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      Horns blare, echoing off the domed ceiling high above my head. A dozen pixies appear out of thin air, forming a circle that hovers over the throne room dais. A bubble forms inside their boundary, and a layer of it peels away, allowing the royal couple to step through the portal.

      The queen wears her finest gown of green with threads of gold shot through it, her platinum hair swept high on her head. Not a strand is out of place, with tiny gold and blue butterflies flitting about the top, forming her crown.

      With reserved deference, the king escorts her to a crystal throne. He is also in full regale, including his favorite brocade jacket of the finest red velvet. His chest displays rows of medals that twinkle in the sunlight streaming through the generous tall windows of the room.

      Gathered nobles quiet at their appearance, but a low buzz of anticipation hums around me, raising the hair on my arms. The Council of Advisers gathers in the arena to my right while the Queen’s entourage of ladies-in-waiting sinks into their seats to my left. Behind their generous lashes and under their arched brows, they sneak peeks at me. Shock over my actions is evident on their faces and in the words they whisper behind their gloved hands. A few run bold gazes over my disheveled appearance and wrinkle their noses.

      I lift my chin in defiance, ignoring the odor of charred satin and burnt hair engulfing me.

      Alden Sternbridge, the High Inquisitor, rises from his seat among the advisers. Dressed in a midnight blue tailcoat that skims the floor, his lean body appears even thinner than it is.

      Under most circumstances, his very presence shushes the crowd, but today, they refuse to be contained. The royal family’s daughter is on trial, and their excitement leaps from person to person, fueling curiosity and no small amount of perverted glee.

      “How the precious candy witch has fallen,” one snickers loud enough for me to hear.

      Indeed, I have, and the consequences, as I feel my mother’s flinty gaze land on me, are unthinkable. To have let her down and tarnished my reputation beyond repair is to have broken my oath to the kingdom of Ever After. Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined such an indiscretion of this magnitude.

      If only I could remember exactly what happened.

      Izzy’s dead. My stomach lurches, and I clamp my teeth to keep from losing the contents of my stomach.

      To distract my spiraling thoughts from the hole in my heart, I catch the eye of the scornful woman. “You’ll miss my cherry bonbons,” I mutter. She is a regular at my shop—the one that no longer exists. “And my fruity toadstools.”

      Her gaze flicks away, my words sinking home. My miniature mushroom-shaped confections are renowned for their pretty caps in all colors and flavors. I always carry a few for when my energy wanes. Even one gives a boost and will banish melancholy or worry.

      Two are currently in a hidden pocket of my skirt, and I wish my shackled hands could reach them. I could certainly use their sweetness to uplift me at this horrible moment.

      It’s been more than a hundred years since the citizenry of our land has gathered in the throne room for a disciplinary hearing. Never has one been held for someone of my standing.

      Never.

      Sternbridge clears his throat loud enough for it to bounce off the walls. This does little to silence the gossipers. Their voices continue to rise and fall, although muted, and even the tinkle of laughter reaches my ears.

      A reluctant hush rolls over the room when the Queen casts her quelling stare onto them. Her sharp silver eyes contain the power of a natural-born leader, and while she has been a kind and generous matriarch, she holds the life of each individual here in the palm of her hand.

      The King—the father who taught me how to skim rocks and read the Old Tongue— will not look at me, his fingers toying with the cuffs of his jacket. Taking his own throne, he is resplendent, the sun caressing his golden hair and deep blue eyes. Features I’ve inherited.

      The Queen flicks her attention to him for a split second, causing his fingers to stop their movement. Then she nods at the High Inquisitor to proceed.

      Once more, Sternbridge clears his throat, the sound like sandpaper in my ears. “We gather here today to enact justice for the crime of murder against the faery princess of the Black Heart Court, Isadora Ravenswood.”

      A lump forms in my throat. Murder. I have killed a royal. Worse, I have taken the life of my best friend.

      How? Why? It’s unthinkable. I would never do such a thing.

      Would I?

      Izzy would no doubt smirk at being labeled “fair.” Her mahogany hair is—was—the envy of everyone, her obsidian eyes always full of mischief. While she was the crown princess of her court, a place of black hearts, lies, and deception, she was not like her family. Not like the mother who bore her, nor the generations of dark witches and other treacherous beings intent on destroying the peace that has reigned here for a century.

      Beyond the walls of the throne room, the roar of the gathering crowd—primarily those from the various courts—rises in a crescendo, angry citizens making their presence known. They will demand blood—mine—as recompense.

      “The proof?” the King asks with no amount of weakness in his voice, even as his attention finally lands on me. As the High Fae ruler over all the courts, he must be strong for the kingdom, but I see the profound disappointment at what he must do. “Present it to us.”

      I’ll be given no legal counsel nor a trial like humans extol. Manipulating the truth is impossible in our faery tale world, denying guilt equally so. My friend’s blood is on my hands—literally—and her magic essence coats my body, leaving streaks of sooty residue on my skin.

      At his command, the portal fairies flutter about, expanding the space between them. The opaque bubble becomes a screen. I hold my breath as Izzy appears, waiting for the scene to play out.

      The double doors behind me burst open. The force is so great that they bang against the stone walls, nearly shattering in the wakeful anger of Veramis Ravenswood, Queen of the Black Heart Court.

      The crowd gasps.

      Marching up the gilded carpet, she ignores them, a ball of flickering fire crackling in the palm of her hand. There can be no doubt who it is meant for.

      Fair enough. An eye for an eye, as the humans say. I shut both of mine as her cry of vehement grief erupts from crimson lips. It screeches over the walls and splinters the glass panes of the windows.

      No burning flame touches me, however. Rather, an icy shield springs up, wrapping me in frosty air and sucking the oxygen from my lungs. Another unified gasp erupts at both Veramis’ audacity to mete out her personal retaliation and Queen Lethia’s defiance of it with her air magic.

      I blink and witness the ugly threat that crosses Veramis’ face as she points a black, glossy nail at those who sit on the highest thrones of the land. “You would deny me vengeance? Of course, you would show favor to her! All the years and the endless claims that you care about all of us, including my court, and yet you allow her to live?”

      The King rises to his feet slowly, deliberately. All in the room rear back from the absolute anger radiating off him. “The truth will speak for itself, and she will be sentenced accordingly. Your retaliation, while understandable, is not acceptable nor necessary.”

      Every mouth in the place drops, including mine. Even Queen Lethia seems stunned into silence. Veramis recoils as if he has slapped her.

      He speaks in accordance with the rules. While acts such as mine are exceptionally rare, no one in Ever After is allowed to repay violence. Only the High Fae Court doles out discipline.

      Sentenced accordingly. His words ring in my ears. That there is any question as to my guilt, or potential options regarding my punishment, is shocking.

      It also gives me hope.

      Does he believe me that I have no memory of the event?

      He is an optimist. Yet, the guilt I feel over what has happened eats at my heart like the flames of Veramis’ fireball. My precious Izzy is gone, and I’m to blame.

      “I’m so sorry,” I utter, the words like razor blades on my tongue. “She was my best friend.”

      The Shadow Queen strikes me, cutting through the magical ice shield with such force I tumble backward. As the crowd jumps to its feet with outrage, my own feet tangle in the folds of my ruined sky-blue skirt. I topple to the hard marble floor.

      The chaos drowns out the clank of my metal shackles. The guards do not help me up, as they would have only hours ago, yet they do intervene before Izzy’s mother can strike me again.

      “Veramis Ravenswood.” Magic amplifies my mother’s voice. All those around me fall quiet at the command in her tone. “As the King said, you are rightfully upset, and your desire for vengeance is to be expected. The seriousness of the crime will be taken into account, as will your wishes. To participate in these proceedings, take a seat”—she indicates the section reserved for the council—“and remain silent unless I command you to speak. If you do not, you will be removed.”

      Veramis snarls. Her cutting beauty is vicious, giving her the appearance of the evil witch of faery tale fame. “I will stand right in this spot,” she insists through gritted teeth, “as a reminder of my beloved Isadora, who cannot speak for herself.”

      The King and Queen exchange a glance, silent communication passing between them. They seem to come to an agreement and the King nods at Veramis. Removing her from the proceedings might cause a riot.

      I have ripped the carefully protected peace of the kingdom to shreds, and it will be nearly impossible to repair. All they can do is respect the mother who stands beside me, grieving.

      She jerks from the guards’ grip, and they glance at their captain nearby, who nods. He cares not about my safety any longer, knowing I am nothing but a deterrent to the royal family who once doted on me. His only concern now is the protection of his sovereigns.

      Flustered, his cheeks flushed over the high neck of his coat, Sternbridge motions at the crowd to settle. “Let us watch.”

      All eyes zero in on the bubble screen, where the faeries still float. One flies to me, tiny as a bee, and waves her wand. A wisp of memory coils from my head, and she returns to the bubble with it.

      The hollow ache in my chest grows, my guts twisting as I watch my friend’s last moments play out. Her angry words threaten Gretel, another friend who is not in the scene. Izzy launches herself at me, and I raise my hands in defense. Magic explodes around her, and she stumbles, landing inside the raging oven she had stoked the fires of moments before. It’s my turn to gasp.

      When the replay is over, I stand stunned, unmoving. I remember none of it and can’t believe the encounter got so out of hand. “I would never—” The air in my lungs is instantly frozen and cut off from my throat.

      “Silence,” the Queen demands. Her face, usually so pleasant, so perfect in its beauty, is enraged. I claw at my throat as she stands and walks down from her throne to stare me in the eyes. “You have violated the most sacred of the peace treaty covenants. The most sacred in our world. There is no excuse, no justification for this.”

      She’s right—there isn’t. I bow my head, wondering if this is how I’ll die, suffocating at her feet. I can’t even speak to argue, nor can I offer my regrets and apologies again.

      Sick at all of this, I search the far reaches of the room, shocked to see my godmother watching everything play out. A known Outcast, it is against the rules for her to be here. Her beloved sword, Gunther, is in hand, her thumb idly scraping over the edge of the blade without it harming her.

      The restriction on my lungs eases, and I suck in air. I wonder if Marlena, then, has been granted a pardon to enact my punishment.

      Unable to bear the disappointment on her face, I scan the crowd for my friends. The argument was over Gretel, but she’s not in attendance. There is no one to come to my defense or even offer support.

      Perhaps no one should.

      My future, once so promising, is as tattered as my clothes. There is no happily ever after for me.

      I imagine a different scenario, where Izzy is alive, and my error is only a silly mistake. I would hear her voice championing me, her magic taking me by my hands and turning us invisible or making me fly. She would laugh as she stole me away from the Throne Room so we could hide in the woods to wait out the Queen’s wrath, just like we had so many times before.

      My heart’s aching eases remembering times when we defied our parents’ expectations and our realm's norms, Izzy leading me on a merry path of teenage rebellion.

      But those days are over, and my lungs are filled with frost. Even as I inhale deeply, my final act of rebellion is over.

      A male voice shouts from the open doorway. “Your Majesties, I must be heard.” Hansel! Hope surges again. “There’s more to the story,” he insists.

      The butterflies disappear as my mother glares at me, the side she rarely shows anyone else surfacing. “There always is with you, isn’t there?” She says it under her breath, ignoring him and speaking only to me. My heart sinks. Regardless of what light Gretel’s brother might shed on the story, there will be no mercy on this day.

      Magic forces my knees to buckle, and I kneel before her. She silences his further protests with a wave of her hand and speaks to me alone. “Princess Ambrosia Seraphina Rothschild of Ever After.” Her voice rings clear and true, not a hint of sorrow or dismay. “For your trespasses, you are forever vanquished from our kingdom and realm. You are not to set foot here again for any reason, nor interact with those loyal to the crown. Your position is renounced, and you will no longer be recognized, aided, or granted any kindness as one of ours. If you so much as speak to any in humandom of our existence or your heritage, you will immediately be struck down by the sword of justice.”

      It’s not the beheading or fiery end I anticipated, yet the ramifications make me stagger. I can barely speak over a whisper. “You would renounce your own daughter?”

      Her silver eyes are without compassion. The kingdom’s fate rests on her shoulders and will always come before me. “Remove her from my presence,” she commands the captain of the guards. “See that she is exiled to the human world, now and forevermore.”
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      The portal makes an ugly belch as it spews me from Ever After into the world of humans and dumps me on my backside.

      Here—wherever on Earth here is—it’s night, and the sky pours rain. There’s a blaring honk, and two matching lights blind me. I instinctively roll to the side, snapping my fingers to create a protective shield. My magic fizzles in the foggy air, nothing but dull sparks.

      I scramble out of the way, but not before muddy water splashes me, and I somersault over my sodden skirt. When I come to a stop, the back of my head smacks on hard concrete.

      Perfect. I’m wet, sooty, and blood-streaked, and my gown is in tatters. On top of that, my head now throbs with an intensity that makes my eyes water. The cast iron lamp looming over me blurs, becoming three. My vision does not clear as I blink—is it from the rain or the growing lump on the back of my skull? Massaging it gently, I grimace and shut my eyes for the briefest of moments, shivering.

      It’s far too chilly and wet to lie here. I roll onto my side, fighting the vertigo that strikes. A strand of hair falls in front of my face, and I gasp, sitting up too quickly at the sight of the snowy white tress.

      My hair! I blink again, realizing my skin, too, is stripped of color. It is as pale as my mother’s favored milky-pink roses.

      Is this why my magic has failed me? Did coming through the portal rob me of it, along with my normal coloring?

      As is my nature, I search for a comforting thought. At least I’m free of the manacles.

      Pulse beating like a hummingbird’s wings, I reach inside my pocket and locate the tiny candy toadstools. One cap is red with white dots—a strawberry. The other is a cheery yellow—lemon. I wish to eat both, but I have nothing besides my clothes and these two pieces of candy. Best to conserve them until I can make more.

      “Cars,” a hovering ghost says to me. “That’s what humans call them.”

      I jump up. Another vehicle passes and I stumble farther from the curb, avoiding the rooster tail of dirty water this time. The action seems pointless with the rain falling and my current mess.

      Swinging my head wildly, I search for the phantom. He’s gone. I tell myself it’s only stress getting to me—I do not see spirits. Never have. Only those in the Black Heart Court trifle with such magic.

      As the retreating taillights vanish, I wipe my face and fling water from the ends of my fingers. My hair lies flat against my forehead. Rivulets of rain run into my eyes, and I wipe them away to clear my vision again.

      The sky is a tangle of heavy, roiling clouds and shadows. My heart feels the same, my mother’s decree ringing in my ears. Exiled.

      I am Outcast.

      At least my godmother didn’t have to behead me.

      Positive thoughts—that’s what I must hold on to.

      An owl screeches, and I turn in his direction. “I feel your pain,” I call. “By chance, do you know the way to a dry abode and warm fire?”

      His reply is the flap of wings. Once above the skeletal trees, he screeches what sounds like a warning, although I cannot translate it. My ability to understand the animal kingdom’s languages must also be gone. Or perhaps, even in the kingdom of humans, the Queen’s proclamation holds dominion—I am not to be aided.

      Taking stock of my surroundings, I avoid thinking overly much about the fact my mother has disowned me, my magic is gone, and I have murdered my best friend.

      Oh, Izzy. The memory pulled from my head still seems…wrong. We had argued plenty of times, but she would never yell at me so. Never attack me with such rage in her eyes.

      Would she?

      Even in self-defense, would I shove her into my oven?

      Never. I know this as sure as I know my name.

      The satin fabric of my gown plasters itself to my legs, and reddish clay coats my slippers. A bubble of panic starts below my rib cage. “Can anyone assist me?” I call into the gloom.

      There are no lights from homes, only a glistening road disappearing into the fog. I have no sense of direction, and although I am a faery tale witch—and a princess to boot—I know humans are not known for accepting the magical and supernatural. They revel in morbid curiosity about it, yet if their fascination with such a thing were to materialize, they would run screaming the other way.

      “Follow the road.”

      It’s another specter, and I jump before I pinch my lips into a line so I do not cry out as I watch her vanish into the woods. “Wait!”

      No one else answers my request, neither human, Fae, nor animal. Only the rain keeps me company as I follow her advice.

      I must find a way forward, not only to discover shelter but to determine what I will do in the years that stretch in front of me, devoid of friends, my family, and my former life.

      In Ever After, the only way a princess might meet her end is through a poisoned apple or an unfortunate accident. Here, who knows? I may be as mortal as the humans who occupy this realm.

      A bleak resignation takes hold. I rest a hand on my belly, where it is unsettled. As the crown princess of the land of faery tales, I have never wanted for anything, least of all aid.

      “Well,” I say aloud, my voice shaky from my chattering teeth. “I may be exiled, and my magic may be inert, but I’m not without intelligence and reason.” It’s vain of me, but I briefly touch my face and release a relieved breath. While my hair and skin are bleached of their natural color, I seem to have my beauty, which can be used for leverage here.

      Unless I’m a phantom. The sheer idea brings me to a complete stop. Is that why I can now see and hear them?

      I shudder violently and have to breathe in and out several times to assure myself I am alive. Rallying, I begin walking again, more determined than ever to figure this out. “Nobody can strip my birthright from me,” I mutter. “Not even the Queen.”

      Magic does exist here; I need to find a way to tap into it. If there is a way forward, and I believe there is, it begins with me relying on what makes me me.

      I am Princess Ambrosia Rothschild of Ever After. A good witch who makes the sweetest candies the fae world has ever tasted. I may never take the throne, never rule, but royal blood runs in my veins, and I can recreate my confections anywhere.

      Giving in to my craving, I pop a toadstool into my mouth. Instantly soothed, I suck on it as I contemplate what to do. The lemon cap gives me a sugar rush and calms my nerves, but it does nothing to stave off the cold. Goose flesh rises on my arms, and I rub them and move faster to warm the regal blood I carry.

      There are others like me. Outcasts from Ever After. The name itself is considered foul to us, a curse. Yet, I know none of those exiled here if Marlena has returned to her former status in the kingdom. I’ve heard they rarely fare well in this realm. They, along with the native-born supernaturals, make themselves blend in for fear of subjugation from the humans in power.

      Regardless of my pep talk, loneliness slips under my damp skin. When I see lights in the distance and hear the grumble of more cars, I am unsure if the wetness on my cheeks is from the rain or my tears.

      A one-story building with square windows and lighted signs announcing Lottery and Marlboro $7.19 comes into view. A man stands out front, a hose running from a gas tank to his car. He talks on a handheld phone.

      “Fair night,” I call, even though it is anything but. I raise a hand in greeting. “Where might I find lodging, perhaps dry clothes and food?”

      He narrows his eyes at my appearance and speaks into the phone. “I gotta call you back.” He pockets the device and disengages the hose from his vehicle. “You lost, little lady?”

      I am that. I stop and smile through the rain running down my face. The pungent smell of gasoline hangs in the air, making my nose itch. A trace of something else is there, too, but I can’t place it. “I find myself in need of your generosity. I am definitely in an unfamiliar territory.”

      The return smirk he offers makes my skin crawl. “Is that so?”

      Onyx, my beloved gargoyle pendant, heats in warning where he lays on my collarbone.

      I back away, automatically searching for my magic to tell me what type of candy he is. Then I remember it’s gone.

      Black licorice, I guess.

      A child-like being in the car’s back seat leans its face against the window. The overly large head, hooked nose, and flat gaze causes me to tense. It’s not human, although it probably appears to be to the non-magical.

      It smiles, and three rows of teeth gleam at me. Sharp, pointed teeth.

      That smell… I recognize it now. I choke, then fumble in the folds of my skirt for the toadstool. “Here.” I hold it out to the man as he stalks toward me. “For you.”

      His brows dip, confused and questioning.

      “It’s strawberry,” I say, wiggling it in front of his nose. I do not sense he is anything but human, but I need to get away from him. This is the only distraction I can come up with.

      He takes it reluctantly and reaches for my wrist at the same time. I dodge his grip and whirl.

      Through the rain-streaked window, a woman behind the counter peers at us. My presence has caught her attention. I point toward the glass door, where I spot rows of wrapped candy. I could use one—or maybe twelve. “I believe what I need is inside. I’ll leave you to your night. Fair thee well.”

      “Hold on there.” He’s suddenly beside me. A rough hand grabs my elbow and jerks me around. “Thought you wanted my help.”

      Vexation at his rudeness causes my voice to come out low and dangerous. “Remove your hand this instant.”

      While I may be a princess, I am not helpless. When he tries to force me toward his car, I stomp on the top of his foot. He curses, shoving me away and hopping about like a chicken.

      My grin turns triumphant, and the door to the building opens. A small bell dings. “Is there a problem out here?” the woman calls.

      I hustle toward her, exhaling with relief once I’m inside. “I’m afraid I’m lost and in need of direction. Perhaps you could assist me?”

      Her eyes are the color of smoky quartz and match her smooth skin. They sweep over me as the door shuts softly on its own. She glares at the man, but he has already returned to his vehicle. He can’t smell the entity in his car nor see its true visage. To him, it appears an innocent human child.

      She points to a sign over a wooden door on my left that reads Women. “You can clean up in there. If he tries anything, I’ll call the po-po.”

      “The what?”

      She scans my clothes. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

      “Afraid not.” Understanding clicks in my brain. “He will no longer be a problem. No need to call anyone.”

      She makes a noise in her throat that seems to be agreement. If I had to guess—which I do since my magic is gone—I’d say she loves chocolate, any and all varieties.

      I immediately like her.

      After I’ve cleaned the mud from my slippers to the best of my non-magical abilities, and dried my face, I return to the main floor. She is speaking to someone on a phone attached to the wall behind the counter. This device has a long, kinked-up cord and is dingy with handprints. She holds it to her ear, using her shoulder as she simultaneously eyes the customer at the counter.

      “We do not require law enforcement,” a familiar voice says. “Please disconnect your call.”

      My godmother’s compulsion magic mesmerizes the smoky-eyed woman, and she does as instructed. Marlena is in her fighting leathers rather than a customary gown. Gunther, at her hip, vibrates at my nearness, alerting her. She pivots, taking me in. I sob with joy as I throw myself at her.

      She accepts my hug and returns it fiercely. “There you are.” She frowns at my hair and complexion. “What happened to you?”

      The portal has stripped her of nothing. “I’m not sure, but perhaps the Queen marked me somehow? Pray tell she didn’t exile you again for my crime.” I fear I have indeed condemned her. It is the only explanation for her presence. “I saw you in Ever After. She granted you pardon?”

      Her silver and black curls are tight as springs, quivering when she shakes her head. “We were in talks about it.” She chucks my chin as a siren wails in the distance. “After the sentencing, I turned down the offer and petitioned your parents to give me leave to follow you.”

      I am astounded, not only at her request but that they granted it. Perhaps they still care about me and have sent her to be a guide, even though my sentence forbids it. “That you would do so is something I can never repay. What of the realm? Will the citizenry not see that as a violation of the terms of my exile?”

      She winks, eyes filled with mischief. “It is our secret. Besides, everyone knows my status as Outcast. Your parents will continue the facade of caring nothing about either of us, and the kingdom will forget us in time.”

      The surprises of this day keep coming. Exhaustion creeps into my bones.

      Marlena flicks a hand at a shelf of pastries nearby. “You need sugar, but not that garbage.”

      “Hey.” Ire, over the criticism, upsets the clerk, even though she had nothing to do with creating them.

      Blue lights cut through the windows, and my godmother grabs my hand. “Time for us witches to fly. This is no place for us.”

      I try to call up my magic, but it is still missing. I snap my fingers, and all that happens is a dull spark. That’s more than what I could conjure in the restroom, but it’s not enough. “It’s gone. My magic is…dead.” Just like my friend. “I can’t remember what happened with Izzy. I know what the memory showed, but…”

      “Your magic isn’t dead, just in shock, and you probably are, too. It’s screwing up your memory. I know you, and I know you would never murder anyone. Something is wrong with the whole situation, but we’ll worry about that later. Physics works differently on this plane. This is a place of science and logic, laws such as gravity. Those, rather than magic, hold domain here.” She waves a hand, and I am covered in glittering faery dust. My soiled gown transforms into a vibrant raspberry dress with a matching cape. My wet slippers become black leather boots that reach up past my knees. I touch my hair, dry and braided, and giggle.

      She eyes her handiwork. “You’ll learn the rules that govern this world, and soon, you will blend in with the mundanes. I promise. They’ll love you.”

      I’m reassured. My language, style of dress, and mannerisms will soon appear as human as the chocolate-loving woman staring in shock at us.

      Two men in dark blue uniforms rush inside, and she cocks her head toward us. One is about to lay hands on me when my godmother blinks.

      We are instantly transported through space and time, no portal necessary.
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      All great faery tales involve wicked witches, handsome princes, and damsels in distress.

      While humans prefer those that end with a happily ever after, not all do. As I let magic whisk me to a safer place, I wonder which mine will end with.

      I once more land in the path of bright lights and pouring rain, but strong arms sweep me up before the car can run me over. In a heartbeat, I am deposited safely on the side of the road.

      “Why, hello,” a deep, husky voice says. The creature it comes from is tall, dark, and deliciously dangerous, if the magic coming off him is any indication. “What an unexpected pleasure to find you on my path.”

      I’m never at a loss for words, but my tongue feels as if I’ve sucked on too many hot cinnamons. “Um, fair evening.”

      His hands continue to steady me, and I feel light as a feather as I stare into eyes that are the deepest obsidian. He gives the slightest bow. “It is that.”

      “Thank you for…” I cannot bring myself to say rescuing me. “For your timely intervention.”

      Around us, passersby glance our way. There is a goddess wearing a toga, a cowboy in leathers, and a witch in a tight, short dress that shows an enormous amount of skin. Her boots are similar to mine.

      Tall, dark, and dangerous appears oblivious to them. He wears a black wool coat with shiny silver buttons. His hair is perfectly coiffed, and there is no sign that the rain has touched him. “Whatever were you doing in the middle of the intersection?”

      Tearing my gaze away, I search the area. It would not do for me to lose my godmother after she has just found me. “I didn’t see the carriage—I mean, car.”

      Marlena is climbing out of a large urn of mums, soggy blooms sticking to her suit. Surrounding the base of the planter are jack-o’-lanterns and hay bales. She steps down on a pumpkin, half smashing it, and stumbles. Even her magic is affected by the physics of this dimension. “Apologies, Prin—” she stops herself before divulging my name. “My aim was off.”

      The creature, who looks like a man but moves too swiftly and exudes preternatural stillness, doesn’t so much as glance her way. He only stares at me. “Are you okay?”

      The noise of the cars zooming past fades into the background. I hear the patter of rain, but the two of us are dry. We are under a bubble. A magic bubble. Outside of it, it is indeed still drizzling. “I am well, thank you.”

      It’s clear I’m not, but he doesn’t point that out. As my godmother joins us, his bubble encompasses her as well. He takes in our attire. “Are you on your way to the costume party?”

      Parties have plenty of food and drink. Just what we need. “Um…yes…?” I am always up for frivolity; right now, we need to blend in until we figure out a plan. I wish I hadn’t wasted my last candy cap on that rude man at the gas station. “But we’ve gotten ourselves turned around. Could you point us in the right direction?”

      Marlena gives a chastising grunt. “We need no help.”

      The stranger arches a brow as if in question.

      “Yes, we do.” I give Marlena a version of my mother’s quelling glare. Then, I shower the male before me with a glorious Ever After smile. “And we would be in your debt if you could offer some.”

      Magic or no, I can still charm and enchant. He blinks, smitten, and the corners of his mouth quirk up ever so slightly. “I’m Torren.” He holds out an arm for me to take. “I’m attending the party and would consider it an honor to escort you two lovely ladies.”

      I flutter my lashes and don’t miss Marlena’s eye roll. I’ve never been a flirt in my entire enchanted life, but it seems appropriate now. Accepting his arm, I touch Onyx at my neck, signaling to Marlena that we are not in danger.

      Although she knows I am in no way a simpering female, I can see by the flare of her nostrils that she is concerned I may be under the influence of the sexy male and his magic. The scent of it is delicious, an intoxicating blend of my favorite cognac and caramel flavorings.

      Throughout Ever After, they knew me far and wide for my sweetness. Part of my magic, it enriches my celebrated candies as much as my countenance and gentle words. Here, however, I may need a layer of tenacity and cautiousness under my natural desire to trust everyone at face value.

      Izzy’s nefarious smile flashes in my mind as if I’ve conjured her. She would have found this male delectable and immediately played his game, pretending to be under his spell only to turn it around on him and drag him under hers.

      I’m not one for such games, but I know males love food. I wonder which of my creations he would most enjoy—if he eats at all. While Ever After has no such beings like him, I believe I know what he is. I hate to admit it, but I am a damsel in distress, and he is a handsome princeling—even if it may be one of the night.

      I channel Izzy. “Torren, you are a knight in shining armor.” I don’t offer my name but motion at the path. “We would be delighted with your company.”

      He smiles, and his magic hits me full force. His true nature is revealed—literally.

      Fangs. He has fangs.

      I have indeed fallen in league with a vampyre. Will the surprises of this day never end?

      Marlena slips her arm through my free one. “Where exactly is this party?”

      I feel like I’m the rope in a tug of war as the three of us journey down the sidewalk. My senses reel at the feel of Torren’s solid arm under my hand and his irresistible scent. The confections I could create with cognac and caramel…

      “Enchanted Haven,” he says. The rain has ceased entirely, and only then do I realize the streets are decorated for autumn as if it is the most wondrous season of all. Every doorway and window has pumpkins, mums, skeletons, and black cats. Dried corn stalks and sunflowers are tied to lampposts, and orange, yellow, and red lights spiderweb over bushes. “I love Halloween!”

      This seems to please him. “It’s the annual festival. A full month of celebrations, ending on the holiday itself.”

      Indeed. Everywhere I look, I see humans and non- enjoying themselves. We have crossed some invisible line, and the streets are dry; the trees lining the walkways are covered with brightly colored leaves.

      There is a large stone well in the center of a roundabout. It must be six feet in circumference. Moss covers the sides of the ancient stones, and ivy winds around the upright beams holding the bucket. As I watch, the rim of the wide opening seems to glow.

      Torren sees my fascination. “The Witching Well. The town was built around it.”

      I’m drawn to it, my feet seeming to have a mind of their own. “Witching, not wishing?”

      “Magic workers founded our town.” He winks. “They liked the pun.”

      Marlena stops me with a hand. “Good or evil, these witches?”

      He fishes a coin from his pocket, the gold gleaming under the streetlights. The silvery buttons on his coat do as well. “Good, I assure you. This place is a refuge, a sanctuary, for all misunderstood creatures born of magic.”

      “I love wishes,” I utter, running a hand over the old stones. They are alive with the power of those who created the structure and the thousands of hopes and desires of those who’ve used it. It soaks into my palm, warm and enticing.

      “Go ahead.” He hands me the coin. “Make one. What do you dream of making come true?”

      So many things. Impossible things. The metal is warm in my palm, and I turn the coin over and over between my fingers.

      “Make it a good one,” Marlena growls.

      I think of my family, of the friend I lost due to my horrible actions. Can a wish turn back time? Keep those I love safe and deliver me from making a terrible and tragic mistake?

      I know there is no magic that powerful. Keep it simple, I tell myself, even though it feels as though so much is riding on it.

      Raising the gold to my lips, I kiss it, close my eyes, and cast. For long seconds, the metal drops, drops, drops, turning end over end as I watch, and finally—splash.

      The ground trembles, or perhaps it’s simply my knees. Magic, sure and true, rushes over me. The tiny hairs on my arms lift, my toes curl. I taste sweetness laced with a bitter aftertaste on my tongue. I wonder what I have done, but know it—like time—is too late to call back.

      When I turn to Torren and Marlena, both stare at me with wide eyes.

      “What the broomsticks was that?” my godmother asks. “What did you wish for?”

      “You know I can’t share that.” I give her a chastising glare. “The rules are the rules.” Everyone knows you must keep a wish secret, or it won’t come true. “It would be to your liking if it were to pass, so wipe the scowl off your face. You’ll acquire wrinkles.”

      A brow rises with her temper. “Take care of your tongue, or I will cut it out.”

      Torren watches our exchange, and his lips twitch again. He offers me his arm once more. “Shall we?”

      With a wink at her, I link mine through his. “We certainly shall.”
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      Young and old alike are out in droves. They stream from store to store, sipping from pumpkin-shaped mugs and laughing as they carry shopping bags. Some are dressed in costumes; others, like our companion, are free to be themselves.

      Curiosity and caution war with each other as I observe the scene. “The humans don’t realize that you and the other magic-wielders are real?”

      He pats my hand. “A few. They keep the knowledge to themselves. You’ll fit right in.”

      Relief warms me. We pass a store with no lights and no decorations. It looks sad in comparison to the rest. A crooked sign in the window advertises the building is for sale. “Why is this empty?”

      “The former candy shop? The human who owned it eloped and ran off. No one has seen or heard from her since.”

      “How romantic.”

      Marlena’s eye roll is so dramatic that I’m surprised she doesn’t tip over. “Her husband probably killed her.”

      So much for romance.

      “The place has been empty a long time,” Torren says, “and the town council had to put it up for sale. A few have looked at it, but…”

      When he doesn’t finish, I must ask, “But what?”

      “Some think the original owners haunt the place.”

      Ghosts, great. At least I haven’t seen any since my arrival. A seed of an idea forms. “Do the citizens here like candy?”

      Marlena pinches my arm. Not hard, but in caution. “You can’t be serious,” she murmurs under her breath.

      Oh, but I am. “Serious as chocolate-covered cherries.”

      “You have no capital,” she reminds me.

      Hmm.

      The vampyre nods. “Doesn’t everyone love candy? Are you a baker?”

      “I am, indeed,” I tell him. “My treats are quite famous.”

      “Torren,” a man calls from the steps of a building in the square. The double-door entrance is open, inviting lights behind him. Although he’s backlit, I see his long hair, keen eyes, and broad chest. He’s dressed from head to toe in black, and the scent of were-being floats on the air as we draw near. “You’re late.”

      “A beautiful distraction kept me from my schedule,” our host says, guiding us up the stone steps. “Cynric, meet…” He turns to me. “I’m afraid I didn’t catch your name.”

      Onyx warms slightly, coaching my response. I glance at the were-being, probably a wolf from the alpha posture he exhibits and the long hair secured at the nape of his neck. With a glance back, I take in the view of the town from this vantage point. The entire place bubbles with happiness.

      I was Princess Ambrosia of Ever After. Here, that means little. I need to reinvent myself and create my own faery tale. “Seraphina,” I say. “Rothschild.” Close enough. “And this is my godmother, Marlena.” I nod at her. Her glare could melt lemon drops. “We were unexpectedly caught in a downpour and became turned around. Torren gallantly came to our aid.”

      “That’s Tor for you. Mr. Gallant.” The beast pats the vampyre’s back. It earns him a pointed look. “I’m Cyn, the town preacher and funeral director. Come on. Let’s get you ladies a drink.”

      Torren manages to elbow him in the stomach as we pass into the great room, but the werewolf laughs it off. People mill about, laughter and chatter drifting over upbeat music. There is a dance floor and tables filled with food and punch. A reflective ball spins above it all, sending beams of colored lights over us. It’s quite entrancing, and several people speak to Torren as he leads us to the punch bowl.

      Picking up the conversation again, he hands me a cup of pink liquid. “You could get a loan, without collateral, from the Chamber, I bet. The council frowns on empty storefronts, and they would gladly give lenient terms.”

      Marlena accepts hers next but doesn’t drink. I see her mind working behind her guarded expression. She is clever and knows more about this world than I do. “What kind of strings would be attached?”

      “Strings?” I echo. “You mean compensation? I could provide them with pastries each morning, and I’m a candy connoisseur. They could have first dibs on any confections I make. Would that be sufficient exchange?”

      Torren’s look is quizzical, and he chuckles. “You aren’t from around here, are you?”

      His words echo that of the chocolate-loving woman, and I bite my bottom lip and turn away. What can I do to make it less obvious?

      Another supernatural male approaches, cowboy boots stomping on the wooden floor. His magic tingles my skin. “What’s this I hear about candy bribes?”

      “Seraphina and Marlena,”—Torren motions from us to him—“meet Mayor Jo. Joseph, these ladies are interested in the old candy shop.”

      “Is that so?” The touch of his hand is otherworldly when we shake. How accurate is his hearing since he was nowhere in sight when I mentioned candy? I’ve never encountered this type of being and nearly blurt out a rude question that would surely put him on the spot.

      Marlena is there to engage him first, saving me from a blunder. “If it’s up for discussion, we’d like to negotiate terms.”

      “There hasn’t been any interest in the place for months.” A spark of hope lights his pale blue eyes. I bet he likes coffee-flavored truffles and decadent angel food cake. “If you can make good on the pastries and candy, I’ll give you the keys Monday morning.”

      Marlena sips and eyes him. “No formal agreement? That’s not how we do business.”

      “Don’t worry—I won’t let you take advantage of me.” He winks, and she splutters. “Swing by my office at Haven Hall after the party, and we’ll draw up the papers.”

      Could it be so easy? “We’ll do that,” I say before my godmother can argue.

      He offers a mock bow to her, and she turns a shade of pink I’ve never seen on her golden skin. It matches the punch. A police officer I recognize from the gas station rushes up. “Mayor, we have a situation.”

      I turn away, hoping he doesn’t recognize me. My chest tightens like a vise.

      The mayor is instantly serious. “What is it, Canton?”

      “Might be best if I show you.” He gestures at an exit.

      My ribcage loosens, and I take a deep breath as they walk off. “Definitely angel food cake,” I mutter.

      “What was that?” Torren asks.

      “Nothing.” I suck down my drink. Ah, sugar. “Do you happen to like cognac?”

      “I have a glass every night.”

      “Caramels, too?”

      He turns perplexed. “How did you know?”

      My magic is awaking once more. Marlena and I exchange a smile. “One of my skills,” I tell him, feeling satisfied.

      “You are a very…interesting.” His focus goes to my white hair, my porcelain skin. “I’m unsure what exactly you are. Not human. Not vampyre. Not zombie.”

      “Goodness, no.” But I don’t offer to fill in the blank that hangs between us.

      This piques his curiosity even more. He holds out a hand. “Care to dance?”

      Marlena pulls me away. “Not tonight. Nice meeting you. We have to go.”

      “We do not,” I argue.

      She juts her chin at a group of men striding inside. “Yes, we do.”

      Mayor Jo leads the procession, and now both officers from the gas station are with him. They are all looking at me.

      “Oh.” My happiness deflates. “I didn’t do anything,” I tell Torren. “No matter what they claim. I swear on my mint chocolate meltaways.”

      “Seraphina?” Mayor Jo calls.

      “Now,” Marlena says, and I feel her releasing her magic. She grabs my hand, and I drop the punch.

      The plastic cup hits the floor, and liquid splashes my boots. Torren grabs my other hand as if desperate to keep me from fleeing. The music has died, and the partygoers stare. “What happened?”

      It’s too late to fly now. “I’ve done nothing wrong,” I insist to Marlena. My royal blood has awakened with my powers. My voice comes out strong. “Stand down.”

      Instantly, she releases me. Torren does not.

      “What is it, mayor?” I ask with pure innocence in my tone.

      “That’s her,” one of the officers says. He’s holding a piece of paper. “She was at the convenience store where the guy bought gas. The clerk called us, but these two vanished before we could question them.”

      I feign confusion. “Is that against your laws? Disappearing?”

      Torren smirks. Mayor Jo frowns. “Could you step out back with us and identify a body? I’m afraid it isn’t pretty, and normally, I wouldn’t ask such a thing, but he lacks identification. We believe you may know him.”

      Marlena is already moving toward the back exit. “A body? What happened to him?”

      “Another murder?” Torren asks at the same time.

      The two exchange a glance.

      The mayor gestures for them to lower their voices. He forces a smile and waves at those gawking at us. “Everything’s fine, folks. Munson? Get that music going. Everybody enjoy the dance.”

      The music cranks up again.

      “How can we help?” Marlena is all business. She loves a good mystery, but murder? I want to stay as far as possible from such a thing, especially after what happened in Ever After.

      “Come with me,” Major Jo says, leading the way.

      I’m forced to follow. The music grows muted, and the night closes in as we step outside, only the illumination from a pair of flashlights to guide us.

      It is indeed the man who accosted me. He bears ragged teeth marks on his neck and chest. The blood is still wet and shines under the lights. I turn away and put a hand to my mouth.

      “It’s graphic,” the mayor says, “and I apologize twelve times over, but do you recognize him?”

      I swallow and nod. It is not the blood and gore that makes me squeamish. “He spoke to me at the station,” I say, and catch Marlena’s eyes as she turns them on me. “But I don’t know him.”

      As if I’ve conjured the man’s ghost, I feel a frigid wave of air sweep over me. A filmy gray version of him hovers close, looking down on himself. “You did this,” he snarls at me.

      “I did not,” I say without thinking.

      “Didn’t what?” The mayor asks.

      “Um,” I falter, glaring at the ghost. “Didn’t like him very much. He grabbed me and tried to force me into his car.”

      The phantom curses.

      None of my companions realize he’s there, and I try to convince myself I’m hallucinating.

      “And this?” Mayor Jo takes one of the flashlights and shines it in the man’s open mouth. “It appears the killer left a calling card.”

      Marlena, already on to the fact that she and I know very well what kind of creature has done this, notices what he’s spotlighting, gapes, and fixes her attention on me. “What in the once upon a time…?”

      “This may seem an odd question,” the mayor continues, “but have you ever seen anything like this, Ms. Rothschild?”

      It’s not odd at all after our recent discussion about candies and the fact I volunteered that the man assaulted me.

      For in his open mouth is the very candy mushroom I gave him.
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      A mouse scampers into the square cell where I reside. It’s for your own good, the mayor told me before locking me away.

      I know better—thanks to my candy, I’ve become his number one suspect. The fact Torren told him I smelled of the man…and of blood added to his suspicions.

      “Never trust a vampyre,” Marlena had whispered in my ear as they snapped the cuffs on. Once more, I found myself in manacles.

      The mouse is coated in faery dust. I bend down to look him in the eye. “Did Marlena send you, my tiny friend?”

      He hops onto the cot and then my lap, where he shakes himself. Snowflakes of glittering dust fly over me.

      “Ooh,” a ghost says in a wavering, high-pitched voice. She hovers several feet off the floor, watching the dust in the low light, her ankle-length skirt moving as if there’s a breeze. “Can I have some?”

      “Help yourself,” I tell her, noting the gashes across her neck. It’s irrefutable—I now see and talk to the dead. “Did you die in here?”

      She reaches out to trap a few specks of dust between her fingers. “My cell mate. She didn’t like my singing, and she had sharp nails.”

      “Is there no way for you to…you know.” What do humans call it? “Move on?”

      “Move on to what?” She tastes the dust. “It’s like snowflakes on your tongue. So sweet.”

      It does taste like sugar. I have never eaten snowflakes, but I’m sure I would like them if they taste sweet. “What’s your name?”

      “Heloise, but I hate that name. I prefer Flower.”

      “How lovely.” She begins twirling, arms outstretched. I grow dizzy watching. “Do you know of any way I can get out of here? Any secret tunnels or hidden implements I could use to break through the walls?”

      “I’m freeeee,” she says, throwing her head back. “This is some hallucinogen. Whee!”

      Have I drugged the poor ghost? “Flower? Maybe you should⁠—”

      She vanishes.

      “That’s unfortunate.” Or maybe not. I pet my warm friend, still alive and cuddling in my lap. If only the bars weren’t iron. I cannot touch them, must less attempt to squeeze through them. Fae and iron don’t mix. “I’m afraid the bars of this place keep me from escape,” I explain to him, “even with magic. Tell my godmother I am as well as can be expected, and I will find a way to convince the mayor of my innocence.”

      A strong wave of vampyre magic rolls over me, and the mouse scurries off, disappearing into the shadows once more. “Perhaps I can help with that.” Torren appears, holding a lidded cup and white bag. “Refreshments.”

      He passes them through the bars, but I turn up my nose. I can’t blame him for telling the truth to the mayor, but it is part of the reason I’m trapped here. “That’s the best you can do as a peace offering?”

      “I know you didn’t kill the man. The scent of his blood doesn’t match the one that was on you. At first, I thought it did since you smelled of him, but going over the scene again, I noted differences.”

      My stomach rumbles, yearning to eat whatever is inside that bag. I edge close to the bars to look him in the eye. “Did you tell Mayor Jo this? If so, why am I still locked in here?”

      He extends his offering through the bars. “You really should keep your strength up.”

      I check the bag’s contents, the aroma of yeast and sugar filling my nose. The treat is hardly fresh, nor is it to my liking. I shove the gift back at him, the bag crumpling as I press it against his chest.

      His solid, impressive chest.

      His fingers brush mine as he takes it. “Our illustrious mayor is correct—it’s safer for you here. The murderer will believe he’s off the hook, and that will give me a chance to track him down.”

      “So you didn’t tell Mayor Jo I’m innocent?”

      “We need proof, and I will get it. I’m skilled in solving such issues.”

      Frustrated, I ignore the intensity of his gaze and his wickedly delicious magic that teases mine. “I don’t doubt your abilities, but when it comes to scenting our target, would not a shifter be more suited to tracking him?”

      He grins, and I feel it down to my toes. “Don’t trust me, princess?”

      Princess. I swallow hard. Does he know, or is the moniker an innocuous term, like ‘dear’ or ‘sweetie?’ “I had hoped you came to help me escape.” I huff a sigh and return to my seat.

      The corner of his mouth quirks. “That is my intent.”

      Bewildered, I try not to fall under his mesmerizing gaze. Those eyes… “Is this a vampyre thing—confusing your prey before you attack?”

      His brows furrow, and he sets the bag and cup on the concrete floor inside the bars. “Why would I attack you?”

      “It’s what your kind do, isn’t it?” I shake my head and rub my eyes. “This realm is puzzling. If you came here for a purpose other than to bring me weak coffee and a stale donut, please state it.”

      “This realm?” His features turn canny. “I knew it. You’re not from here.”

      “Neither is the killer. We need to focus on him. It.”

      “As we shall.” The mouse scurries from his hiding place to knock over the bag and drag out the pastry. “I have a plan, if you’re game, to flush him out and clear your name.”

      I’ll do anything to stop the killer—a kobold from the Black Heart Court—and be released from this dreary confinement, but I sense there is a price to be paid for working with him. A price that sends shivers over my skin. I clear my throat and reluctantly break eye contact. “I’m sure my godmother will take care of this misunderstanding.”

      His expensive suit rustles softly as he grips the bars. An emerald ring flashes in the dim light. “About that. I’m afraid she’s disappeared.”

      I shoot to my feet, dread filling my belly. The mouse races off, clutching the pastry that is as big as he is. “What?”

      “As soon as you were taken into custody, she vanished. I searched but could not detect her trail. Is it possible she has gone to apprehend the killer alone?”

      Undoubtedly, yes, she left to hunt down the kobold, but what if…

      I move as close as I dare, searching his face for any hint of deception. I find none. “What is this plan?”

      His beautiful eyes glance up at the camera mounted in the corner. I feel a slight push against my mind and hear his voice inside my head. It would be best to pretend to fall asleep and do exactly as I say. I’ll explain everything once we’re outside.

      To trust him or not…it could be the most important question of my life. Marlena’s words ring in my head, never trust a vampyre. Onyx warms, but only slightly—a warning that the plan will put me in danger or that Torren will?

      My skin sparkles from the dust, and I wonder who could have sent it if not for my godmother. Is it a tool to help me escape or a missive for help?

      So many questions. My mind buzzes with them. Marlena can dispatch a single kobold, but there could be more. In Ever After, they hang out in packs, pretending to be children in order to trick others. A horde of them, living here, doing as they please and tormenting these people…murdering them? I shudder at the thought of her falling into their grasp. The one from earlier has used my candy against me.

      Acting exhausted isn’t a stretch of my acting skills. I yawn and blink several times. This could be a mistake, yet freedom is my first and foremost priority. I’ll figure out how much to trust Torren once I’m out. “I’m afraid I need to rest,” I say loudly. “Please leave.”

      I lay on the cot and fake sleep, waiting for the creature on the other side of the bars to do something.

      I keep waiting. Nothing happens.

      I peek open an eye. He has disappeared.

      What trickery is this?

      I’m about to sit up and growl my frustration when shadows emerge from every corner, enveloping me, the floor, the ceiling—everything. What has he done? I gulp, fear racing through me.

      They enclose me in a new type of cage—I’m entirely blind.
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      The door squeaks ever so slightly, and I feel strong hands lifting me from the cot.

      “Hurry,” I hear Torren say close to my ear, even though I cannot see him. I can’t see anything. “I’ve glamoured you and the cell. No one will see us leave.”

      Being blind is daunting, yet he guides me through the night he has created. Freedom beckons, and my heart responds. Lifting my skirt, I allow his urgent tug to lead the way.

      Shortly, I’m breathing in damp air, relieved to leave behind the intense blindness. Stars twinkle overhead, and Torren materializes before me, the last shadows slinking off. I let loose a shaky laugh as we pause in the alley behind City Hall and withdraw my hand from his. “How did you do that?”

      “Magic.” He grins. “I suspect from the light in your eyes that you enjoyed that.”

      A return grin tugs at my mouth. I try to force it away, but it breaks free. “Breaking out of jail? It’s quite a new experience for me.”

      “You like being daring and taking risks, don’t you?”

      I chuckle. Adrenaline is as fine of a mood lifter as sugar, and there is plenty coursing through me at the moment. “I’ve always had to follow the rules, the protocols. My friend, Izzy—” I abruptly shut my mouth, guilt, pain, and sorrow flooding me.

      “Is it her blood I scented on you?”

      Biting my lip, I nod. “She’s the daring one. Was, I mean.” I force a smile. “She had a knack for getting me into trouble.” There’s a wistfulness in my voice I can’t suppress. “She would have liked you.”

      His stare is as dark and intense as the shadows he summoned. “I’d like to hear more about her. About what happened.”

      A lump forms in my throat, like I’ve accidentally swallowed a too-big piece of hard candy. “It’s an ugly, complicated story, and I’m not ready to share it.”

      A dip of his chin. “Just so you know, I’m in no position to judge. Whether you ever discuss it with me or not is your choice; either way, I’m your friend now.”

      Understanding, a knowingness, flashes in his lovely eyes. He’s remembering some atrocity he himself has committed. No one else has looked at me like this, and it means something. Something more than I could have imagined. Only someone who’s been through what I have can grasp the depth of emotions I suffer from. Whatever he’s done—he knows how I feel.

      He may be the only one who does.

      An odd but powerful bond clicks into place between us. The lump in my throat softens, and I swallow down my guilt. “Thank you.”

      We stay like that for another beat of my heart, that silent support comforting. Then he holds out his hand to me. “We should go.”

      I hesitate, then straighten my spine. The warmth of his skin surprises me again as I slide my fingers into his grasp. It also feels right. Normal. He’s my friend. I suppress another grin as we walk quickly. “We find Marlena first. Then the kobold.”

      “The what?”

      “Kobold. They are a nasty bunch. They disguise themselves as children, gain the trust of adults, then murder them. That’s who was with the man who attacked me. From the wounds on him, I’m sure the kobold committed the heinous crime.”

      “I’ve never heard of them.” He hustles me along the alley. A sagging cardboard box is in our path, and a swipe of his hand causes it to fly out of the way, clipping a dumpster. A rat, startled by the noise, runs out, sees us, and darts back into his hiding place under the metal container. “They are common where you come from?”

      “They tend to keep to themselves, but yes, they exist there.” I need to warn him—they are no ordinary supernatural. He may be a top predator here, but I fear they are still stronger. Just as concerning is the idea he has pretended to be my friend in order to manipulate me into something more than stopping a killer. Yes, I believe he's my friend, but what if Marlena is right? What if I should never trust a vampyre? “Why are you doing this?” I ask, picking my way through the puddles.

      “I have my reasons.”

      Reasons that have
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