on those in my presence.


I rise from his lap and back away. “The only thing I want is for you to come with me.”


He follows, and the other revelers watch with stars in their eyes, wishing they were so lucky.


Like every night I seek out my enemies, my lips are bloodred. I painted them before I left my chambers—a reminder to myself of their deadly power. Neither the makeup nor my hooded cloak hides my appearance. They don’t need to. The magical ring on my finger enchants everyone around me. They won’t recognize me. They’ll be too bewitched to consider why my face looks familiar.


“I’ll go with you,” a barrel-chested dwarf barks. “He can’t give you anything worth having.”


A beautiful white-haired female reaches a delicate, pale hand my way. “No, take me instead.”


The crowd surges toward us.


They won’t touch me. They want to, but they wouldn’t dare without my command.


“You all stay here,” I say sweetly. “I’ll be back later.” It’s so tempting to poison their wine and command them all to drink, but I’ve never seen them before. I don’t know the atrocities they’ve committed. Anyone who’s part of this crowd is no doubt guilty of many, but even with this cold heart, I won’t execute without cause. I won’t be like them.


I lead my captive up the stairs and aboveground to the rain-slicked street. The air is crisp tonight, promising an early winter. I crave winter. Crave the bitter cold. The ice. The numbness that creeps into my fingers and toes.


This winter, thanks to the ring on my finger, I’ll have a heart to match.


“I’m very strong,” my newest victim tells me. “Strong and important. I could take good care of you.”


I spin on him. “You didn’t take care of Crissa when she was a prisoner in Mordeus’s dungeon.” I curl my lip and narrow my eyes. “You hurt her.”


“Who’s Crissa?”


Of course he doesn’t remember her. Humans are inconsequential to the fae. “She was the girl who shared my cell.”


“Why are you so worried about a human?” He says it like someone might ask why I’m worried about a piece of trash.


We were all cheap toys to him, and using his magic to control her, making her cut me up with no way to stop herself, that was nothing more than a game. “She was my friend.”


He shakes his head. “There were a lot of prisoners in that dungeon. I wouldn’t have hurt anyone if I knew they were friends with you.”


“You did hurt her. You made her cry and then you took her away.”


His brow creases, and his lower lip trembles. “I was doing my job, but if I’d known you wanted her safe, I never would have handed her over to the king. I would’ve been punished, but I’d take any punishment for you.”


“Where did Mordeus take her? Did he kill her?” She told me he wouldn’t. Told me she was worth more to him alive than dead. She was so sure she’d be rescued. “I need to know if she lives and where I can find her.” The green-eyed faerie before me isn’t the first guard I’ve found since acquiring this ring, and he won’t be the first or last to know my wrath, but he’s the one who took my friend away. He’s the one who can tell me where she is.


“I took her to the king. Perhaps he can tell you where she is.”


I frown. “The king is dead.” My sister killed him herself after she freed me from his dungeons.


His eyes flare bright. “You do not know! Our king lives! The gods have listened and given him back to us!”


“That’s not possible.” My words snap in the quiet night.


“But it is. Mordeus was wise, and he prepared for all eventualities. We never should have doubted.”


Fear is a chisel chipping at my icy heart.


I yank my heart back and lock it away where it belongs.


The faerie reaches for me but stops, his hand just short of my shoulder. “Are you mad at me?”


“I am. You are the reason my friend cried and shook in the dark. And you are the reason she is lost to me.”


His face crumples. “I’m sorry. So sorry. I didn’t know,” he blubbers, tears sneaking out the corners of his eyes.


I wish I could’ve seen him like this in the dungeons—could’ve seen him begging. My disapproval hurts him. While I wear this ring, he would do anything to be in my good favor.


“Tell me what you want,” he pleads. “Anything.”


It’s getting late. Too soon the sun will rise, and my sister will be looking for me—looking for the weak and frightened little girl she expects to live inside this skin. So I don’t draw this out the way I prefer. I bat my lashes and fist the fabric at the front of his tunic.


I curl my lips and watch his heartache wash away. My smile makes him happy. My smile makes him believe he’s done something right. “There’s only one thing I want,” I say, leaning closer.


“It’s yours.” He’s breathless. Desperate for my command. “What is it?”


“A kiss.”


“Thank you.” He exhales—relieved and grateful. I’ve given him permission to take what he’s wanted since he set eyes on me.


This is where the magic truly is. The moment these red lips touch his.


His breath hitches. His lips part in horror, and life leaves his eyes. He becomes a heavy weight—death leaning against me. I smile in earnest now. He can no longer torment those weaker than him. He can no longer find pleasure in others’ pain.


Once I release his shirt, his lifeless body falls to the ground.


I slice off a handful of his curls with my dagger, then slip away as quietly as I arrived, knowing the faeries in the alehouse below will have no memory of my visit, no memory of the chestnut-haired woman with the face of the shadow princess.


 


My chambers are warded against goblin travel, so I have my goblin bring me to a remote area at the back edge of the palace grounds. The sun hasn’t yet begun to rise, but the palace is lined with paths lit by torches that illuminate my companion’s pimpled face.


Gommid is two feet shorter than me with a big belly, a bulbous nose, and a tongue he can’t quite keep inside his toothy mouth. He eyes my magic ring and shakes his head. “Perhaps you should learn to face your enemies without that wicked crutch,” he says.


I ignore this. I don’t know why the ring doesn’t affect goblins, but I know Gommid well enough to know my secrets are safe with him, so I don’t worry about it.


I reach into my pocket and retrieve the handful of my victim’s curls—Gommid’s payment—but hold them away from his grasp. “A male I spoke with tonight told me Mordeus is back. Did he speak the truth?”


“You ask about the honesty of the male you killed?” He sniffs and flicks at the tip of his nose with his long tongue.


I shouldn’t be surprised that he knows how I spent my night. Goblins are the keepers of secrets in this realm, and they always know more than they’ll share. My sister told me their knowledge is collective. What one knows, they all know. She wasn’t warning me so much as letting me know they are a useful resource, but I’ve always wondered what they do with all that information. No one really knows where goblins’ loyalty lies.


I shrug. “Is it true?”


“Your sister’s claim to the throne is secure. Do not fret.”


I scowl. “I’m not afraid.”


“Oh? Is that why you wear that ring and hunt your enemies in the dead of night? Need I warn you again? You must be yourself more than the Enchanting Lady, or she will control you.”


I retreat a step, backing toward the palace. “I’m in no mood to be lectured by a creature who does favors for fingernails and locks of hair.”


Grunting, he snatches the tangle of curls from my hand and disappears.


I don’t bother sneaking into the Midnight Palace. There’s no need when I’m wearing the ring. I walk right in through the doors off the gardens and into the east hall, where servants have already begun to prepare for the day. I feel their eyes on me as I stroll through the kitchen and up the narrow servants’ stairs.


“I would consider it a personal favor.”


I pause at the sound of my sister’s voice coming from one of the small meeting rooms on the second floor.


“You don’t need to ask,” someone replies—a familiar male voice.


I turn out of the stairwell and stand just outside the cracked-open door. I spot the dark head of the Wild Fae king. He’s seated at an oblong wooden table, his back to me. My sister paces the opposite side of the room, her fiery red curls flowing down her back.


“You’re going to wear a trench in the floor if you keep that up,” Misha tells her. “Sit and take a breath.”


She spins to face him, and I step out of view—just in case her eyes stray to the door. “I cannot focus on my duties when I am so consumed with worry over my sister.”


I flinch. She’s always worried for me, and I hate that. I hate that I’ve brought her so much grief and pain in her short years.


“It’s been three years,” my sister says, her desperation drawing out the words, “but she walks around with the same terror that was in her eyes right after she was freed from Mordeus.”


“Your sister is always welcome in my court,” Misha says. “She can stay as long as she likes.”


Stay in the Wild Fae Lands? Is my sister planning to send me away?


Brie crosses her arms. “She won’t want to stay. All she ever wants is to sit in her room and hide and sleep and pretend that she isn’t months away from becoming fae.”


A light brown hand reaches toward her, and I realize my sister’s partner, King Consort Finnian, must be at the end of the table I can’t see. He brushes his fingers against her wrist. My sister looks his way and nods. I can see the calm wash over her. Finn steadies her, brings her comfort and peace and, when needed, his own strength. I love him for that. Even if he is fae.


“She’ll need to agree to it,” Misha says. “I’m not interested in holding her captive.”


“She will,” Finn says. “If Brie makes it clear that’s what she wants.”


“She’ll let it be known that she’s displeased about it,” Brie tells Misha. “But I think you could win her over.” She flashes a weak smile. “As you did with me not so long ago.”


“I’ll do what I can, but you know your sister. She isn’t very . . . open to friendships. But I will try.”


“I’m afraid I must ask you for more than your friendship, Misha. I need you to give her a purpose. Otherwise, she’ll do the same at Castle Craige as she’s done here for three years.”


Misha leans back in his chair. “And what makes you think my efforts to make her live her life will go over any better than yours?”


Brie grimaces. “She’s too gentle to tell you no.”


Gentle. It’s all I can do to stifle my scoff. I just watched the life leave a male’s eyes, and it was the best part of my week by far. That they think I’m gentle proves they don’t know me at all.


“What do you have in mind?” Misha asks.


“It can be anything. Just get her involved with the day-to-day of running the territory. Take her with you when you travel. Get her outside. Anything.”


“And you’re sure she wouldn’t be safer locked in her chambers here?”


“If the rumors are even true,” Brie says, “I suspect Mordeus will stay in the Unseelie Court, where he can gather his followers and pull power from the land. He knows this court and this palace better than anyone, and he knows too well what I would do to protect her. I can’t risk being the reason she’s hurt again, and I can’t risk this court being in danger if the worst happens and Mordeus is able to get his hands on her again.”


Mordeus? Am I the last to know these rumors?


I must make some sound, because Misha and Brie swing their heads toward me.


“Jas!” my sister squeaks, rushing around the table to swing the door open and greet me. Her pale skin flushes at the sight of me. “Why aren’t you in bed?”


I rub my thumb against the ring still firmly in place on my middle finger, a reminder that none of them will remember this interaction. “I couldn’t sleep.”


“I’ll call for your handmaid. She can get you more—”


“Please don’t. Mordeus is back?”


“There are rumors,” Misha says, standing and coming closer. “You are stunning,” he says, sweeping his gaze over me. “May I be so bold as to ask you to walk with me?”


Brie shoots him a puzzled look. “I’ll handle this.”


I roll my eyes. The ring is effective, but sometimes the results are . . . absurd. “Focus,” I tell them. “Tell me what you know about Mordeus.”


Brie looks to both Misha and Finn, who’s pushed to his feet to come closer, but they’re both under the spell of my ring and offer her no help. She sighs. “My sources tell me that his followers have been chattering about his return—a supposed resurrection,” she says. “We have spies in the field as we speak, trying to find out more, but I don’t want you to worry about it.”


I cock my head and study her. She seems her normal self. Almost as if she’s unaffected by the ring.


I don’t have time to worry about what that could mean. Finn comes toward us, and when I meet his silver eyes, a shiver of revulsion goes down my spine.


I shift my gaze and focus on his dark curls, so different from the straight, silver-streaked hair of his wicked uncle Mordeus.


Finn gestures to his chair. “Please, take my seat. Let me get you some tea.”


“No, thank you,” I say. “I’m tired and want to go back to bed.”


“I’ll walk you,” Misha says, eyes bright. “I want to make sure everything in your room is as you like it.”


“You all stay here and finish your meeting.” I step back toward the stairwell. “You never saw me anyway.”


I turn away from the doe-eyed affection on their faces and walk quickly to the stairs. Behind me, I hear my sister ask, “What is wrong with you two?”


I bite back a laugh and go to my chambers.


The sentry who stands outside my door beams when he spots me, his eyes bright, his smile comically wide.


“What can I do for milady?” he asks. Dryus is a distant cousin of Finn’s, with the same silver eyes, light brown skin, and dark hair. He’s young and kind and has been nothing but good to me in the three years he’s been charged with my protection, but his pointed, elven ears are a reminder than he can’t be trusted. My once-human sister excepted, no faeries can. I was a stupid little girl for ever believing otherwise.


I cock my head to the side. “Do you tire of babysitting a human girl?” I ask.


“It is both tedious and a privilege, milady. But what of you? Are you tired? May I help you in any way?”


I sigh. His honesty is boring. I was hoping for evidence of an ugly heart beneath that pretty face. Perhaps it’s the ring that makes me crave a reason to hate him. “Remember, the princess was in her room all night. She passed the hours reading because she couldn’t sleep.”


“Of course, milady.”


I step around him and through the door, hanging my cloak and stripping out of my dress. I pull on the sleeping gown my maid helped me into eight hours ago. It seems like a lifetime.


Mordeus is back.


I stare at my magic ring, at the smooth moonstone framed on either side with a silver crescent moon. It’s time to take it off, but I dread the brutal humanity that will follow. Maybe this time it won’t. Maybe I can block out the pain the same way my tutors have taught me to block faeries from my thoughts.


The second I slide the silver band from my finger, my terror hits me like a tidal wave, and I collapse onto the bed.


Mordeus is back. Mordeus is looking for a way to destroy my sister.


I know I should care about what he wants beyond that—the part where he intends to steal back the throne and rule this kingdom, but I don’t. I want no part of it, royal fae blood and destiny be damned.


I drag myself to my pillow and bury my face, muffling sobs. I have my own wing in this palace, but no privacy. In addition to the sentry outside my door, there are two more at the top of the main stairs and another standing at the servants’ stairs. If they hear me cry, my sister will know about it by morning.


I grip the ring so hard it bites into my palm. I want to put it back on. It will ease this ache in my chest—turn it to ice, numb my heart, and cool my anger. It will transform this nightmare I’ve found myself living into a plan for vengeance.


I could. I could slide it on my finger and slip right past the guards. Let them greet me and forget me just as quickly. But Gommid’s warning chimes in my head. You must be yourself more than the Enchanting Lady, or she will control you.


Would that be so bad? To never feel so deeply again? To never fear? To never hurt like this? To spend my days and nights ending the most wicked creatures in this land?


Across the room, the first fingers of dawn stretch into the window, reminding me that my ring has a magic meant for darkness and using it during the day comes at a cost.


Sleep. Just sleep.


After tucking the ring into the hidden pocket I sewed into the back of my mattress, I find my herbs from the apothecary. If my heart can’t be numb, I’ll hide in deep, dreamless sleep.


I take a double dose.










Chapter Two


Jasalyn


“Good morning, sleepyhead!”


My sister’s cheerful voice cuts through the thick blanket of sleep and drags me from my nightmare with a gasp. For a moment I expect to find myself in a dark cell, the scent of urine filling my nose, the icy cold of the stone floor seeping into my bones.


But the bed is soft and my blankets are warm. Day has come and, with it, the honey glow of light through the cracks in the curtains.


The bed shifts and I smell Brie’s cinnamon and vanilla soap, sense her warmth. And her worry. Always her worry.


“I’m sorry to wake you,” she says softly, knuckles brushing the back of my hand. “But I have a meeting in the northern mountains in a couple of hours, and we need to talk first.”


Before I was sold to Mordeus and dragged to Faerie from my home realm, the human realm of Elora, I never wasted much time imagining what it might be like to be queen of a faerie court, but I would’ve guessed it involved decadence and balls and . . . I don’t know, appearing before your subjects like some beneficent goddess. But judging from my sister’s experience in the last three years, it’s mostly meetings and more meetings. When she’s not convincing the lords of the court to assist in her rebuilding efforts, she’s mediating petty squabbles between shadow fae, like a schoolmistress teaching children to play nice.


As if dealing with the politics within the court isn’t bad enough, she’s also left to navigate the politics between courts. While she calls the king of the Seelie Court and the king of the Wild Fae Lands both friends, the subjects of the three main territories of Faerie aren’t keen to follow her lead. The Seelie and Unseelie fae were enemies for centuries before Abriella took the throne, and though historically neutral, the Wild Fae were reluctant allies at best.


“Jas?” Brie says, taking my wrist in her hand.


I force my eyes open before I fall back to sleep.


Brie’s wearing her riding clothes—brown leather pants with knee-high boots, a soft white cotton blouse beneath a leather riding vest. I catch her frowning at the puddles of dried wax on my bedside table from all the nights I’ve left candles burning while I sleep. She knows I hate the dark, but I don’t talk to her about it because she gets that crease between her brows and guilt fills her eyes.


It’s not her fault our aunt sold me to an evil faerie. It’s not her fault the darkness reminds me of those long nights in Mordeus’s dungeons and the horrible things I endured there.


She gently strokes her thumb over the circular scar on my wrist. It’s as wide as a plum and gnarled like a knot on an old tree. I hate the pain and worry that contorts her face when she looks at my scars, and I yank my wrist from her grasp and pull down the sleeve of my sleeping gown.


“Any new marks this morning?” she asks, eyes searching my face.


“I don’t know.” I yank up my blankets, tucking them under my arms before she gets any ideas and tries to look for herself. There are already more than she knows about, though I’m guessing my maids have told her about the game board of puffy scar tissue that’s appeared across my abdomen.


“Perhaps next time Finn and I visit Juliana in Staraelia, you could—”


“Is my appearance so disturbing to you that you need your High Priestess to fix me?” I snap.


She flinches, and I wish I could take the words back. The scars began appearing at random intervals shortly after my birthday. Once Abriella found out about them, I agreed to let her healers look at me, but their salves do nothing to make the marks fade, and they haven’t had any answers for their queen about my mysterious scarring. But I fear the High Priestess and whatever magic she has would tell my sister too much.


Abriella is a powerful queen, but with me she acts like a nervous child. And that’s all my fault. It’s all my fault because I’m broken. It’s all my fault because while this life in this world has made Brie grow and thrive, for me it feels like trying to breathe underwater.


I don’t need Brie knowing that though the timing of the marks’ appearance is random, the scars themselves are not. Each corresponds to an injury inflicted on me in Mordeus’s dungeons.


I don’t want her knowing about what happened to me during those weeks. What good would it do, anyway?


At least now I have the ring and my nights tracking down my enemies. At least when my heart is cold, I feel like I can breathe.


On the other side of the room, my handmaid draws the curtains, and the streams of golden sunlight turn to swaths that fill the room.


I squint, push myself up, and lean against my velvet headboard.


“It’s nearly lunchtime,” my sister says. There’s no censure in her tone, only concern.


“I had trouble falling asleep.” A lie. Once I took my herbs at sunrise, sleep came hard and fast. And the nightmares with it.


The dreams of my days in Mordeus’s dungeons haunt me, but worse than those are the dreams where I’m in his body. My mind twists my worst memories until my dreams show our “visits” from his eyes. In those dreams, I have to see the terror in my eyes as he steals all my control. I have to see myself writhing in pain from his brutal torture. But the worst part is how I feel in those dreams. How much I relish the power. How satisfying it is to see myself suffer.


Brie stares down at her hands. Her red hair falls forward, a curtain hiding her face. I always loved her hair—an orange red like the lilies in the Court of the Sun. It’s grown long again in these last few years, and now the waves flow down to the middle of her back. Once upon a time, I’d sit behind her and weave it into braids.


But that was before. Before the dungeons. Before the Throne of Shadows. Before the person I loved most in the world became what I hate most: a faerie.


“It’s normal, you know,” she says. “Excessive sleeping is a symptom of depression and—”


“I’m not depressed.”


When she lifts her head, I flinch at the pain I see in her eyes. “I know you’re not happy here. You can talk to me.” Her desperation hurts worse than the many daggers twisted into my flesh while I was Mordeus’s captive. “I fight every day for the people in this court, and all the while I feel like I’m losing you. I can’t do this if you are the cost.”


Then don’t. But I can’t ask that. Not when leading these people means everything to her. Not when, if it weren’t for me, Brie would be happier now than she’s ever been in her life.


And besides, what’s the alternative? Brie uses her magic to glamour herself so we can go home again? I miss the realm of Elora, the land where we were born and raised, the way I miss the innocence of my childhood. There’s no going back, and we both know it.


“You’ve suffered through so much,” she says. “Two major traumas that you never speak of. If you needed to talk—”


“I don’t.” I tear my gaze from hers and stare at my lap, counting down the seconds until she leaves me alone.


“You don’t even want to sew anymore.”


“This again? Why are you so fixated on me sewing? You probably have a hundred servants capable of the job.” I give her a smile. Not the seductive smile of the Enchanting Lady, and not the satisfied smile that curves my lips when death takes my victims. No, I give her my Princess Jasalyn smile. This is the expression of the girl I’m supposed to be. Meek and scared, but grateful. “I’m truly fine. You’ve given me a home, and I am content here.” Another lie. I’ve gotten too good at this.


“Nevertheless, I would like you to go stay with Misha for a time.”


Everything from last night comes back in a rush. Mordeus is back, and my sister wants to send me away.


But I’m not supposed to know any of that and she doesn’t seem to remember, so I cough out a laugh. “I’ll pass, thanks.” Misha is my sister’s best friend. He’s a nice enough male, but when he visits, I always feel him poking around in my head. Luckily, he’s also the one who taught me how to guard against such mental exploitations. He taught me well, but I find it unnerving nevertheless. I always fear slipping in his presence. What would he do if he knew my secrets? Tell my sister, surely, and then what?


What would Abriella do if she knew her terrified little sister was leaving a trail of her enemies’ bodies throughout the mountains?


What would she do if she knew what I traded for that power?


“The Wild Fae territory is beautiful,” Brie says.


“I’m sure it is, but I don’t want to go.”


“You could go riding and explore the village.”


“I could go riding here.”


“You could start fresh—away from the court where so many terrible things happened to you.” She tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, and I flinch before catching myself. She yanks her hand away as if she’s been burned. “You could make new friends. New memories.”


My heart pinches. She doesn’t just want me to visit her friend. When they were talking last night, I thought she meant a few days, maybe a week. “You want me to live there?”


“I think it would be good for you.”


“Is it that bad?” The words are out before I can stop them. “Having me here? Knowing that I struggle a little? Is it so terrible that you must send me away?”


My sister’s beautiful hazel eyes go wide. “No!” She shakes her head, panic all over her face. “Jas, it’s not that at all. I love having you here. Love it so much I wonder if I’ve been selfish to keep you in the palace when perhaps you’d heal better . . . elsewhere.”


Elsewhere. Further from my mission. Somewhere I will be expected to act as the shadow princess. At least here I’m left alone. At least here I can hunt those who hurt me and feel some sort of purpose. “Well, I won’t, so forget it.”


She bites her bottom lip—Abriella, fierce and feared queen of the shadow fae—cowering because she’s scared of hurting her human baby sister. I’m not sure whether to laugh or cry.


“It’s not just that,” she says. “There are things happening in this court. Unexplained deaths and rumors that give me pause.”


Mordeus. “What rumors?”


“Nothing I want you worrying about. Until I figure out what’s happening,” she continues, “I’d like you to be with Misha. Away from any potential danger.”


My mind skips back to the other piece I didn’t hear them talk about last night. “Unexplained deaths? Surely that’s nothing new.” I can’t imagine the few faeries I’ve killed myself are enough to raise the alarm—especially since these vile creatures were already in hiding.


“This is different. We’re talking trails of bodies. Death with no obvious cause.”


My pulse stutters into a run. “Where?”


“All over the court.” Abriella frowns. “It’s been happening for weeks, maybe months—though it’s hard to know when it started because not every death is reported to me. It’s hard to identify a pattern without all the information, but we’re hearing reports of groups of dead fae—from a few to as many as a dozen at once. Every sign indicates that their deaths are magical, as most are uninjured and showed no sign of illness before they were found dead. It seems I’m getting another report every few days, and the numbers just keep growing.”


“And you think I might be targeted?”


With a heavy sigh, she pushes off my bed and paces. “I think I will worry unless I know you are safe.”


“I’ll be fine, sister. You’ve had me trained by the best. Self-defense, mental shields, sword fighting, archery.”


“I don’t want you to need any of those skills.” She peers out my windows, but her eyes are distant, as if she’s envisioning an entirely different time and place. “We should never have been so honest with the court. We should have led them to believe that Mab already made you fae.”


For months after Abriella took the throne, she and her advisors went round and round about what I thought of as “the human problem.” Mab had told Abriella that I would turn fae on my eighteenth birthday, so they had to decide whether to pretend I was already fae in the meantime or to potentially allow Abriella’s enemies to know my weakness: mortality.


No one ever pushed me to take the Potion of Life that can turn a mortal fae. Maybe because Abriella experienced it and it really is so excruciating that she didn’t want me to go through that. Or maybe because they already knew, on some level, that I dread becoming that which I loathe. I didn’t ask, and neither did they.


“Honesty seemed like the best way to begin my reign, but now I wonder if I’ve left you too vulnerable.”


“I’m always at the palace,” I say. Which is true, unless I’m wearing my ring, but given the powers that come with that, I’m not too concerned something could happen to me with it on. “Where could I possibly be safer?”


She folds her arms. “You aren’t safe in the palace if our enemy knows it as well as we do.”


I throw off my covers and stride across the room to stand next to her at the big windows that overlook the palace’s midnight gardens. They’re filled with flowers that blossom in the moonlight and are rather nondescript during the day. Like me with my ring and me without.


“It is only out of an abundance of caution that I want you to stay with Misha,” Brie says. “Not forever, but for now. Once we figure out these deaths and investigate this rumor . . .”


“Mordeus?” I ask, not looking at her.


She’s quiet for a long time before replying. I can feel the tension rolling off her, can feel her stress. “They’re saying he’s been resurrected. Finn and I are meeting with the palace sentinels today to add extra security to the gates and doors. But these rumors might not even be true.”


My jaw aches. I focus on relaxing it before I break a tooth. “Queen Mab was resurrected,” I say. The resurrection of the first Unseelie queen is a story Abriella drills into me. In this court, our great-great-who-knows-how-many-greats-grandmother is honored as much as any god. Her blood is the reason Brie sits on the Throne of Shadows and the reason I, born human, am destined to become fae on my eighteenth birthday. For generations before my sister and I were born, the children from Mab’s bloodline were born and lived as humans in Elora, their royal, magical blood hidden from everyone—even themselves. It was the best way Mab could protect her progeny from the wrath of her enemies, but it seems that mercy ended with us. “If Mab can return from the dead, why not Mordeus?”


“The gods favored Mab and rewarded her for her selfless love,” Brie says. “It is not the same.”


I flash her a skeptical glance. If I’ve learned anything during my time with the fae, it’s that they are as clever as they are evil. I have little doubt that Mordeus could’ve had a plan in place that would’ve allowed his people to bring him back in the event of an assassination. “What happened to his body—after you killed him?”


Brie draws in a long, measured breath and holds my gaze. “I don’t know. But if I could do it again, I would’ve stayed and watched him burn. If he’s back, it’s my fault, and I will not let you be a consequence of that failure.”


“I want to stay here.” I want to find him myself. I want to end him myself.


“I promise that I’ll have you back here in time for your eighteenth birthday.”


I flinch at the mention of that looming date. When I got the ring, a year seemed like so much time. Now I only have nine months left, and I fear it won’t be nearly enough.


Her boots scuff the stone floors as she turns to me. The hand she places on my shoulder is warm and tentative. “Sooner if possible.”


Hot, angry tears fill my eyes.


“Don’t be scared,” Brie says, misinterpreting my emotion. “I promise I’ll keep you safe.”


She doesn’t understand that feeling safe isn’t my problem. I’m used to the endless fear. But I’m not scared of Mordeus hurting me. I’m scared that my sister will send me away before I can finish what I started. I only have until my eighteenth birthday. I forfeit any days beyond that when I traded my immortality for a magical ring.


 


The swamps in the north of my sister’s territory smell of rot and festering filth that makes my eyes water.


Gommid curls his skinny lip as he surveys the bubbling greenish muck surrounding the sparse trees. “The human faerie uses her favors in strange ways.”


I can’t risk my sister sending me to the Wild Fae Lands before I track down Mordeus, so as soon as she and Finn left for their meeting, I donned my magical ring and summoned Gommid.


“The human is not a faerie,” I remind him. I hate when he calls me that. Human faerie. That’s not even a thing. I pat the pockets of my cloak, reassuring myself that my ring is secure in the hidden pocket where I tucked it away to use when darkness falls. Wearing the ring even for the brief minutes it took me to escape the watchful eyes of my sister’s sentries left me feeling weak and queasy.


When the witch I bought it from warned me to only use it at night, her explanation was that all magic must be balanced. Apparently, my ring’s magic is balanced by making me ill if I try to use its power in the daylight.


The swamp belches, sending a putrid breeze my way, and the lingering nausea surges in my throat.


Gommid extends a hand. “I do not work for free, Princess.”


I dig a tooth from the pocket of my cloak and drop it into his waiting palm.


His already bulging eyes widen. “A fine incisor from an Unseelie sentinel. You did not remove this yourself.” It’s not a question.


I shrug. “The guards who were sparring on the practice mats next to me this afternoon were a little aggressive. When one spit out a bloody tooth, I claimed it as my own.”


He tucks it into his pocket. “Mine now.”


“What do you do with them?”


He grins, showing off his own mouthful of pointy teeth. “What will you give me for that information?”


“Never mind. Thank—” He’s already gone. I sigh. “You.”


I survey the rancid swamp. There’s not a soul in sight, but I’ve spent enough time in the company of Mordeus’s followers and heard enough chatter to know they have a training outpost near here. When night falls, I’ll put on my ring and ask every one of his disgusting sycophants where I can find the resurrected king.


The wind rustles through the trees, and the sun sinks toward the horizon. I don’t have much daylight left to find what I’m looking for, so I hike up my cloak and start walking.


The farther I walk from the swamp, the more the rancid smell fades and is replaced by the scent of the forest.


I love this time of year in the mortal realm—the changing colors of the leaves on the trees and the crunch of the dry grass beneath my boots as I walk. I ache for it—ache to return to Elora and stay.


But I don’t belong there anymore. While the truth of my ancestry might not be known among the mortals of Elora, I know, and I feel like a fraud when I’m there. As if the humans of my home realm can see the faerie lurking beneath my skin. My sister’s station comes with so many rules, and while I’ve resented many of them, resented this world and the way we were shoved into it, the Midnight Palace is the closest thing I have to a home.


And she wants to send me away.


I lean back against a thick oak and close my eyes, enjoying my reprieve from the watchful stares of my sister’s sentinels.


I wonder if they’re noting my absence back at the palace. I hope the words the Enchanting Lady whispered to my guards will keep anyone from checking my chambers until morning.


I won’t let myself think about what I will do if I don’t find Mordeus tonight. I can’t.


A hand slaps over my mouth, and hot breath hisses in my ear. “Silence.” A masculine voice, low and rough. He’s too strong, too big for me to escape, and I feel myself shutting down, feel the panic making me freeze when I need to fight.


I throw my elbow into my captor’s gut, and he grunts softly before tightening his hold and pinning down my arms.


I open my mouth to scream, but no sound comes out.


Rough fabric is shoved over my head, and horrible darkness envelops me. I try to scream—try and try and try—but there’s nothing. As if I never had a voice.


Then I’m flying through the air. My breath rushes out of me with an oomph as I’m thrown over a shoulder.


“Easy,” a feminine voice says. “He said to be careful with her.”


“I’ll be easy when we’re out of here.”


I’m jostled more, like an inconvenient sack he’s forced to carry, and then we’re running—the crunch of crisp leaves underfoot and air winding around my legs, cool even through my riding leathers. I want to flail, to struggle, to injure with all the maneuvers my trainers taught me, but I can’t move. My arms and legs are as paralyzed as my voice.


There’s a low braying, and I’m hoisted up and over—a horse?


“Let’s go!” Then we’re off. Flying. My stomach pummeled by the jostling of the horse.


I thrash violently. Or try. I can’t move my limbs, but if I squirm enough, perhaps I’ll fall off.


This is why Brie wanted to keep me locked up. This is why she has her rules. Because she knows. How many times did she tell me that they would come for me, that there was always a risk of someone wanting to hurt me?


And here I brought myself to our enemy’s doorstep during hours not fit for my ring, and now some sort of wicked faerie magic is stealing my voice and strength.


What if they’re taking me to Mordeus?


My heartbeat stutters, and bile surges up my throat. I can already feel his hot breath in my face as he taunts me. Can already imagine the wicked curl of his lips as he draws out my torture.


“Would you please make her still before she falls off?” the male says.


“Fine,” his female companion says.


Panic has me by the chest. I can’t breathe. I can’t—


I hear a puff and then . . . sleepiness falls over me. So heavy. I fight it. Try to keep my eyes open. I can’t be weak if I’m to face him again.


I focus on the sound of the hooves on the path, the feel of the wind snapping the exposed skin at the back of my neck, and the smell of the swamp in the distance. I make myself describe each of these things in my mind as I cling to consciousness, but it’s too late. I’m pulled deeper.










Chapter Three


FeLicity


“Three drops each morning and no more,” I say, my wrinkled fingers gripping the pipette to fill the small bottle with the healing tincture. “If her cough doesn’t get better in two days, come back. But this should be an improvement over the thyme and honey variation you tried last week.” I stride to the front counter and pass the bottle to the pale-faced young mother.


Worry is etched across her forehead, and the dark circles under her eyes tell me she hasn’t slept in days. “Thank you so much.” She digs in her tattered purse, no doubt looking for the coin to pay. I wonder how many times she’s had to choose between food for herself and a visit to the apothecary.


I glance over my shoulder to make sure the little shop’s proprietor—my boss—hasn’t made it in yet. “No charge,” I say quickly. “Since the original tincture didn’t help.”


Her brown eyes fill with tears. “Thank you,” she whispers, voice hoarse. “Thank you so much.”


I hear the creak of the back door and stiffen. “Hurry on, now.”


“Felicity!” Estella barks. “We need to talk.”


The young mother’s eyes widen for a beat, but then she wisely hurries out the door before Estella can make it to the front.


I busy myself with straightening my station, moving with the steady grace of the gray-haired faerie whose form I’ve been taking since I got this job two months ago.


Estella pushes into the front of the shop, letting the door swing wildly behind her. She’s as physically beautiful today as she was the day I came here looking for a job—silky blond hair that falls past her shoulders, bright violet eyes, with a regal face and long, graceful limbs—but all I can see when I look at her now is ugliness. She’s a terrible apothecary who uses the cheapest ingredients over the most effective. Half of her tinctures are little more than soaked herbs.


“I had a young male come into the shop last night who wanted me to refund the continence tincture I sold to his father. He said when he tried to buy some for himself, you told him it wouldn’t protect them against the faceless plague.” She lifts her pointed chin, nostrils flared. “Do you know what happens when you say things like that?”


That young male was begging on the street before coming to see me. I couldn’t take his money in exchange for a tiny vial of useless drops. “We should be selling products that help people, not—”


“When you spread lies about our products, people talk, and soon no one buys from me.”


“But those continence drops can’t protect anyone from—”


“None of my customers have fallen to the faceless plague yet,” she snaps before I can finish.


Only because it hasn’t torn through our village yet. But I don’t dare say it out loud. It seems like nearly every week for the last few months there’s a story about another group of fae found dead with no sign of the cause, so the people have begun to call it the faceless plague. The victims are always found in groups, pale but uninjured. Most, if the rumors are to be believed, had no prior signs of illness. It’s as if Death himself is showing up to gatherings uninvited and taking the attendees without reason.


“People are scared.” Frowning, I twist my hands. Too many people in this village lost everything during the years of Mordeus’s rule. After he stole the throne, all it took was a whisper of an alliance with the rightful king, and Mordeus would send his personal army to destroy their businesses and their homes. While I don’t know what it was like to live here during those times, I know what it’s like to have nothing, know what it’s like to wonder where your next meal will come from. “We shouldn’t exploit that. We should—”


“How dare you, you ungrateful crone,” Estella says, seething. “The only reason I hired you was because people trust your wrinkly face and spend more money when you’re behind the counter. But you do me no good when you convince them not to buy! Get out of my shop, and don’t come back.”


I squeeze my eyes shut. Jobs are hard to come by, and if I’ve ruined this . . . “Please reconsider.”


She points one long, manicured finger toward the door. “Go. Before I decide to take what you’ve cost me from your hide.”


Lowering my head, I fist my hands at my sides and make toward the door. I went too many months without steady work before Estella agreed to hire me, and now I have to start over. Maybe it’s for the best. I couldn’t endure her greed and lies.


The day is bright. I squint against the afternoon light as I emerge onto the bustling streets—and freeze when I spy a familiar face watching me from across the road.


In riding leathers with white tattoos all over his forearms and glasses perched on his nose, Natan still appears to be no more than a harmless scholar.


My pulse skips a beat—stuttering from a heady mix of hope and heartache. I immediately scan the streets for my brother, who’s never far from his side. I haven’t seen him in three years. Not since before my mother sent me away.


I’m still looking when someone grabs my arm and drags me into an empty storefront by Estella’s apothecary.


“Hello, Felicity,” my brother says, his grin wolfish as Natan slips in behind us.


Hale Kendrick’s long light brown hair is tied back at the base of his neck, and his ice-blue eyes bore into me, seeing every fault and failure. Every moment of cowardice.


The door clangs shut, and my throat goes tight.


Natan dips his head in greeting. There’s so much in that simple gesture—awareness of who I am beneath this form I’ve taken, acknowledgment of the adventures we shared as children, and a reminder that he’s here to protect Hale, all rolled into one.


Instead of lying, instead of pretending I’m the elderly faerie everyone sees when they look at me, I give my own nod of acknowledgment before glancing around the empty store. “What brings you to this part of the world?” I ask, as if I haven’t ached from missing them every single day of my three years away.


“The usual,” my brother says, his blue eyes bright. “Rebellion. Treason. Sedition. Plans of world domination.”


I nod and wipe my wrinkled hands on my skirts. “How did you find me?”


“It’s cute that you think I ever lost you,” Hale says. He’s my brother in every way that counts. We might not share blood, but we were raised side by side, and he would never just let me run away without bothering to keep tabs on me.


“And how is Mother?” My voice hitches on the word and Hale’s face softens.


“Why don’t you go home and find out for yourself?”


My stomach twists painfully at the thought. It’s like seeing a warm bed after days in the cold and knowing you can’t climb in. “Did you come here to be cruel?”


Hale sighs. “Never, Lis. I came because I need you.”


Guilt swamps me. Hale wants me to save our home realm, Elora, and all I’ve ever wanted was to save him.


He sweeps his hand up and down my form. “Who’s this? Tell me, does living in a body that can’t even fight make you feel safe?”


I can fight just fine but won’t bother trying to convince him. I lift my chin. “Why do you care?”


“Because I’m going to need you to leave behind the elderly faerie act. Immediately. It’s time to slip into your other favorite skin.”


“You’re being obnoxiously vague, Hale.”


“You’re being deliberately obtuse, Lis.” When I narrow my eyes, he laughs. “Gods above and below, when you look at me like that, I can almost see the real you in there.”


“What’s she look like?” I ask. “Just curious, since it’s been over three years since I last got a glimpse of myself.”


He shrugs. “That was the choice you made when you decided you’d rather hide for the rest of your life than fulfill your own destiny.”


“Hale . . .”


“I’m not here to try to change your mind about that.” His hard eyes soften, and so does his tone. He reaches into the satchel hanging at his side and withdraws a tattered, leather-bound notebook. “I’m here about this.”


I gape at the journal—my journal. Inside, next to a small envelope of the princess’s hair I bought from a palace maid, I’ve been keeping notes about the shadow court’s princess, documenting every detail I’ve learned from taking her form, hoping to figure out what the oracle meant when she told me the shadow princess could save Hale from an early death.


“It seems you’ve been taking Princess Jasalyn’s form for months.”


I huff out a laugh to hide my grimace. No one knows that I’ve been taking the princess’s form, because I never leave my house as her. But Hale only had to see those hairs and read a few pages of my scribbled notes to know. Every memory from every transformation is documented in there, spanning between the most uneventful moments from her childhood to the darkest days as the shadow princess.


“You know something, don’t you?” he asks. “You knew, even before me, that she can help us save Elora.”


I frown. I don’t know anything about that, but maybe if she really can save Hale, she can help us both. “What do you mean?”


“I need you to take the princess’s form—but not just in the privacy of your own chambers this time.”


“Right.” I glare when what I really want to do is yank my journal from his grasp. “And have a target on my back for impersonating royalty? I’ll pass.”


“You can’t pass, sister. If you don’t help, the streets will be flooded with shadow court sentinels searching for her.”


I stare at him, confused for a beat until I realize—


“You took her? You kidnapped the princess?” I spin to Natan, hoping this is their idea of a joke, then squeeze the bridge of my nose when I catch his hard stare.


“I did,” Hale says. “And since I’m putting my entire team at risk if the queen is looking for her, I need you to go to the palace and be her. As soon as possible.”


“The palace?” I shake my head. He’s always thought me braver than I am, from the first time he taught me to climb a tree and I got stuck fifteen feet off the ground. Now, once again, he’s asking too much. “No way.”


“Yes.”


“Absolutely not. I can’t do that.”


“You always underestimate yourself,” he says, glancing over his shoulder and toward the busy street beyond. “I’ve left you alone for three years, let you deny your destiny, let you abandon your realm. Now it’s time to step up. You know her. You have, what”—he waves the book between us—“a dozen memories by now?”


I fold my arms. “You’re going to get me killed. You’re asking me to take her form and then live with her sister. Her handmaids. All the people who know her best.”


“A day at most with her sister and then you’ll be sent to stay with King Misha. The queen wants the princess away from the shadow court for a while.”


Pretending to be the princess would be much simpler in the Wild Fae territory, where I wouldn’t be surrounded by the people who know the princess so intimately. But why would the queen send her away when she’s been so protective of her up to now? “Because of the faceless plague?”


Hale shrugs, but I’m sure he knows more than he’s saying. Hale always knows more than he lets on. He also cares for me more than he lets on, and I know he wouldn’t ask without good reason.


“It’s too dangerous. If they found me out—”


“I have faith in you.” These words, spoken with absolute sincerity, make me more homesick than I’ve felt in months. They make me miss the relationship Hale and I had before he lost faith in me.


“This is your out, Felicity,” he says softly, as if he can see my thoughts on my face. “This is our way back home for good.”


My chest aches. I’m not the only one who’s desperate to go back to Elora. Hale was fifteen when he dedicated his life to bringing down the Elora Seven and returning the realm to the rightful monarchy. While I can’t return to Elora so long as I’m hunted, my brother won’t let himself go so long as his quest is unfulfilled.


“How?” I ask, voice cracking. “How does Jasalyn figure into this?”


“I visited the oracle.”


My stomach flips, then plummets. The Oracle of Light is sacred and revered, and I hate her with every fiber of my being. Knowing your destiny can be more of a curse than a gift. “Not everything the oracle foretells is so simple,” I say to my hands. But if she showed me Jasalyn as a way to save Hale and showed Hale Jasalyn as a way to save the realm . . .


I shove away the temptation of hope before I can pull its poison into my lungs.


“Regardless of what you think of the oracle, you might want to know what she showed me this time,” he says. He’s quiet for a few long moments, probably waiting for me to meet his eyes, but I can’t. “The princess, Felicity. She showed me the princess slaying your father.” He tilts his head and hoists the journal in the air. “But maybe you already suspected she’d play a role, and that’s what’s behind your little research project.”


I draw a ragged breath, suddenly lightheaded with the possibility of a better future. Dangerous.


“You told me years ago that you won’t kill Erith,” Hale says, and I flinch.


“It’s not that simple.”


“Listen to me, Lis. I’ve found an alternative. I was shown the alternative. Will you help us take it or not?”


My heart is racing. My birth father has grown too powerful, and the consequence of that power has been horrific for the majority of the Eloran citizens. Even if I didn’t have my own reasons for needing him gone, I would want to help my brother with his mission. Hale has never been able to understand why I wouldn’t slay my father myself. He’s never known what the oracle showed me. But I’m haunted by the memory of that vision, by the sight of death creeping into my brother’s eyes as his blood pools around him.


If I kill Erith, as was foretold, Hale will die too. I don’t know how one leads to the other, but I know what the oracle showed me.


And I could never tell Hale, because he would’ve told me to do it anyway.


But now we’ve both been shown the shadow princess as the key to an alternate path.


“What do you need me to do?” I ask. My hands are shaking. I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this. It’s insanity. It’s a death wish. It might be the only way to save Hale.


“Be the princess. Then once you’re sent to Castle Craige, I need you to get as close to King Misha as you can.”


“Why?”


“So he’ll fall in love with you, of course,” he says.


I grunt. “You overestimate me.”


Hale grins. “You underestimate the allure of a beautiful human girl. I need him to show you his Hall of Doors. If we can’t find the sword, the Hall is our only way to give Jasalyn a direct portal to the Eloran Palace.”


I frown. “We don’t even know if the Hall of Doors is more than a legend.”


“The Halls are real. The Unseelie Court lost theirs when the queen took the crown from Mordeus, which leaves the Seelie and the Wild Fae.”


In which case, the choice is obvious. “How do you know this?”


“While you’ve been hiding in the shadow court, Shae’s been investigating. We’ve learned a lot since you left.”


I flinch at the name of my old crush. He was always by my brother’s side and yet always out of reach. Then I was sent to the oracle, and for a moment after I returned, I thought maybe he might feel something for me too. But then I had to run—had to hide to protect my family—and Shae never came to find me.


I fold my arms in front of my chest, as if I can hold my heart together. “Okay, so assuming he’s right, even the legend says that the courts hold the locations of their Halls as sacred. King Misha wouldn’t hand it over to a human princess—no matter what good ties he holds with her court.”


Hale smirks. “Then I guess you have some work to do.”


“Please tell me you’re not resting the future of the realm on my ability to seduce a faerie king.”


This earns me a crooked smile from Natan.


“We’ll be looking for the sword,” Hale says. “I know what the oracle showed me and have every faith we’ll find our way to where we need to be. That said”—he waves up and down to indicate my general form—“the princess has been missing from the palace for several hours now, and the longer she’s gone, the more closely they’ll investigate her on her return.”


I scowl at him. “Then maybe you should take her back.” Of course he waited until he’d already captured her to tell me his plan.


“Wrap up any business you need to this afternoon and then get some sleep.” He presses several strands of hair into my open palm. “We’ll be back tomorrow to take you to meet the princess. If you have any questions before making your grand return to the palace, that will be your chance.”
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