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            THE STORY SO FAR…

          

        

      

    

    
      Fortuna Sworn is unraveling.

      She still wears the title of queen, but there are many in the Unseelie Court who want her dead. Her brother, Damon, is free but still shattered… and now father to a son he never knew existed.

      Nightmares are not meant to be saviors. Yet that is the role Fortuna plays again and again. For Damon, for the children hidden in the walls at the Unseelie Court, for strangers locked in oubliettes. She fights monsters even as one grows inside her, a power that keeps getting harder to control.

      Fortuna fought to reclaim her brother, but in doing so, she lost something else. Certainty. Identity. Sanity.

      Trust is in short supply. Laurie, the King of the Seelie Court, still seems to be keeping secrets. The Courts are bleeding from the inside. And something darker than fae politics continues to rise.

      Just when Fortuna thinks the cost has finally been paid—when it seems like she’s found solid ground again—she accidentally takes Collith’s life and breaks their mating bond.

      Overcome with guilt and self-loathing, she makes a deal with a demon to get him back.

      Collith opens his eyes on the very last page.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      There were a lot of theories about what happened when someone died.

      I’d been high a few times in my life, and death was fairly similar to that sensation. A feeling of… dreaming. Uncertainty toward what was real, not physically, but of concepts themselves. Time, exhilaration, peace.

      Despite the theories I’d heard, I didn’t bemoan all the things I should’ve done or what I wished I had done differently. I did think of the people I loved, but their images were faint, surrounded by wisps of content. They were safe. They would be okay.

      With a faint smile, I closed my eyes. At last, I could rest.

      And then I died.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Snow drifted from the sky as I watched them discover Shameek’s grave.

      A woman—probably his mother, judging from the streaks of gray in her hair—fell to her knees in front of it. Her shoulders shook with soundless sobs. Slowly, she leaned forward and pressed the top of her head against the gravestone. Carved into its surface, just a few inches above the woman, was an epitaph.

      For what felt like the thousandth time, I read the handful of words. His last act was in the name of courage. Though I hadn’t been there at the time, I could practically hear Collith saying it, almost as if he were speaking right in my ear. He was the one who’d ordered the stone made, back when he’d given the human an honorable burial, despite the Court’s displeasure. It had been, perhaps, his first brave decree as a king.

      I dearly hoped it hadn’t been his last.

      From where we watched, so far away that I couldn’t hear what the human family was saying, I buried my fingers deep into the bark. I’d hoped the pain would overpower the guilt, but no such luck.

      “It wasn’t your fault, Queen Fortuna,” my Right Hand murmured. Plumes of air left her mouth with every word. She stood beside me. Apparently Lyari had no interest in watching the scene play out, because she faced the other direction, her spine pressed against a tree. She’d been tossing a knife into the air, again and again, and caught it by the tip of that shining blade.

      Was my guilt so obvious? Or had my mental wall begun to crumble? A swift check showed that it was firmly in place, however.

      “I appreciate that,” was all I said. If Lyari knew the guilt I still felt, then she knew that I didn’t believe her now. But so much else had changed since the day Shameek had died. My relationship with her, for instance. More and more lately, she treated me with begrudging respect and I actually trusted her. A faerie.

      At that moment, a gentle breeze stirred my hair. A few strands blew across my mouth, and I pulled them away, still watching Shameek’s mother. She probably read it first, I thought. That goddamn letter.

      There was so much I couldn’t control these days. But that letter—ink to paper, letters on a page, words to a dead man’s mother—I could control. I lost count of how many drafts I’d written. In the end, it was brief and vague. It contained the coordinates for their son’s grave and that he’d died trying to return to them. Ever-cautious and hyper-vigilant, Lyari had made sure that I handled everything with rubber gloves. Literally, because the last thing I needed was to be the suspect in a murder investigation.

      Someone else approached the headstone now, bringing my mind back to the present. As a man I guessed to be Shameek’s father began to speak, I turned away, feeling like an intruder on their grief. “Let’s go home,” I muttered, shoving my hands in my coat pockets. Lyari tucked her knife away and followed without comment. We walked in an easy silence. For a few minutes, the only sound was my boots crunching through the blanket of fresh snow covering the forest floor.

      The stillness shattered when something moved amongst the trees. Seeing it, my heartbeat quickened. No one else knew we were here—it couldn’t be another Guardian or someone in my family.

      It seemed Lyari shared the thought, because she began to move in front of me. As she did this, she reached for her sword, which was a constant companion at her hip. It slid out of its scabbard with a delicate ringing. I had weapons of my own, hidden in my pockets, my socks, my sleeves. With a subtle, practiced movement, I produced my new gun, a Glock 43, loaded with holy bullets. I disliked using guns, but they were more effective than knives.

      As one, Lyari and I stopped and waited, our stances deceptively relaxed.

      Up ahead, the bulky figure came closer, moving through the shadows. A sound like rain drifted through the air. Before I could draw breath to speak, the newcomer stepped into a shaft of moonlight, and the Tongue’s deep-set eyes met mine. The beads he always wore flashed and faded like stars.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, frowning. I didn’t put the gun away.

      I watched his gaze flick down and take note of this. For a moment, the only sound in the forest was a distant crack. Probably a branch breaking underneath the weight of the snow. The faerie tucked his hands into the sleeves of the cloak he wore and regarded me with an expression akin to disapproval. His bald head gleamed in the moonlight.

      “They are calling for your blood, Fortuna Sworn,” he said at last, his voice like an earthquake, deep and rumbling. It felt out of place in the serenity of our surroundings.

      “Who are?” I asked, though I already knew. I’d discovered, during my brief reign, that playing dumb had its advantages—the fae were constantly underestimating their new queen.

      “Your people,” the Tongue answered, humoring me. The air around us thickened, whether from his power or my own rising emotions, I couldn’t be certain. “Those you swore to protect and defend. They suspect you’ve taken a life, and the tide is turning much faster than your Guardians can handle. One of the attempts on your life will eventually succeed.”

      “For the millionth time, I didn’t kill Collith,” I snapped. I knew the Tongue couldn’t be speaking of Ayduin, since no one suspected my involvement in his death. Yet. Someone—I assumed Lyari—had seen to it that the recordings in that passage were erased the night I’d entered the Tralee rooms. “Just as I told everyone else, the Unseelie King will return when his task is finished. I can’t say anything beyond that. But you couldn’t have come all this way to give me a simple warning. Get to the point, please.”

      The faerie’s jowls swelled as he lowered his chin. “I will help you, Queen Fortuna, because I believe you speak the truth about our king. All I would like in return is an apology.”

      Whatever I’d been expecting, it hadn’t been this. For a moment or two, I just stared at the faerie blankly. Beside me, Lyari made a sound that was suspiciously similar to muffled laughter. “An… apology?” I repeated.

      The Tongue responded to this with a single, overly regal nod. “I have dedicated my existence to the crown, Fortuna Sworn, along with every Tongue that came before me. We learn the blood arts, giving our very life force over to the rituals and sacraments, to uphold your decrees and maintain balance. The least you could do in return is show me some respect.”

      As always, my first instinct was to counter his words with sarcasm or insults. But now a memory surfaced every time I was on the verge of giving in to it—Collith’s wide, unblinking eyes. That stream of blood slipping from his nose. The moment I felt our bond break and fade into nothing. The sound of my own unending screams.

      That was what happened when I didn’t control myself. That was the result of acting without thinking.

      “You’re right,” I said. I felt both of the faeries’ surprise through the bond we still shared. I took a breath before continuing. “I’ve recently discovered that some faeries are actually likable. I should’ve formed an opinion of you based on your behavior, not your species. For that, I am sorry.”

      For a moment, all three of us fogged the air with our breathing, sending a strange, swirling pattern to fill the space between us. Finally, the Tongue acknowledged my words with a slight bow. “I forgive you, Queen Fortuna.”

      His words made my lips purse into a thin line. Forgiveness was never that simple. Forgiveness was never so painless. He was either lying to me or lying to himself. When it came to faeries, it was impossible to tell.

      I wasn’t sure what to say next, but the Tongue was already retreating. The beads around his neck—I’d only recently learned they were carved from teeth—made that whispering sound. I caught myself wondering how many lives had been lost to make those grisly necklaces. How much blood had been spilled for him to learn his precious rituals and sacraments. However noble he seemed, the Tongue had taken lives and used others for his own gain.

      “You’re doing so well,” Lyari said from the corner of her mouth, as though she’d heard the rumbling thought. “Don’t ruin it now.”

      Being queen sucked.

      The Tongue was out of view, anyway. Once it was obvious he was truly gone, Lyari and I turned to continue southward. It was getting colder with each passing moment, and suddenly I wanted nothing more than my warm bed and the sounds of my family around me. Lyari seemed to sense my mood, because she walked faster. How rare it was, I thought, to walk in silence with someone and not feel the need to fill it.

      Once again, the serenity was disturbed when faint sounds suddenly filled the woods around us. A moment later, there were minor tremors, as if the ground was shaking. Earthquakes were rare in Colorado, though, and my instincts told me this was something else. I slowed to a stop, frowning, and pushed my senses outward. Lyari’s sword flashed in the moonlight as she drew it again. There was a line between her brows, and a frown tugged at the corners of her lovely mouth.

      “Do you feel that?” the faerie muttered, her blue eyes searching the darkness.

      Fear crept through the dark and circled me like a wolf. I shook my head, still trying to detect a consciousness with my own abilities. “Feel what?”

      “The wind. There’s a strange scent…”

      I raised my face and sniffed experimentally, but I detected nothing beyond the crisp night and vast sky. Faeries had far superior senses than Nightmares, so I took Lyari at her word. We stood there a minute longer, both of us tense and silent. Slowly, the other female started moving forward, and I followed suit. I half-expected one of Savannah’s corpses to lumber out of the underbrush. After watching one kill Fred, then having to burn down my own home to kill the rest, I wasn’t ashamed to admit that I was afraid of them. I would bet my entire savings account that Oliver had been keeping more bad dreams away, each one probably filled with the undead.

      “What did you smell?” I asked Lyari once our shared sense of unease faded. Still, my voice was hushed, as though someone was listening.

      At first, she didn’t say anything. She turned her face toward me, and I saw that she was still frowning. A strand of long, brown hair draped across her throat, and at that moment, she had never looked more fae. “Death,” Lyari said finally. “I thought I smelled death. But it’s gone now.”

      I was too unnerved to respond. Months ago, I probably would have dismissed her words as paranoia or some faerie trick. But after everything I’d been through—goblins, wendigos, werewolves, sirens, zombies—I had learned the true meaning of fear.

      And it wasn’t some image I could put in people’s heads.

      By the time Lyari and I emerged into Cyrus’s yard, every window in the house was dark. Someone had left the porch light on, though. It felt like a hand, beckoning me home. Relief expanded in my chest, and I allowed a small sigh to escape me.

      As we left the cover of the trees, my gaze went to the barn, a hulking shape that stood off to the side. Part of it was destroyed in a fire decades ago, according to Cyrus. Much of the structure was still standing, but the roof sagged, the windows were broken or dirty, and the siding had needed a paint job about twenty years ago. I couldn’t understand how Cyrus Lavender—who took meticulous care of Bea’s kitchen and his home—could watch it fall into such disrepair. When I tried to ask him, my friend had just turned his face away, that fiery hair of his glinting in the dying light. I’d realized how little I actually knew about the fry cook that had taken us in.

      He also had yet to ask a single question about Finn, who came into the house as both wolf and man in regular intervals.

      Now, as Lyari and I walked past the barn, I noticed a light through one of the broken windows. I halted instinctively, and the faerie’s voice drifted past me as she said, “Your Majesty?”

      “Collith is in there,” I murmured, staring past those glinting shards and into the shadows. Nothing moved, though.

      “How do you know?” Lyari asked. There was no surprise in her tone—besides Laurie and my family, she was the only one who knew the truth about the Unseelie King. That he was, in fact, very much alive. Considering how much time she spent at the house, I saw no way to avoid telling her. Unlike the others, though, she asked no questions. Maybe that was the moment I’d started truly liking her.

      Seconds went by, marked only by snowflakes and heartbeats. Doubt began to trickle in—maybe Collith was in the house, sleeping like all the rest of our small, broken family. I turned my gaze to that light, a single lightbulb that dangled in the air. As another stillness settled around us like a cloak, there was no sign of Collith, and I couldn’t deny the longing that stirred in my chest. The hope that I might catch just a glimpse of him, the faerie that I had been falling for shortly before I killed him.

      “It started a couple of weeks ago,” I said at last, forcing myself to turn away. Lyari fell into step beside me, this time, instead of following closely behind as she usually did. “Collith took my van, went into town, and came back with all this stuff from the hardware store. Then he disappeared inside the barn for an entire day. All we heard was smashing and breaking. The day after that, all the noises were sawing and hammering. I thought it was good—Collith was doing something, instead of spending the day in his room or sitting in that damn rocking chair.”

      “But now?” Lyari asked, her long-legged strides matching my own.

      I let out a breath. It clouded the air in front of my face. “But now I’m worried he traded one hiding place for another.”

      “Maybe he just needs more time,” she suggested.

      “Yeah. Maybe,” I said. Uncertainty leaked in my voice, though I didn’t mean it to. Lyari thankfully refrained from commenting on it, because I didn’t want to talk about Collith anymore. A moment later, we reached the edge of the yard. The dead grass was buried beneath a layer of snow. Footprints led from the driveway to the front door, and I knew they were Cyrus’s—Emma was retired, and Damon hadn’t been working at Bea’s much, due to the unforeseen event a few weeks ago.

      At the bottom of the porch steps, just as I was about to ask Lyari if she was spending the night, I paused. My mind registered the object that my gaze had grazed over in passing. I backtracked a few steps, frowning at the ground.

      “What is it?” Lyari asked, keeping her voice low. She touched the pommel of her sword again, and I wondered if she was even aware of it.

      I squatted and scraped some snow away with my bare fingers. Ice lodged beneath my nails. “A flower,” I murmured, staring at it. The small bloom had a yellow center and dainty white petals. Nestled amongst frozen blades of dead grass, it looked like a lost child in a vast crowd.

      I turned my head to see Lyari’s expression. She just raised her eyebrows. “So?”

      Smiling faintly, I stood up and shook the melted frost off my hand. Her reaction was a blunt reminder of the fact that Lyari was not human—she had never lived among humans, never known a world absent of magic or spells. She knew about seasons, of course, but strange things happened all the time at the Unseelie Court. Why shouldn’t a flower thrive in winter?

      “So, it’s November,” I told her patiently, though I was eager to get out of the cold. “There’s no way this thing should be alive.”

      She lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “You know better than anyone that we live in a strange world, Queen Fortuna.”

      “Damn it, Lyari, I’ve told you a thousand times. It’s just Fortuna, all right?”

      The beginnings of a smile lit her eyes, but the faerie didn’t allow it to reach her lips. “Your Majesty, I would prefer⁠—”

      The entire porch shuddered, and a blurred shape came at me. I stumbled back, my heel sliding through gravel, and I hit the ground. Air whooshed from my lungs. Lyari started to move forward, her sword bright as a star, but she stopped when the thing on top of me released a long whine. A moment later, a pair of yellow eyes met mine. I blinked, still struggling to catch my breath. After another moment, I rasped, “Finn? Are you okay?”

      Those wide eyes blinked. Slowly, making a whining sound deep in his throat, the enormous wolf backed away. I knew the guilt would set upon him soon, if it wasn’t already, so I forced myself to stand and act as though the fall hadn’t hurt.

      “You can go,” I said to Lyari, barely managing to hide a wince as pain ricocheted up and down my spine. I must’ve landed even harder than I thought. I would be healed by morning, though—I’d discovered that my bond to the Unseelie Court lent me power. Enhanced my abilities. It was the only explanation for how I’d been changing.

      From Lyari’s expression, I knew she would protest before she opened her mouth. I mourned the loss of her newfound trust for the werewolf. “He’s not stable, Your Majesty,” Lyari said, confirming my fear. “If the werewolf slaughters you⁠—”

      “Oh, stop. I’m not in any danger from him, and you know it.”

      Lyari and I argued as Finn began the transition back to his human form. We both pretended not to hear the sound of flesh tearing and bones cracking, but as the minutes ticked by, Lyari started to look faintly ill.

      Seeing that, I was barely able to contain a smirk. She wasn’t fearless, then. The rebellious, deadly Lyari of bloodline Paynore got squeamish at the sounds of a werewolf transformation. Weeks ago, I would have mocked her endlessly for it. Used the discovery as a weapon. It meant something that I didn’t now.

      The faerie saw my expression and stopped mid-sentence. The breeze drew her hair across her mouth, and she pulled it away impatiently. She said something in Enochian, then probably remembered I couldn’t understand her, because she abruptly switched to English. “Why are you smiling?” she snarled.

      I was still smiling. “It’s just obvious that you really like me.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Lyari asked. Her expression was so comical that I nearly laughed, but something told me she’d like that even less than the smiling, so I suppressed it.

      “You heard me,” I told her, then turned away to go up the steps. “For the record, I like you, too. Anyway, I need to get some sleep, because I’m going to work in the morning. You’ll just have to trust that Finn won’t hurt me—not fatally, at least. You’ve slept on the couch every night this week. Go home.”

      At the top of the stairs, I faced her again. Lyari must’ve finally grasped the futility in arguing, because without another word, she whirled and stalked away. As she vanished into the darkness, moving silently, as only a faerie could, I joined Finn on the porch. He was fully dressed, now that Emma and I had taken to leaving him spare sets of clothes in random spots. It had been an interesting week when he’d returned to the house naked after every change. Several times, I’d caught Emma’s stare lingering a bit too long on certain parts of his body as he walked by. Finn, having lived amongst a werewolf pack before his time at the Unseelie Court, didn’t even seem to notice.

      I allowed the silence between us to stretch now, wanting Finn to choose when the conversation began. For too long, he hadn’t been given any choices at all. To entertain myself, I leaned on the railing and enjoyed the sight of stars. The sky had cleared somewhat in the time since Lyari and I stepped out of the woods, and the wide face of the moon peered down at us. Go to bed, I imagined her saying. It had been a long day after a shift at Bea’s and another one at Court. Lately, it had felt like my life no longer belonged to me. Like I had traded one cage for another.

      “What was all that about?” I asked after a few more minutes. It had become apparent that Finn didn’t intend to address his outburst.

      He wouldn’t look at me. Instead, he glared at something beyond the yard, as though the trees themselves had betrayed him. The effect was somewhat negated by his long, thick eyelashes, which were the envy of any female who saw them. “You are my pack,” he said after a pause that felt like a small eternity.

      I frowned, trying to understand. “Yes. We all are, Finn. Everyone here cares about you. Me, Emma, Damon⁠—”

      “You are my pack,” Finn repeated, more forcefully this time. His face turned toward me. Now his eyes bored into mine, and I knew he was trying to communicate. It probably meant the wolf was closer to the surface than I would ever admit to Lyari. Human words eluded him. All he knew was what he felt, which, as a wolf, was even more magnified.

      Realization struck me like a sizzle of electricity. Oh, Fortuna, you idiot. He was upset because I’d left without him again. Wolves ran in packs. Wolves didn’t leave each other behind. It must’ve felt like he was being rejected and abandoned.

      And, though he wouldn’t say it, I knew Finn had been feeling guilty since the night I met the demon. He hadn’t been there to protect me. To stop me. He might not know the full details of what happened at that crossroads, but like everyone else, he saw the effects of it. The change I’d gone through. Had I laughed even once over the past month?

      “Finn.” I took a breath. “I wish I could promise you that I’ll never go off on my own again. I’m your pack, but I’m not a wolf—I’m Fortuna. Sometimes, I need to go places alone. It’s who I am. I’m also a survivor, just like you, and I will always fight to come home. But it isn’t… it isn’t your fault if the day comes when I don’t. It doesn’t mean you should stop living.”

      Silence wrapped around us as Finn searched my face. I worried my words weren’t enough, but they were all I had to give. After another moment, he faced the horizon again. I put my hand on the werewolf’s shoulder, thinking how strange it was that I could bear to touch him but not anyone else. Maybe because there was only innocence in my relationship with Finn, and I already knew his fears well.

      Almost immediately, his eyes fluttered shut. Etched in the lines of his face, I saw his need. His want. His humanity. There was nothing sexual about it—like most living creatures, he simply needed connection.

      After another minute, sleep called to me, and I couldn’t ignore it anymore. I gave Finn’s shoulder a parting squeeze as I drifted toward the door. The floorboards creaked when I stepped inside.

      Just before I closed the door behind me, Finn’s hoarse voice reached my ears as he said, “Good night, Queen Fortuna.”
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      Despite everything else that had changed, there was one thing that hadn’t.

      As usual, I arrived at the dreamscape with my eyes closed. I felt the wind on my face first, along with the scents it carried. Paint, flowers, and the sea. When I was younger, I used to wish that I could put all those scents into a bottle, so I could pop the lid and visit the dreamscape whenever I wished. Now, though, as my nostrils flared and wind blew past my ears, they brought pain. It was a reminder of what I’d done to the kind creature living in my head.

      At least he was painting again, though.

      With the sense of passing time bearing down on me, I reluctantly opened my eyes. No matter how broken his heart may have been, Oliver’s world was still lovely and whole. The twisted oak tree stood nearby, its great arms outstretched, as though to embrace me. The sky was a pale blue, interrupted only by wisps of clouds and colorful birds. In the distance, there was the stone house that had cradled Oliver and me during our childhood. It had eventually become a place where we explored each other, our changing feelings, our sexuality.

      But now it felt like a haunted house, filled with the ghosts of what had been and what would never be.

      I quickly averted my gaze from it and continued my search for Oliver. There he was, a tiny figure against the horizon. Sitting on the edge of the cliff, as he had been for the past month every time I came, the white button-up he wore looking bright in the afternoon light. I started walking through the tall, golden grass—the summery dress I wore fluttered around me—and sat beside him. I was careful to make sure our legs didn’t touch, a fact that Oliver probably didn’t miss, knowing me as well as he did. But we were both in perfect denial about what had recently happened between us. Our friendship, for all intents and purposes, had gone back to normal. Well, apart from the fact that we no longer enjoyed a physical relationship. Except for Finn, the thought of any male touching me—even Oliver—opened a black pit inside my body.

      Once I was settled, he turned his head and gave me a gentle smile. Sun-bleached hair fell into his eyes. “Hey, you.”

      Guilt filled my throat and made it difficult to speak. “Hey, Ollie.”

      Tonight, it seemed those four words were all we could manage. The words Oliver had spoken to me on that starry rooftop filled the space between us. I love you the way a man loves a woman, Fortuna. I want you to be mine, the same way I’m yours.

      Though I’d never given him an answer, we both knew my heart longed for someone else. Someone who had barely looked at me since I’d dragged his soul out of the darkness.

      It was my need for Oliver’s friendship that had made the dreamscape solidify again. His paintings had stopped disappearing, and there was no danger of my forgetting him anymore. Not when he held the nightmares at bay and loved me with such a fierceness that, sometimes, it felt like the only thing keeping me from completely shattering.

      I must’ve made some kind of sound because Oliver reached for my hand. I knew he just meant to comfort, but I still couldn’t stop myself from jerking away. For a terrible moment, a memory blinded me as it overlapped reality. A night sky high above. Grim, dark trees all around. A man’s figure outlined in moonlight.

      When I pushed the memory away, I saw that Oliver’s brows had drawn together and his eyes were dark with pain. It looked as though I’d stabbed him. “You’re scared of me,” he said.

      I shook my head instantly, gripping the rocky edge with white fingers. “No. I’m not. Oliver, I swear to you, I’m not.”

      “Then why won’t you let me touch you?” he challenged. “You even flinch when it happens by accident. I saw it when you handed me a paintbrush last week.”

      “I can’t talk about this,” I said, shaking my head again. I sounded as though I were being strangled.

      Before Oliver could say anything else, I pushed myself up and stumbled away. But the memory followed me like a bad feeling. It found its way through the shabby mental wall I’d erected, and within seconds, it filled my skull again. I felt the demon’s breath on my cheek. I heard its sounds of pleasure. I saw the dark leaves near his head stir in a breeze.

      Oliver’s voice sounded in my ear, and it was then that I realized that I’d fallen. I didn’t get back up. I stayed there, on my knees, with a fist smashed against my mouth to contain the sobs. I stared down at the grass without really seeing it. Oliver didn’t touch me, but I felt his presence. I felt others, too—faeries from the Unseelie Court, who’d sensed my pain. The wall standing between us had cracks and gaps, allowing them to peek through. Watching me, the fae whispered and cackled and hissed.

      “No,” I gasped. I had to keep them out. They couldn’t know where Collith was or what sort of condition he was in—he was too vulnerable to fend off a challenger.

      Panic breathed down my neck. Gritting my teeth, I buried my fingers into the earth and focused on the wall. I shoved stones into the holes and plaster into the cracks, again and again, until I was separate from them once more. When the quiet returned, my breathing gradually slowed.

      After another minute, I finally raised my tear-stained face.

      The cheery daylight had retreated, giving way to the soft glow of dusk. Not because any substantial time had passed, but because the occupant of this world had willed it so. Oliver sat nearby, his arms looped around his knees. His hair looked white in the moonlight. Every part of him was rigid, as though it had taken all his strength not to reach for me.

      When our gazes met, his was filled with undeniable anguish. His face had lines where there hadn’t been any before, and that sprinkling of freckles I loved so much stood out starkly against his pale skin. “Please let me help you,” my best friend said. The wind picked up, undoubtedly from the force of his emotions, and his shirt flapped against his hard torso. “Please.”

      It felt as though someone had scraped out my insides and left only a shell of pain. My voice was a shadow of what it had once been as I replied, “You can’t. No one can.”

      Oliver opened his mouth, probably to argue, but I didn’t want to hear it. Moving with preternatural speed, I pushed myself up and bolted toward the sea. Oliver made no effort to stop me. As I ran, I concentrated only on the sounds of my feet pounding against the ground and my heart beating harder. I stared directly into the sinking sun and thought, Wake up, wake up.

      I threw myself off the edge without hesitation, arms outspread, head flung back. There was a moment of incandescent, blinding light. I was weightless. I was fearless. I was free.

      And then I woke up.
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      As I shot upright, a book tumbled to the floor.

      It took another moment, maybe two, for my mind to adjust. This was reality. Oliver was the dream. Frowning in drowsy confusion, I looked down at the book resting on the rug. A slant of moonlight fell across the cover. Moby Dick. I scowled now, wishing I could shove the novel into a drawer and forget about it completely, but a promise was a promise—I was still trying to keep mine after Oliver had won our bet from the game at his make-believe fair.

      A clock next to my bed announced that it was 2:43 a.m. The numbers glowed bright green. I stared at it, straining to hear voices or sounds, but it seemed I was the only one awake. A rare occurrence when I lived in a house full of sad people, each plagued by their own losses and wounds.

      Jesus, it’s cold. I huddled there on the mattress, wondering if the furnace had gone out. My breath made white clouds whirl through the air. To my left, moonlight still cascaded over the uneven wooden floor, making the rocking chair in the corner look strange and otherworldly.

      Since going back to sleep wasn’t an option—for now, at least—I sighed and tossed the covers aside.

      Clad in boxer shorts and an oversized T-shirt, I walked past the bleak, white walls of the room I occupied in Cyrus’s house. I didn’t want to depend on my friend’s generosity any longer than necessary, so I hadn’t bothered to add any pieces of myself in here. Everything was bare. A stranger wouldn’t know a thing about me, except that I was a slob. My new clothes littered the floor, the dresser was covered in books, and the bedsheets were always rumpled and haphazard.

      Though my feet were frozen, I didn’t pause to find the slippers I’d recently bought—I was thinking of the others now. Recent experience had taught me there were monsters in this world, and not even walls could stop them from reaching those I loved. Worry pierced my heart and sent it into a frantic rhythm.

      Floorboards creaked beneath me as I moved to check on everyone. Neither Cyrus nor Emma stirred when I poked my head inside their rooms. Miraculously, neither did Finn, but I’d learned that he slept harder on the days he changed form. It was only within the last week that he finally stopped sleeping in front of my door at night, and that was because I’d told him I was tired of tripping over his big, furry body. I studied the werewolf more closely now, noting the faint pink scars that marred his handsome face. I also noticed that a month of food and kindness had caused him to fill out. His shoulders were broader, his arms thicker, and his ribs were no longer poking from his skin.

      Feeling slightly calmer at the sight of him—a reminder of how peaceful things had been this past month, give or take an assassination attempt—I moved on.

      At the end of the hall, I poked my head into the room where Matthew and Damon slept.

      My brother snored lightly, deep in the throes of sleep. A few feet away from his bed was the most recent addition to our patchwork family. My two-year-old nephew, who nestled against the bars of the crib we’d just bought yesterday. His pink lips sucked on a pacifier and a stuffed ladybug was tucked under one arm. Sound asleep, despite the strangeness of his circumstances.

      Two weeks ago, Savannah left him on our front step with a note taped to his small shirt. Take care of him for me, her harried handwriting read. Tell him I’ll be back someday. When it’s safe again.

      She’d driven away the moment someone opened the door. We hadn’t seen or heard from her since.

      It would be up to Damon whether he told his son the truth of what Savannah’s note meant. For now, though, he was still acclimating to his new reality as a father. Fortunately, Emma had been eager to help. I wasn’t sure how we would’ve coped without her.

      Reassured that my family was safe—although there was still one more room to visit—I turned and slammed into a table resting against the wall. Air hissed through my teeth and I bent to grab my smarting knee. Every time, I thought sourly as I hobbled to the living room and sat on the couch. But in a secret, terrible way, I enjoyed the pain. It proved that, no matter how it sometimes felt, I was alive at the very least.

      The wind was strong tonight. It pushed against the house and howled with rage, wanting a clear path through the woods and toward new places. I wondered if a blizzard was coming. After a few minutes, I heard something clicking down the hallway. It was the basset hound, Stanley—he must’ve heard me hit the table. His hackles were raised as he sat near me.

      “What’s happening, old boy?” I asked softly, scratching the back of his ear. Even inside, something about the pressure in the air didn’t feel natural, and my mind chose that moment to remember Lyari’s comment in the woods. Death. I thought I smelled death.

      I was shivering again, but this time, it had nothing to do with the cold. The barn was visible on the other side of the room, through a wide window. My gaze flicked up to the weathervane. It spun violently, a tiny silhouette against the moon.

      Then a cry tore through the night.

      A flavor burst on my tongue that was now familiar, something cold and metallic. Leaving Stanley, I rushed down the hall and into the one room I hadn’t yet checked. Light slanted over the green carpet. It stretched toward Collith’s face and made it easier to see the lines that weren’t there before. His chest glittered with sweat. He muttered in the relentless grip of his dreams, something about fire and choking air. Roars and red rivers. He tossed and turned like someone in a wild, raging sea.

      I ran over to the bed, knelt beside it, and shook the faerie king’s shoulder. “Wake up. Hey, Collith, open your eyes. You’re having another nightmare.”

      He shouted as he jerked awake. I was prepared and shifted back just in time. Collith’s pupils expanded and shrank as they focused on me. He realized my hand was on his shoulder, then, and drew away from my touch. Tears streamed down his unshaven cheeks. When it was clear that he was truly awake, I perched on the edge of the bed. I listened for the sound of doors opening or footsteps, but it seemed everyone else in this house slept like the dead. The thought caused a flutter of apprehension in my stomach.

      Unaware of my own fear, Collith sat up more. The muscles in his stomach bunched. He stared at the far wall, his eyes glassy and tormented. For the past month his brown hair had been growing unchecked, and it hung nearly to his shoulders now. He looked nothing like the lovely, remote king I’d first met.

      King. It reminded me that the Tithe was tomorrow. While Collith had been recovering here in the human world, I’d been to Court nearly every day—it turned out that being queen was a full-time job. In the past month I’d hosted the heads of bloodlines at dinners, attended council meetings, made appearances at events and gatherings, and resolved disputes in the form of tribunals. I’d also been dealing with the fallout of absolving the fae’s slave trade. There had been three attempts made on my life, all of them thwarted by none other than Nuvian.

      When I wasn’t doing any of that, or surviving against another faerie who wanted me dead, there was always paperwork waiting. The Never-Ending Pile of Paperwork, I’d begun to call it in my head.

      As I focused on Collith now, I realized there were some benefits to the broken bond between him and the Unseelie Court—he was free of the burden that came with wearing a crown. Hopefully, it quickened his healing process. Once he was better, Collith could resume his kingly duties and everything else would go back to normal, too.

      But had our lives ever been normal? What did that even mean for people like us?

      Thinking of the price I had paid to bring Collith back, of what I’d done to reverse my mistake, my mind shied away from the shame and pain. As always, the demon found me anyway, his leering face popping out of the darkness. Shall I tell you what my brothers and sisters are doing to your beloved right now?

      “Will you tell me what I dreamed?” Collith asked hoarsely, not looking at me. I refocused on him, grateful for the distraction. He was so close that I felt his breath on my cheek, a spot of coolness that normally would’ve bothered me in this inescapable cold. I stared at his profile, admiring the curve of his jaw and the way a thick lock of hair fell over his pointed ear. At this angle, I couldn’t see his scar, but I didn’t like that. The scar was beautiful. The scar was part of his face.

      In the next moment, it occurred to me that Collith was still waiting for an answer. Heat touched my cheeks and warded off the chill.

      Will you tell me what I dreamed? The pain in his voice should have crept down that invisible connection between us, joining with mine. Even now, weeks after its dissolution, it was strange talking to him without the mating bond. I remembered how, before his death, we’d been able to communicate with just our expressions. Now it felt like there was a brick wall where the magic used to be, and all I could see of Collith were glimpses caught through the cracks.

      “I didn’t see it,” I lied.

      I told myself the truth would only cause more damage. The images of Collith’s nightmares—they were rank with fear, making it possible for me to see when I wasn’t guarded against them—were violent and brief. Flames and teeth. Shadows and blood. Collith wouldn’t survive it. He was like those windows in the barn, so fragmented and fragile. One powerful gust of wind, one terrible blow, and even those last, clinging pieces would fall.

      Hell was real, and Collith had been there.

      The thought made whatever other words I’d been about to say die in my throat. Guilt burrowed in my skin like a thousand wood ticks.

      Now that Collith was awake, I moved to sit in a chair near the bed, bringing my legs up so they were against me. I rubbed at my arms and avoided his gaze. The grandfather clock ticked from the dining room. Tick. Tick. Tick.

      “A storm is coming,” Collith whispered suddenly. I looked at him, but his hazel eyes were fixed on the small, round window. The only one his room had. It was too high for him to reach if he walked in his sleep. He hadn’t yet, but Emma still worried.

      I frowned and followed his gaze to that black sky. “There wasn’t a blizzard in the forecast, but Cyrus is more than prepared for it. He’s prepared for everything—a couple of weeks ago, he showed me the bomb shelter he made himself. There were even shelves of food. So don’t worry about a storm, okay? We’re completely fine.”

      Another silence sucked the oxygen from the room. I hated it even more than I hated seeing Collith in pain. I couldn’t help but think of what we would’ve been doing if I hadn’t ruined everything. The people we’d been before would be bantering right now. Playing Connect Four. Making out on the bed. No, doing more than making out. Now I felt tainted, ruined, and it would spread to Collith if he so much as touched me.

      “Fortuna,” he said, startling me.

      When our gazes met, Collith didn’t say anything else. I still knew what came next, because it had happened this way, every night, for the past month. It was something in his voice, a sort of lilt in the way he said my name. I met his gaze, already knowing what I’d find.

      Within those haunted depths, a light of pleading shone. “Please tell me,” Collith said.

      This time, he wasn’t talking about his dreams.

      It didn’t matter that he had asked this question before. For some reason, it never did. I was helpless as my mind went back for what felt like the millionth time. Remembering, no, reliving one of the worst nights of my life.

      Still lying on the kitchen table, Collith’s eyes shot open.

      When I saw this, when I realized he was awake, my heart hammered. Part of me wondered if it was a dream or delirium. I stayed in that rickety chair and stared at him, forgetting how to breathe. Sweat broke out on my palms. Every coherent thought within me went silent.

      “Collith?” I whispered finally. The sound of my voice drew his gaze, but he said nothing. Slowly, I stood up. I could sense everyone in the kitchen staring at us in silent shock. I realized how badly I had fucked up. What if the demon brought Collith back in body, but not in mind? What if the demon had put someone else—something else—inside him? I swallowed once, then twice, struggling to speak past the dryness in my throat. “Are you… all right?”

      The faerie king kept looking at me, his expression frozen in confusion, as though he didn’t recognize my face.

      Then he started to scream.

      I recoiled so violently that I fell over the chair and crashed to the floor. Distantly, I heard Emma gasp and Damon say my name. There was no time to respond or explain—Collith rolled off the table, stumbling as he tried to stand, but his legs were like those of a newborn fawn. He fell beside me and began to crawl. I had the inexplicable, panicked thought that if he reached the door, we would never see him again.

      “Hold him down!” I shouted, lunging to seize his ankle. Despite their obvious confusion, the others moved instantly. Collith bellowed, fighting the hands clamping onto him, and I lost my grip. Terror must’ve lent him some degree of strength—Finn went flying and hit the wall of cupboards—and I realized Collith would overpower them if I didn’t do something. The thought of using my abilities on him, though, made me want to vomit. There was only one other person who was strong enough to subdue him. My insides quaked as I took a breath and forced myself to say his name. “Laurelis. Laurelis, we need you.”

      The Seelie King materialized within moments. He had changed clothes in the brief time we’d been apart, the gold-lined tunic replaced by jeans and a cashmere sweater. His starlight hair was messier than usual, as though he’d run his fingers through it a hundred times in the past hour. I watched his bright eyes land on me first, then move over the rest of the room. Finn, Cyrus, and Damon were still struggling with the faerie I’d brought back to life, while Emma cowered in the corner.

      I knew the exact second Laurie registered Collith, somehow, though his expression didn’t change. It was something in the king’s eyes—a tender sort of disbelief, as though he were half-afraid this was a dream. I knew the feeling. Time seemed to slow, and I felt the unexpected prick of jealousy as I saw the depths of Laurie’s love. Love that no amount of years, quarrels, or new queens could touch.

      Then Collith lunged for the door, and the stillness shattered like thin glass.

      He got his fingers around the knob before Laurie moved, who must’ve seen the lightning bolt of panic that struck me. In the space of a blink, he was across the room, hauling Collith back with no visible effort. His eyes narrowed in concentration while the others burst into action again. Seconds later, Collith’s frantic efforts faltered—thank God he didn’t seem to remember he had the gift of heavenly fire or the ability to sift—and he stared at the walls with dark, bewildered eyes. His chest rose and fell from the force of his panic. It was my guess that Laurie had made the doors and windows vanish.

      After another minute of wrestling, the four males finally succeeded in restraining the Unseelie King. The fight drained from him like water going down a drain. Damon produced some rope from his bedroom, which none of us asked why he had, and soon Collith was tied to a chair. Even as my brother secured the knots, Collith offered no protests. Instead, he hung his head and continued to breathe hard.

      Slowly, I got back to my feet. Everything had happened so quickly that I’d remained on the floor throughout the chaos. As I approached, I held my hands out as if Collith were some kind of wild animal. He’d stopped screaming, at least, but there was still no recognition when he raised his gaze. I spoke in calm, measured tones. “You’re among friends, Collith. We’re not going to hurt you. I’m Fortuna. Your Fortuna. Don’t you remember?”

      Though I wasn’t entirely sure what I was saying, I kept talking. Seconds turned into minutes, and minutes turned into hours. Sunlight shining through the windows, which had begun as a trickle, became a river. Emma and Cyrus slipped from the room without my noticing, but Laurie, Finn, and Damon stayed. There was a distant rumble—probably the mailman—and the steady hum of heat coming through the vents. These were the only sounds in the world, save the uneven cadence of my own voice.

      At long last, though, I fell silent. I had run out of words, even the meaningless ones. Nothing I said would reverse the clock or undo the damage. For another stretch of time, the five of us sat in that room without moving or speaking. Questions would come, I knew, but for now, we waited. We hoped. We grieved.

      The silence finally ended when Collith started rocking. I reached for him just as he released another new sound—a low keening. I understood, then, and my hand fell to my side, heavy with shame. Inside Collith was a pain so profound that it couldn’t be put into words or sobs. Whatever he’d experienced in those hours of death had utterly destroyed the powerful king I once knew.

      I’d done this to him. I’d broken him. Tears swelled in my eyes, making everything hazy. It felt like someone had shoved a dull knife into my gut.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I heard myself whisper. Following a faint instinct, I knelt in front of Collith and touched his knee. He went still and looked at my hand with an expression I couldn’t decipher. I swallowed the emotion swelling in my throat and added, “I promise.”

      At the same moment, I caught Damon watching me. There was a tightness to his mouth that revealed how he felt about my words. “You know what Dad told us, Fortuna,” he muttered.

      Thankfully, Collith didn’t seem to hear him. He started rocking again—back and forth, back and forth. I ignored Damon and focused wholly on the faerie I’d sacrificed so much to bring back. Maybe he felt it, because his hazel eyes met mine again. There you are, I thought with a burst of hope. My Collith was still in there somewhere. All was not lost. “Nightmares may be lies, but we don’t have to be liars,” I murmured, forgetting that we had an audience. “It means that when we make a promise, we keep it.”

      Something I said must’ve reached him. Collith raised his head now, and everyone seemed to hold their breath. Were his memories coming back? Did he recognize us?

      Just as I opened my mouth to speak again, Collith’s eyes rolled back into his head. The chair tipped from his weight.

      He hit the tile with a violent thud.

      I pulled my mind back to the present. That had been weeks ago now, and some days I wondered if Collith was still that broken-eyed person who’d been tied to a kitchen chair.

      “Would you believe that I doubted it? Before all this?” Collith said, drawing me out of my thoughts. Once again, he avoided looking directly at me. His skin was pearly in the moonlight, all the way down to his waist, where the bedspread pooled around his lean hips. I didn’t let myself feel the thrill I used to get whenever I saw him unclothed—it never lasted longer than a moment, and then I saw the demon rising over me, forcing himself inside again and again.

      Collith asked you something, I remembered bleakly. “Doubted what?” I asked. My voice was dull.

      “I didn’t really believe something more existed.” Collith uttered a mirthless laugh. There was a hardness to him that hadn’t existed before. I’d only caught glimpses of it, but it was there. “I have the proof on my very back, yet I had such trouble believing in what I couldn’t see. It’s all real, Fortuna. Souls. Heaven. Hell. God. The Devil.”

      This he said in a whisper.

      I didn’t know what to say. As I looked away, ashamed of my discomfort, my gaze passed over the alarm clock. I had to get up early for the breakfast shift at Bea’s, which meant I needed to get some more sleep. Maybe this time, I’d be too exhausted to reach the dreamscape. I stood up, but I wavered between leaving Collith alone or staying close, offering him what warmth I had.

      Compassion and guilt won. I sat on the bed again. Collith was still sitting on the edge, head bowed, his elbows resting atop his knees. I pressed close and wrapped my arms gently around him.

      “Don’t,” he whispered. If he truly hadn’t wanted me there, though, he would’ve shifted or pushed me away. But he stayed in the circle of my arms, his body shaking with silent sobs. I just rested my head against Collith’s and breathed in his scent. It was different from before, less fae, somehow. The alluring combination of frost and the earth had been replaced by laundry detergent and pain. As we sat there, a tear dripped off the end of Collith’s chin, and I reached up to wipe it away with the tip of my finger.

      Just then, another cry echoed down the hallway. One that had nothing to do with the faerie in my arms.

      Right on cue, I thought with an audible sigh. Cyrus had been having nightmares, too. Seeing my house burn down had triggered something inside him, or maybe opened a door he had managed to keep shut for as long as I’d known him. Lately, I’d noticed smudges beneath his eyes during our shifts at the bar.

      “Are you okay now?” I asked Collith, reluctant to leave him. He just nodded, lowered himself back to the mattress, pulled the bedspread over his shoulders, and turned his back to me. Slowly, I stood and went to the door.

      Cyrus gave another shout—he’d wake up the rest of the house, if he hadn’t already—so I forced myself to cross the threshold. But I left the door to Collith’s room open a crack, just in case he needed me again.

      Outside, the wind howled on.
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      I didn’t try to fall back asleep.

      As soon as daylight shone through the blinds, I hurried out of bed and got dressed. Within seconds, I wore yoga pants and a long-sleeved shirt, my hair back in a long ponytail. Once again, I made my way through the house, cringing with every creak of the wooden floor. Fortunately, no one else seemed to be awake yet.

      No one except Finn, whose bright eyes appeared at my elbow the moment I reached the door. He must’ve begun the transformation into a wolf while I’d been comforting Collith.

      Safely outside—I swallowed a curse when the screen door slammed against the outside wall—I shook my arms and legs, then moved into stretches. Every breath made a frigid cloud. I resisted the urge to go back for a jacket, because I knew I’d be warm soon enough.

      When it came time to decide on my route, I looked toward the road, assessing its quiet emptiness, eyeing the smooth pavement. Too easy. Some dark, dominant part of me liked the punishment of steep terrain and uneven ground. Maybe even craved it.

      Finn disturbed the stillness with a long, eager whine. Taking pity on him, I made my choice. Gravel crunched under my feet as I jogged toward the trees, trying to leave my thoughts behind. Pink and orange spilled across the horizon like someone had poured paint down from Heaven. Not even the beautiful sky improved the sight of the barn squatting on the hill, though. I couldn’t stop myself from glancing inside the windows as I passed, wondering if Collith was already inside for the day, but it was utterly still. I muttered a rare, desperate prayer to God, if he was listening, that the Unseelie King was finally getting some sleep.

      For the next hour, I ran with a frozen riverbank on one side and trees on the other. Finn kept up effortlessly, visible through the bare branches. An ache started in my side, but I didn’t slow down or stop. My head filled with the sound of my ragged breathing. The sun-dappled ground occupied the space any thought or memory might’ve taken. It was exactly what I’d been hoping for, and I ran even faster, as though the Devil himself were chasing me.

      But then a shape caught my eye, a tree that stood at the edge of the river and blocked my path. The instant I registered it, I barely managed not to recoil. My tennis shoes slid through a thawed patch of mud, and I flailed as I fought for balance. The incident might’ve made me laugh in another lifetime. In this one, though, I was only capable of a horrified stare once I’d recovered.

      It isn’t the same tree, I reminded myself. That tree was in the opposite direction, miles away. Watching over a crossroads. But… they looked eerily similar. The same numerous arms, reaching for the sky like some kind of octopus or squid, grappling from the depths. The same looming height. The same evil intent.

      Despite knowing this wasn’t the place where I’d made my odious deal, I couldn’t bring myself to keep going. To pass the tree that seemed to watch me from a face without eyes, silently waiting for its chance to claim me again. Finn must’ve chased after a rabbit or a deer, because there was no sign of him, and I thought about shouting his name. Searching for him. Following his footprints. Anything to get me away from this place.

      Why couldn’t I move?

      Without warning, the demon’s voice sounded in my head. How charming. You thought I would want your soul. That’s not how it works, sweetheart. No, I take something that you value.

      “No,” I whispered. For a moment, I tried to cling to logic. I reminded myself that it was daylight, where no demon could walk, and that it had already gotten what it wanted from me. When that didn’t work, I finally turned around and ran.

      This time, there were no distractions from the monsters in my head. They launched out of the darkness, their yellowed teeth flashing, their mouths frothing. I pushed myself, running even harder, reaching for strength that hadn’t been there a moment ago. My body screamed with adrenaline and pain.

      Then something leaped from the trees.

      I was so startled that, in my effort to stop, I nearly fell. As I struggled to recover, I caught a glimpse of the things filling the air with their snarls and howls. Their fur was dark as Hell, their eyes glowed red, and it was all too clear that every single one of them was on me. They thundered down the path, and I ran in the opposite direction, heading back toward that nightmarish tree. But my shoes were covered in mud now, unable to find purchase, and I slipped down the riverbank again. Time seemed to slow, and I comprehended that these creatures were the very ones I’d just been picturing.

      There was no time to wonder at it—I raised my muddy hands in a pathetic attempt to protect my face as they rapidly closed the distance between us.

      In the next moment, Finn was there, slamming into the closest beast. I heard one of them yip, and panic tore through me. Was Finn hurt? The others were still running toward me, though, and I had no weapon.

      No weapon? I could hear my father asking suddenly, his voice rife with disappointment. I’ve taught you better than that.

      But I haven’t made physical contact with them, I tried to argue. I can’t use their fears if I don’t know what they are.

      There was no more time, though. I finally scrambled back to my feet. The creatures were upon me, seconds from tearing into my flesh with those gleaming teeth. Reacting on desperate instinct, I threw my hands up, palm out, just as I had done with Savannah. I didn’t question it or doubt myself.

      My invasion into their minds was so violent and unexpected that the beasts made sounds of pain and went tumbling. Flavors coated my tongue as I felt their strange psyches. These were no wolves, I realized dimly. They were something unnatural, intelligent, and malicious, and I felt no guilt using my abilities on them.

      Whatever they were, they had fears. Fears I could use.

      The largest beast, the one still glaring at me even as it writhed on the ground, suddenly found itself lost in an unending mist. The one beside it was being attacked on all sides by angels. The third, which had fallen down the riverbank and now lay halfway in water, whined deep in its throat as it watched a figure walking toward it. A figure with golden hair and broad shoulders.

      Their terror coiled in my stomach, low and hot, like I
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