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            THE STORY SO FAR…

          

        

      

    

    
      Fortuna Sworn died.

      Held beneath the water by Gwyn of the Wild Hunt, she clawed for breath, for life. And when the world finally went dark, she watched from outside her body, helpless, detached, unsure if she would return.

      But death wasn’t the end. Not for her. Not yet.

      Fortuna came back. She brought all her pain and her secrets, too.

      One of them is still the deal she made with a demon in exchange for Collith’s life. One is the way her powers keep changing. Another is the deepening fear that she no longer knows who she is… or what she’ll become.

      Gwyn remains a looming threat. The dreamscape has grown treacherous. And Laurie—charming, maddening Laurie—gave up his throne for her. Because in the end, he couldn’t bear to live in a world where she didn’t exist.

      Savannah is gone, and Damon is trying to be a father. The Unseelie Court is shifting. And Fortuna? She’s still bleeding from wounds no one else can see.

      But she’s not done fighting.

      And she’s not done breaking.
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      A familiar voice drifted through the air. “Are you going to leave me down here forever, Fortuna Sworn?”

      For a moment or two, I genuinely believed I was going to vomit. The world tilted, and I moved to grab hold of something and wait until this dream passed. Because it had to be a dream, another terrible nightmare pouncing on me within the night. Maybe I was still at the Seelie Court, and these past few days had been another mind game. God, suddenly I hoped that was actually true.

      The faerie at my side watched me regain control, his expression unreadable. When he spoke again, his voice was uncharacteristically solemn. “Are you ready for this?”

      Neither of us would like my response, so I said nothing. I turned around, touching the gun at my hip to make sure it was still there. But I didn’t move. Not yet—I had to wipe all expression from my face first. Had to hide the fear and pain, so the person waiting below didn’t see it. Then I looked down and willed myself to move.

      Never had I stared so intently at a doorknob. It gleamed dully in the lamplight, dented and faded from so many years of use. Desperate for any kind of delay or distraction, I allowed myself to wonder about all the people who had touched this doorknob before. What sort of lives they’d led. Whether they’d ever found themselves in a moment like this.

      The air trembled with an enraged scream. I almost recoiled, but somehow I stayed in place, gathering the last of my resolve. My hand returned to the gun at my hip, partly in reassurance, and partly in some desperate hope that it wouldn’t be there.

      With one more deep, fortifying breath, I finally opened the door and went to kill someone I loved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Light filtered through my eyelids, turning them pink.

      I was reluctant to open them, because I could already feel the headache waiting for me on the other side of consciousness. Instead, I clung to the darkness as if it were an old friend. There were no dreams in the darkness, no painful memories, no landscapes shrouded in mystery and sorrow. There was only quiet.

      But I was awake now. It was nearly impossible to sink back into slumber once awareness had gotten its claws into me. Inch by inch, it pulled me toward that light. I fought it—something told me there was more than a headache coming—and knew I’d already lost.

      Slowly, I cracked my eyes open.

      I peered at reality through my eyelashes. When light didn’t rush in, and the pain didn’t immediately set upon me, I opened them completely. A frown pulled at my lips as I looked around. Comprehension was slow, but it did come. Bed. Dresser. Blankets. Walls. Pale early sunlight filtered through gauzy white curtains. I didn’t recognize where I was. Did I get blackout drunk last night? Was this part of the dreamscape?

      I’d barely finished the thought when memories started returning. I almost wished they would stay gone, but the past few days roared into my mind like a hurricane. Images raced past in dizzying disarray. Faces and places and moments. Then, a voice.

      I’m going to make you a Nightmare again.

      Laurie. Laurie had kidnapped me from Granby, using hideous creatures beneath his command, and spirited me away to the Seelie Court.

      I remembered the chains at the exact moment I heard them clink. I tested them again, as if the metal might’ve weakened while I was unconscious. They held fast, but at least they weren’t dipped in holy water—the chains were only irritating, rather than painful.

      Now that I was regaining my senses, and my mind wasn’t slow with shock and hallucinogens, I saw for the first time that there were bars over the floor-to-ceiling window. My heart beat hard and fast as I cast another glance over the room, taking in the details I’d been too shocked or bleary to notice before. An ivory duvet covered me, smooth against my skin. I wore a white nightgown with long sleeves and a plunging neckline, which was enticingly framed with shiny lace. To the right, a mammoth fireplace took up one wall, unlit, and an enormous painting hung above it. The other walls were covered in wallpaper, and it was strange, not in color, which was green as swamp water, but in the design. There were black lines that didn’t look like flowers or some random, symmetrical pattern.

      Why was I focusing so hard on the goddamn wallpaper?

      Trying to keep panic at bay, I continued my perusal of the space and noted there was only one exit, the pair of double doors Laurie had used yesterday. They were made of dark wood, the edges adorned with elegant carvings. At the same moment I noticed this, I realized I needed to find a bathroom, and fast. Or soon I would be lying in my own mess, unable to move or clean myself up.

      “Hello?” I called, my voice hoarse. Apparently I needed water, too. “Laurie? Is anyone out there? I’m about five seconds away from peeing on your nice sheets!”

      Silence.

      Frustration sliced through me now, cutting the fear to ribbons. I shifted again, hoping to relieve some of the pressure on my bladder. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been here, exactly—I remembered waking up, discovering Laurie at my side, and him leaving shortly after saying those ominous words. I’m going to make you a Nightmare again.

      A healer had entered seconds later. She’d been nothing like Zara, a faerie at the Unseelie Court with cool hands and a calm demeanor. This healer, though beautiful, was rough when she worked on me, her dark eyes flashing and her lips twisted into a scowl. Her administrations, along with whatever injection she’d used, had sent me into a dreamless sleep.

      Feeling more clear-headed with every second that passed, I took stock of everything else in the room, wondering if there was anything I could use for a weapon. But there was only the bed and the small table that Laurie had used for his tea set. Even the chair he’d been sitting on was gone. If I managed to get free of the chains, I might be able to break off one of the table legs and sharpen the end. Against a faerie, though, it wouldn’t do much damage without holy water. It might slow him down, at least. Long enough for me to pick the lock and get out of this room.

      Suddenly, voices drifted through the door, and it sounded like they were drawing closer. I stiffened, lifting my head to hear better. “…cannot complete the spell until she is a Nightmare. As she is now, the wretch is useless,” someone murmured.

      In the next moment, the door opened, giving me no chance to mull over the words. Spell?

      Laurelis Dondarte strolled into the room. He looked resplendent, damn him, in a blue business suit and a red tie. Subtle white pinstripes lined the material, and stylish, pointed leather shoes covered his feet. He wore the same crown as before, and it caught the light, casting spots of brilliance in every direction. My mouth was even drier now, and it felt impossible to believe this was the same faerie who’d embraced me in the snow only days earlier.

      As Laurie strode toward the bed, an Irish Wolfhound followed close on his heels, and I frowned at the sight of it. Laurie had never mentioned a dog in all the time I’d known him. Its size made me think of Finn, and a pang of longing hit me. I thought of the last time I saw the werewolf—he’d been fighting those things in the hospital. Lyari had been fighting, too. Where were they? Had the cherubim killed them?

      Lyari, I thought fiercely. If she were all right, nothing would stop her from answering my summons. I waited a beat, so hopeful that it was an ache in my chest. But Lyari didn’t materialize. The only other faerie that might answer my call was Collith, and he was probably rotting in a cell at the Unseelie Court.

      Before I could ask about my friends, Laurie’s eyes alighted on my face and brightened when he realized I was looking back at him. His silver hair was slicked back in a style I’d never seen him use before. “Oh, good, you’re awake,” he said. His voice was still strange to my ears. “I was beginning to wonder if Iris had overdosed you. Humans are so fragile.”

      Humans. The word made my heart quicken again. I was human. I wasn’t sure how I kept forgetting, especially since the only reason Laurie wasn’t cowering in the corner was that I no longer had my powers.

      “I’m still waiting for you to tell me this whole thing is a joke,” I said through my teeth, yanking at the chains in a futile attempt to launch myself at him. I kept reaching for my abilities, deep within me, an instinct that ran deeper than any root or feeling. Every time I came up empty, the sensation was jarring. It felt wrong, like a missing limb. Hysteria began to hover at the edges of my mind.

      The faerie prince was looking at me like a buyer at the black market. Evaluating me for flaws. Assessing my strength. Whatever he saw there compelled him to turn around and stride back to the doors. His enormous dog had settled in front of the fireplace, despite there being no fire. The animal watched its master without moving. Those round, dark eyes betrayed nothing.

      “Fetch Fende, please,” Laurie murmured to someone beyond my line of sight.

      His arms moved, and when he turned, he was holding the chair from our last conversation. It seemed as though the elaborate seat weighed nothing as he crossed the room again and set it down beside me. Whoever was by the doors closed both without allowing me a glimpse of anything outside the room. While Laurie got settled, my first instinct was to ask who Fende was. But I knew that was exactly what he wanted.

      “Where are Finn and Lyari?” I asked instead, my nostrils flaring. “And when will I be unchained? Or am I expected to just lay in my own piss?”

      Once again, Laurie didn’t acknowledge that I’d spoken. He turned his gaze away, and I followed it to the painting over the fireplace. For the first time, I really looked at the image those streaks of oil formed. Against a dark backdrop, a dozen faeries interacted in a tangle of bare skin and varying expressions, some of them sly, others aroused. The scene reminded me of a night at the Unseelie Court.

      “It was done by a human,” Laurie told me loftily, as if I had asked. “A mortal artist who was obsessed with painting my kind. I don’t remember the fellow’s name, of course.”

      I didn’t care about the painting or who had done it. I refocused on Laurie and traced his familiar features with my eyes, wondering again how I could have been so wrong about someone. His voice drifted through my head like the trail of fingertips over skin. You are beautiful, Fortuna Sworn. Thinking of that day in the snow hurt now—it had meant more to me than I wanted to admit.

      “You were my friend,” I said softly.

      Laurie finally pulled his focus away from the painting. His lips curved into a patronizing smile. “And we are still friends. You have been treated well, have you not? My healer has tended to your wounds. You’ve been given this lovely guest suite. My chef will be preparing the finest meals. No other prisoner within these walls enjoys such privileges.”

      “Privileges,” I echoed, my pulse quickening again, this time with rage. God, I hated faeries. I waited for the stir of magic in my veins, longing for release. When I only felt that stillness again, that yawning emptiness, I almost screamed. From where it still rested on the floor, Laurie’s dog shifted. It could probably sense the thickening tension. “I’m chained to a bed, Laurie. Where’s the fucking privilege in that?”

      Distaste flashed in his eyes. “Crass one, aren’t you? And here I thought we could be pleasant about all this.”

      Something about the words made me pause. There was a small voice at the back of my head, trying to communicate something, but I couldn’t quite hear it. My bladder was on the verge of bursting and I was too angry, too agitated. “You said you had plans,” I said slowly, watching Laurie closely. “Care to elaborate? I heard something about a spell.”

      Laurie’s brows rose, and he smiled again, looking genuinely pleased. “Your hearing is better than I thought it would be. A good sign, perhaps. There may be more Fallen blood in you than Iris believed.”

      I couldn’t stop staring at his mouth now, but there was nothing sexual about the intensity of my focus. I felt my brow furrow as the seconds ticked past. His smile, his tone, his mannerisms… everything about Laurie felt off. Granted, he could have been playing an act the entire time I’d known him. Laurie was fond of his games, a fact he had proven again and again, from the moment we first met and he pretended to be a timid, lowly thing. But that voice inside me was getting louder, practically shrieking now.

      He was still waiting for me to respond. At the same moment I started to say something, a feeling took hold of my limbs, like a small venomous snake slithering under the skin. My mind twisted and flailed like someone falling through the air.

      “You’re not Laurie,” I whispered, utterly certain it was the truth the moment I said it out loud. Why hadn’t I seen it sooner? You’re smarter than this, Fortuna. I knew the loss of my abilities was partially to blame. I was human, which meant I could no longer sense power in the air. This creature had probably been using magic to disguise himself from the moment I first woke up.

      To my disappointment, his only reaction was a slight shrug. “If believing that makes your present circumstances more bearable, by all means.”

      “Then prove it,” I challenged, refusing to give up the sliver of hope I’d found. “What did you say to me in Hallerbos, the night we opened Creiddylad’s tomb?”

      There was another beat of silence. I waited for Laurie to say the words. The words that had been hovering at the back of my head, unacknowledged and unclaimed, like a secret box tucked away in an attic. When this is all over, remember that it was me. It was I who saved you, and not him.

      The faerie appraised me again, his head tilted in that achingly familiar way. My heart felt like thunder, and I knew he could hear it. I didn’t even dare to breathe. As discomfort began to prickle in my lungs, I realized how important it was to me that I was right.

      Then he said, “I suppose there’s little point in keeping up the pretense. I had hoped to use it to our advantage, but no matter.”

      With that, my captor dropped his glamour.

      I recoiled as if I’d been physically assaulted. Time seemed to slow as I took in the details of the new face looking back at me, and the only sound in the room was my own ragged breaths.

      This faerie bore significant similarities to the person he’d been impersonating—they had to be related, I thought faintly. The male in front of me had longer lashes, though, and his silvery hair had a thick wave to it, which was probably why he’d slicked it back. But the biggest difference was how the right side of his face was puckered with burn scars, making him look like a half-melted candle.

      “I suppose Laurie gave you that?” I managed, thinking of the one on Collith’s face. My wily friend certainly liked to leave his mark on people. My friend. The thought sent a wave of relief crashing through me, and for a moment, I was drowning in it. He hadn’t lied to me. Betrayed me. The trust we’d built between us was still firmly intact. Well, as intact as trust could be with a person like Laurelis Dondarte.

      The imposter let out a delicate laugh. “Goodness, no, nothing so dramatic as that. When we were children, Laurelis and I had an inattentive nanny. She wasn’t there to save me when I fell into a fireplace, and the damage went so deep that I wasn’t able to fully repair it. The healers could only ease my pain and quicken the scarring process. My mother has always called it ‘a touch of divinity.’”

      It was never a good sign when the bad guy referred to his mommy right off the bat.

      Knowing I couldn’t afford to be slow anymore, I recovered quickly from my shock. The chains rattled with every movement as I eased away from the headboard and looked at the faerie with a cool expression—my time as the Unseelie Queen hadn’t been a total waste of time, at least. I was better at playing their game now.

      The thought made another memory pop into my head. Sometimes it’s not about being stronger. It’s about being smarter.

      I shied away from thinking of Oliver, but his advice was just as applicable now as it had been then. Without the strength of a Nightmare, I really would need to be smarter if I planned on saving myself.

      “Who are you?” I asked despite the unlikelihood of getting an answer. I had a dozen more questions after this one, which meant my bladder would have to wait.

      This faerie was full of surprises, because he didn’t hesitate to say, “You may call me Belanor. As I’m sure you’ve guessed, Laurelis is my older brother. Well, older by an hour, but that hour was all it took for him to claim the throne.”

      You have got to be kidding me. In that instant, I wanted nothing more than to throttle Laurie. It might have been helpful to know he literally had an evil twin. “I wasn’t aware he had any siblings,” was all I said.

      Belanor smirked. It was so similar to Laurie’s that I blinked. “It seems you were not very close friends, if Laurelis didn’t bother telling you about us,” he remarked. “Our parents had three children between them. Five, if you count the ones that died.”

      To be fair, I’d never asked Laurie about his family or his past. The realization sent a pang of shame through my painfully mortal body. He knew my darkest secrets. He’d sacrificed what he valued most, so I wouldn’t have to. He had comforted me in my darkest moments. And yet, despite everything Laurie had done for me, I’d never bothered to learn a single thing about him. If I ever escaped this place, I would remedy that.

      One thing at a time, I reminded myself. “What is this place? Where are we?” I asked next.

      A knock interrupted us. The sound was slow and booming, as if whoever struck the wood didn’t know their own strength. I half-expected a long crack to form.

      “Enter,” Belanor called. The dog had lifted its head again, its ears perked. The door opened, and an enormous male stepped over the threshold. He wore thick, medieval-looking armor, complete with a helmet that thoroughly hid his face. The dog lay back down, clearly familiar with this formidable-looking guard. Belanor’s tone was brisk as he said, “Ah, Fende. Excellent. You may begin.”

      I stiffened, but the new faerie didn’t come toward us. Instead, he turned and strode to the fireplace. He was so heavy that his footsteps echoed in the near-empty room. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. Or, more accurately, the sheer size of him—Fende was even bigger than Death Bringer, the resident torturer at the Unseelie Court.

      I was so preoccupied that I almost missed the things he carried in his gauntlet-covered hands. Was that a poker? There was something at the end of it, but Fende turned his back before I could get a better look.

      Suddenly, there was movement in the corner of my eye. Still wearing a bland expression and trying to keep my heart rate steady, I turned my head. A smaller figure had entered behind Fende. She carried a silver tray in her small hands and kept her gaze downcast. Though she appeared healthy, with a clean sheen to her brown hair and curves beneath her well-made clothes, I looked at her and thought, Slave. It was in how she moved, somehow, and the way she wouldn’t lift her eyes. Belanor furthered this theory when he didn’t acknowledge her.

      Now that I was human, it struck me that I had fewer ways of knowing whether someone was Fallen or not. The woman appeared mortal, due to her rounded ears and the lines beneath her eyes, but she could very well be a witch or some other species that aged. I kept staring at her, as if I’d regain the ability to detect power the harder I looked for it. Once again, I experienced that painful sensation of something missing.

      Without a single glance in my direction, the woman set the tea service down and backed away, her small hands clasped against the front of her wool skirt. She walked backward until she reached the doorway, and then she was gone, leaving me frustrated and shaken. I hadn’t realized how much I relied on my Nightmare side all these years. Dad would’ve had a lot to say about that, since he had taught me how to defend myself in nearly every situation.

      Bet you couldn’t have predicted this one, Dad. The thought made my heart hurt, and I quickly refocused.

      As the armored giant began building a fire, Belanor went about making himself a cup of tea. Moving as if his bones were made of liquid, he poured hot water into his cup. Steam rose into the air. The curve of his wrist was so pronounced. Breakable. I hadn’t given much thought to Laurie’s age, but watching his brother, I suspected they came from a time of refinement and propriety.

      “Physically, we are in Germany,” Belanor said abruptly, answering my question at last. “More specifically, the Nymphenburg Palace. It once belonged to a king—his summer home, I believe. Now, in the human world, tourists roam the halls. The Seelie Court does not exist in a separate dimension, as the Unseelie Court does, but a powerful spell protects the grounds.”

      I was having trouble listening; my attention kept going to Fende. I couldn’t see the specifics of what he was doing, but I could hear small sounds. The dull thud of wood. A click. The creak of his heavy armor. My survival instincts were even louder as a human, and they hissed like a nest of rattlesnakes. Danger, danger. But the chains around my wrists held fast, and I couldn’t use fear as a defense anymore. I needed to get more out of Belanor, because right now, information was the only weapon at my disposal.

      “You said that you plan on making me a Nightmare again. Even if that were possible, why is it so important?” I asked, forcing myself to concentrate.

      The faerie prince had finished preparing his tea. He sat within a slant of daylight, legs crossed, holding the delicate handle of a cup between thumb and forefinger. In that moment, with those puckered scars and his sharp-edged suit, Belanor Dondarte looked like a living painting.

      The thought filled my head with memories of Oliver.

      It used to be one of our favorite rituals—I’d see something in the real world, a moment so striking that I could describe it in vivid detail even after falling asleep. Oliver would produce a new canvas and place it onto his easel, which appeared wherever we were. Inside the cottage, at the cliff’s edge, beneath our oak tree. His expression became distant as he listened to the cadence of my voice. Each time, without fail, I got lost in his beauty while he was lost in the brush strokes. The colors. The glimpse of a world he could never experience for himself.

      I’d never watch my best friend paint again.

      It felt like something had viciously jabbed my heart, and I started to put my hand over it, remembering belatedly that I was still chained to a bed. Belanor watched the play of emotions across my face with an air of mild interest, and I struggled to shove Oliver back in the shadows. Flames crackled into the stillness.

      Having succeeded in his task, Fende bent to retrieve the poker, and every thought about Oliver vanished. The giant moved in a way that made it obvious he was using the poker to shift a log. I waited to see the flare of embers, but nothing happened. I hid a frown. The rattlesnakes in my head got louder.

      “Do you love him? The dragon that ruined you?” Belanor asked abruptly.

      He spoke in the same composed, silken voice he always used, but my attention snapped back to him and stayed there. The words replayed in my head. The dragon that ruined you, Belanor had said—he could only mean Cyrus. Was this faerie so obsessed with his bizarre mission that he was thinking of eliminating anyone who’d endangered it?

      As Belanor waited for my response, I gathered every moment I’d spent as the Unseelie Queen around me. Dad’s voice floated through the quiet, stern but encouraging, instructing for the thousandth time on how to achieve calm and control. I knew my friend’s life might depend on how well I handled these next few moments.

      “Cyrus Lavender?” I clarified with raised brows, willing my insides to stop shaking. Calm. You feel calm. No, you are numb. You are nothing. “Not hardly. He’s just my landlord.”

      The lie had barely passed my mouth when Belanor froze; even the slight rise and fall of his chest ceased. His eyes went glassy and vacant. He was still holding the cup of tea, but his grip looked lax now. I stared at him, baffled, then darted a glance at Fende to see what he thought of his master’s strange behavior. The other male either didn’t notice or this was a regular occurrence for him—he didn’t turn away from his task. The dog hadn’t even opened its eyes.

      “Yes,” Belanor said. It was obvious he wasn’t talking to either of us. “I understand.”

      Every inch of my body felt like it had turned to ice. “You’re insane,” I observed.

      The faerie’s gaze cleared, and he returned the full force of his attention to me. My pulse was racing again, and I watched Belanor’s nostrils flare, taking note of this. Despite the efforts I’d made to hide any trace of fear, he could smell it. Hear it.

      I had faced predators before, but never as such weak prey. Though I was lying utterly still, Belanor’s features sharpened as his other instincts overtook him. His eyes, so similar to Laurie’s, brightened like he was a nocturnal animal caught in the sweep of headlights. Even his teeth looked sharper. In that instant, there was absolutely nothing about this creature that seemed human.

      I’d gotten used to fae courtiers and their careful masks of civility—looking at Belanor was a stark reminder of what I had allowed myself to forget.

      “Mortal you may be, but I admit the dragonfire did nothing to dim your beauty,” he murmured, slowly setting his tea onto the table.

      The chains clinked as I shifted, this time in a desperate bid to put some distance between us. I hadn’t even considered that Belanor could see my real face, and the fact sent an oily sensation over my skin. The irony wasn’t lost on me—once, this was all I wanted. For people to perceive the person beneath, rather than the perfect illusion. Now it just made me feel exposed and vulnerable. I had never been so helpless, and if Belanor chose to take what he wanted instead of waiting for permission, there was nothing I could do to stop him.

      “Before you say anything else, just know that I would literally rather die than have any kind of sexual encounter with you,” I informed the faerie prince, instinctively resorting to sarcasm. At least my voice didn’t betray the terror roaring through me.

      Shutters slammed over Belanor’s expression. In an instant, I knew that I’d struck him where he was weakest—his vanity.

      “Then I have some good news, my dear.” Leaning back, Belanor tugged at his cuff links. His manner was once again crisp and polite as he continued, “You may very well not survive what’s about to come next. It’s why I provided healing and sustenance for your mortal body—I had hoped to make you strong enough. If you’re the praying sort, I suggest you start now. Are you ready, Fende?”

      The bulky figure in front of the fire finally turned toward us. He nodded once, slow and deliberate. The dog got to its feet and padded to the door, letting out a low whine. Neither of the faeries acknowledged it. Though I couldn’t see Fende’s eyes because of my angle and his height, I could imagine them, dark and unblinking. He moved again, fully facing the bed now, and a glow drew my focus downward.

      Not a poker, I thought over the dull roaring in my ears. It was a branding iron.

      Just like that, I knew what was about to happen. My heart rammed against its confines as I strained to see what these faeries planned to brand on me. There was a symbol burning bright at the end of that metal rod. I’d never encountered it before, but it bore similarities to letters in the Enochian alphabet. Panicked questions rose inside me, along with the acidic burn of vomit, but I gritted my teeth to keep it all down. Belanor had already explained his motives—he wanted a Nightmare. A member of my species was probably an ingredient he needed for the spell, and considering we weren’t exactly easy to come by, it was no wonder he was determined to undo the results of Cyrus’s dragonfire.

      Apparently, he intended to do that with pain.

      I yanked at the chains again, knowing it was futile. I tried summoning the faeries that would’ve come already, if something weren’t keeping them away. Or keeping me hidden. Lyari. Laurie. Where are you? Please come. Please.

      Neither of them appeared. Someone else would save me, I thought desperately as I watched Fende cross the room, drawing nearer with every mail-clanging step. This didn’t happen in the fairy tales or stories. A knight always crashed through the door or there was a random streak of life-saving luck.

      But my life was no fairy tale.

      Collith, I thought just as Fende reached for my shoulder. I instantly wrenched to the side, trying to break free. Without a moment of hesitation, the guard shoved me against the mattress with one of his giant hands, pinning me like a bug to a board, and lifted his other arm. I screamed and swore at him. Against his strength, I was as helpless as the kitten Laurie had given me.

      The branding iron touched my shoulder in a burst of red light and sizzling heat.

      I heard the sound of burning flesh first. Then, half a breath later, the pain hit. It was an agony comparable to Cyrus’s dragonfire, and I felt my bladder finally give way. Urine soaked the bed. The world had gone white, and there was nothing else except the flames. I screamed until my throat was hoarse. The dog clawed at the door frantically.

      All the while, Belanor smiled.
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      In reality, the branding only lasted a few seconds. But it felt like hours.

      By the time Fende pulled away, removing the source of that searing pain, black spots filled my vision. I lay like a glassy-eyed doll on the sheets, which were now drenched with sweat and piss. My breathing was hard and ragged, and I had the same feeling that usually came after a battle or an adrenaline surge—a heavy-lidded detachment to everything around me.

      After a few seconds, I was dimly aware of the chains rattling, then arms slid beneath my legs and along my back. Before I could even consider struggling, I was being placed on the floor. Even this brief jostling hurt, and I couldn’t hold back a moan. Voices moved over my head as I huddled there, every part of me trembling, my teeth chattering. Shock, I thought. You’re in shock.

      There was the sound of soft footsteps. More seconds ticked by, and each one felt like a missed opportunity, because I knew those double doors were probably open behind me. A frustrated scream bounced off the walls of my skull. At that same moment, I caught a glimpse of a sheet trailing past. The flash of a skirt. They were changing the bedding, I realized, since I’d lost control of my bladder. Had Belanor given the order? Was he still here? Maybe the branding wasn’t over. I couldn’t remember hearing Fende leave. In a burst of terror, I tried to lift my head, but nothing happened.

      “Jesus, it smells in here,” someone snapped. “Humans are so vile.”

      Despite the terror roaring in my ears, I knew an insult when I heard one. I longed to respond with an insult—normally I’d have several of them ready—but the pain was still too overwhelming.

      “Now, now, Iris. Treat her well, or I will be displeased.”

      “We wouldn’t want that.”

      The newcomer’s heels made the floor shake as she approached. An instant later, I felt hands shove me with unnecessary force, and I rolled onto my stomach with another moan I couldn’t contain.

      Silence swelled around us, save for the creak of leather and the clink of glass. Probably a medical bag, I thought. Zara carried one, and I’d heard those same sounds the last time she tended to me. So Belanor had summoned a healer. Iris, he’d called her.

      I hissed through my teeth when she dabbed at the brand with a washcloth. Soon, a new smell laced through the stench of burned flesh, notes that made me think of hospitals and medicine cabinets. Belanor’s healer must have expended too much energy recently, or she wouldn’t be resorting to human means of treatment. It meant that I would be in agony for the foreseeable future, considering mortals took weeks to recover from injuries like this.

      Trying not to whimper at the thought, I listened to Iris rummage through her bag again. I wasn’t prepared when her hands returned, this time with a bandage, and I cried out as it made contact with the fresh burn. The sound only seemed to make her rougher. Determined not to give the healer any more satisfaction, I bit my lip so hard I tasted blood. When she pulled away, I was so relieved that some of the tension visibly left my body, despite the pain still radiating from the newly-covered brand.

      The pressure of Iris’s hands had only disappeared for a moment when I felt a prick in my neck, there and gone like a scorpion’s strike. A pain reliever? I wondered hopefully.

      She didn’t explain, of course. Without a word, Iris retrieved her bag and her warm presence retreated. But instead of going to the doors, she circled me, walking so close that I felt the vibrations of her footsteps through my bones.

      I saw the hem of her dress first, then Iris knelt so that I could see her face. Witch, I thought with faint surprise. From the strength of her shove, I’d expected the healer to be a faerie. Brown eyes flicked between mine, and a smile hovered around her lips. One of her hands dangled elegantly off her knee. Her nails gleamed red in the pale light pouring through the windows. Judging from the faint lines around her mouth and across her forehead, she was probably very, very old. If we were in the human world, any passerby would assume she was in her late twenties or early thirties.

      “They spoke of you with such awe,” she said, keeping her voice pitched low. My gaze rose back to hers, and the witch’s lovely features twisted into a sneer. “The Nightmare Queen. They said your beauty was indescribable. They sang of your feats. The one who killed the Leviathan. The one who made even the ancients bow and tremble. But you’re not so impressive after all, are you?”

      Iris straightened before I could attempt a response. I listened to her walk away, wishing I were able to leap up and show her how impressive I was. Or how impressive I used to be.

      As if she could hear the thought, Iris’s footsteps halted. I imagined her turning in the doorway, giving me one last look. I’d never felt so small. So pathetic.

      “I look forward to watching you break,” the witch said.

      And I look forward to making you rip your own face off, I tried to snarl back. Just as I opened my mouth, though, it felt like something sank its claws into me and dragged my mind into shadow. Iris must’ve given me a sedative. I fought it, every instinct I had shrieking against being vulnerable and unconscious when I was surrounded by the enemy.

      The darkness won.
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      The next time I awoke, I was back on the bed.

      Moonlight spilled through the windows. Chains were once again secured around my wrists and ankles. For an instant, I felt a wild sense of relief, thinking the branding had been a nightmare, just a terrible nightmare that Oliver was no longer there to shield me from. Then the pain rushed in, as if it were eager to crush my spirit. It was like Cyrus’s dragonfire on a lesser scale, a white-hot agony simmering beneath the burnt skin.

      Seeing that I was alone, I allowed myself to let out a faint sound, something halfway between a whimper and a sob.

      With slow, ginger movements, I rolled onto my side. It put one of my arms in an awkward angle, but anything was better than lying on the brand.

      Now that I was facing the other way, I noticed a tray on Belanor’s tea table, which had been brought closer to the bed. A beat later, the delicious scents rolling off it reached me, and my mouth instantly began to water. Despite what Belanor had done, he hadn’t lied about one thing—he was feeding me well. In addition to a plate of tender-looking steak and mashed potatoes, there was a glass of red wine. Condensation rolled down the glass, and steam rose from the food.

      I realized the last time I’d eaten had been at home, well before the cherubim took me. How long ago had that been? A day? Two? I tested the chains—the wound under Iris’s bandage protested, making me hiss through my teeth—and someone must’ve made adjustments while I was out, because I had more range of motion. Probably just enough to reach for that tray and eat.

      I faced the same dilemma I had when I first arrived at the Unseelie Court; it was widely known that faeries liked to put things in food and drinks. Spells, poisons, drugs. Belanor wanted me strong, though. He wouldn’t put his precious Nightmare-to-be at risk. Right? He may have had me branded, but he’d also sent Iris in afterward.

      My mind kept working and turning like a Rubik’s Cube. If I didn’t eat, I’d only get weaker. Belanor might be trying to get me at full health for his undoubtedly nefarious purposes, but I needed to be if I was going to escape.

      And escape was the only way I would survive this. It had become clear that I couldn’t wait for someone else to be the hero. Not this time. Even if my family was looking, it might be too late by the time they got here. Something told me getting branded was just the start of my delightful experience at the Seelie Court, and I wasn’t interested in sticking around to find out if I was right.

      As I ate, barely tasting the seasoned potatoes past the adrenaline coating my mouth, I scanned the room yet again. There had to be something I’d missed. Something I wasn’t seeing. Adam was always stressing how anything could be made into a tool or weapon. But all I saw was the smooth floors and papered walls. The only furniture was the bed and the table, which were hardly useful for⁠—

      The bedsprings. I could use the bedsprings to pick the padlock.

      But that meant chewing through the bedsheets and the mattress beneath. It was going to take time, and it wouldn’t be fun. I wavered, glancing around the room again, as if another solution would jump out at me. Everything was still. Not even a single sound from whatever was beyond that door. Swallowing a sigh, I hurried to finish the swiftly cooling food. A few minutes later, I set the plate aside, slid down, and got to work.

      It was easier to do in theory. The sheets were more high quality than I’d anticipated, and just a few minutes into my task, the skin around my mouth felt raw. Every time I faltered, I pictured Fende coming toward me again, that bright branding iron in his enormous fist.

      I had no way of keeping track of time, but it couldn’t have been more than half an hour later when the room went fuzzy around the edges. I knew in an instant this was more than exhaustion or hunger.

      The food, I thought distantly. There had been something in the food. I flopped onto my back, the chains rattling, and barely noticed the twinge of pain. You’re a fool, Fortuna Sworn.

      I told myself to fight through it, keep going, but there was no fighting whatever surged through my veins. I watched the ceiling break into fragments, no, crystals, and for a few seconds, or hours, the entire room glittered. As the brilliance faded, my gaze fell onto that wallpaper again. It looks so strange, I thought, extending a finger toward that spindly design as if I could touch it.

      I finally realized that I was looking at spiders. It was the shadows that made it obvious, the way the moonlight slanted over the beady eyes and tangling legs, highlighting the truth of the images.

      A sound came from far away, and the instant my mind registered what I’d heard, it felt like someone had tossed a rope just as I was being swept out to sea—that had been Laurie’s voice. He was calling to me, pulling me back. Somehow, he’d figured out where I was. From the beginning, it had been Laurie who came through when I needed someone most.

      Hope was a drug all its own. Feeling more clear-headed, I turned my head on the pillow. When I saw who really sat in the chair beside me, though, all of that iridescence faded to nothing, a star winking out in the sky.

      It was Belanor I’d heard, not Laurie. He sat in his usual pose, with his legs crossed and one wrist draped over the armrest. For once, the prince wasn’t drinking tea. Instead, he turned a wine glass by its stem, the thin piece of glass held between his tapered fingers. Someone had brought in a lamp, and it glowed beside him. Save for the moonbeams coming through the windows, it was the only other light in the room.

      “I have a theory, Miss Sworn. Would you care to hear it?” Belanor asked by way of greeting.

      My first instinct was to snarl the vilest insult I could think of… but I wanted answers more. I knew that, despite the way I kept losing focus and the walls quivered like I was underwater. Had I consumed a sedative of some kind? No, I would’ve succumbed to it already. But it was definitely a mind-altering drug. Edges were blurred, and every sound was too loud. The air going in and out of my lungs, the chains, the soft huffs of the dog in the corner.

      Suddenly, I remembered that Belanor had asked me a question. It took me another moment to remember what it was. I have a theory, Miss Sworn. Would you care to hear it?

      “Love to,” I slurred.

      Pausing dramatically, Belanor took a delicate sip from his wine glass. “I don’t believe your abilities are truly gone.”

      He waited for my reaction. I stared at him, struggling to keep hold of what he’d said. The words slithered in and out of my mind. I was distracted by the burnt side of Belanor’s face and how it shone in the lamplight. His bright hair was slicked back again, though the gel was losing its hold and those slight waves were more pronounced. When I managed to tear my eyes away and meet the faerie’s gaze, I saw that he was smiling.

      “What did you…” I faltered as my gums started to tingle. “What did you do to me?”

      “Once again, you’re asking the wrong questions, Fortuna Sworn. It’s not a matter of what I did to you, but rather what I gave you.”

      My body felt strange, like I was going to be sick while I was high. My hands were heavy, too. Why were my hands so heavy? I buried them into the bedclothes and clutched the silken material in a white-knuckled grip, hoping that would anchor me. “Fine, what did you give me?” I snapped.

      He raised his glass in a salute. “Liberation, Lady Sworn. I gave you liberation.”

      “Why… why are you doing this?”

      Belanor swallowed the sip he’d taken. Impatience flashed in his eyes. “I already told you. I’m going to fix you, by whatever means necessary. If that means breaking your mind a little, so be it.”

      This last part reminded me of Iris’s parting comment. I look forward to watching you break.

      A face loomed in my memory. Daratrine, a faerie at the Unseelie Court. You’re only a victim if you let them break you, I had told her.

      Talk. That’s all it was. During my time with Belanor, I’d already been branded and drugged. I was also infinitely more fragile than I used to be, both mentally and physically. As much as I loathed her, Iris was right—I wasn’t the queen she’d heard about. Not even close.

      Belanor wasn’t saying anything, but suddenly it felt like if I didn’t get off this bed, find a way out of these chains, I would explode. Literally explode, my blood and skin splattering the walls and ceiling. I started yanking at them with all the strength left in me, not even flinching when pain shot through my wrists. I kicked my legs, too, making sounds that were more animal than human. With every movement, the brand cried out with me.

      Leaning over me with preternatural speed, Belanor shoved a key into one of the steel cuffs around my wrists. Once that one popped open, he did the same to the other. I wasted no time dragging myself to the floor and away from him, but more questions burned in my drug-addled brain. What was he doing? Why was he freeing me?

      When Belanor resettled in his chair, realization tasted like ash in my mouth. I was such a minuscule threat that he wasn’t even worried that I would hurt him.

      I tried to melt into the wall, cringing when my gaze fell on those spiders. My thumb brushed one of the eyes, and I imagined the paper creature’s leg twitching. I jerked my hand away. “What do you see?” Belanor asked. His tone was mildly curious.

      Sounds drifted from beyond the door. I moaned, giving my nausea a voice, but Belanor misinterpreted it as a question.

      “They’re making preparations for my coronation. It will be held in a week, and every faerie of the Seelie Court will be in attendance. I want it to be the biggest event of the decade. Would you like to know what my first act as king will be?” Belanor gave me another smile, this one smaller but more vicious, somehow. His face had taken on that sharper, nonhuman look again. “Extermination. I will lead my warriors down into that hovel the Unseelie scum are so proud of, and I will leave it as a pile of ash.”

      Coronation? I felt my eyebrows knit together. Belanor was going to be the next Seelie King?

      Then that final word sank in. Extermination. His meaning was all too clear, even with my mind as slow as it was. Against my will, I pictured them dead—the faeries at the Unseelie Court who had managed to change how I felt about their kind. Lyari. Nym. Omar. Paynore. Even Viessa, who terrified me, but I secretly admired all the same. The image of their bloodless, unmoving faces only made the nausea worse.

      Someone had to warn them. I flattened my palm against the cold floor, a line of drool escaping down my chin. I knew it was illogical, the feeling that if I could just stand, I’d be able to escape this place. Find everyone I cared about and get them as far away from Belanor as possible.

      “Fortuna,” someone said. It was a woman, her voice vaguely familiar.

      I started to look up, but in the next moment, it felt like gravity ceased to exist. The floor dropped away, revealing outer space on the other side. Stars glittered all around. Not real. None of this was real. I squeezed my eyes shut and hugged my knees.

      “Fortuna Sworn, I summon you.”

      This time, the woman’s voice reached me through the darkness. There was a sternness in that tone, an expectation I instinctively worked to meet, the habit ingrained in me long ago by Matthew Sworn.

      When I wrenched my eyes open, I wasn’t at the Seelie Court anymore.

      I was still curled onto my side, shielding my head as if something had been attacking me from every direction. I tried to see the details of my new surroundings without moving, peering through the space between my arms. The room was warm and modern. Wooden floors, rugs, pictures on the walls, faded furniture. Like the woman’s voice, I had a sense of recognition. A strange mist hovered over the floor, though, and I knew this didn’t belong.

      Within seconds, I discovered that I wasn’t alone. Seven figures sat around a table to my right. My heart lurched in terror, and I stared in wide-eyed dread. These aren’t enemies, something inside me insisted. After a few seconds, their names rushed into my head like old friends. Lyari, Damon, Emma, Cyrus, Laurie. I regarded Nym and Mercy with faint surprise.

      What were those two doing here?

      None of them seemed to be aware of me. I scanned the room again, unable to shake the sense that people were missing. Finn. Collith. Their faces came back to me a breath after their names. A male with dark skin and sadly tilted eyes. The other male had a long scar and an aura of pain around him, as well. Even in the throes of the high, thinking of him hurt.

      Laurie said something, and I refocused on him. I’d heard that tone dozens of times—it was the one he always used to antagonize someone.

      “Quiet, faerie,” Mercy said, her voice rough and sharp, like a serrated knife. There was a deep line of concentration between her brows, and her eyes were closed. The mist rushed and swirled, drawing my attention back to the table, and this time I noticed the bowl. It rested in the center of the circle they’d formed. When I saw everyone around that table holding hands, I realized what this was.

      A scrying spell.

      Hope returned in a rush, filling my lungs, and it felt like I couldn’t breathe. Did that mean this was real?

      “I’ve made a connection, but it’s faint. Something is blocking me,” Mercy added, tightening her fingers around the hands she held.

      Before I could tell her the spell had worked, the drug I’d ingested burrowed even deeper. The walls tilted, as if this were a funhouse. I must’ve made a sound, because every head in the room swiveled toward me.

      “Fortuna?” one of them said, sounding as if they were being strangled.

      In an attempt to sit up, I braced my hands against the floor. The sight of blood all over them made me pause. It was crusted and dry.

      Laurie had crossed the room in swift, long-legged strides. I raised my gaze, and I saw his eyes lock onto the rust-colored stains covering my fingertips. As I struggled to stand, my entire body shaking, Laurie’s arms shot out to help, but his hands went through me as if I were a ghost.

      I nearly let out a sob when I realized what that meant—I wasn’t safe. Even if this was real, a scrying spell wouldn’t save me. I couldn’t remember why I was so petrified, but there was a shadowy figure at the back of my mind. A sense that I was running out of time.

      I fell back to my knees, barely noticing the pain jolting through my bones. In a heartbeat, Laurie was in front of me.

      “Hey there, Firecracker,” he said softly, putting his fingertips close to mine. I focused on them, on how elegant his fingers were, tracing the shape of them with my eyes as if they were a map back to sanity. Laurie’s voice, which was as smooth and alluring as melted chocolate, moved gently past me. “Can you tell us where you are? Do you know who took you?”

      It was important that I answer him. I knew that, not just from the muscle twitching in his jaw, but also the expressions on everyone else’s faces. Why couldn’t I remember? The circumstances that had brought me here felt like a mischievous child, dancing backward each time I reached for it. The only things I knew for certain were that I was terrified, and I didn’t want to be in my body anymore.

      “I feel wrong,” I whispered, clutching myself again as I started to rock back and forth. The movement only made the sensations inside me worse. “There are worms under my skin, Laurie.”

      Someone swore under their breath. The faerie kneeling at my side let out a sound that could only be described as a snarl, and I flinched. In my peripheral vision, I saw Laurie reach out again, as if to comfort me. His fingers curled into fists. I wondered if I imagined the tremor of rage that went through them. But then his fingers relaxed, and they dangled casually, Laurie’s arm perched atop his knee.

      “Describe where you are, darling,” he urged, his eyes bright as stars. “Give us any information you can.”

      “Okay. Okay.” I nodded, clenching my jaw as the funhouse shifted again. No one else spoke. The silence was so prominent that it felt like another presence in the room. After a minute of struggling, I nearly hit the floor in a burst of frustration. I couldn’t. There was nothing there. No facts, no helpful descriptions, just⁠—

      My head jerked up, and my eyes were so wide it was painful. For a heart-stopping, blinding moment, it felt like the mist cleared and sunlight shone upon the world. I heard his voice as though he were beside me again. If you’re the praying sort, I suggest you start now.

      “Belanor,” I breathed. I remembered what he’d done to my back now, and bile surged up my throat. I couldn’t bring myself to reach behind me and feel the raw edges of the brand, though they throbbed with every breath.

      When his brother’s name passed my lips, Laurie’s teeth bared. In that instant, he looked truly feral. “I’m coming for you, Fortuna. I give you my solemn vow,” he said with seething vehemence.

      You’re not capable of being solemn, I tried to say. But now I wasn’t sure that was true anymore.

      Mercy suddenly let out a low curse. Without warning, the witch pitched forward into the bowl of ingredients. Lyari moved in a blur and caught hold of her shoulders. “Is she—” I started.

      But the mist closed in, and everything went dark again.
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      Dreams and hallucinations tore at me like wolves on a hunt.

      Throughout the night, I’d come back myself in sporadic bursts, panting as though I truly had been running through a dark forest. Then the past nipped at my heels and sent me off again. I heard Belanor’s voice wherever I went. Asking questions. Giving orders. Taunting. I had no way of knowing if that was just part of the hallucinations or if he was actually in the room with me, sitting in that goddamn chair and drinking another cup of tea. Tea that I would lace with cyanide instead of honey, if I ever got the chance.

      Mercifully, the drug’s effects didn’t last forever, as part of me started to fear they would. There came a point when I opened my eyes, and I felt slightly better. My body ached like I’d been in a fight, but the dizziness was gone. There were no twitching spider legs on the walls. The terrible things I’d done were tucked away into memories, rather than all around me.

      As my vision cleared, I expected to see the walls of my gilded prison and those tall windows lit with morning light. But… I wasn’t in the Nymphenburg Palace.

      This was home.

      I was in the loft that Collith had built for us. The air smelled of fresh paint and recently-cut wood. The lacy nightgown I’d been wearing was gone, replaced by plaid pajama pants and a university T-shirt. My clothes. And instead of that canopied monstrosity I’d been chained to, I now rested in the bed I’d barely gotten to share with Collith before everything went to hell.

      “No,” I whispered, gripping the sheets with balled fists. I knew Belanor would hear the despair in my voice, but that didn’t matter anymore—I only cared that I was still seeing things and the drug hadn’t finished its dark work yet. How much longer could I bear this? Maybe the drug had finished its course, and my mind was broken. I was probably still in that pretty suite, slumped against the wall and drooling.

      Might as well see my family, since I’m hallucinating them, that quiet inner voice pointed out.

      Resignation crept through my heart. I let out a shuddering breath and cast another glance through the room Collith had designed. The door to my left was cracked open, and a blue glow slanted across the floor. No sounds came with it, though. Was everyone asleep?

      I threw aside the covers and stood, barely registering the cold. On bare feet, I tiptoed toward that open door. I paused in the doorway, scanning the apartment with an ache inside me that had nothing to do with the brand. My gaze latched onto a small, familiar figure sitting in the living room, her hair aglow from the light of the television.

      “Emma?” I said. My voice emerged softly, hesitantly, as though I were a child again.

      I was afraid she’d be startled, but the old woman just turned her head. She’d dyed her hair pink. Bright, cotton-candy pink. When she saw me, a welcoming smile spread across her face. She patted the cushion beside her, and the sound was stark in the utter stillness. “I wondered if you’d wake up tonight. Thought I’d stay up for a while, just in case,” she remarked.

      Hearing her voice brought tears to my eyes. I blinked to clear them away. Emma waited, but I stayed where I was, knowing I looked as distrustful as I felt. Why did this feel so real? Could it be possible that I was actually here?

      No. You’re still stuck in Belanor’s twisted game, Fortuna. In spite of the drugged food I’d eaten, my mind felt clear, and I remembered every moment at the Seelie Court. This, being home, seemed too good to be true. I’d learned that if something seemed too good to be true, it was.

      I was about to retreat when my gaze fell onto a magazine on the coffee table. HOW DERMATOLOGISTS WAKE UP WITH YOUNGER-LOOKING SKIN, the headline read. The letters weren’t jumbled or backward.

      Collith’s voice whispered through my memory. Did you know that you can’t read in a dream?

      “It can’t be,” I whispered, reading the headline again. And again. Then I lost hold of the reins on my caution, and wild
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