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            Chapter One

          

          ETHAN

        

      

    

    
      “You misunderstand. You think I’m a man with something to lose.”

      My voice was low as it echoed around the dark chamber of the dungeon. The sound of water dripping onto stone rang throughout the chamber— or was it blood?

      A cultist was tied to the chair. Red soaked his hands. The Black Claw robes he wore were stained with gore. The only light in the cavern was a single candle I’d placed on the table.

      The cultist’s face was swollen with bruises. Both his eyes were black, and fresh cuts littered his skin. I’d caught this one sneaking around Dolinska’s streets at an hour known for dark magic. He’d been following a sorceress to her home and was waiting to abduct her for some sinister purpose.

      He wasn’t planning to run into the Phantom.

      I had captured him and dragged him back to my hideout in the chasms of Arcanea University, where I’d tied him up and made good on my dirty work, trying to obtain information.

      Prince Ethan would be appalled by such behavior. He’d find it abhorrent and beneath himself.

      But the Phantom had no reservations. There was a darkness in him that waited inside and swallowed him whole. The Phantom was a hidden specter that lurked in the shadows, eager to be let out of his cage, so he could take his rage out on the world.

      And the only way I could do what I had to these days was if I separated the man from the monster.

      Two different personas. A singular man. One a devil, the other a saint. It was enough to make one man go mad. Doctor Jekyll had it easy.

      Yet this fellow wasn’t going to crack. I’d questioned him for the better part of an hour, and he hadn’t uttered a syllable on anything remotely interesting to my cause.

      I hadn’t really hurt him. Even though there was gore on my mask and cloak, I hadn’t even pursued the sick fantasies I wanted to do to this man. They thrilled the Phantom, but scared me.

      I didn’t understand why I had such reservations. This man was, most likely, a murderer. He’d plotted to hurt an innocent woman, and would’ve if I hadn’t gotten there first. He deserved this.

      The cultist let out a wet laugh, and blood dribbled down his chin. “You think you’re so high and mighty. I’m certain you’re getting some pleasure out of this.”

      “You’d be wrong.” I wasn’t proud of this. But a man could only be pushed so far. And I’d lost everything only a few weeks prior. I’d let my father down and sacrificed the throne. There was nothing, nothing I wouldn’t do to prevent my cousin Elijah from taking the crown.

      I was merely getting started.

      “I can do this all night,” I told the cultist. “I’ll ask again. Where are you hiding?”

      “I can’t give up the location of my brethren. You won’t find the Black Claw through me.” He spat a globule of blood at my feet, and my nose wrinkled.

      I needed to find where the Black Claw was. Only then would I be able to rip this disease out of my city for good. “I think you need more convincing. Shall we?”

      The cultist’s eyes shone with fear as I raised my hand. As amethyst sparks flew from my fingers, the cultist began screaming. Bloodcurdling yells of agony lifted past his lips as I made him see visions.

      An easy illusion. Nothing was happening to him physically, but in his head, he felt pain as if I was peeling off his skin layer by layer. I pushed the magic further inward on his mind, to make the torture worse. As he begged me to stop, I tapered the magic away. He took labored breaths, and I crossed my arms.

      “Like I said, I’m not fooling around,” I said. “I will push you until I get what I want.”

      “And then you’ll let me go free.” The cultist laughed. “You must think I’m stupid. You’ll kill me the moment I tell you what I know.”

      He was right. I couldn’t have him running off to his little friends. He’d tell them the Phantom had discovered their hideout. Though sparing his life was something Prince Ethan demanded, the Phantom wasn’t so merciful.

      I’d figure out what to do with him when the time came. “Last chance. Either tell me now, or I won’t lift the illusion.”

      “I’ll die for the Black Claw. The descendants of the Unseelie fae deserve to be in power,” the cultist hissed. “Do your worst.”

      “This is a final warning.” I was losing patience.

      “My brothers will avenge me! They know where to find you! They know the man behind the mask.”

      I reeled back in shock at his admission. Had the Black Claw figured out who I was? Did they know my secret identity? And if they did... why hadn’t they acted to reveal me yet?

      He had to be bluffing. If the Black Claw knew who I was, they’d have told the Arcanea Alliance, and I’d be imprisoned by now. No other explanation made sense. I was their biggest threat and hindrance, especially since the King’s Contest ended. I’d been patrolling these streets every night afterward, causing trouble for the cult. If there was a way for them to get rid of me, there’d be no reason not to take it.

      “I’m sick of your lies. This is my last warning.”

      The cultist coughed up more blood. “What would your pretty little mate say if she knew what you were doing to me? She’d be terrified of you.”

      Panic— and possession— streamed through my body. I forced my voice to be steady as I replied, “I have no mate.”

      The cultist snorted. “Every shifter does. She’s out there. And when we get our hands on her⁠—”

      At the mention of the Black Cult harming Emma, I lost my temper. My illusion magic erupted from my hands, sending a purple shockwave through the room. The cultist pleaded for me to stop, but I ignored him, and more sparks flew from my fingers again as I cast the spell. The cultist cried out in suffering. This time, I gave the illusion of hot irons pressing into his skin, and though he begged, I didn’t pull back.

      This was what I’d become now. A monster.

      The sound of a heavy door scraping open caught my attention, and I whirled around. Loud footsteps sounded on the stairs, and my illusion ended. The man in the chair slung against his binds in relief.

      My heart pounded against my rib cage. Who in their right mind was at the university at this hour, on winter break, and how had they discovered my hideout?

      My breath quickened as my gaze landed upon none other than Lord Lucien. The old wolven wore a heavy cloak, and there were bags around his eyes, as if he was tired in a way words couldn’t express. His mouth thinned as he caught sight of the bloody cultist tied to the chair.

      Of course he was here. Lord Lucien didn’t have family to visit over the holidays. He stayed at the university all year. It was another careless mistake of mine to think that the school would be empty and no one would hear the man screaming.

      I’d been making too many mistakes lately.

      My mentor’s gaze was cold as he stated, “Going a bit far, aren’t we, Phantom?”

      There was a lump in my throat. I swallowed past it and said, “He deserves it.”

      The illusion I’d cast on my voice for disguising purposes had blended me well. No recognition ran across Lucien’s face. He didn’t know who I was. Good. I couldn’t face him if he did. The shame would be too great. This wasn’t what he’d taught me.

      “Are you one of the Seven Gods, to pass judgment like this?” Lucien barked cruelly. “Who are you to decide who deserves suffering?”

      “He chose his fate when he decided to join the Black Claw.” My resolve was heavy. Guilt fought against my insides, but I turned it away. If this was the only way to protect my people, so be it.

      “Don’t allow the hero to become the villain.” Lord Lucien reached for the sword hanging from his waist. “Let him go.”

      I couldn’t let Lucien unleash my captive. Lucien drew his sword. I drew my own. He swung downward, and I dove out of the way. He parried away my returning blow, and our swords danced against the night as our two weapons crashed over and over. I attempted to find an advantage, but Lucien was too clever... I might have strength on my side, but he was fast, and hard to combat.

      A bead of sweat broke out along Lucien’s brow. This fight couldn’t go on. Lucien knew my fighting style. He’d been the one who trained me. If I kept dueling with him like this, he’d figure it out.

      I went to trip him up, so I could end the fight with a knockout to the head. But Lucien saw it coming. He ducked, then, before I knew what was happening, he shoved me to the floor and kicked me in the head. I saw stars.

      As I struggled back onto my feet, the blurry image of Lucien cutting the ropes of the cultist came into view. The cultist staggered past me and up the stairs— Lucien stood stiffly by the puddle of blood on the stone.

      “What did you do?” I roared in fury. All I saw was red. The unbound anger of a wolf coursed through my veins. Lucien was evil for setting a filthy cultist free.

      “Whatever you are, Phantom, this is not who you are. I won’t have his blood be on your hands,” Lucien boomed. “No matter what you were planning, you would’ve never forgiven yourself.”

      An angry noise erupted from my chest. I left Lucien, fool that he was, and darted up the stairs after the cultist.

      Lucien didn’t follow.

      The cultist had gotten a head start, but he’d left a blood trail on the carpet. I dashed through the dark halls of Arcanea University, using my wolven scent to track the cultist’s escape route.

      I caught up to him somewhere near the cafeteria. He was limping, but still, he was moving fast. He burst out of the palace and against the Malovian night, into the gardens. I steeled my will, pushed myself to go faster, and followed him into the blustery storm.

      The blizzard whipped hard and cold past my mask as I gave chase. The snowfall from earlier had turned into a full-on blizzard. Piles of snow, three feet high, coated the pathways on school grounds. The cultist looked behind him and gave a screech as he saw me catching up, increasing his pace to get away.

      I felt a throbbing soreness radiate from my hip all the way down to the top of my thigh. I gritted my teeth to keep from crying out. My damn leg. It was slowing me down. The prosthetic dug into my skin— probably on account of me being in a hurry as I’d put it on tonight— and the sharp pain slowed me up. With my ill-fitted prosthetic dragging me down, the cultist was getting away.

      The cultist glanced back, and his eyes widened. He saw that he’d put quite a distance between us. He had a chance.

      The cultist ahead exploded into a griffin. Feathers went everywhere, and his wings spread wide. I gave a cry of frustration, but the griffin had taken off. The shifter batted his wings against the cold and tried to stay upright as he flew over university grounds. The blizzard almost knocked him out of the sky, until he turned and flew with the wind instead of against it. I increased my speed, but my lungs burned, and no man alive could keep up on two legs against a soaring griffin.

      I finally came to a stop and watched the griffin become a dot in the sky before he vanished into the storm.

      It was hopeless. I didn’t have my wings, and I couldn’t give chase without them, not to mention the blizzard was too thick to follow his trail. Cursing the Seven Gods and all who belonged to them, I turned my back on the cultist and watched him escape.

      Damn Lucien. Damn his sense of morality. Now that sick, twisted individual was allowed to run recklessly on Dolinska’s streets. Who knew what he’d do now that he was loose? What was more, he’d tell his friends I was looking for them. All because Lucien didn’t understand.

      What was done was done. There was no reversing the situation. Patrolling Dolinska in this storm would be useless, and if I remained outside too much longer, I’d probably freeze... even as a shifter. We had a high tolerance for cold weather, but the temperature was dropping to an insane level. Malovia’s winters were famous for being brutal, but even I had never seen such weather.

      The winters in Malovia had been getting worse and worse every year. This was the harshest yet. Such raw temperatures and vicious storms shouldn’t be possible... it was almost as if the land was under some sort of magic.

      Or curse.

      The cultist had mentioned my mate... but it was a cheap attempt to intimidate me. He was right as far as every shifter had a mate. He assumed the Phantom had to have one, but he didn’t know it was Emma. He couldn’t. He’d have to know I was Prince Ethan, and though we’d declared ourselves to be mates during the King’s Contest last year, I’d never admitted... not even to my love... that we were fated to be together, and that the magical mated bond had tied our souls as one.

      Emma was safe, for now. The Black Claw wanted her blood for other reasons, but if I found their hideout first, and destroyed them, I could kill two birds with one stone. The city would be secure from their wrath, and so would Emma.

      If only Lucien hadn’t stolen my one good chance away.

      Arcanea University remained silent and passionless around me as I fled the sanctity of the school grounds. Dolinska itself didn’t seem welcoming in this biting cold. I was bitter as I hurtled over the walls protecting the royal palace and slunk past the guards watching the great gates.

      As I climbed the tower to my room on the topmost floor— something I’d done a hundred times— I considered using my part of the royal treasury to buy my own mansion somewhere else. Somewhere more discreet, so I wouldn’t have to do this anymore. I was getting tired of clinging to the shadows in my own home.

      Elijah and Gabby hadn’t yet moved into the palace, thank the gods. They had to pass their proficiency tests to become king and queen first— something that I was planning on stopping at all costs. For now, the castle was still mine.

      Wouldn’t be for much longer, though. The thought of my smug cousin kicking me out of my own palace...

      I suppressed a growl as I pulled myself through the window. Snow flew past me and landed on the bed. I closed the window and removed the mask. I flung it to the side, and it clattered against a wall. I scowled as I watched it lay there.

      Close. So close, again. It was like my life was an endless round of watching the things I desired most be snatched away from me, right when they were about to be in my hands.

      “Temper, temper. Didn’t your mother teach you not to throw your things?”

      I stiffened. As I turned, a monster of a man came into the moonlight. Stefan smirked— he raised an eyebrow and crossed his arms as his eyes roved up and down the cloak, then over the mask. “You didn’t go to a costume party, I take it.”

      I could hardly breathe. Stefan had seen me take off the mask. He knew my secret... was the only person that did. He knew I was the Phantom.

      Yet he didn’t seem surprised by it. Only irritated. How much had he guessed?

      Stefan cracked a sarcastic noise at my silence. “You know, you can break the act. Broody doesn’t work well on you.”

      Anger flickered in my stomach. “What the hell are you doing here?” I snarled under my breath. “These are my chambers. You are not permitted to be here.”

      “Don’t pull that royal bullshit on me,” Stefan shot back.

      “By law, the prince’s quarters are⁠—”

      “Shove it up your ass.” Stefan gave a casual snort before he placed a hand on my shoulder and pushed me back. “What are you gonna do, behead me?”

      My eyebrow twitched. “How long have you known?”

      “That you have a weird complex that makes you dress up in tights? Ages,” Stefan replied with a snicker.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “Relax.” Stefan rolled his eyes. “You were hardly around last semester. Plus, your dorm was always empty at night. The Phantom didn’t show up until after your dad died. It wasn’t hard to piece two and two together.” He shrugged.

      “Does anyone else know?” The sickening feeling of being exposed pressed in all around me, until I felt like I was being crushed.

      “How should I know? I don’t read the news.”

      “Stefan!”

      “Would you chill out? No one knows you like I do.” Stefan leaned against the wall lazily. “I doubt anyone else has figured this out.”

      I relaxed, but only slightly. “You’re taking this a bit too casually.”

      “This isn’t a surprise. I always knew you’d do something freaky when we got older,” he said. “I thought it’d be male stripping, but this is weird, too.”

      I threw a pillow at him. He smacked it away, and it fell to the floor with a flop. “I’m not a male stripper,” I said.

      “With abs like yours? You’d make a killing. I’ve been thinking about a side gig that shows the ladies what I have to offer myself.”

      Stefan flexed his muscles, and I hit him. He made an oof sound and held his gut.

      “This isn’t the time for jokes!” I said. “Are you going to keep this a secret?”

      “Naw, I’m gonna run and tell your mom.” Stefan gave me a scathing look. “Do you really think I would blow your identity? I’ve been covering your ass. You aren’t as obscure and discreet as you think you are.”

      I scowled. He was right. I knew I’d been sloppy and made mistakes in the past few months. The King’s Contest had me distracted.

      But that was over now. I wasn’t distracted anymore.

      “You have to be careful. If anyone finds out you know who I am, you’ll be a target,” I said lowly.

      “Like that’s different from any other day of the week. My ass is already a target for being your friend. Good thing I’ve got some firepower to back you up. I’m bringing the heat. In more ways than one.” Stefan blew out a puff of smoke, then wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.

      Dragon shifters were insufferable creatures. “Your puns are awful. You should get a better sense of humor.”

      Stefan gave a dramatic groan. “Come on, man. You’ve been a crabby bastard ever since you lost the Contest. Are you going to act like this when Emma comes back?”

      At the mention of Emma, I froze. It both hurt and made me feel wonderful to hear her name. She’d been the reason we’d lost the King’s Contest.

      But she was also my mate. And my very reason for breathing. Existing without her was like no kind of existence at all, and I’d hardly been living since she left to spend Christmas in Krakow with her mother. We’d parted the night of the King’s Contest with tense words, and hadn’t spoken... or seen each other.

      Her absence from my life, even for a few short weeks, was the main reason I was losing my mind.

      “We had an agreement not to talk about Emma,” I began.

      “Because you still needed time to cool off. But school starts in a few days. She’ll be back from her vacation with her mom any day now,” Stefan said . “She doesn’t need a guilt trip from you on how she fucked up. She feels bad enough.”

      I took a deep breath. The last thing I wanted was Stefan lecturing me on my love life. “Why don’t you worry about your relationship with Delmare?” Which was nonexistent, by the way, because they weren’t together— though it was obvious Stefan pined for her.

      It was a low blow, but effective. Stefan’s tone became darker. “We’re talking about you right now, not me. I’m not the one wearing a mask and running around like a psycho torturing Black Claw cultists. You’ve got issues, man.”

      “I wasn’t torturing anyone,” I sneered.

      Stefan snorted. “Yeah. That’s why there’s blood all over your cloak. It’s like you think I don’t know you at all.”

      I glanced down at the bloodstains, then glared Stefan’s way. “What I do as the Phantom is my business.”

      “Dude, can’t you see that I’m worried about you?” Stefan came forward and placed his hands on my shoulders. “You haven’t been the same since the Contest ended. It’s like... I don’t know. You’re turning into someone I don’t recognize.”

      I shrugged him away. “Maybe it’s better this way.”

      “Better how? We all agreed to make a plan to take down Gabby and Elijah, together,” Stefan said. “Are you going to turn your back on that now?”

      “No. But you don’t understand. I work by myself.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Stefan said forcefully. “This is too big for you to handle on your own. If you take them and the Black Claw on by yourself as the Phantom, you’re going to get hurt. This is too tough a job for one man. Let us help.”

      I know Stefan had the right intentions. His heart was in the right place. But he didn’t get it. The closer people got to the Phantom, the more danger they were in.

      And after the King’s Contest ended, I didn’t know how to let people in anymore.

      “Just let me do my job.” My voice hardened, to indicate this was a final note. “I need to do this alone.”

      Stefan scoffed. “You’re never alone, Ethan. You’ve got friends. And once you pull your head out of your ass and realize that, come find me.”

      Stefan left. The door snapped shut behind him, echoing the strained intensity between us.

      As I removed the cloak, it crumpled on the floor in a heap. Looking at it now, there was more blood on it than I realized.

      Stefan could be right. I needed help— I knew that. Doing this by myself was impossible. I’d gotten caught how many times... nearly died just as often.

      But I wouldn’t put my friends in the same situation I was in. I couldn’t ask them to risk their lives for me. There was more at stake than my freedom. I refused to put theirs on the line.

      And I’d been wounded too deeply to let anyone get too close.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          EMMA

        

      

    

    
      There was something about the magic of Arcanea University that seemed to make everything all right again... even when it wasn’t.

      I hugged my books to my chest as I walked the snowy path to the university gates. It was cold for the first day of Winter semester classes, and I was bundled up from head to toe. A heavy snowfall coated the gardens. Shifters were everywhere, romping in the snow and causing a scene, while sorceresses flung snowballs at each other with their illusion magic. The university’s tall towers and beautiful architecture was glorious in the winter. Golden windows and illustrious sculptures appeared even more regal than usual in the delicate snowfall.

      A dragon shifter flew overhead and dropped a large snowball on a griffin. It exploded, sending snow everywhere. The griffin shook his feathers of snowflakes and told the dragon to piss off, but the shifter only hissed with laughter.

      I smiled wistfully as I watched a wolven shifter chase a sorceress around playfully, but it faded in a matter of moments. Things had changed since the King’s Contest. Would anyone even want to be my friend anymore?

      The King’s Contest was over— but I hadn’t put it behind me. Ethan would be preparing to take the throne right now if it wasn’t for me. I’d been the reason we’d lost first place, and the reason Gabby and Elijah won the crown. I’d used Unseelie magic, and harnessed the power of the dark necklace to cheat during the Contest to save my mate. I was the one who’d made us lose.

      My greatest fear was Ethan would never forgive me for it. That he’d always resent me. But in the back of my mind I worried, too, that my friends wouldn’t either.

      Yet there’d been no choice. Milonna, my goddess... the one I’d sworn myself to... had sent the hag to me to tell me Ethan wouldn’t survive the Contest if I didn’t use the necklace. I wouldn’t risk Ethan’s death for anything, and the hag had promised that Ethan would be king in the end.

      I guess she must’ve lied, because the kingship was out of Ethan’s reach forever.

      There was also the prophecy the hag had given. She told me I was the Worldweaver, and it would be me who would lead the Arcanea into a new age before my untimely death four winters from now.

      Three, once this winter ended. I still didn’t know what all that meant.

      All these rationalizations did me no good. No matter how many sleepless nights I’d spent contemplating if I’d made a mistake, I never got an answer.

      And I couldn’t get past the guilt.

      Everything in my life had upended in a few months. Less than half a year ago, I didn’t know magic was real, or that shifters existed, and I was descended from a group of noble fae. I didn’t know anything, had struggled in all my classes and barely harnessed my powers. Then I’d been forced into a deadly contest where I’d almost lost my life.

      And almost lost the man I loved.

      My stomach clenched. I couldn’t think about that. It was out-of-bounds. Remember your deal with Gabby. If I wanted Ethan alive, I had to keep my distance.

      I coughed a few times and let out a sniffling noise. I’d had trouble breathing for three days. The air felt thick and heavy in my lungs, and I had a cough that wouldn’t go away. Though I didn’t have a cold or the flu, my body felt hot, and chills ran up and down my skin every so often. Every step felt like walking a mile.

      I’d felt sick all break. It was obvious my condition was worsening yet again, and it was exhausting to admit. That above all was far harder to get accustomed to. Believing in things like dragons and alicorns? Easy.

      Accepting that I had an illness that was deteriorating me from the inside out? Impossible.

      Fuck common variable immune deficiency disorder. I hated having a primary immune disease. It made everything ten times harder.

      I wrapped my scarf tighter around my throat. The dark scars around my neck from using Unseelie magic had faded, but it was like I could still feel the aftershock. Several nights over break, I’d woken up from fitful nightmares, though every time my eyes opened I could never remember what they were about.

      The warmth of the university pressed in all around me as I stepped into the Grand Entryway. It was a big room— one of my favorites in the palace— where large portraits of former Arcanea royals hung. There were a variety of chairs and couches spread out in circles around the room for people to converse. A warm fire was crackling in the marble hearth. Students were gathered around it in their uniforms, laughing and talking. A girl was sitting on a guy’s lap in one of the armchairs that surrounded the fire. She flung her arms around his neck and laughed before he kissed her.

      My heart wept at the sight. Since I’d discovered Ethan was my true mate, I’d felt incredibly lonely. And there was no more romantic place than Arcanea University, where romance was everywhere. Your main job as a fae was to hook up with the love of your life and express it for all to see.

      But I couldn’t do that, because things were just too complicated between Ethan and I. I didn’t think he’d ever let me in.

      As I came to the end of the Grand Entryway, my eyes fell upon an unwelcome sight, and I felt like vomiting. Gabby and Elijah were making out, and they sure as hell didn’t care who watched. She had her leg hitched around his hip while he palmed her ass, shoving his tongue down her throat. The edge of her skirt was rising up past her thigh. Her sweater was falling off her shoulder as she continued to swap spit with the ugly asshole.

      Elijah had a large scar across his face now, from when he’d battled Ethan in the King’s Contest. It only made him more disgusting.

      By the gods, they were going to be king and queen. Couldn’t they get it together? Looked like they were using the titles as an excuse to act however they wanted in public.

      As I walked by, Gabby’s eyes opened. She pulled her mouth away from Elijah’s and gave him a soft smile. He nodded, almost evilly, as she strode away from him. My heartbeat increased as I realized Gabby was following me down the hallway.

      As we came to an isolated corridor, it was clear she wasn’t letting up. I held my breath and turned around. “You can quit stalking me. It’s more than a little creepy.”

      Gabby smirked. “I wasn’t sure you’d come back to school, but here you are.”

      My mouth thinned. I’d thought about abandoning school and going back to Detroit, because I was too humiliated to show my face around here again... but then I’d considered Ethan, and decided that wasn’t an option.

      “Why are you here?” I spat. “Tell me what you want. I’ve got class.”

      Gabby wrinkled her nose. “Is that any way to talk to your future queen?”

      “You’re no queen of mine,” I growled through clenched teeth.

      Gabby rolled her eyes. “Whatever, Sosna. I don’t need your allegiance, I need you to do as you’re told.”

      My stomach dropped. Of course. Our deal. “I’m not going to be queen anymore. The bargain’s off.”

      “Like hell.” Gabby made a scoffing noise. “We had an agreement, Sosna. You do what I say, or I leak your fiance’s little secret to the Arcanea Alliance.”

      My mouth soured. Gabby and Elijah had information that Ethan was the Phantom. What was more, so did the Black Claw. Gabby and Elijah might have the Black Claw in their hand, but Ethan’s identity would remain safe... so long as I was Gabby’s little errand girl.

      “What do you want with me? You’re the one in charge now. I don’t have any power,” I said.

      “Your mate has been causing a lot of trouble for the Black Claw in recent weeks.” Gabby’s eyes narrowed. “He’s attempting to find the hideout of the cult and destroy it, and we can’t have that happen.”

      My shoulders dropped. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Stop him, of course,” Gabby said, as if it was obvious, and I was stupid.

      “How do you want me to do that? You made it clear I can’t tell him what I know,” I hissed.

      Gabby rolled her eyes. “I don’t know. Get creative.”

      My heart pounded against my chest. She wanted me to stop the Phantom from harassing the Black Claw, while keeping it secret I knew his identity? “This is near impossible!”

      “Find a way,” Gabby inspected her nails, like she was bored. “Ethan’s become a problem. Either deal with him yourself, or I’ll find a way to take care of him permanently.”

      My blood ran cold. I knew Gabby would make good on her threat. She and Elijah had killed Professor Waldron last semester to get an edge in the King’s Contest. There’s nothing she and her vicious mate wouldn’t do to retain power now that they had it.

      I gave a furious sigh. I knew the only reason Gabby hadn’t opened her fat mouth and landed Ethan in jail was because she asked me to do shit for her. She didn’t have a hold on me without that bargaining chip.

      “Before I agree to do this, you need to tell me something,” I began.

      “You’re not in a position to be making demands,” Gabby reminded me with a cold stare.

      “Hear me out.” I took a breath. How was I going to ask Gabby this without giving everything away? “The Black Claw wants my blood. They... need to use it for something.”

      “Because you’re the Worldweaver?” Gabby asked. I felt the blood drain from my face. Gabby gave a cruel laugh and said, “The Black Claw’s told me everything, Sosna. They want your blood, so they can raise Droga and bring the Unseelie descendants back to power.”

      Gabby huffed. “They’re fucking stupid. Anyone who looks at you knows you’re the weakest fae to ever walk the earth. There’s no power in your blood.”

      I felt my skin boil with heat as she said that. She was a liar. I’d defeated her in our duel in the King’s Contest, without using dark magic.

      That’s why she was so scared of me. And why she was going to such great lengths to keep me in line. I was a threat to her.

      “But,” Gabby continued. “The Black Claw agreed to follow Elijah and I, because I told them I’d hand you over at the proper time for the invoking ceremony. I don’t believe you have the ability to raise Droga, but if you do, that’s all the better for us. We’ve sworn ourselves to the dark god. Droga will help us retain power.”

      “When is it?” I snapped. “Why haven’t they done it already?”

      “Droga can only be raised on a certain day, on a certain time. It’s still a long way off.” Gabby waved her hand. “Don’t worry your pretty little red head about it.”

      Gabby wasn’t going to give me specifics about the invoking ceremony, to prevent me from finding a way out of it. At least I knew I was safe from being killed— until then. “So you’re going to wait for this day just so you can hand me over?”

      “I don’t know the details,” Gabby said with a yawn. “In the meantime, the Black Claw has promised to let you be. You’re under my protection. That is... if you do as you’re told.”

      My fingernails dug into the books against my chest. “Fine. I’ll keep Ethan busy.”

      “Good girl,” Gabby cooed. “This little arrangement might work after all.”

      I should kill her. The thought came sharply into my mind as I watched Gabby’s perfect curls bounce on her shoulders, her ass swinging in an arrogant way as she left me behind.

      As I mulled the thought over to kill Gabby, I realized that wasn’t an option. If I tried to hurt Gabby and failed, I was royally fucked. If I managed to succeed, I was still fucked. I wouldn’t get away with it. My reputation was tarnished now that I’d cheated in the Contest, and as Gabby’s rival, I’d be the first person the Arcanea Alliance would suspect. I’d be thrown in jail and scheduled for execution without a fair trial.

      Even if I made it look like an accident, people would find out the truth. She was to be the future queen. The Arcanea wouldn’t let her death go.

      As I headed on my way to the dormitory hall, my insides felt constricted. How could I have agreed to this deal? I was going against my own mate.

      All sorts of emotions came up when I thought of Ethan. Pain. Loss. Sorrow.

      Undying passion. Feverish love. And a need to protect and defend what was mine.

      There was no denying it. I loved Ethan. And though I still didn’t understand that love, I knew it was something worth dying for. Ethan was kind, and good, and sweet. He’d never do anything to hurt me. He cared for me, no matter how much he tried to hide it.

      And yet there was one thing I still held against him.

      Ethan was the Phantom. And he’d never told me. He’d never uttered a damn word. We took a sacred vow at our Choosing ceremony last year to be mates forever, and he was still keeping it a secret he was a vigilante in disguise. I had to find out from Gabby he was more than he claimed to be.

      He was also hiding the fact he knew we were fated mates. Ethan wasn’t stupid. Shifters knew when they bonded, and I damn well was certain he’d figured out we were destined to be together long before I did. But he’d played it off last semester like we didn’t have a magical bond, as if agreeing to be my mate was a last option, an arrangement of convenience instead of one of love.

      It had to do with him hiding that he was the Phantom. But that he felt he couldn’t tell me something this crucial hurt. I didn’t know if he trusted me. But how could he, after what I did?

      I squared my shoulders. What’s done is done. I had to forgive myself for my choices in the Contest. Feeling guilty about it wasn’t going to help me now. And it certainly wouldn’t stop Elijah and Gabby.

      My dorm felt like a safe and familiar refuge from Gabby’s harsh stare. I tossed my books on the desk and flopped down on the four-poster bed in relief.

      My stomach growled. I was hungry. I hadn’t eaten this morning, and class was in half an hour. There was no time to run to the cafeteria to grab something.

      I changed into my uniform before I groaned and walked to the mini-fridge. I didn’t expect there to be anything inside except my plasma medication. I’d cleaned it out before break. But still, maybe there was a smoothie or something I’d forgotten about last semester that could ease the hunger pains.

      When I opened the fridge door, my eyes widened. On the shelf was a gray striped box, wrapped with an intricate teal bow. Inside were four small tarts, frosted with powdered sugar.

      It was those cherry pastries I liked, from my favorite bakery in Dolinska. How’d they get in here?

      I feared they were deposited by Gabby. Maybe poisoned.

      Then I noticed there was a tiny sticker on the side of the box that said the tarts were gluten free. A softness swelled over my chest. People with CVID often developed digestive issues. A rule of having an immune problem meant that if your immune system wasn’t working, that meant everything else went to shit, too.

      Over break, I’d started breaking out in hives whenever I ate anything with wheat or gluten in it— that was before I’d begun throwing up. All my life I’d eaten bread, but now it had a tendency to make me sick. I’d changed my diet over break, so I avoided anything that wasn’t gluten-free (which sucked, because hardly anything in Malovia was).

      I hadn’t told anyone yet, except my mom, because it was one more thing that made me different... not to mention made it inconvenient as hell for people to eat with me. But whoever had put these pastries here knew.

      I decided I didn’t care if they were poisoned, because I was starving, and dove in. Heaven rose in my taste buds as I devoured the flaky crust. I hadn’t eaten anything resembling bread for weeks. Jelly splashed upon my tongue and gave a sweet, yet sour taste. I nearly cried with happiness. They were just the thing to perk my spirits up.

      The cherry pastries were charmed with a cuteness illusion. The surrounding colors tinted to shades of pink and red. As I walked to class, I saw little hearts rise above the heads of students walking by, and pop, making squealing sounds. The air seemed fizzy and bubbling, like the world was dunked in a creamy soda. I felt like I was floating on air as I strolled through the hallways of the university. I wondered if this was what Odette felt like twenty-four seven.

      The illusion instantly faded when I walked into Lady Korva’s classroom. She’d put a ward on it, to prevent any students from using spells to cheat. She was the only teacher that had done so. She didn’t trust her students. I didn’t even think she liked them.

      Gabby and her clones, Morgan and Melissa, were at the front of the classroom heckling. I ignored them and went to my usual spot in the back.

      My heart contracted when I saw Kiara. She had her nose buried in a book, and didn’t look up as I approached. Her black curls were wild around her head, only contained by a small headband, and her yellow tie was loose.

      Kiara hadn’t spoken to me since the King’s Contest, before we’d lost the crown. I feared I’d lost her friendship. I slid into the seat beside her. “Hey,” I whispered quietly.

      Kiara put the book down. “Hey.” She didn’t say anything more, so the silence was pregnant and awkward.

      I wasn’t a person for small talk, so I got right to the point. “Are you mad at me?”

      Gabby let out a particularly annoying cackle. Kiara’s eyes drifted to her before they settled back on me. “No. But I am disappointed.”

      That was worse. “I’m sorry I used the necklace. You don’t know how much I regret it.”

      Kiara sighed softly. “You did what you thought was best. I know you were trying to save Ethan’s life. I don’t agree, but I understand. Let’s move on and forget about it.” She gave me a kind smile, and placed a hand on mine.

      Relief coursed through my heart. I was so relieved. Kiara was one of my closest friends. I couldn’t stand to lose her.

      “Enough mindless chatter,” Lady Korva barked as she strolled into the room. The conversation died down instantly— one girl dared to give a girly giggle, but when Korva rounded her dagger-like gaze on her, the alicorn shrunk down in her seat.

      Lady Korva crossed her arms and scowled. “This is your second semester of First Year Illusion. Seeing as how so many of you girls struggled to pass your exams, I expect you to pay attention this time around. Anyone who I deem not proficient will cease to move on to their next year of university.”

      Geez. I thought she’d be in a better mood now that her son was going to be the future king, but I guess fucking not. You could paint this woman’s ass gold and stud it with diamonds, and she still wouldn’t be happy.

      Lady Korva snapped her fingers. “Continuing our theme from last semester, we will begin by working on casting illusions on ourselves. For your first lesson, you must learn to transform the sound of your voice.”

      We’d already learned how to change our appearances last semester. I had strained to change the color of my eyes, and now, I turned them and the color of my hair with ease— though I still struggled to hold facial features for longer than a few moments.

      Changing your voice sounded difficult. But Korva expected us to keep up, because she cried, “Manipulating your voice is a trick on the ears, not the eyes. If you get it right, you’ll be able to hold the spell for as long as you please. This illusion is useful in matters of deceit.”

      That made sense. The fae were notorious tricksters. Disguising your voice was very useful for going undetected and deceiving unknowing foes.

      “To cast the illusion, imagine your voice as a collection of notes,” Korva said. “You raise or lower the pitch to create a completely new sound. Think of it as tampering with the volume of a song, rather than creating a new one. Those of you more musically inclined will have an easier time with this magic. Begin.”

      Kiara and I faced each other. She cleared her throat before she waved a hand over her face. “How do I sound?”

      “A little higher, but that’s all,” I told her. I barely noticed a difference.

      Kiara made a face and tried again. “How about now?”

      I almost fell out of my seat with laughter. “You sound like a fucking tuba.”

      “Ha ha,” Kiara said. Her voice returned to normal as she said, “You try it, then.”

      “Okay.” I took a deep breath, then waved a hand over my face as I cast the illusion.

      Illusions, at their base, were intention. I’d taken choir in high school, and although I had no idea how to read notes, I wasn’t entirely tone-deaf. I pictured my voice in my head on a level with different pitches that went up or down. I imagined dropping my pitch, while raising notes on a few particular syllables— like editing a song on a computer. “Did I do it?”

      I clapped my hand over my mouth when I realized that my voice came out sounding strange. Holy crap, it’d worked!

      “You sound beautiful, Emma,” Kiara praised. “Do it again.”

      “What do you want me to say?” I asked, but my voice hadn’t gone back to normal. My eyes widened, and a huge smile bloomed across Kiara’s face.

      “You’ve definitely got it,” Kiara said. “Teach me! I want to know.”

      As Kiara and I worked, Korva ran about the room, shouting at girls that their voices were all wrong. Her lip curled when she’d seen that I’d gotten a handle on the spell, but I was certain by the smoldering look in her gaze there was something else she wanted to talk to me about.

      “Shut your babbling trap, Helena. You sound like a deranged seal,” Korva yelled at the alicorn girl who’d giggled earlier. Tears beaded in Helena’s eyes, and she didn’t try casting the illusion again.

      Revulsion for Lady Korva curled up inside me. I didn’t know how this woman was still allowed to teach at the university. She had a degree in emotional abuse.

      It took Kiara the rest of the class to learn how to disguise her voice, but by the end, she’d done it. I was able to hold the illusion without any effort at all for the entire time, though when I tried to practice other things, like changing my nose, it didn’t last for long. It looked like I was better with casting illusions on things that were unseen rather than things one could witness.

      I’d grown a lot since I’d first arrived at Arcanea University. I was proud of myself. Ever since the King’s Contest, I’d been practicing every day with my magic, and it was like my powers were unbound. I was happy that I didn’t have to struggle so much anymore, at least.

      I packed my things into my bag. I could feel Lady Korva’s eyes burning through me as Kiara and I made our way to the door. Most of the class had already cleared out, and I wanted to get out of here before⁠—

      “Miss Sosna, I need a moment with you. Alone.” I cringed as Lady Korva called me as my hand was on the doorknob. I hesitated. I looked to Kiara, begging her not to leave me alone with this crazy woman.

      Kiara’s gaze was sorry. “I’ll be right outside the door,” she whispered before she ducked out, leaving Lady Korva and I alone.

      I swallowed and turned to face Korva. Her heel was tapping on the floor. “Yes, Lady Korva?”

      Korva wrinkled her nose. “There’s no need to play coy. I know it was you and your little friends who snuck into my office and stole the necklace from me.”

      I gaped. A shudder ran up my spine as Korva ventured closer. “If I had known you had taken my necklace before your entry into the King’s Contest, you would’ve never competed. The fact that you used dark magic to cheat your way to the crown is highly dishonorable. It borders on the edge of being unforgivable.”

      I remained silent, and Korva pressed closer. “That necklace was a priceless heirloom, passed down through my family for generations,” Korva spat. “And now it’s been confiscated by the state, because you couldn’t keep your filthy hands off of it.”

      I stilled. The necklace was an heirloom? But it had dark magic in it. Did that mean Elijah had Unseelie blood? I knew Elijah was with the Black Claw, but that didn’t mean he was descended from dark fae... right?

      I wasn’t sure. Anything was possible at this school. Whenever one secret came out, another took its place. And they were hardly ever in my favor.

      Korva didn’t notice my reaction and kept ranting. “You’re lucky I didn’t have you arrested for breaking and entering into my home.”

      “Then why didn’t you?” I spat back. I wasn’t going to sit here and take this from her.

      Lady Korva paused, and I knew the answer instinctively. She hadn’t turned me in, because no matter what she said about the necklace being an heirloom, she wasn’t supposed to have it.

      “I care about the welfare of my students,” she flung out. “Making one mistake doesn’t mean you can’t be steered on the right path. You are new to the Arcanea ways. It’s only to be expected you’ll make mistakes.”

      I suppressed a snort. Yeah, right. She didn’t give a shit about me, or anyone she taught. She was just covering her own ass.

      My eyes flickered to the crystals lining the shelves of the classroom. I’d noticed them my first day here, and hadn’t thought anything of them, because I didn’t know anything about Arcanean society then. But now I knew that crystals were regarded as dark magic, and forbidden by fae to use. So why was Korva putting these on display?

      Korva caught my suspicious expression and said, “Confiscated items, from disobedient students like yourself. They’re there to serve as a reminder of things that can get you expelled.”

      “I’m sure.” Gods, I knew I sounded snotty, but I couldn’t help it. This woman was hiding something. Lady Magdalina needed to put her in line. Why was she allowed to get away with everything? If any other teacher had crystals in their classroom, they’d be fired. And yet Korva got a free pass. Why?

      Korva’s eyes flashed red at my tone. “Miss Sosna, let me make one thing very clear.” Korva’s lips tightened. “If you ever steal from me again, I will make you wish you’d never been born.”

      I barely controlled my rage. I balled my hands into fists and managed to force out, “Yes, Lady Korva.”

      She drew herself up and tossed her nose into the air. “Good. You are dismissed.”

      I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. Kiara’s was stunned as I slammed the door to Korva’s classroom behind me.

      “I heard everything,” Kiara said. “I knew we shouldn’t have gotten mixed up in this.”

      “Yeah, well, too late now,” I said in irritation. “I only wish there was a way to get Korva back for bullying me.”

      “You heard her. We can’t mess with Lady Korva again. She’ll make you pay,” Kiara worried as we descended the tower steps.

      “She can do her worst.” I was in a tough situation with Gabby. She was threatening Ethan’s life, and nothing was worse than that. What could Lady Korva do to me?

      I almost wished I was a guy, so I could take First Year Illusions with Professor Kaschak instead. It sucked how so many classes were sorted by either shifters or sorceresses at Arcanea University.

      But at the same time, I didn’t think I’d learn as much. Shifters were only required to take two years of illusion classes, while sorceresses had to take four, as female Arcanea had stronger magic. Professor Kaschak wasn’t as good as illusions as Lady Korva was... but maybe being weaker would be a decent trade-off for not getting yelled at all the time.

      “Come on.” Kiara said. “The other girls are waiting.”

      Kiara and I walked to a sitting room inside the main castle. My heart warmed as I saw Odette and Delmare. Odette was wearing this beautiful dress. She’d cast an illusion on it so the colors changed every few seconds, blending from pink to purple and then to blue. It glowed with a soft light and sparkled, like the radiance of the northern lights. Over top of the dress was a fluffy white cape that suited her personality perfectly. Her large glasses perched on her nose, and her light blonde curls were tied back by a tiny bow. She was playing music from her phone, twirling around to it and singing in a light voice.

      Delmare had her uniform on, but her eyeliner was thicker than usual, and she was wearing these black lace gloves that complimented her personality. She moved red orbs around the room in a circle, practicing her battle magic that was a talent of the dragon Faction.

      Delmare’s smile brightened as she saw us coming. The battle orbs faded, and she reached for a tray of take-out coffees on the table.

      “Coffee from Siona’s shop,” Delmare said as she handed me a cup. “Figured you’d need something to warm you up on this cold day. Peppermint tea latte, just how you like it.”

      I took a sip, and a minty taste spread across my tongue. “Thanks, Mare. You’re a lifesaver.”

      “No problem. A cinnamon eggnog cappuccino for Kiara, and hot cocoa with sprinkles for you, Odette,” Delmare finished as she gave Odette her cup. She sipped at her own coffee, which I was certain was black.

      “What did you guys do over break?” I asked, settling into one of the cozy armchairs by the fire. Odette sat on my lap; she giggled as she drank her cocoa. I didn’t mind. Personally, I felt so relieved. My friends were acting like nothing had happened. I’d worried all break they wouldn’t want to talk to me again. Yet they were acting like this was just another day. As long as I still had them, I didn’t care what the rest of the fae thought. My friends were the only ones that mattered.

      “I was in Russia at a ballet training camp,” Odette sang. “I practiced for twelve hours a day.”

      “All break?” I asked. I tilted my head. That was a strenuous schedule, even for a professional athlete.

      “Yep,” Odette peeped. “Mother thought it was best.”

      Delmare scowled, like she didn’t agree. But Kiara changed the subject and said, “Siona and I went to South Africa to visit my parents. How about you, Delmare?”

      If possible, Delmare’s frown sunk lower. “My mom was gone most of the time. But let’s not talk about it. I bet Poland was amazing, huh, Em?”

      Delmare’s sour mood threw me off, but I said, “Uh, yeah. Krakow was beautiful. I wish I had more time to enjoy it.”

      I’d had to rest a lot in the hotel room in Krakow, because I hadn’t been feeling well. But I didn’t tell my friends yet— they still didn’t know I was sick, and it still didn’t feel like the right time to “come out” to them about it. Ethan was the only person in our friend group I’d told. I was worried they’d treat me differently once they found out I had a disease.

      Though I couldn’t conceal it much longer. I was getting worse by the day.

      Delmare settled into her chair. “I think we have to get down to brass tacks, ladies. A lot went down at the ball and the King’s Contest last month. So, what are we doing about it?”

      Kiara got up to close the door to the parlor room. I lowered my voice and said, “The plan hasn’t changed. We need to keep quiet.”

      “Bull,” Delmare snapped. “We overheard Gabby and Elijah confess to killing Professor Waldron. Even without evidence, if we tell the Arcanea Alliance they did it, it might be enough to convince the Circle to take away Gabby and Elijah’s win.”

      The Circle was Malovia’s governing force, second only to the authority of the king and queen. But I was wary about going to them. “That’s not going to work. Lady Korva is in the Circle. She’ll do anything to get her son off a murder charge. Most likely, it’ll come back on us,” I said.

      “We at least need to tell Ethan,” Odette said. “He’s Elijah’s biggest rival.”

      I clutched my tea. “I know. But I don’t think we can.”

      “Why not? We agreed not to say anything to the boys until the King’s Contest was over. And, well... it’s over,” Kiara said. “What’s holding us back?”

      I held my breath. I’d told everyone that Gabby had been threatening me; though I didn’t quite explain why. The girls didn’t know Ethan was the Phantom... but maybe I could trust them with the bare bones of what I knew.

      I had to tell someone. I couldn’t carry this burden on my own. So to keep Ethan safe, I’d just modify the facts.

      “We can’t tell anyone about the murder because Gabby knows we overheard her,” I started. “She cornered me this morning. She told me if we turn her in for Professor Waldron’s death, she’ll kill Ethan.”

      The girls let out outraged gasps. Odette’s hand covered her mouth. Kiara asked, “Are you serious?”

      “That fricking bitch,” Delmare cursed under her breath.

      “Yes,” I said. “She isn’t kidding around.”

      “She can’t touch Ethan! Even though he lost, he’s still the prince regent!” Odette cried.

      “She has power, though,” Kiara mused. “And now that she’s going to be future queen, she could get away with it.”

      “So we’re just going to have to keep lying to the boys?” Odette whined. “This doesn’t seem fair.”

      I took a heavy breath. “It’s not fair. But the more the boys know, the more danger they’re in. We have to keep this between ourselves. At least until we find a way to deal with Gabby. And you guys can’t tell Ethan she bullied me like this. He’ll lose his fucking mind.”

      Odette and Kiara nodded in unison. Delmare made a scoffing noise. “That’s putting it lightly. You tell Ethan that Gabby threatened you, he’s going to tear this palace down to get to her. That boy cannot control his temper when it comes to you.”

      “Exactly. He’ll make a scene and it’ll land us in even hotter water. So this stays between us. Promise?” I asked.

      “Promise,” the girls said in unison. We pinky-swore— because, really, that was a magic in itself that nothing should break—to seal the deal.

      “I have to go,” Kiara said, looking at her phone. “I have class in a half-hour.”

      “We’ll walk with you.” The three of us followed Kiara (though Odette more or less waltzed) out of the parlor room and into the hallway. We dropped Kiara off at her class and decided to hang out in the Rec Room. I didn’t have another class until that afternoon, so I had some time to kill.

      Delmare, Odette and I spent our time until lunch having an air-hockey tournament, until we got hungry enough to grab a quick bite from the cafeteria around eleven. Stefan and Theo were there, getting takeout. Though they didn’t stop to say hi, both of them waved. Odette had the nerve to blow a kiss to Theo, and his cheeks turned pink.

      By the gods. What was I gonna do with this girl?

      Stefan winked at Delmare as we passed— Delmare ducked her head and looked away. Stefan frowned, seemingly embarrassed.

      “What’s the deal with you?” I asked as we moved through the lunch line. I piled shrimp cocktail high on my plate as I said, “You could at least acknowledge he’s alive.”

      “I’ve already told you. I don’t need a guy,” Delmare said. “I just need space.”

      I don’t think an Arcanea in the existence of ever had said that, until Delmare. “Why are you avoiding him? He’s into you.”

      Delmare gave an obnoxious noise. “I’m not into him.”

      “You’re a liar.” I fucking knew that Delmare liked Stefan. She had a crush on him, at least. That much had been obvious at the King’s Ball last year. I couldn’t figure out why she was pushing him away.

      Delmare blushed, but she rearranged her features and said, “You’re looking too far into it.”

      “He could be your mate,” I offered. “Why don’t you give him a chance?”

      Secretly, I was a bit jealous. If Delmare and Stefan were mates, they could tell each other. They could show their affection without all this stuff hanging over their heads, like Ethan and I. Their love wouldn’t have to be a performance put on for the entertainment of other people.

      “I’m not ready to have a mate. I like my privacy,” she said.

      “Why can’t you go on one date with him? It’s not going to kill you, and I know you’ll have fun,” I said.

      Delmare rolled her eyes. “Trust me, Em. I’m better off alone. It’s what I deserve.”

      Before I could say another word, Delmare hurried off, leaving her food behind.

      A pit grew in my stomach as Delmare drew farther and farther away. I wouldn’t care if Delmare wanted to be single if that’s what she truly desired... but I didn’t think it was that way. Something in my gut told me she wanted to be with Stefan, but she didn’t think she was worthy of him.

      “What’s with her?” Odette asked. The only things on her tray was a slice of cake, a cup of ice cream, and a couple of brownies. So healthy.

      “I have no idea.” I shook my head. I wish I could get through to Delmare somehow. But her walls were so high, I didn’t know how to break them down.

      Odette gabbed all throughout lunch about ballet camp while I played with my food listlessly. My stomach kind of hurt, and it made it hard to eat. I’d been looking around all day for Ethan, and I hadn’t seen him yet. I didn’t know if he was purposefully avoiding me or what.

      Odette twirled a blonde strand around her finger. “What’s wrong, Emma? You seem rather gloomy.”

      I looked up from the remnants of my meal. “I’m just worried about facing Ethan,” I confessed. “What if he hates me?”

      “He doesn’t hate you. He never could,” Odette said innocently. “He loves you.”

      I know, I thought. But would love be enough? My actions had cost him his dream.

      “If he’s still mad, just show em the goods.” Odette cupped her boobs and wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. I laughed out loud.

      “Odette, Ethan isn’t going to magically stop being angry at me because I took my shirt off and flashed him my breasts,” I cracked.

      “He might. Boobs create peace. Boobs change the world,” Odette insisted. “Men can’t resist their power. Try it once.”

      “I think not.” Though it’d be hilarious to see. The thought of Ethan’s jaw dropping open once I ripped my bra off and let my tits fly was enough to send me spiraling into a fit of giggles all over again.

      “That’s the spirit.” Odette got up and patted me on the shoulder. “Theo and I are bustling off to ballet, but don’t you let your hopes fall. Your prince charming has forgiven you, I’m sure.”

      A slight smile crossed my face as Odette skipped away. Odette had such a positive way of looking at things. I wished I could be like her.

      Things still felt heavy as I left the lunchroom. There was too much on my mind; Gabby, Lady Korva, Delmare... Ethan. I couldn’t sit here by myself for hours and ponder it all. I had to clear my head, before I went fucking nuts.

      The only place that made me feel better anymore was the ice. All my problems faded away at the rink. Nothing in the outside world mattered, so long as I was out there. It was like the boards around the arena created a barrier, a wall that kept all the bad things out and me in.

      I just needed to go for a skate, to take my mind off things. Lady Magdalina insisted I take a few weeks off for recovery after the King’s Contest, but I hadn’t skated since, and I was dying to lace up my skates. A quick practice would do me good, and I didn’t have class until one o’clock.

      There wasn’t much time to skate, but it didn’t matter. The familiar feeling of freedom came over me as I performed every jump and spin with ease. I fell a few times on some of my triples, but after a consistent effort, I got them back. I was pleased to see I hadn’t lost anything over break. Lady Magdalina would be satisfied with my progress.

      After some time on the ice, I felt a lot better, and my head was clear. The empty locker room was friendly and kind as I changed back into my uniform. It felt familiar... normal.

      Nothing ever felt normal these days. I wished I could stay in the rink forever, where it was safe, but at some point I had to return to reality. I swung my cloak around me, dreading the long walk back to
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