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She seeks solace. They want vengeance. How can she save the world while consumed by the fire?
My life has become a shell of the one I once knew after losing my other half, my dear twin sister. Before she was killed in a bear attack, I made her two promises—to raise her twin daughters as if they were my own, and to protect them with my life. Until now, I’ve kept those promises.
When the wicked Fae Queen Malvolia sends three winged fire mages to hunt us, I’m faced with an impossible choice—kill them or let them take us hostage. Killing them would be too easy, for I’m gifted with the magic of the siren’s call, and with my powerful voice, I can bring entire armies to their knees and watch while they slit their own throats. Unfortunately, these mages are my fated mates, tasked to coerce me to join Malvolia’s army.
And there’s one more problem. Rumors are circulating that my twin is not dead, that she’s grown into a powerful white witch, and she’s marching with Malvolia’s enemy to destroy us.
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Jade, I’m so glad I found you. Thank you for making my book better!

Amanda, Cheryl, Joy, Sheri, thank you for your feedback!  

Susan, thank you for the deep, developmental feedback and for always pointing out plot holes. Your observations are priceless!
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Part One

Deception, Fate, and Flames of Rage


Chapter One
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Flora Avias

55 years earlier

I skipped across the smooth marble stones through my sister’s private garden like a sprite being carried on a breeze, my heart feeling lighter than the wispy clouds overhead, though it had grown thrice in size just this past week. I had found my fated mates, two handsome dukes, and I was in love. 

I spied my sister taking tea by her fishpond, a backdrop of crimson, thorny roses behind her. Two fire mages stood as still as statues beside the bushes, their red cloaks blending in with the flowers. Ever the serious queen, my sister was dressed in her court attire, a flowing crimson gown with a silver embroidered bodice and stomacher that appeared so stiff and tight, I wondered how my twin was able to breathe. 

My sister’s mage, Selig, sat with her, an equally serious expression carved into his thin face, his long, black beard curling around his teacup before cascading into his lap. I inwardly laughed, knowing my sister was probably mortified by her disheveled mage. No doubt there were curly hairs embedded in the silk tablecloth and floating in her tea. Selig shed like a mangy mongrel.  

I waved to my sister when she looked up, shielding her eyes against the midmorning sun with a silk fan. “Mal!”

Her eyes widened, and so did her smile. “Flora!” She pushed back her chair with stiff arms, her gown restricting her movements. 

I picked up my skirts and ran to her, ignoring Selig’s snicker of disapproval when I flung myself into Malvolia’s arms, laughing as we kissed and hugged. 

Malvolia pulled back, clutching my shoulders. Though we were identical twins, it felt as if I was looking at a stranger. She’d caved to court pressure and donned their strange fashions. She wore her chestnut hair in austere braids on the sides of her head like coiled snakes, barely visible through the black veil that was secured by her ruby and diamond tiara, the same one I remembered our mother wearing before the Dark Tide had taken her from us. My sister’s face had been painted chalky white and then stained with red rouge high up on her cheekbones. Her brows had been plucked so thin, they were nothing more than slashes of ink. She reminded me of the porcelain dolls we played with as children. 

She dug her nails into my shoulders, desperation reflecting in her eyes. “Is it true?”

I swallowed back a knot of apprehension as the heat from her fingers seeped into my skin, reminding me her fire was far more lethal than the strongest fire mage. “It is.” 

Her lips twisted ever so slightly as she looked over my shoulder. “Where are they?”

“They’re staying in my chambers,” I said, heat flushing my face when her jaw dropped. “Should I summon them?”

“No. Not yet.” She cleared her throat, giving her mage an expectant look.

Selig returned her stare with a blank expression before recognition finally dawned in his eyes. “If you would excuse me, Your Highnesses.” He stood and stiffly bowed, his useless wings rustling beneath his robes. As a half-human half-Fae, he’d been born with magic and black, feathered wings, just like all Ravini Fae males, though his wings dangled like two limp flags. “I must attend to court matters.”

I laughed when food crumbs fell from his beard.

But then he gave me a long, dark look. When I felt the whisper-soft brush of invisible fingers across my mind, I threw my mental shields up and matched his look with one of my own. Try it, I projected to him, knowing he could hear my thought, and I’ll knee your balls so hard, you’ll be pissing blood for a week.  

Selig coughed and sputtered, then stepped back. “Forgive me, Your Grace.” He bowed to me. “I meant no harm.”

I snarled at him, flashing my teeth like I was a Lupine Fae.

“That will be enough, Selig,” my sister scolded the mage, trails of black magic swirling from her fingertips. “And from now on, you will stay out of my sister’s head, or you will answer to me.”

His eyes widened as he made an awkward bow. “Yes, Your Highness.” He bowed to me. “My apologies.”

I didn’t reward him with an answer as I turned up my nose. I’d never trusted the mage, especially not after his uncle had murdered our family and half the court, but whenever I’d tried to warn my sister, she would remind me that he’d helped us overcome his uncle during the Dark Tide. She’d also say I kept even worse company with Selig’s brother, Thorin. Though some part of me suspected she was right. I’d befriended him at an early age, mostly out of pity. I’d been the only royal, or Fae for that matter, who’d ever been kind to him. I felt sorry for the mind spinner when the entire court shrank back at the sight of him and covered their faces in those ridiculous veils.  

Once Selig had left us, Mal motioned for me to sit. I sat in Selig’s seat, an uncomfortable chair made of iron lattice that dug into my rear. Warmth flooded my chest when I remembered just this morning Derrick’s fingers digging into my rear as well, only his touch gave me pleasure and had been far more intimate. He and Marius were such skilled lovers. They put Fachi’s mediocre lovemaking to shame. Plus, they were Ravini Fae, just like me. 

Fachnan was a Sidhe Fae. Sidhe males were wingless, as many were dragon riders. Not Fachnan, though. He’d never formed a bond with a dragon, and I often wondered if it was because Fachi was too much of a spoiled, petulant prince for any dragon to take him seriously. His pale hair and eyes didn’t appeal to me as much as the dark features of Ravini males, plus those powerful wings inspired several new sexual positions. Since Ravini females were born without wings, I’d always been jealous of Ravini males, but now I had two sets of strong wings to fly me wherever and however I wanted. 

I’d met Marius and Derrick after my sister had sent me on an ambassador mission to the eastern shore. I had gone only to discuss trade, for their land was rich with minerals and other resources. I hadn’t meant to fall in love, but fate had other ideas. I’d felt the bond the moment Marius had helped me from the carriage, his touch burning through the fine silk of my glove. My mates and I had been too distracted to discuss trade, but it didn’t matter now. My sister couldn’t have more loyal allies. They’d even agreed to take the Avias name, so long as I married them. 

“Would you like some tea and cakes?” Malvolia asked, motioning to the steaming teapot and the delicate little cakes with yellow flowers laid out in perfect symmetry on a tiered tray. 

I frowned at the curly beard hairs on the tablecloth in front of me. They looked like pubes. “No, thanks.” I placed a hand across my abdomen. “We had a late breakfast.” I bit my lip as I recalled why we had eaten so late. My mates had found something else to feast on all morning—me.  

My sister cleared her throat, giving me a long look. “Are you sure you felt the bond?”

I nodded. “We can mind-speak.” 

She gasped, arching back as if I’d just flashed her mages my breasts. “You’ve already slept with them?” 

“What did you expect?” I scowled, flicking a wiry beard-pube off my dress. “They’re my mates.” I turned pleading eyes on my sister. “Are you angry with me?”

She reached across the table and grabbed my hand, her eyes glossing over. “You know I could never be angry with you, sister, even though this puts our truce in jeopardy.” She gave my hand a reassuring, warm squeeze, even as shadows fell across her features. “I don’t want to go to war with Caldaria.” 

I squeezed her hand back before pulling away. “Fachnan wouldn’t dare start a war over this.” Though he was still a prince, it was no secret his elderly father was close to death. Fachi had been regent for the past several years, and he was known to be a coward who refused to fight his own battles. 

She arched a thin brow. “For you he would.” 

I turned up my chin. “You let me handle him.” Soon Fachi would be a king without a queen. Perhaps the humiliation of my rejection would humble him. Despite his vanity, I had cared for Fachi, and I’d thought I could one day love him, but that was before I’d met my true mates, Marius and Derrick Fortis, the Dukes of Elisi. 

Fachnan would have no choice but to release me from our betrothal, for mating bonds were rare and held more weight than engagement vows. Marriages had even been dissolved over mating bonds. Luckily, I hadn’t yet married Fachnan. I had put off the Caldarian Prince more than once. Perhaps it had been luck, or maybe intuition, but I’d never been in a hurry to marry him. Now I didn’t have to. 

“Where will you live?” my sister asked. 

I grabbed a tea cake off the tallest tier, thankful there were no black hairs stuck to it. “With them on their estate,” I said while picking a sugary flower off the cake and popping it in my mouth. My mates had a vast estate east of Delfi, a dukedom that had been gifted to their great-great grandfathers by their sister, my great-great grandmother, making them my cousins thrice removed.  

“Not in Thebes?” Mal asked, a wounded look in her eyes. 

I took a bite of the cake, buttery vanilla exploding in my mouth. It was so delicious, and I was suddenly hungry. Vigorous lovemaking sure worked up an appetite. “You know they don’t care for court politics.” 

“You won’t be able to rule by my side.” 

I shoved the rest of the cake into my mouth, crumbs spewing from my lips. “We both know being a queen was never my calling.” Had she forgotten I wouldn’t have been able to rule with her had I married Fachnan? 

She frowned, twisting a cloth napkin around her finger. “It could be.” 

“I would only make a mess of things.” I wiped crumbs off my mouth with the back of my hand. “Besides, why would I when we already have the best queen who’s ever ruled?”  

Mal hung her head. “I’ll miss you.”  

When she looked back up at me, pools of unshed tears reflecting in her eyes, I jumped from my seat. Kneeling by her side, I took her hand in mine, not caring about the gravel that dirtied my gown. “I’ll visit often. It will be better this way.” I tried to sound reassuring. “I would’ve been too busy as queen had I married Fachnan.” 

She dabbed her eyes with her napkin. “Do you love them?” 

My chest ached to see her so sad. My sister and I had been through so much, barely surviving the slaughter of our family. There was a time I couldn’t imagine never being by her side, but we always knew being a ruler hadn’t been my calling. I longed for a family, goddess willing, and I loved the quiet solitude of the countryside, not the bustle and madness of court. “I do.”  

She straightened and turned up her chin, looking every bit the regal queen. “Then I suppose we need to have a wedding.” 

“Thank you!” I jumped up and threw myself into her arms, laughing when she grunted beneath me. “You’re the best sister ever!”

* * *
[image: ]


Malvolia

MY HEAD SWAM WITH WINE as I sat at the elevated bridal table, nibbling on a buttery roll while looking down at the festivities below. Somewhere across the hall, a quartet of musicians strummed their instruments as guests wearing their most elegant finery lined up to pay their respects to my twin. They brought all kinds of gifts, from colorful fruit baskets to exotic perfumes and silks. I was seated to Marius’s right, my sister on his other side, flanked between him and Derrick. My mage sat on my other side, gorging on bread and wine. No doubt his beard and robe were covered in crumbs. I tried not to look in his direction, lest I vomit wine all over the silk tablecloth. Many times I wondered why I kept him as my mage, but then I remembered that I wouldn’t have overthrown his evil uncle if not for his help. 

But enough about my slovenly mage. After only a fortnight, Flora and I had pulled off the wedding of the century. My sweet sister looked content seated between her mates. My new brothers-in-law were so charming and so devoted to my sister, their wings draped protectively around the back of her chair. I couldn’t have asked for better mates for her. She’d smiled more in these past two weeks than I’d seen in our lifetime. As a matter of fact, I hadn’t seen her smile since the night our parents had been slaughtered. I’d risk a thousand Caldarian wars to see my sister so happy. 

I frowned at the endless line of Fae. We’d be receiving guests for hours, and we still had yet to eat. I couldn’t expect our guests to eat rolls all night. Judging by how freely the wine flowed, they’d be as drunk as me or worse before my sister and her mates cut into their cake. As big as a carriage, it had twenty circular tiers with white buttercream icing, crimson flowers, and a rich vanilla cake with raspberry filling. It was divine. Flora and I had selected it after sampling far too many cakes. 

Pushing back my chair, I stood, stumbling a little before grasping onto the sides of my chair. 

Ever the gentleman, Marius stood and latched onto my elbow, his wings snapping open and shielding us from the gawping guests below. “Are you alright?” he asked me in a hushed whisper. 

I shrugged him off while speaking through the side of my mouth. “A little too much wine,” I whispered. “Nothing a filling meal can’t fix.” Then I raised my goblet, wincing when wine sloshed on my sleeve. “A toast to my sister and my new brothers-in-law,” I called to the crowd.  

“I’ll toast to that,” a deep voice bellowed. 

Bile rose into my throat when a familiar Ravini half-breed stepped out of line and pulled down his hood. Thorin looked too much like his brother, Selig, with that unkempt, dark beard and a narrow face. But whereas Selig had a dull look in his eyes, Thorin’s eyes were sharpened to blade points, his gaze fixed on my sister. 

My heart hit my stomach when Flora visibly swallowed. 

A wave of screams rose from the crowd. Women pulled down their dark veils and men hid behind their black, feathered wings, a futile attempt to shield their minds from Thorin’s magic.  

My loyal fire mages rushed to the dais, standing between Thorin and us. They spread out their wings and created a fire barrier. 

Thorin walked up to the line of mages and bowed before my sister, acting as if the smoke and heat didn’t bother him. “Forgive my late arrival. I only just found out about the wedding.” He turned his sharp gaze on me. “It seems your courier lost my invitation.” 

“There was no invitation,” I spat, resisting the urge to pull my veil down over my eyes. I would not let my court think I feared the mage who had the power to change our memories, even if his spells only lasted a few hours. My court had taken to wearing the veils ever since the Dark Tide when Thorin’s vengeful mage uncle had nearly wiped out my entire family and court. My sister and I had been the only members of the royal family to escape his mind-melting magic.

Derrick and Marius pushed Flora behind them as spouts of fire sprung from their palms.  

Thorin threw back his head, chuckling. “Put away your fire, boys. I’ve only come to offer blessings to the bride.”

My sister’s mates snarled at the mage, their fire rising like geysers. Impressive, though their flame paled in comparison to my conflagrations.  

“Thorin!” Selig cleared his throat beside me. “You’re not welcome here.” 

Thorin gave his brother a mournful look before clucking his tongue. “Never thought I’d see the day my own brother stabs me in the back.” 

My sister gently pushed through her mates. “It’s okay,” she mouthed to them while cupping each of their faces. Then she looked down at Thorin, her brows drawn as if she was about to lecture a toddler. “Thorin,” she said stiffly, her lips pinching into a scowl. 

“Flora.” Thorin looked into my sister’s eyes as if they held the moon and stars and every other constellation. “You’re the image of perfection. I hope your grooms realize how lucky they are.” 

She smoothed trembling hands down her pearl-colored gown. “They do.” 

Thorin’s lower lip hung down in a pout. “Why wasn’t I invited?”

She shook her head. “You know why.” 

He held out his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I thought we were friends.” 

“We were.” Flora cleared her throat. “We are.” She lowered her voice. “But everyone’s frightened of you.” 

Thorin rubbed his bushy beard while eyeing her. “Are you?”

She turned up her chin, glaring down at the mage. “Should I be?”

“No.” His shoulders slumped in defeat. “Will I be able to visit you in Elisi?”

“No!” Derrick and Marius boomed in unison. 

Ignoring them, Thorin looked at my sister with wide, watery eyes. “Flora?”

It’s a ruse, I projected to my sister through thought. Don’t believe him. 

I know, she answered, her audible sigh ringing in my ears. 

Pulling back her shoulders, she gave him a reproachful look. “Thorin, I’m not a child anymore. I have responsibilities to my mates and to our people.” 

His eyes flared with rage. “Which means you can’t associate with a pariah.” 

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice faltering.  

No, do not apologize, I snapped through thought. He’s taking advantage of your kindness. 

“I understand,” he said, his shoulders falling. Then he turned to the crowd, his laughter the deep rumble of rolling thunder. “You know my magic can pierce those veils.” 

The guests gasped and turned their backs. A few brave fire mages stepped forward, shielding the throng. 

My sister clutched her throat. “Thorin, how could you?”

Red rage clouded my vision. I’d had enough. “Thorin! Have you come simply to ruin my sister’s wedding?” 

When he turned to me, and I saw the malice in his eyes, I had my answer. 

“Why would you think that?” he asked in a mocking tone. 

It was then I deeply regretted not executing him during the Dark Tide. Even though Flora had protested that her friend wasn’t a threat, the rest of the court feared Thorin had inherited his uncle’s temperament. They had asked me numerous times to execute him, but I’d gone against my better judgment and caved to Selig’s and my sister’s pleas. That didn’t mean Thorin was welcomed at court. In fact, after his last mind-spinning prank, he was forbidden from stepping a foot in Thebes. He knew this, and yet he had the gall to crash my sister’s special day.

“Shame on you for causing a scene and scaring our guests.” I pointed in his direction, smoke twisting from my fingertip like a coiling serpent. How easily I could choke him with it. “Now you see why we didn’t invite the Monster of Delfi.” 

He jerked back as if I’d scorched him. “I’m not a monster!”

“Your actions say otherwise. Go now before I lose my temper.” I waved him away like I was shooing a stray dog. “And if you set foot in Thebes again—” I paused, enjoying the fear shining in his eyes when my trail of magic broke into three deadly serpents, coiling above his head and poised to strike. “I will kill you.” 

After giving my sister one last withering look, he turned from the dais with a dramatic flourish. The crowd parted as if the earth had split open while he marched through them toward the door. 

I nodded toward four of my most loyal fire mages. “Make sure he leaves the city walls.”

They bowed and then quickly followed him. 

My sister looked from her mates to me, her eyes wide with fear. “I’m worried he’ll retaliate.” 

“Not if he doesn’t want to have his head put on a spike,” I answered, ignoring Selig’s gasp. “Come now. No time for dark thoughts.” I clapped my hands together, then waved toward the musicians, wincing when they struck up a somber tune. I motioned toward the servants. “More wine and bring out the feast.” I lifted my goblet into the air while scanning the sea of frightened faces. “Do not give the mind spinner another thought,” I said. “My sister has found her true loves. Let us celebrate!” 

Marius held up his goblet, too. “Have no fear,” he said before winking at me. “Your sorceress queen has the power to keep you safe. The mind spinner doesn’t stand a chance against her magic.”

Much to my relief, the crowd broke into cheers. 

My sister held up her goblet. “All hail, Queen Malvolia, for saving us from the darkness and keeping her people safe!” She slid up to me and kissed my cheek. And for being the best sister ever, she added. 

Heat flamed my face when the crowd cheered louder.  

I kissed her back. As are you. Never forget how much I love you. 

Tears welled in her eyes. And I will always love you. 

The musicians struck up a lively tune, the wine flowed freely, and soon everyone was dancing and laughing, and Thorin was nothing more than a distant memory. Still, I couldn’t stop worrying that the mage would find some way to retaliate. If he so much as tried to harm my family or my people, I wouldn’t hesitate to strike him down.  

* * *
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Selig

32 years later

SELIG BRUSHED BREAKFAST crumbs from his beard while hurrying down the drafty stairwell toward the throne room. His queen would be angry with him for his tardiness. He stumbled down a step, nearly tumbling onto the landing, cursing his clumsy feet and the darkened stairwell lit with only a few flickering sconces. He was still half asleep after a long night with a brutish fire mage, Simon, or Salian. He forgot the mage’s name, though it made little difference. He never kept the same lover more than a fortnight. He’d just descended the last of the stairs when a hooded figure stepped out of the shadows. 

He gasped, clutching his throat when the figure pulled back his hood. Thorin! Only, his brother looked as if he’d aged fifty years. His skin had turned ashen, and his black beard was now gray. The lines framing his mouth and eyes looked like tributaries on an old map. Fae-kind lived for centuries and aged slower than most humans. At only one hundred years old, Thorin should’ve looked like a forty-year-old human. Instead, he looked like a decrepit old man. Never mind that Thorin and Selig had a human mother. Their Fae magic should’ve prevented them from aging so quickly. 

He swallowed back a lump of apprehension before taking a hesitant step forward. “Brother, it has been too long.” Though obviously not long enough, for he sensed his brother brought calamity. 

“Too long,” Thorin said, his voice a sibilant whisper. There was a wickedness in Thorin’s eyes that Selig didn’t recognize, the only thing about him that didn’t appear old. Selig always believed the eyes were a window to the soul, and his brother’s eyes conveyed a blackened heart beneath. But there was something else lurking within that shriveled up organ, something even more sinister. When Thorin’s eyes flashed red, Selig had his answer. 

Demon! 

He forced a smile while sending out a thin tendril of magic, hoping he could glimpse into his brother’s thoughts. “How have you been?”

“Good. You?” Thorin asked, throwing out a painful barrier that made Selig’s magic coil in fear. 

Great goddess, he’d never sensed such strong magic in another mage, not even in Malvolia. Thorin had been playing with dark magic and in the process had let a demon corrupt his soul—just as their uncle had done nearly fifty years ago. That explained Thorin’s advanced aging. Warily eyeing his brother, Selig swallowed back his fear. “My queen keeps me busy.” 

Thorin arched a bushy brow. “Still treats you like her dog?”

“She’s been on edge,” he answered, though he refused to state why. Her seers had sensed a great calamity, predicting unrest and war. As usual, the mists had been vague, so they weren’t sure where the attack would come from. Selig had a sickening feeling his brother would be the cause. “And what have you been doing all these years?” he asked, hoping to glean anything, so he could warn his queen, though he wasn’t sure if the warning would do any good against a demon-possessed mind spinner. 

Thorin held up his hand, and a glowing white ball of light hovered above his palm. “Practicing my magic.” 

Great goddess! The energy that pulsed off him was unlike anything he’d ever felt! 

“My powers are stronger,” Thorin said while being mesmerized by his own light, admiring it the same way Selig stared at his naked lovers. 

Selig shuddered to think what that ball of light could do. “H-how much stronger?” he asked, unable to mask the tremor in his voice. 

Thorin snarled, revealing decaying, chipped teeth. His demon was eating him alive. “My spells are more complex, and they last years.” 

“Years?” Last time he’d seen his brother, his spells had only lasted hours. 

“Yes, brother.” Thorin flashed a triumphant grin. “Years. Are you impressed?”

“If-if my queen learns of this,” he stammered, “she will have you executed.” Selig decided not to tell his brother he suspected Thorin’s magic was far stronger than Malvolia’s. “She already promised to kill you if you ever returned to Delfi.” 

Thorin’s hoarse laughter was like a thousand tiny spiders burrowing beneath his skin. “Let her try.” 

It was then Selig knew that Thorin was the great calamity, the new wave of darkness. He took a step back, pressing his shoulders against the wall. “Why have you come?”

His brother advanced toward him, the ball of magic still glowing brightly above his palm. “To warn you.” 

Selig swore the temperature in the stairwell had dropped twenty degrees. He pressed his shaky palms against the cool stone behind him. “Of what?”  

Thorin tossed that ball of magic from one hand to the other as if he was playing with a child’s toy. “Delfi is about to descend into chaos.” 

“Why?” Selig rasped, his throat suddenly bone dry. 

“Why do you think?” Thorin pouted. “They didn’t invite me to the wedding.” 

Thorin had gone mad. “That was over thirty years ago.” 

“A mage never forgets.” Thorin’s lips twisted into a hateful scowl, and he leaned into Selig, hovering so close, they were just a breath apart. 

Selig breathed through a wheeze as a bone-numbing chill sunk beneath his skin. “Think before you do this.”  

Thorin pulled back, his eyes glossing over, that ball of magic still floating above his hand. “Flora was the only one who refused to shield her face, who treated me with dignity. But then the way she looked at me that day, like I was a monster...all because of them.” 

A warm trickle dripped down Selig’s leg. “Of-of who?”

“Malvolia and the dukes.” His eyes flashed with malice. “They turned her against me.” 

“Thorin,” Selig implored, hoping he could still reach his brother, that his madness hadn’t eclipsed Thorin’s Fae heart. “Flora’s happily married to her fated mates. She’s expecting twin daughters.” 

Thorin clutched his chest as if he’d been stabbed through the heart. “She’s pregnant?”

“She is.” He tried his hardest to infuse a note of calm into his voice. “There’s a green witch on the southern border with amazing fertility powers. Many Ravini have fallen pregnant these past few years.”

Much to Selig’s horror, that ball of light in Thorin’s hand grew larger, glowed brighter. 

“How could she do this to me?” Thorin cried. “I love her!”

Selig swallowed back his fear. He had to make his brother see reason. “It’s time you moved on, brother, and forgot your silly infatuation.” 

Thorin snarled, waving that ball of light in Selig’s face as if he intended to strike him. “It’s more than infatuation.” 

“If you do love her, let her be happy.” Selig stepped to the side, angling for the stone stairs. If he could just run away, turn his back on his brother’s blinding memory-erasing magic, maybe he could escape and warn the others. 

“Why should I care for her happiness, when she never cared for mine?” he snapped, sounding like a petulant child. 

“She cares for you,” Selig argued, eyeing that ball of light as it continued to grow. “She’s the reason Malvolia didn’t turn you to dust.”

Thorin’s gaze snapped to his. “Maybe she should’ve had her sister end me.”  

“Malvolia has already named her nieces as her heirs,” he continued. “They are predicted to carry powerful white magic and to be wise, benevolent rulers who will bring an end to the chaos. Please,” he implored, clasping his hands in a prayer pose. “Please don’t do this to Flora.”

“Flee to Fachnan’s court.” Thorin moved with surprising alacrity, blocking Selig’s access to the stairs. “After today, Malvolia and Flora won’t have a court...or a country.” 

More urine trickled down Selig’s thigh and pooled on the stones. “What are you going to do?” 

Thorin’s grin was the devil incarnate as he cupped that ball of light with both hands. “What I do best—create chaos.” 

Selig fell to his knees, wincing at the pain that shot through his bones. “Brother, I beg of you.” He cried out when his brother hit him with that ball of light, immobilizing him with blinding pain as a loud gong rang in his ears. 

“I warned you, didn’t I?” Thorin called over the din. “If you weren’t my brother, I would’ve broken into your mind and shattered it like glass.”

Selig cried out again. “Brother, please!” 

He covered his ears when Thorin’s menacing chuckle reverberated in his skull. “Your queen is plotting to kill you, Flora, and Flora’s mates,” his brother warned. “She’s gone mad and believes her sister has turned against her. An oracle has predicted one of Flora’s daughters will kill Malvolia when she comes into her full powers. You must escape to Fachnan’s court before Malvolia kills you, but first, you must warn any nobility loyal to Flora and her mates. Do you understand?”

Selig heaved a shaky breath when the blinding white light faded and the ringing in his ears finally stopped. 

He gaped up at his brother. Where was he? What had happened?

Thorin held a hand down to him and helped him sit on a step. “Do you understand what I’ve just told you?”

“Yes, brother.” Selig hung his head in his hands, trying to piece together what he’d just heard—Malvolia, the queen he’d loyally served over three decades had gone mad. He blinked at his brother. “What will become of Flora and her family?”  

Thorin’s pout looked insincere. Was his brother evil? No. Thorin was good. Malvolia was evil. 

“Her mates will sadly die defending her.” Thorin rubbed his hands together and eagerly licked his lips. “But I will help Flora and her daughters escape to Caldaria where we will join forces with Fachnan.” He waved his fists in the air. “Together, we will rise up against Malvolia, and we will defeat the evil sorceress queen in a crushing blow.” Shadows fell over Thorin’s features as he glared down at Selig. 

Selig swallowed. Great goddess! Malvolia had turned evil!  

Thorin helped Selig stand. “Now go tell the world. Say it has come from a powerful seer who was executed by Malvolia shortly after she delivered this prophecy.” 

“Yes, brother.” Selig stood on shaky legs. His undergarments were wet and sticky. How had that happened? Then he realized none of that mattered. He had to warn Malvolia’s court that their queen had turned evil before she destroyed them all. 
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Chapter Two
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Flora Avias

Delfi, three months later

“Come away from the window, Flora.”

After one last lingering look at the starry night sky, I released the heavy velvet curtain and leaned back on the brocade sofa, my hand resting on my distended belly. My stomach was so large that my belly button had already popped, and I still had a month to go. I knew I carried girls, for the Avias line always bore twin daughters first, hence the reason Delfi had always been ruled by two queens until I decided to abdicate my title to live on my mates’ country estate. We’d been happy, living in quiet solitude until now. I gave my mate Derrick a pleading look while wringing my fingers together. “Marius should’ve made it by now.”

It had been almost four days and still no word from my other mate. He was just meeting with a Windhaven emissary on the other side of the border in an effort to secure us sanctuary. What was taking so long?  

Derrick sat beside me, grasping my hand. “He’ll be here.”  

I chewed my lower lip, casting another worried glance toward the window. I wasn’t fooled by my mate’s false confidence. I could feel the current of tension clinging to him like a second skin. “We should’ve never parted.” 

“Flora.” He squeezed my hand. “He’s never let us down before.” 

I swallowed back a lump of panic. “What if she’s captured him?” And how could my sister have so ruthlessly turned on me, hunting me and my mates like dogs? After all Malvolia and I had shared, how had it come to this? My sister had turned our home into a court of nightmares, ruthlessly killing anyone she suspected of plotting to back me in overthrowing her. I still didn’t understand it. Years ago my sister had offered to share the throne with me, and I’d refused. Why would she think I wanted to steal it from her now after I’d lived contently with my mates for over thirty years, and after Malvolia had already promised that my daughters would one day inherit the throne? Why suddenly had my sister gone mad with distrust? Had she gone insane, or had she been cursed? Either way, I supposed it made no difference now. I wouldn’t know how to find and kill the witch who’d cursed her. 

Settling a hand on my abdomen, Derrick flashed a smile that didn’t mask the worry in his eyes. “Marius is capable and clever, and all this worrying isn’t good for you or the babies.” 

The sitting room’s double doors swayed open, and Lady Chara Inferni swept into the room, her dark hair piled elegantly on top of her head, her beautiful smile so serene, as if the world wasn’t burning around us. Clasping her hands together, she smiled. “Supper is served.” 

Derrick stood, holding a hand down to me. “Come, Flora.” 

I took his hand, resenting how everyone treated me like a child, pretending as if our world wasn’t on the precipice of crashing. I held my tongue, though. Chara and her husband, Tobias, were the only Delfian allies who’d offered us sanctuary. I shuddered to think what we would’ve done without them.  

“Cook has prepared a delicious meal and his special, soothing herbal tea,” Chara said as Derrick handed me over to her and she hooked her arm through mine.  

“Thank you, Chara,” I said to my friend, overwhelmed with gratitude as we walked into the dining hall. The soothing tea did help calm my nerves. “I don’t know what we would’ve done without your generosity.” 

Chara clucked her tongue. “Tobias owes Derrick and Marius after what they did for him.”

Years ago, when my mates were young and impetuous adolescents, Derrick and Marius had saved Tobias from a tribe of trolls after the young lord had gone into the Periculian Forest on a dare. Tobias had come away with a missing eye, and Marius had been shot through the wing, though they could’ve suffered far worse. 

“The two don’t compare,” I said, “and you know it.” Chara and Tobias not only put their lives at risk by helping us, but the lives of their three young sons, for I feared there was no depravity beneath my sister’s twisted mind. After all, she’d put a price on my head as well as on my innocent, unborn children.  

“Marius will return with reinforcements,” she whispered in a soothing voice, the candlelight from the overhead chandeliers making her silver-rimmed eyes shine like moonlight, reminding me that Chara had a touch of Sidhe Fae blood, as most of us did. “The tide will turn, and all this will be just a bad memory.” 

I swallowed at that. I wished I shared her confidence, but I’d been in the heart of the last Dark Tide, when our mother and aunt’s mage had turned on them, trying to seize the throne for himself. My sister and I had been no more than children, just fifteen, hiding in the castle sewers while blood rained down on our heads. It seemed several lifetimes ago that Malvolia and I had clung to one another, promising never to betray each other should we survive. 

My nostrils flared at the smells of roasted garlic and onions as I eyed the large silver platters laid out on the long dining table. Ordinarily, I would’ve been eager to feed the children growing in my belly, but worry churned my gut. 

Derrick had pulled out my chair, and I thanked Chara when she sat beside me and handed me the steaming tea. I took several fortifying sips, hoping it would calm the internal tremors that shook me to my soul.  

Lord Tobias swept into the room like a winged phantom emerging from the shadows with his one good eye and that slash where his other eye had been. He grabbed Derrick’s arm, whispering into his ear. Unease coiled around my spine. Something was wrong.  

Derrick gave me a grim look. “We have a visitor. Stay here,” he said to me. 

A visitor! I refused to heed his command as I shoved back my chair and heaved myself to my feet. I stumbled toward the door. Goddess, please let it be Marius!

* * *
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Thorin

THIRTY-TWO YEARS. THAT’S how long Thorin had waited to be reunited with the woman he loved more than anything—the woman he worshipped enough to set the world ablaze. But the disappointment on her face when her gaze settled on him was enough to turn his veins to raging infernos and cause his demon to scratch at the surface of his skin. But how could he be mad at his sweet flower? Her beauty nearly took his breath away. She’d hardly aged these past thirty-two years. Her skin was fair for a Ravini, though her hair was as dark as a raven’s wing. She had large amber eyes, plump lips, a long, slender neck, and round breasts that reminded him of two ripe peaches. His fingers itched just to squeeze them. She would’ve been absolutely perfect hadn’t it been for that obscene bulge beneath the waist of her gown. 

A tall, flat-chested woman dressed in fine silks stood beside Flora. Chara, lady of the manor. Thorin had heard tale of her fertility powers. Odd, for he’d imagined she’d look different, fuller, with large breasts and curvy hips, not this bean pole. Her eyes narrowed as she glowered at Thorin. Though her beauty was nothing compared to Flora’s, she would’ve been more attractive without that scowl. How he loathed the nobility for the way they had always treated him with scorn, resenting him for his bastard blood and his unusual magic. 

Lord Derrick and the one-eyed Ravini Thorin remembered to be Lord Tobias Inferni flanked the women, their wings spread like hawks about to snatch mice from the field. There was no mistaking the fire in their eyes as they glared at Thorin. About a dozen winged guards also flanked the hall, poised and ready to strike at their lord’s command. Feathered fools. They had no idea the kind of magic they were up against.  

“Oh, you’re not Marius,” Flora said, the color rising in her cheeks as she looked from Thorin to his mute companion. 

Thorin’s heart shattered, exploding in a million tiny fragments that rained down on his soul like falling shards of glass. 

Thirty-two years he’d plotted, planned, and sacrificed everything to win back her love. ‘Oh, you’re not Marius.’ Her words rang in his ears like a gong, burned through his soul like he’d been doused in dragon fire. His first thought was to lash out, to hurt her for hurting him. Magic tingled his veins as he curled his fingers inward, digging into his palms until nails broke skin. But no, he wouldn’t hurt the woman he loved. Perhaps this was just an effect of her condition. Her stomach was protruding so far, she could practically rest a tea saucer on it. He glared at Derrick for impregnating her. He’d make sure the son of a siren would suffer just as his brother had for defiling Thorin’s sweet flower. 

Forcing a smile, he stepped toward her. “Flora, it has been too long.” 

She cocked her head to the side. “Forgive me, but do I know you?”

He raised a hand toward her, his robe slipping down his arm, revealing the veins in his wrist turning black with rage. “It’s me, Thorin.” 

“Thorin?” She clutched her throat, the color fading from her cheeks. “You hardly look the same.” Her gaze shifted from Thorin to his companion and back again. “Are you unwell?”

He cringed at the sound of pity in her voice. It was true he’d aged much faster than his brother, the sacrifice he had to make to amplify his magic, the sacrifice he’d made for her. “Just tired,” he said with a sneer. “I will recover soon.” 

“Of course,” she said, frowning as she smoothed hands down her belly. “Forgive me, but I was hoping you’d be Marius.” 

“I’m sorry I can’t be him.” But he would be soon enough, for he’d have her change his appearance, make him look just like one of her mates. Then he’d change her memories, and she’d never know her young, virile mate was a mind spinner. 

The snap of Derrick’s wings echoed across the grand hall’s marble floors. “What are you doing here, mind spinner?”

Chara gasped and covered her eyes. Derrick and Tobias stepped forward, their wings shielding the women. 

Thorin blinked at Derrick. “That’s hardly a welcome, considering I’m your mate’s last chance at freedom.” 

Derrick held out his hands, smoke curling from his fingers. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“And how did you get past my guards?” Tobias snapped. 

He gave them each a cool look, and then held his hands in front of him, balling up his magic. “You underestimate my powers.” 

Tobias stepped forward with a snarl. “And you overestimate my patience.”

Derrick jutted a chin toward Thorin’s companion. “Who’s she?”

Thorin didn’t bother sparing the girl a second glance. He remembered little of her other than her homespun dress, straggly, auburn hair, the smell of manure that clung to her skin, and, of course, her very large and pregnant belly. “Just a peasant I picked up in one of the villages.” 

Flora squeezed between Derrick and Tobias, her gaze darting to the girl again. “Is she alright?” 

He shrugged, annoyed by Flora’s concern for a human peasant. Didn’t the princess care that he’d returned to her after over thirty years away? Didn’t she want to know what he’d been doing during his time in exile? “It doesn’t matter.” 

Thorin took a step back when Tobias edged closer to him. “Tobias, isn’t it?” he asked with a sneer. 

Tobias crossed his arms, his one eye narrowing. “Lord Inferni to you.” 

Laughter escaped Thorin’s throat like a burst of dragon flame. “Lord Inferni,” he said with a disinterested slur. “Queen Malvolia’s army has your home surrounded.” 

They gasped, looking at Thorin as if he were a ghost. “What?” 

“How?” Flora grasped Derrick’s arm, giving him a pleading look. “We were so careful.”

“Not careful enough.” Thorin waved at her extended stomach with a sneer. “No matter how many faces you shift into, Flora, you cannot hide your pregnancy.” 

Jealousy surged through Thorin when Derrick wrapped an arm around Flora’s waist, nuzzling her neck.

Chara’s eyes darted to her husband while she chewed her nails. “Will Malvolia kill us?”  

Lord Tobias grasped his wife’s hands. “No, your fertility magic is too important to her.” 

She visibly swallowed and nodded. If the noblewoman only knew these moments would be her last. 

Flora let out a gasp, grasping her mate’s arm. 

“Don’t panic,” Derrick murmured, kissing Flora’s cheek. “Marius will be here soon with reinforcements.” 

“Marius is dead,” Thorin blurted, repressing a grin at the horror reflecting in Flora and Derrick’s eyes.  

“W-what?” Flora breathed and then fell against her mate.

Thorin surged forward, wishing he could catch Flora, but her mate beat him to it, sweeping her into his arms and carrying her through the hall’s tall double doors and into an adjoining room, Lady Chara and her servants making gasping sounds as they followed after them. 

The rest of the hall descended into chaos as Lord Tobias barked orders to his men. 

Thorin seized on that moment to follow after Flora’s entourage. The human girl followed him like a trained dog, never letting him out of her sight. When two Ravini mages tried to block their path, he hit them with a subtle memory spell, the light invisible even to the Fae eye, though the spell would only last minutes, not years. 

“Your lord says you must let us pass,” he mumbled. 

“Yes, sir.” The guards obediently stepped aside. 

Thorin marched into a large dining hall, snatching a warm, buttery roll off the table. When the human gave him an imploring look, he tossed her the roll and then stuffed several more into his pockets. He scowled at the many dishes piled on the table, a feast fit for an entire village made just for a few aristocrats. When he and Flora defeated Malvolia, he would strip the nobility of their land and titles and laugh when they begged for food in the streets.  

Thorin walked into the adjoining drawing room, with floral wallpaper, ivory vases, plush carpets, and flickering, brass sconces. Flora let out a moan when Derrick laid her on one of the brocade sofas. 

“Flora,” Thorin breathed when her head rolled back and her hand fell listlessly to the floor. Curse those brothers for impregnating her and making her so vulnerable. The Flora he once knew wouldn’t have fainted over the loss of an expendable mate. The Flora he once knew wouldn’t have mated with those foolish dukes in the first place. She had loved Thorin above all others. Why else had she been so kind to him when no one else would even look in his direction?

Derrick snarled at Thorin, smoke pouring from his fingers when he edged too close to Flora. Thorin snarled back and he hit Derrick with a spell similar to the one he’d used on the guards, telling him that Lord Inferni had invited him here and that he was their only hope in escaping Malvolia. Derrick blinked and shook his head before letting his guard down. How easy these Fae were to manipulate.  

“I’m sorry, Flora.” Thorin’s knees cracked as he knelt beside her, taking her hand in his. “He never made it past the Windhaven border.” 

Flora cried out, her back bowing as if she was possessed. “No, no, no!”

A warning horn blared in the distance. Thorin looked outside just as the night sky lit up with an inferno. Their time was up. 

Lord Tobias flew into the room. “She brought her entire army! They’re attacking the battlements!” 

“What do we do, Tobias?” Lady Chara cried, her eyes wide with panic. “Where do we go?”

Tobias flew to Thorin, snatching his arm. “What did you mean when you said you’re our last chance at freedom?”

Thorin shook the nobleman off his arm with a sneer. “I said I was Flora’s last chance, not yours.” 

“You can’t leave us here!” Chara screeched like a wounded bird. “Malvolia will kill us!” Clasping her hands together, she gave Thorin a pleading look. “She’ll kill our children!”

The flames outside raced closer to the manor, lapping at the windows as enraged shouts were heard coming from above and below.  

“I have no choice.” Thorin shrugged, unmoved by her pleas. “We must save Flora and her unborn daughters at all costs.”

“No, no!” Flora sat up, dragging a hand down her face. “Our friends come with us.”

Tobias spun around, his wings nearly smacking Thorin’s head. “Fetch our sons!” he called to the servants. 

Two young women, who looked to be mostly human with slightly tapered ears, bowed and quickly left the room, leaving behind just a frightened human male servant who stood by the door, his knees shaking with fear.  

“They will be safe,” Thorin said with a grin as he slowly stood and adjusted his robes. “Malvolia will take pity on them when she learns you were murdered by Derrick.”

Thorin swore the temperature in the room heated up by at least twenty degrees when both Ravini noblemen glared at him. 

Flora gasped. “Thorin, what are you talking about?”

Derrick’s top lip pulled back in a snarl, thick smoke rising from his hands. “We’re not hurting our friends.” 

Before the fire mage could attack, Thorin hit them all with a blast of white light so powerful the magic burned when it was pulled from him. His knees weakened from the energy he’d had to use, but he blew out a breath, forcing himself to remain strong. He’d used too much magic these past few days, and his fatigue was catching up to him.  

Chara whimpered, and Derrick and Tobias jerked forward, fighting at those invisible chains that bound them. The male servant slumped against the wall, his mouth dropping open in shock. Thorin unsheathed his blade and sliced Chara and Tobias’s throats, stepping back before they crumbled to the ground. He winced when blood sprayed from the gaping wounds in their necks and splattered across his robe. How he hated killing. Such messy business. He’d be relieved when he and Flora were far away from here where they could start a new life together, a peaceful life far removed from all the bloodshed. And when time came to defeat Malvolia, he would be sure to take a back seat to the chaos. 

Thorin stepped up to Derrick. “Listen to me closely. Chara and Tobias deceived you and tried to kill you.” 

Derrick slowly nodded. 

“They wouldn’t do that,” Flora cried out. “They’re our friends.”

Thorin spun toward the sofa, surprised to see Flora was sitting up and looking straight at him with clarity in her eyes. Why wasn’t his magic working on her? 

He hit her hard with another blast of light. She fell back against the sofa as if she’d been struck, then blinked at him in a daze. 

He’d forgotten that stronger witches required more mind-bending magic. Still, he wasn’t about to risk having to blast her again and frying her brain. “Fine,” he spoke through gritted teeth. “Your friends were killed by Malvolia’s mages while defending you.” He turned toward the human and waved her forward. “This peasant girl has willingly agreed to trade places with you, Flora.” He snatched the girl’s wrist, ignoring her cry of pain when he dug his nails into her skin. “You will trade faces with her, and you and I will escape to Caldaria.” 

Flora’s mouth fell open. “But they will kill her.”

Curse the elements! “Better her than you,” he seethed.  

“It’s wrong.” Flora shook her head, her eyes focusing again. “She is with child.” 

Smoke began to fill the room as he stalked toward her. “No, Flora, this girl has a stomach tumor.” He waved toward the human with a snarl. “She is dying. She wants to do this for you.”

Flora blinked at him. “I will not leave Derrick.” 

Thorin fought the urge to tear out his hair as he dragged a frustrated hand through his beard. “Flora, they will kill you if you don’t leave.” 

She blinked at him again. “I will not leave him.” 

“Fine!” Cursing, Thorin threw up his hands, then ducked and swore when a flaming rock shattered the window and landed on the carpet. “He and the servant will trade bodies. The servant wants to save Derrick. He’s also ill and hasn’t much longer to live.” 

Flora blinked again, unmoved by the smoke that filled the room. “This is wrong.” 

Thorin hit her with another blast of light, this one draining all his remaining magic. “You will do what I say, Flora,” he spoke through a wheeze, his chest tightening. “Understood?”

“Yes,” she answered, her eyes glossing over.  

“Good.” He smoothed trembling hands down his robes. “Let’s get to work.”

He’d have no choice but to let Derrick come along after all the magic he’d used. He’d need a strong fire mage to protect them until he could regain his strength. Curse Flora for draining him!  

* * *
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Flora Avias

The Periculian Forest, next morning

I SAT UP WITH A GROAN, gasping when I rolled forward and nearly fell off the tree limb beneath me. Thank the elements for my protruding stomach holding me back. I took a chance and looked down, swallowing bile when I couldn’t make out the forest floor below. My eyes slowly adjusted to the low light. The forest was so thick, I could scarcely see anything else but tree needles hanging over us in clumps that spanned the width of my mate’s wings. Where were we? I spun in Derrick’s arms. His legs and wings hung limply over the branch, the back of his head pressed against a massive tree trunk as he quietly snored. Dried blood matted his hair and stained his clothes. I picked more needles out of my tangled hair and brushed them off my smock. My smock? Why was I wearing tattered and coarse peasant clothes? I looked at my pale, freckled arm. This was not my skin. I was in a human’s body. A pregnant human. Hopefully, the girl whose body I mimicked was somewhere safe. I wondered why Derrick wasn’t disguised as someone else, but I briefly remembered changing him back after we’d snuck out of Tobias and Chara’s estate. 

I shifted back into my body, the action taking several painful minutes. Shifting skins had been so much easier before my pregnancy. I smoothed a hand over my distended belly, regretting that after over thirty years of wedded bliss, I’d finally fallen pregnant in the heart of the darkest time in my country’s history. I regretted bringing my daughters into this world. Like me, they’d be hunted forever until my twin destroyed them, or they destroyed her. 

I sniffled, wiping a fat tear off my cheek. Then I cursed when another needle poked my backside. I plucked the needle out of my skirt, alarmed to see it was as big as a blade. I swallowed back a knot of panic, for only the heart of the Periculian Forest had such large trees. It was also where the trolls lived. The primitive giants were known for eating humans and Fae alike. Why had Derrick flown us here?

I tensed when I thought I heard a man moaning somewhere below us. An icy tendril of fear wrapped around my spine when memories of yesternight slowly filtered into my mind. We’d narrowly escaped after Malvolia’s mages had killed Lord and Lady Inferni. I bit down on my knuckles to keep from crying out at the loss of our dear friends. What would happen to Chara and Tobias’s young sons? I wouldn’t put it past my evil sister to kill the children. And we’d just left them there. Guilt gnawed a hole in my gut as I struggled to recall what had led up to the attack. 

I turned back toward my mate, shaking his shoulder. He woke with a start, smoke pouring from his fingers. He blinked at me a moment, and the smoke slowed to a trickle. 

Derrick, what happened? I asked him through thought, afraid to speak aloud lest some predator hear us. 

The look of hatred reflecting in his eyes turned my veins to ice. Malvolia found us. 

My chest constricted so tight, I struggled for breath. Marius? 

The hatred in his eyes turned to despair. Gone.  

Biting down on my knuckles, I stifled a cry. No, he can’t be!

Derrick clutched my shoulders, his eyes hardening to stone. Flora, Malvolia got to him. It’s just you and me. 

Marius couldn’t be gone. I refused to accept it, not when I still felt the pull of his soul to mine. I gave my other mate a pleading look. He can’t be.  

Flora, you have to accept it. We need to flee far from Malvolia’s reach. He rested a warm hand on my belly. I must keep you and our children safe at all costs. It’s what Marius would’ve wanted. 

I wanted to smack that look of pity from Derrick’s face. Why? Why would my sister do this to us?

His eyes lit with flame. Because she’s a wicked bitch, and if the prophecy is to be believed, one day one of our daughters will make her pay for her cruelty. 

I grasped Derrick’s arm when another moan echoed through the forest. Who is that?

Frowning, he squinted at a branch below us. I think it’s the mind spinner. 

I followed his line of sight, surprised to see an old man with a gray beard laying across one of the lower branches. Though it had been a few decades since I’d last seen the mage, I was still shocked at how much he’d aged compared to his brother. What happened to him?

I don’t know. Derrick scrambled to his knees as his wings snapped open. We have to get away from here. 

I clung to him after he helped me to my feet. What about Thorin? 

My mate swept me into his arms, a task that was getting harder the more my belly grew. He can crawl back into his hole for all I care. 

Derrick, he was my friend. I clutched my throat, a wave of guilt washing over me. I think he saved us. 

Derrick grimaced. Then he’ll understand why I need to get you to safety. 

Before I could protest, Derrick flew us from one branch to another while ducking under thousands of sharp needles. I wanted to stop him, to tell him that we had to save my friend, too, but some deep-rooted voice warned me that Thorin was an even bigger threat than Malvolia. 

* * *
[image: ]


Thorin 

The Human Lands, deep in the Werewood Forest

Two months later

THORIN USED THE LAST of his energy to crawl across the moss-covered floor of his mistress’s den, stopping when he reached the hem of her long robes. “Mistress.” He heaved a weary breath, trying to keep the note of desperation from his voice. “I need your help.” 

She let out a low growl before squatting beside him, the long, crusty nails on her blackened toes curling into the floor. What happened? she asked through thought, her raspy voice echoing in his skull. 

“It was Flora.” A lone tear slid down his cheek and splattered on the ground beneath him. “It took her too long to succumb.” 

She touched his cheek with a sharp talon, and then recoiled, her sibilant hiss rattling his bones with dread. “Your demon is gone.” 

Too afraid to look into her dark, fathomless eyes, he hung his head. “Where did he go?”

“Off to a stronger host, no doubt.” She stood, the rustle of her robe gently grazing his cheek and displacing the cavern’s stagnant air. “How could you be so careless?”

He frowned down at his brittle, splitting nails, caked in grime. “Love makes us careless.” 

“No, love makes you careless.” Her robes swished again as she turned her back to him. 

“Find me another demon.” He blinked at her backside, at the sharp points of her curved, bony spine visible even through the thick robe. “I have to get back to her.” A note of desperation slipped into his voice. 

“You think it’s that easy?” Snarling, she spun back around, her grotesque features hidden beneath the dark hood of her robe. “It took us more than thirty years to break you and make you again.” 

He let out a keening wail. “I don’t have that long. I have to get to Flora now!” 

She let out an otherworldly screech that shook the floor beneath him and sent tremors racing across his spine. “You should’ve thought about that before letting her drain your magic!”

Tears flooded
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