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  Chapter one

Bargaining to be a darkyra’s pretend fiancée to save my friend was not, in fact, the craziest thing to happen that summer. 
It wasn’t crazier than being attacked by a draxis and finding out I had fae powers.
Nor crazier than discovering Delnee rewrote history, and the only reason there were no fae in our country was because the government suppressed our abilities and extradited anyone who found out the truth.
And it certainly wasn’t crazier than realizing I had both high priestess and darkyra powers.
But, in that moment, what had shocked me the most was Sebastian’s reserved, almost pained expression.
He didn’t cackle with glee over ensnaring me into yet another deal with him. There was no arrogant smirk taunting me. No more teasing remarks about how I was terrible at making bargains.
With a contemptuous sigh, he said, “I agree to get you to Palagui and help free Sloane if you agree to act as my fiancée until winter solstice.” 
His crystal blue eyes considered me closely.
I didn’t hesitate to shoot out my hand, too guilt-ridden about Sloane to ask for details. “I agree.”
Four months of pretend in exchange for saving my friend?
It was an easy decision.
My palm lit up as our hands clasped in a swift shake. His shadows darkened the veins on the underside of his wrist.
The resigned expression he wore morphed into a frown as he yanked his hand back.
A surge of energy flowed through my body, brighter and hotter than our bargains in the past. I gasped and rocked back.
“What was that?”
“The bargain,” he said cryptically, running a hand through his black hair.
“We’ve made bargains before and they didn’t feel like that.”
“The length and nature of the bargain increases the power of the binding.” Before I could ask more questions, he said, “Pack. I’ll be back in an hour.”
He sifted, black sparkling light trailing in his wake.
My suitcase was already packed since I had decided I was going to find a way to Palagui when Gwen announced she was going undercover to save Sloane.
I spent a few minutes calling my parents and lying to them about having found a job in Pointedelle. Their excitement and pride only added to the guilt souring my stomach.
Gwen was packing her suitcase when I walked into her room, her ash brown hair slung into a high ponytail.
“My mother has an aerial unit taking me to Palagui this afternoon. I’ll stay with my Aunt Caroline under the guise that she’s mentoring me. I’ll be in meetings all day as a representative of the Delnee High Priestess Society, but I’ll keep you up to date.” She fiddled with the dagger in a fabric case, replacing it with a longer, sharper looking one.
“You don’t need to keep me up to date. I’m coming to Palagui.”
She blew out an exasperated breath and turned around. In her high priestess uniform, a tan button-down, dark pants, and black cuffs around each wrist, her frustrated glare would have intimidated me at the beginning of the summer, but Gwen had spent the last three months training me to handle my powers. I knew she was only concerned about my wellbeing.
“I made a bargain with Sebastian. It’s done,” I said.
Her eyes widened. “You made a bargain with a darkyra?”
I shrugged. “It wasn’t my first bargain with him, so whatever lecture you’re preparing in your head, you can skip it.”
“Amaya, I know we’re suddenly team Sebastian because he has a lead on Sloane, but I don’t trust him. Just because he didn’t kidnap Sloane doesn’t mean he doesn’t have an ulterior motive for helping us. We don’t know the extent of his powers.” She crossed her arms over her chest.
Sebastian hadn’t tried to hide his ulterior motives for helping us save Sloane. He told us championing her release to the council would win him favor with the High Priestess Society of Palagui.
I sighed. “Well, I know his power isn’t strong enough to control a fae’s mind.” If that had been the case, we wouldn’t have almost died fighting Silas and the solisers. “Just because I’m pretending to be his fiancée doesn’t mean I’m going to let my guard down.”
Her jaw slackened. “His fiancée?”
I fought the urge to chew my thumbnail and tried to remain confident as I steered the conversation back to Sloane. “We should meet tonight to discuss our next moves once we’re settled in Palagui. Does your aunt know about what happened?”
Gwen gave me a look that said she saw through my attempts at the topic change, but given she let it slide, maybe my confident act had convinced her.
She nodded. “We’re going to need her help just in case Sebastian’s plan to ask Prince Xenos to release Sloane doesn’t work.”
“In case we need a rescue mission?” I asked.
Gwen looked up from her packing. “Exactly.”
I stared at a spot on the carpet. Maybe that’s why Gwen wasn’t scolding me about Sebastian. She knew as well as I did we needed his help. She had only been initiated into the High Priestess Society last night and hadn’t been given any official assignments other than being dispatched to kill draxis once in a while.
Gwen flung open her dresser drawer and rummaged around before saying, “Just don’t let whatever little flirtation you and Sebastian have going on become a liability.” I opened my mouth to protest that we do not flirt, but Gwen held up a hand. “It’s literally my power to feel other people’s emotions. Don’t bother denying it.”
I snapped my mouth shut.
Gwen’s power could be annoying sometimes.
Speaking of the devil, Sebastian appeared in the hall outside Gwen’s room. “Are you ready?” he asked. Arms crossed, he leaned against the doorway. Casually dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt, the darkyra tattoos curled around his toned forearms and biceps. The tattoos only other darkyras could see.
My body hummed in response to his presence. I wet my lips before answering “Yeah” in a breathy exhale.
Gwen pinched my arm.
“Ouch!” I rubbed the spot.
“I told you not to sift into my apartment!” Gwen glared at Sebastian.
He shrugged. “The front door was unlocked.”
I narrowed my eyes because that wasn’t a denial.
Gwen made a disgruntled noise, but instead of reprimanding him, she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and said, “Be careful.”
I returned the hug and told her I would see her tonight.
Sebastian grabbed my suitcase, which I’d left at the door, and carried it with his willowy grace to the elevator.
In silence, we watched the numbers counting down our descent. A nervous energy stifled my attempts at casual conversation. There were so many questions I should be asking, but for some reason my brain was having trouble forming coherent sentences. Our new truce unbalanced me.
Sebastian shifted left and right before sighing.
I crinkled my forehead. “I can take my own bag,” I said, reaching to take the bag. My arm brushed his, and the light in my palm flickered. The dark ink of his arm tattoos blinked.
“—sorry,” I said.
“—fuck,” he said.
Sebastian put the bag down and hit the emergency button on the elevator. I stumbled from the sudden halt. He grabbed my elbow to steady me.
“Amaya, are you sure you want to do this?” He stood in front of me, dropping his hand from my elbow.
“Yes.” Panic started rising in my throat. “We already made a bargain. What even happens if someone breaks a fae bargain?”
“It starts as an itch that grows into pain,” Sebastian said. “But we can both agree to negate the bargain.”
I crossed my arms. “Well, I don’t want to negate the bargain.”
He shook his head. “Gwen and I would have an easier time getting Sloane out of the country if we didn’t have to worry about protecting you. Hiding”—he waved a hand, gesturing to my palms—“your secret double powers.”
My face fell.
Gwen had her aunt and the high priestess society backing her. Sebastian would make the request to the council for Sloane’s release. Was I nothing more than a liability?
Inhaling a deep breath, I pressed my shoulders back. I didn’t need his protection. I needed to help fix the problem I created.
Silas Thorn found out Sloane had told the High Priestess Society about the connection between the draxis attacks and the vacant apartments he owned in the city. In exchange for granting my certification, a favor Rien asked from his father, Silas had two solisers kidnap Sloane and send her to Palagui as a fae rebel.
No matter which way you spun it, Sloane was kidnapped because she used my research to connect the draxis attacks to the vacant apartments. Silas granted Harrison Astora a favor because Rien was trying to protect me from my own devastation.
The devastation of not being granted my certification was nothing compared to the terror of not knowing what was happening to my friend.
“If this was as simple as sending in a request for Sloane’s release, you’d have done it by now. Obviously, there are politics to navigate, and if Gwen is going to have to break Sloane out, she’s going to need me as back up.” Holding up my chin, I spoke with as much confidence as I could muster.
It wasn’t only guilt that fueled me to bargain with Sebastian. I loved Sloane and Gwen. I would do anything to protect them, and I knew they would, and had, done the same for me.
“If Delnee finds out about your powers, they might not let you back into the country. Are you prepared to never see your parents again? Are you prepared to not come back to Delnee with Gwen and Sloane?” Sebastian asked.
My head jutted back. Delnee citizens were forbidden from leaving the country because as soon as those with fae lineage were no longer consuming the suppression powders in our food and water, their fae powers would activate. “Isn’t that the point of me being your fiancée? To avoid them finding out?”
Sebastian rubbed his forehead. “I submitted an extension for your travel permit in Delnee, citing that Dr. Greg Henderson required your assistance on a project he’s working on. If everything goes as planned, Delnee will think you’re in Pointedelle for the next four months. Airport security will be required to allow you on the plane with me after I show them the fake identification and Palaguian paperwork claiming you as my fiancée.
“But if someone in Delnee’s government finds out you’ve left the country with me…” He let the weight of his unspoken words hang in the air.
I took a deep breath. “High priestesses stick together. You don’t have to take on the responsibility of protecting me, in fact, I don’t want you to. All I need from you is an excuse to leave the country and to request Sloane’s release and hopefully circumvent needing to break her out altogether.”
Finding and rescuing Sloane was my only priority.
He stared as if trying to sear me with his gaze. I didn’t flinch or so much as blink as I stared back. The air crackled with tension; my power thrummed low, ready to jump like electrical static.
“There’s really no convincing you to stay?” he asked, a hard edge to his voice. He searched my face as if looking for a hint of reluctance.
I shook my head, refusing to give him any reason to doubt me.
“Fine.” He pressed the emergency button on the elevator and we started to move again, but he swung back around, closing the small width of space between us. On instinct, I stepped away, but there was nowhere to go as my back hit the elevator wall.
I had to crane my head up as he towered over me. “But this,” he said, grabbing my arm and pulling it up between us. My palm flickered bright white light. “No one can see this. We will both be in danger if this happens in front of someone.”
I smothered the pang of desire threatening to erupt from his harsh grip. Shadows darkened his molten blue eyes like a warning. He was close enough that his spicy, sweet sandalwood scent filled my senses.
Abruptly, he released me and grabbed my bag as the elevator dinged.
“Why?” I asked, following him toward a black car idling outside the apartment. Sebastian didn’t answer as the driver retrieved my bag and stowed it in the trunk. We slipped into the back seat. Fortunately, the privacy screen was up.
“Why?” I repeated, feeling like a child, but if we were going to do this pretend relationship, I needed more than vague threats. I opened my mouth to tell him as much when he finally deigned to answer.
“Darkyras are the most feared fae. There is bad blood between the fae factions. We’re manifestations of what people fear the most, the dark, the night, the underworld. High priestesses and solisers have white light. They’re considered pure, morally superior.” He sighed. “When your powers light up, it is a…” he trailed off and looked away. “It’s a beacon to everyone that you have a lot of power and not a lot of control over it.”
“But I only light up white light, so there’s no evidence I’m a darkyra, too?”
He shook his head. “Not true.”
I furrowed my brow.
His long fingers enclosed my wrist and flipped over my arm. I didn’t see anything besides the light in my palm. Keeping his grip on my hand, he traced his fingertips from my wrist up my forearm. A shiver prickled up my spine, but he was right. The blue veins under the thin skin of my inner arm darkened under his touch. As his fingers retreated down the length of my arm, they turned back to blue.
I gasped. I had definitely never noticed this. Sebastian continued to trace my forearm as if entranced. He tipped my chin to meet his gaze. “And your eyes.”
He blinked once and allowed the shadows to blot out the blue of his irises, demonstrating what he saw in mine.
“Oh,” I said. A low thrum of need swept through me as I sighed. “You’ve known I was a darkyra for a while now, haven’t you?”
“I’ve known there was something special about you since the moment I saw you,” he said. His thumb brushed over the corner of my jaw. “But I didn’t see your darkyra powers until the rooftop lounge.”
His touch was lighting the fire of my power low in my core. I tried to hide the rasp in my voice, to sound unaffected. “You didn’t think it’d be nice to tell me?”
The corners of his eyes tilted upward, though his face remained neutral. He shrugged, playing at the same nonchalance I was trying to hold on to. “Where’s the fun in that?”
I glared, but didn’t pull out of his grip. I couldn’t if I tried. His fingers danced along my jaw, caressing my cheek. His gaze followed his fingers path along my face. In a low whisper, he said, “It’s so intoxicating watching your power awaken. Watching the shadows gather under your skin,” His eyes snapped back to mine. “Begging for release.”
The breath was stolen out of my lungs as well as any thoughts for a retort.
His fingers scraped along the side of my scalp, twisting into my hair, holding at the base of my neck, tilting my head up. I blew out a breath from the delicious pain of his tight pull on my hair. “But that is a sight only I get to see. No one else,” he said.
The whites of his eyes darkened as his power took over. His ravenous gaze drew me in, void eyes and all. The brutal hold only made me want to give myself over. “You can’t just pretend to be with me when you think people are watching. As soon as you step onto Palaguian land, you will be mine. It’s the only way to make sure no one guesses what we’re doing. The story we’re spinning.”
My heart skipped a beat. “Uhm.” I licked my lips. The low gravelly way he said, you will be mine should have made me indignant. Instead, my body was melting, overcome with languid pleasure from his false claim on me. I took a shuddering breath.
“You can back out anytime now,” he whispered, taunting. He leaned closer and tugged on my hair to control the angle of my head. That was when it hit me. He was trying to scare me out of the bargain.
“No. I’m not backing out.” I narrowed my eyes but didn’t pull out of his hold. “You don’t scare me,” I said, more forceful this time.
His eyes flickered, with relief or disappointment, I wasn’t sure. “So stubborn,” he murmured. His gaze fell to my lips. “I wonder what else that stubborn mouth can do.”
I scowled. “I’m not going to kiss you or sleep with you if that’s what you think is going to happen.”
His face, which was so close to mine, tilted to the side. “No?” He raised his left eyebrow. “Is this a negotiation or are these your hard limits?” His lips hovered over mine as if testing my resolve, a smirk tugging at the corners of his mouth.
I made to press my hand to his chest and push him away, but instead my fingers twisted into his shirt. “I agreed to be your fiancée, not your whore.”
His face bloomed into a full-blown smirk. “Poor bargaining on my part.” He released me, his hand trailing down the back of my neck, smoothing my hair in soft caresses. Diametrically opposed to his threatening, possessive touch a few seconds ago.
I continued to glare, holding on to the spark of annoyance that he was exploiting the lust that was a side effect of my powers maturing. A manipulation tactic I had hoped he would give up now that we were working together. I should have drunk fae nettle before leaving to dull the potency.
He must have had a similar thought because he said, “It’s common in Palagui for fae to wear cuffs to suppress their powers to varying degrees. It’s risky to suppress them long term with fae nettle, as it’s a drug with side effects. At least with the cuff bracelets, you can take them off if you need your powers. I have a friend that’s getting you a set.” He continued running his fingers through my hair, lost in thought.
“Okay,” I said, forcing myself not to close my eyes and sag from the ripples of pleasure cascading through me as he stroked my hair.
“You’ll pretend to be a high priestess, only.”
I nodded. It wouldn’t be hard to pretend I wasn’t a darkyra, seeing as I only found out about my shadow powers this morning.
“You’d be an interesting science experiment if anyone found out your body accepts two powers. You aren’t initiated into the Society, so you won’t even have the meager protections that Sloane and Gwen are afforded,” Sebastian said.
I didn’t need the warning. I knew this was dangerous, but even living in Delnee was dangerous for me. “I’ve had to hide my high priestess powers all summer. I can handle this.”
My face heated as my frustration grew. He was treating me like I couldn’t take care of myself. Treating me like Rien had. Trying to solve my problems for me. Wrap me in cotton gauze and not let me handle my own life. 
I needed Sebastian’s help to get to Palagui, but I didn’t need to be treated like a breakable object.
I was about to launch into a diatribe detailing how I could protect myself, but he spoke, “I know you’re perfectly capable of keeping your abilities hidden. This summer has been an excellent crash course.” He blinked repeatedly and snapped out of the lock of our gaze, hand falling away. The crystal blue of his eyes returned. “I’m only worried about the situation.”
My words died on my lips. “Okay,” I said.
He turned from me, pulling a phone out of his bag.
A vague disappointment dampened my heart. I was about to complain and insist I didn’t need his protection, instead, I was left reeling from the fact that he had made no such promises.
Was that the true craving I hid underneath my faux outrage?
I wanted a male to declare he would protect me, but I wanted to be indignant toward the offer too because I could take care of myself.
Maybe that’s what attracted me to Rien in the first place. For all my claims of being a strong, independent woman who didn’t need a guy, I didn’t want to admit I longed for someone who would defend me at all costs.
A crutch of mine I needed to nip in the bud.
Could there ever be a happy medium of protection and independence?
I shook my head and took a clearing breath.
The friendship between Gwen, Sloane, and me depicted that happy medium. We watched out for each other’s backs, but we didn’t trample on our individual freedoms, didn’t make decisions for each other. I could trust them.
It remained to be seen if I would have something similar with Sebastian. We worked together when we had to fight Silas and solisers in the vacant apartment, but that was a life-or-death situation. I didn’t know if that would translate to our pretend relationship.
“Speaking of situations, why did you agree to this bargain? What do you get out of it? And why winter solstice?” I asked.
He didn’t look up from his phone. “I’m hoping if I bring home a fiancée, it will influence Xenos to pick a new queen for Palagui.” His mouth quirked up. “As for winter solstice,” he paused, tilting his head. “The darkest day of the year seems a poetic date for the end of our relationship, doesn’t it?”
I ignored that last part and asked, “How would our relationship influence Xenos?”
“The Queen raised me alongside Xenos and Adriana. Xenos and I grew up as rivals, to put it mildly. A certain entitlement is produced when you’re raised as royalty. Xenos never liked anyone, especially me, having anything he didn’t.” He shrugged. “He’s been getting pressure to accept a wife, for Palagui to crown a new queen, but he doesn’t want to share the throne, so he’s found ways to delay. Hopefully, when the court sees I have a high priestess fiancée, they’ll start gossiping, comparing us, and Xenos will try to one-up me.”
I swallowed. That sounded like playing with fire. “What if he decides to get rid of me instead of being pressured into doing something he doesn’t want to do?”
His eyes flicked over to me. “Having second thoughts now?”
It did introduce a whole other level of danger, inviting more scrutiny. Publicity I had gotten a taste of being with Rien when his ex, Janelle, dug into my past and used lies and slander to scare me away. This would be worse than making enemies with a social media influencer. I would be toying with the ruler of a fae nation. My fake relationship a subliminal threat to his power.
I took a deep breath to steel myself. “I need to save Sloane, and while I appreciate you telling me what I’m getting myself into, it doesn’t change my objective.”
“I didn’t think it would.” He shook his head. “The more I tell you to stay away from something, the more you run right toward it,” he muttered.
“That’s not true,” I protested. It just so happened everything he told me to stay away from followed me.
He smiled, eyes lighting up, but his attention drifted to the window next to my head. A worried expression replaced whatever he’d been about to say as we pulled up to the airport terminal building.
Without a word, Sebastian and I exited the car, grabbed our suitcases, and walked into the airport.
A high priestess sat behind the counter in her military uniform. Black cuff bracelets adorned each wrist.
“Identification and travel permits,” she said.
Sebastian handed her the paperwork. I peeked over the counter at the fake ID he had made for me.
Amaya Rhodes, 25, with a Palagui City address. I committed the new information to memory.
The high priestess pointed to the fingerprint scanner. I lifted my hand to comply, but Sebastian stopped me.
“We’re Palaguian,” Sebastian said, stern and demanding.
“Everyone gets scanned,” she said, matching Sebastian’s firmness. Fingerprint scans were common in Delnee when traveling. I had to scan my hand when getting off the train to enter Pointedelle.
“Check again,” he said, curt.
I bit my lip, watching the exchange. The high priestess narrowed her eyes, but started typing into her computer. After a few seconds, she waved us away. “You’re cleared.”
Sebastian took our suitcases and we walked down the hallway toward one of the gates. We might have been the only passengers in the airport.
His voice echoed in my head, answering my unspoken questions. The scanner can tell if your powers are activated. There are changes in our body chemistry, a higher temperature, different patterns of heart beats.
I almost tripped but caught myself. Gwen and Sloane had never told me that. They either didn’t need to be scanned for travel, or it didn’t matter because they were part of the legacy families and Delnee knew they were high priestesses. I thought of Dr. Henderson, who admitted he was a high priest in hiding. Did he know about the scanners? What other traps had Delnee set to keep people from activating their fae powers or removing them when they did?
My panic must have been written all over my face, because Sebastian turned to me with sad, sympathetic eyes.
I truly wasn’t safe anywhere I went.
A flight attendant appeared and took our suitcases. With a smile, she directed us toward the narrow makeshift hall that connected the plane to the side of the airport. I spotted the high priestess moon phases tattoo on her forearm. “The pilot has already boarded. I’ll take your bags, and we can takeoff when you’re ready,” she said.
Sebastian shot me a warning look. Last chance to back out.
I pressed my lips together and shook my head.
Sebastian didn’t sigh this time, only moved to rest his hand on the small of my back, a strangely comforting gesture. I ignored the way my body wanted to lean into his. “We’re ready,” he said.
The flight attendant led us onto the small plane, showing us to our seats. We were the only passengers.
I plopped down on the opposite side of the aisle from Sebastian and clasped my hands in my lap and stared out the oval window. The pilot spoke over the intercom about flight details, but I missed most of it. My palms began to sweat from sudden nerves. I shouldn’t have been afraid of hurdling over the ocean in a giant metal cylinder given all I had faced in the last three months, but anxiety didn’t care about logic.
“You fly a lot?” I asked.
“Being an ambassador requires travel to other countries. I can sift places, but it requires a lot of power I’d rather not use.”
I nodded absentmindedly. The engine of the plane roared to life.
“You’re nervous.”
“No,” I said. My denial was automatic, a desire to not be seen as weak. The plane began to move down the runway, preparing for take-off. I gripped the armrests, my knuckles turning white.
“Worse comes to worst and the plane goes down, I’ll sift both of us,” he said, keeping his tone light.
“Right,” I said. Another fact that should have eased my anxiety but didn’t.
“Do you want me to distract you?”
I nodded, watching through the window as the landscape whirled by at a faster and faster pace. My stomach bottomed out as the airplane left the ground. I ground my teeth together to push away the awful, out-of-control feeling.
“Look at me,” he said, his voice commanding, but gentle.
My body obeyed as if a puppet on his string. Staring at his perfect face, thoughts of being thousands of feet in the air vanished.
“Do you know the fairy tale of how the fae were created?” he asked.
I shook my head. 
His eyes sparkled as his honey smooth voice began to lull my fears.
“In a kingdom long ago, triplets were born to the rulers of the world. Each had a unique trait. The sister was sensitive and a good listener. The brother was outgoing and always found adventure. The third sibling was reserved and secretive. Sometimes they fought, but their love was strong, and they always brought out the best in each other.
“As they grew up, they dreaded the day they would be separated and sent to rule over different parts of the world. On the night they were betrothed, they snuck out to the lake behind their castle. The lake was known to grant wishes to those who were worthy. They didn’t think their pleas would be heard but were out of options. Each gave the lake their most precious possession as an offering and begged to stay together.
“The sensitive sister gave the lake a silver necklace with the seven moon phases. The outgoing brother gave the lake his gold bracelet, which was molded from the fire of the sun. The reserved sibling gave the lake their black opal ring.
“To their surprise, the lake heard their request and was pleased with their offerings. The lake beckoned them to the water. Eagerly, they ran forward, but they weren’t prepared to be dragged under. They thrashed and tried to break free from the lake’s grip, convinced they had made a huge mistake, that the lake was evil and trying to drown them.
“The lake started to transform them, to make them powerful enough to make their own freedom, but they continued to try to break free, not realizing they were angering the lake with their resistance.
“The lake washed them ashore, but offended by their lack of trust, cursed them to feel that distrust everywhere they turned.
“The sensitive sister became the Moon Goddess, able to create high priestesses who could manipulate the body’s life force.
“The outgoing brother became the Sun God, able to create solisers who could manipulate fire.
“The reserved sibling became the Darkyra Deity, able to create darkyras who could manipulate shadows.
“The newly born deities looked at one another, but instead of joy that they had powers to wield, which gave them the freedom they desired, they looked at each other’s differences with suspicion.
“It isn’t clear who acted first, nor does it matter.
“The Sun God burned the Moon Goddess with his fire, causing her to cry. This created the high priestess’s weakness to emotions.
“The Moon Goddess lashed out and separated the shadows from their place in the Darkyra Deity’s blood. This created the darkyra’s weakness to control their shadows’ cravings.
“The Darkyra Deity circled their shadows around the Sun God’s heart. This created the solisers’ weakness to dark.
“The deities went to their separate parts of the world, granting powers to their subjects, creating the fae people.
“The kingdoms fought one another for land and power for centuries, but eventually the fae kingdoms came to a truce when a larger threat loomed. The humans of the world distrusted all fae and found ways to kill, torture, and exterminate us any chance they could.
“Both human and fae are burdened with the lake’s curse of distrust. We all must work to overcome our inclinations toward exclusion and fear.”
The pilot came on over the intercom to announce we would be beginning our descent. I gripped the arm rest again. To continue the distraction, I asked, “Where are the three kingdoms?”
Sebastian shrugged. “I’m not sure they ever existed. The fairy tale is thousands of years old. It’s told to children to explain why there are different fae.”
The plane touched down, and the resistance of the brakes jarred me, but my heart rate eased as we came to a stop.
The flight attendant reappeared and told us our bags would be taken to the driver, who was waiting at a nearby exit. 
I exhaled in relief and unbuckled, heading to the front of the plane.
As Sebastian and I exited into the terminal, a sour taste filled the back of my throat, anxiety bubbling up, but the feeling was distant and foreign. An awareness of the feeling rather than a full-body experience of it.
The differences between the Palagui and Delnee airports were stark. People with suitcases milled around everywhere, having no restrictions to block their travels.
I stopped to take in the cacophony which caused Sebastian to run into me from behind. A little peculiar, since he was usually so spatially aware, but when his palm came to rest on the small of my back, the source of the sour, anxious feeling became clear. A sudden wave of nervousness flooded my mind, which confused my body into thinking the feeling had originated within me. My heart sped up.
To anyone else, he’d look bored, but as I turned to him, the muscle in his jaw ticked, his eyes scanning the terminal.
He was anxious.
And I was feeling it.
I didn’t even have a chance to wonder about my expanding powers. I was only concerned about him.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
He didn’t answer. From my peripheral vision I could sense we were drawing eyes. A hum of interest surrounded us. As I looked out at the crowd, a harsh acidic taste filled my mouth. Questions bounced around.
“Is that—”
“Don’t get too close. His shadow is dangerous.”
“He’s not wearing any cuffs. Isn’t that illegal?”
“Who is he with?”
Lips curled and hatred shown in their eyes as they gawked. The fear that flooded me wasn’t of a danger you respected, like seeing a lion and keeping your distance because you knew that animal could rip you apart.
It was more the horror that stemmed from hatred and morphed into disgust, the visceral reaction of seeing a snake slither in the grass.
Over the intercom of the airport a recorded robot voice said, “Welcome to Palagui City, the capital of Palagui. We hope you enjoy your visit.”
Sebastian said to himself more than to me, “There’s no going back now.”






  
  Chapter two

Palagui City was dotted with yellow and orange construction signs. We hadn’t made it a block without some part of a sidewalk, bridge, or building being sectioned off. Stone structures, grand archways, and intricate architecture gave the city an ancient feel. It was possible that age was deteriorating the city, but just as many modern buildings had caution tape wrapped around them. 
A thick fog veiled the skyline, blanketing roofs and weaving through towers. The realization that it wasn’t fog only dawned on me when we drove passed the people wearing face masks downtown.
“Is there a pollution problem here?” I asked Sebastian who stared out the window. He had been silent and distracted the whole ride.
“Yes. It’s bad today,” he said. “I’ll need to visit the Queen. She’s sick.”
I furrowed my brows at the topic change and waited for him to continue, but he didn’t expand.
I tried a different question. “Why did those people in the airport say it was illegal that you aren’t wearing cuffs?”
He blinked a few times, pulled out of whatever thoughts that had captured him. “There’s a law that darkyras have to wear cuffs while they’re at work.” He waved a hand dismissively. “Or else we’re liable to mind control everyone. People are ignorant and think that means we have to wear them at all times.”
“But you said you couldn’t manipulate a fae’s mind? Can other darkyras?”
“I’ve never met a darkyra that can, but that doesn’t stop people from being afraid it’ll happen,” he said.
I hummed.
More questions came to mind, like where we were going, why we didn’t sift there, what I should expect now that we were here, but all my questions died when I saw the troubled curve of Sebastian’s brows, punctuated by the return of the foreign anxious feeling and the sour taste in my mouth.
I needed to shut this off. I barely had the bandwidth to deal with my own emotions, let alone everyone else’s.
Rubbing my eyes, I held my head in my hands, shifting my internal focus to shunting the feelings. While I could recognize I needed to process my own feelings, other people’s probably needed pushed out.
I imagined shoving the feelings into a black hole.
“Amaya.” His voice was almost inaudible.
I opened my eyes but couldn’t see. The entirety of the back seat was veiled by a black cloud of mist. I floated my hands through the vast darkness that enveloped me. The shadows condensed around my wrists and curled around my fingers. An innate part of me knew these weren’t Sebastian’s shadows. They held my essence, as if tiny refractions of my soul glimmered within them.
“You have to pull them back in,” Sebastian said, muffled.
“How?”
“What were you thinking before they showed up?”
“I…uh…was shoving emotions into a black hole,” I said.
“You must have pushed the shadows out of your body. Cup your palms like you were holding water. Coax them back in, entice the shadows to work with you.”
Frustration rose because his instructions were too vague to be appliable, but some darkyra instinct within me must have understood.
My body tensed, the call of my power growing stronger. Shadows gathered in my palms like black orbs.
“Good. Breathe them back in,” Sebastian said, voice clear.
I inhaled deeply; a cold sensation pricked my throat as the shadows disappeared.
“Now tell me, why were you shoving emotions into a black hole?”
I winced. “My high priestess power must be expanding.”
A new terror flooded my body, mixing with the sour taste of Sebastian’s feelings roiling in my stomach. If I couldn’t control my powers, I would compromise our mission. I was a liability, a burden, an extraneous weight distracting from saving Sloane.
His eyes widened. “What do you mean?”
I looked at my hands. “I can’t explain it, but I felt your emotions in the airport. There was this weird taste in my mouth.”
He looked up to the ceiling of the car. “Blocking others’ emotions or powers is a defensive move. You need to create a fortress of your mind and body.”
I scrunched up my forehead.
He nodded once. “Practice. I’m going to start internally catastrophizing. Tell me when you feel my emotion.”
We stared at each other in silence for a few seconds and the wave of revolting sourness filled my mouth. I wrinkled my nose. “I feel it.”
“Imagine a protective bubble around you, flexible enough that you can use your powers, but dense enough that others can’t affect you.”
I breathed in deeply and straightened, clenching my core muscles and following the visualization. The sour taste lessened, and the foreign feeling gradually faded away.
My shoulders relaxed. “It worked.”
“Good,” he said distractedly. “You’ll have to practice, but you should keep a shield around yourself as much as possible.”
He rubbed his forehead while calling someone on his phone. “Yeah, we’re on our way to the house right now.” A pause. “Get the strongest ones you can find.” A pause. “Okay, thanks.”
“What’s going on?” I asked.
Sebastian ended the call and turned to me. “My friend is getting cuffs. They can be kind of hard to come by at the strength level I suspect you’ll need.” He lowered his voice. “The same level I need to keep my shadow contained.”
I stared at my palms. “What happens if you don’t contain your shadow?”
He sighed and stared with an absent gaze. “When I was young, my guardians died in a quake.”
I blinked. “What?”
“The whole town actually was destroyed by it.”
“That’s terrible. I’m so sorry,” I said.
“The Queen took me to live in the palace and raised me alongside Xenos and Adriana. Adriana and I became best friends. Until the night we celebrated her initiation and my shadow created another quake.”
I held my breath.
Sebastian clenched his jaw. “I’m the reason Palagui doesn’t have a queen heir. My shadow has never listened to me. He has a mind of his own, more so than other darkyras.”
“Do you think my shadow will be like yours?” I asked.
His eyes swung to me. “No, Amaya,” he said adamantly. “I don’t think your shadow will be anything like mine. I’m telling you this because if you see my shadow, you need to block it like you did my emotions. Don’t let it get near you.”
“Okay,” I said, dragging out the word. I recalled how upset he got when I touched his shadows when I’d gone to his house in Delnee with Rien to ask for his help.
My phone buzzed with a text from Gwen, yanking me out of my thoughts. She’d sent an address for us to meet at this evening. A quick search showed the address was nearby.
“We’re here,” Sebastian said and sprang out of the car before I could even lift my head to see where here was. My hand hovered over the door handle as I peered out the window.
We hadn’t driven far from the density of downtown, but there was breathing room between the houses on this street. The three-story brick house had a wide, charming front porch and a tiny manicured yard with late-summer flowers blooming in yellows and oranges.
A male was waiting on the front porch. He jumped up as I exited the car and jogged down the stairs, grinning. His happiness flung toward me in a sweet, buttery joy. Warm and comforting, but I shielded myself from it so it didn’t consume me.
“Amaya, I’m so excited to meet you,” he said. His hazel puppy dog eyes gleamed while he inspected me with a tilt of his head. A piece of his shoulder-length, wavy auburn hair fell to the side, the rest pulled back into a low bun. He had thick facial hair with a reddish tint.
“Hi,” I said, with a stupid half wave.
“Stop staring, Nico and grab a bag,” Sebastian said and rounded the back of the car where he had pulled our bags out of the trunk.
Nico complied and hefted my bag into his arms. He was all bulging biceps and the bulky torso and thighs of someone well acquainted with protein powder.
I insisted I could get my own bag, but was promptly ignored, and instead trailed behind Nico who followed Sebastian into the house.
I didn’t feel Sebastian’s power hovering in the space as I entered, unlike the townhouse in Delnee where I could feel his essence everywhere. Maybe it was because he hadn’t been home in at least three months.
The interior was decorated with care, modest, but not the type of grandeur I would have expected for someone who grew up as royalty.
Sebastian led us to the dining room off the entrance, asking Nico, “Did you get them?”
“Yeah,” Nico replied and put a hand on his chest as Sebastian took the paper bag from him. “You could show a little gratitude. A ‘Thank you, Nico for being such a good friend’ would suffice, but I wouldn’t turn down a ‘I’m eternally grateful for your friendship and will demonstrate as much by laying down my life in a grand display of loyalty and appreciation.’ To which, of course, I would insist instead you just introduce me to your—”
“—fiancée,” Sebastian interrupted with a harsh tone.
Nico’s face twitched, but he repeated, “Fiancée.”
“Are you always this dramatic?” I joked.
Nico only chuckled and offered his hand. “Nico Manguina, warrior trainer, Bash’s best friend, and handsomest soliser in Palagui.”
Sebastian snorted while rustling through the bag. “Handsomest soliser? Who gave you that title?”
Nico puffed out his chest and lifted his chin in mock pride. “The females at The Cave had a lively debate last week. It came down to me, Xenos, and the one celebrity who was in the last superfae movie, but they agreed his muscles were augmented by special effects and that Xenos’s pissy attitude were all inferior to my very real muscles and sunny demeanor.” He smiled wide in demonstration.
“I didn’t think Sebastian had friends,” I said.
Nico laughed. “I’m the only one that can handle this moody bastard.” He leaned down to me conspiratorially and pretended to whisper, “I think it runs in the family. Wait until you meet Xenos.”
Sebastian rolled his eyes and took two sets of matching fae cuffs from the bag. They had a satin finish with undertones of purples, greens, and blues.
“Black opal,” Sebastian supplied, my staring having given away my unspoken question.
“Like the art in the lobby of the Hastings Building?” I asked. “Wait, black opal like in the fairy tale?”
Sebastian nodded. He set down one set of cuffs on the table and walked toward me. “May I?” He gestured to my wrists.
My voice failed me. I offered him my wrists, palms up. Surprise flickered in his eyes, though I wasn’t sure why.
Time slowed and my vision tunneled. I became attuned to all of his movements, the rise and fall of his chest as his breathing deepened, the hard tension in his shoulders, the swallow of his throat. After a slight hesitation, he stepped closer.
My heart fluttered from the vulnerability of my exposed wrists, but as he slid one cuff on with a gentle, careful caress of his fingers, I felt venerated. As if this miniscule task was worthy of his devoted attention.
A calmness washed over me, my body and mind soothed by the reverence in his touch.
The cool metal bit into my skin for a brief second before warming. He tilted his head and his hair fell into his eyes as he adjusted the clasp around my wrists.
He repeated the action on the other wrist with the utmost of care. Once both cuffs were clasped, he squeezed my hands.
“Do they feel okay?” he asked.
I nodded. “Tight.”
“The metal has to keep contact with the skin, so the tighter the better. Too loose and they’ll jostle against the bones in your wrists.”
“Right,” I said, breathless, staring into his simmering eyes. The cuffs contained my powers, so I didn’t need to maintain the flimsy shield I’d created to block feelings, but I wished I could decipher the look he was giving me.
All I knew was there was a mellow euphoria racing through me, as if the rush of falling had transformed into the ease of floating. He interlaced his fingers with mine. Neither of us dared to breathe.
Until Nico broke in. “Wow, you guys are excellent actors. Even I bought that and I know it’s fake.”
Startled, I blinked and pulled my hands away. The heavy pull on my wrist felt unnatural as my arms hung on either side of my body.
Nico was Sebastian’s best friend. It made sense he knew our relationship was pretend. He must have been texting him on the way here.
“Did you coach her?” Nico asked.
“No,” Sebastian gritted out.
Nico raised his brows and asked me, “Then how did you know to offer your palms up to accept a darkyra’s engagement binding?”
“I don’t know, I just did,” I said. “What’s a darkyra engagement binding?”
“Well, that was half of it,” Nico said.
“What’s the other half?”
With a heavy sigh, Sebastian answered, “You’d clasp them for me, too.”
“So, the cuffs are like engagement rings?” I asked.
Nico said, “Yep. And you’ll have to do it in front of the court before the Queen can give formal approval of your engagement, so you should practice.”
Sebastian’s eyes cut to Nico over the top of my head, scowling at him.
I swiped the cuffs off the table and unclasped them. Sebastian watched me with wariness.
He slowly raised his arms and offered his wrists, palms up.
I slid one on and fumbled with the clasp, bumping his skin with my fingers, which caused the shadows to rise under his skin. Mesmerized by the way the shadows pulsated under the ink of his tattoos, I almost didn’t notice his arms trembling.
While I worked on the other clasp, he clenched his jaw and trained his gaze to a spot behind me. Maybe his shadow didn’t like being shackled by the cuffs. I finished the second clasp as quick as I could and stepped back.
Sebastian released a strangled breath. His power might have been contained, but the black metal at the pinnacle of the whirling tattoos on his arms only added to the danger he exuded.
“Now say the words,” Nico said.
“No.” Sebastian leveled Nico with a lethal glare. “You only need to recite the words at the binding ceremony.”
“Practice makes perfect?” Nico asked in an ornery tone.
“Practice for something that will never happen?” Sebastian said.
“What are the words?” I asked.
“This is fake,” Sebastian said. “We won’t be getting married, so we don’t need to practice the vows.”
Ignoring his friend completely, Nico cleared his throat. “From this binding, we shall be joined to one another in partnership to prepare for the day the world descends into darkness, when neither sun nor moon will shine to light our path. I vow to stand by your side as we surrender to the void,” Nico said in a formal tone.
“Those are the darkyra marriage vows?” I asked. Nico nodded, smiling. “That’s beautiful. Much better than human marriage vows which are all about obeying and serving.”
Sebastian rubbed his temples. “Alright, while this has been fun, we should get ready for court tonight.”
“Do you still want me to come to the council meeting tomorrow?” Nico asked.
Sebastian nodded. “I need your father’s support when I request for Sloane’s release.”
“You told him about Sloane?” I asked, heart squeezing from the betrayal. I didn’t care if Nico knew about our fake relationship. That was only me at risk, but he shouldn’t have told this stranger about my friend.
Nico stepped forward, his tone serious. “You can trust me, Amaya.”
I clenched my jaw. “Look, I appreciate your willingness to help, but the less people that know about this, the better.”
Nico pursed his lips. “You’re going to need my help if the council meeting doesn’t go as planned and you need to break Sloane out.” He flung a hand toward Sebastian. “Have you seen him use his power?” Sebastian rolled his eyes, unclasping his cuffs, but Nico kept going. “He’s a fucking mess. You need someone with an ounce of control—” A shadow skated out and around Nico’s legs to trip him as he walked across the room.
“How’s that for control?” Sebastian said.
Nico righted himself and put his hands on his hips. “Well, if you’re planning on tripping the guards at the research center, I guess you’re all set.”
“This is why I didn’t bring you with me to Delnee,” Sebastian mumbled.
Nico tilted his head left and right. “You didn’t bring me to Delnee because my travel permit was revoked after I showed those females my fire in that bar.”
“You did what?” I asked, eyes widening.
“Oh, you’re going to love this one.” Nico smiled and fluttered his fingers as he launched into his story. “Last time I went to Delnee with our favorite darkyra ambassador over there, we were out and about, prowling for some lovely females.” He put his arm around my shoulder. “Well, I was looking for females. Bash has a better chance of finding willing bed mates, considering gender isn’t a consideration for him—”
Sebastian groaned. “Where are you going with this story?”
“Right. Anyway, so I had a few females on my hook and was about to reel them in. I was going to impress them with a soliser trick—”
“That literally a five-year-old soliser could do,” Sebastian said under his breath.
“—but one of the security guards ratted me out, and my travel permits to Delnee were revoked.”
“You’re forgetting the part where you caught the whole bar on fire,” Sebastian added and rubbed his eyes as if reliving the story all over again.
“It was a small fire, completely contained.” Nico looked off into the distance. “How was I supposed to know there was grease on the floor?”
“I don’t think this story is helping your case on why you should be allowed to be a part of the rescue mission,” I said, wiggling out of his grasp to narrow my eyes at him.
Nico’s brows furrowed. He opened his mouth and closed it again.
Sebastian ceased his pensive eye rubbing, looked up, and started laughing.
I couldn’t recall hearing him genuinely laugh before. A snarky smirk or an incredulous half laugh, sure, but never actual happiness. His entire face transformed. The sharp lines softened, and his eyes lit up with delight, replacing his usual somber sternness or arrogant swagger. I couldn’t help but grin in response.
Nico glared, but his eyes were playful. He pointed at me and Sebastian. “I don’t like you two ganging up on me.”
“Your displeasure is duly noted. Now if you’ll leave so we can get settled,” Sebastian said. “We’ll go to court at nine.”
Nico threw a dismissive hand, disappearing into the back of the house, but not before saying, “I’ll be waiting for my thank you in the form of drink credits at The Cave.”
“You’re going to keep waiting then,” Sebastian said in a joking tone as the back door slammed.
“He lives in your backyard?” I asked.
“Apartment over the garage,” Sebastian said. After a beat, he cleared his throat, amusement vanishing from his features. “I know you’re mad I told him about Sloane, but we can trust Nico. I’ve known him for decades. He knows every damning piece of evidence about me and has never wavered in his loyalty.”
Despite my initial protests, Nico seemed trustworthy, if only because he wore his emotions on his sleeve. I doubted I would need to take my cuffs off to tell what he was feeling. His bright, bubbly personality reminded me of Sloane. They would probably get along if—no, when—we rescued her.
“I get it. So how did you guys meet?”
Sebastian’s posture relaxed. “Nico’s father has been the soliser representative on the council since I was a teenager. He would drag Nico to the same council meetings the Queen requested Xenos, Adriana, and I attend.”
“What exactly is the council?”
“Each fae faction and major city in Palagui has representatives that supports their interests on the council. They’re part advisor to the Queen, or to Xenos, and part elected official.”
“So, Palagui isn’t a monarchy?” I asked.
Sebastian cringed. “The council can advise, but ultimately the power lies in the crown.”
“But the Queen has the crown? Not Xenos, so why is he making decisions? Maybe we should ask her to free Sloane.”
Sebastian shook his head. “The Queen has been sick for the last few decades. Twenty years ago, she lost a portion of her cognitive function and the council let Xenos manage the country until she recovered. It was only supposed to be a few weeks, which turned into months and now years.”
“What’s wrong with her?” I asked.
He took a deep breath. “The power of the crown is destroying her from the inside out.”
Slowly the pieces of the puzzle came together. The Queen has held the crown too long because Adriana died before she could take the throne. Xenos was supposed to marry someone to hold the crown’s power, but he had been delaying so he didn’t have to share the throne. I sucked in a breath at the realization. “Xenos is watching his mother die because he doesn’t want to get married?”
Sebastian nodded, resigned. It suddenly made so much more sense why he would risk Xenos’s wrath with our fake relationship. If Xenos would get jealous by our engagement, then a female could hold the crown’s power and save the Queen from further pain.
“Do you really think this fake relationship will influence him?”
He pursed his lips. “I don’t know. I hope so because I’m running out of options.”
“Why would Xenos do this?”
“The official statement is the country has been unable to find a female strong enough to take the crown. Everyone buys that excuse because fae have been collectively losing power in the past century. The unofficial truth is that Xenos has been running the country and doesn’t want to give it up.”
My lips curled in disgust. Xenos sounded despicable.
“Why are we going to court tonight?” I asked.
“Xenos will want to be introduced to you before I bring you to the council tomorrow.”
“Will anyone be upset about Gwen and I being at your meeting? I mean, we could steal your national secrets.”
Sebastian shook his head. “The council meeting minutes are recorded. We rarely discuss anything that isn’t suitable for public knowledge, and if we do, I’m the one that approves the minutes before they go into public record. Xenos gets upset with new faces at the meetings because he doesn’t like not knowing what’s going on. It has nothing to do with protecting our national secrets.”
I hummed in contemplation and then asked, “What does one even wear to court?” Long flowing gowns suited for a castle came to mind.
Sebastian tilted his head. “Did you pack the green dress you wore to The Storm?”
I blinked, momentarily stunned he remembered the color of the dress I’d worn to the club over a month ago. “Uhm, yeah,” I said, willing myself not to blush as I remembered what he’d seen me do that night.
“Wear that.”






  
  Chapter three

“Uh, what are you doing?” I asked as Sebastian carried my bag upstairs. “I assumed I would stay with Gwen.” I hadn’t asked if I could, but let’s be honest, I was winging this. 
He shook his head. “And when people ask why my fiancée isn’t living with me?”
I opened my mouth and closed it before saying the only thing I could think of, “To protect my virtue before the wedding? To preserve my innocence?”
His answering chuckle settled somewhere deep in my belly. I liked that sound far too much.
“No one will buy that for a second,” he said. I pretended to be scandalized, sucking in a breath and slapping a hand over my chest. He turned around at the top of the stairs and added, “You’ve already agreed to the engagement, essentially binding yourself to the devil.” He quirked his left eyebrow. “Everyone’s already going to assume I’ve thoroughly corrupted you.” His ravenous eyes darkened and trailed along my body.
I swallowed, unable to respond.
He disappeared down the hall and into a room with my bag.
“Besides,” he continued as I regained motor function and caught up to him, “it’s safer for you to stay here. My house is warded against outside fae powers. No one gets through the door unless I’ve allowed it.” He set my bag on a dresser. “If you’re worried about my shadow, my bedroom has extra wards to contain him.”
I wasn’t worried about his shadow. I was worried about the spark of heat throbbing in my core as I imagined what being thoroughly corrupted by him would entail.
“Gwen is more than welcome to stay here if you want to be together,” he finished.
Refocusing, I asked, “Does my friendship with Gwen need to stay a secret?” I looked around, taking in the bedroom’s crisp cream linens accented by the dark wood of the bedframe and dressers.
“No, there aren’t many high priestesses in Delnee. No one will think it’s strange that you know each other.”
I nodded. Sunlight flooded in through a sliding glass door, bathing the room in a tranquil glow. I wandered over to peer out at the balcony overlooking an empty stone patio. Nico’s garage apartment was built at the other end of the narrow lot.
With my back still turned to him, I asked, “And when they ask how you and I met? Do I tell everyone you saved me from the draxis that caused my power activation and then threatened me every chance you got?” I spun around and crossed my arms. “That we fell in love in between draxis attacks and fending off solisers and homicidal real estate developers?”
He bit his lip to hold back a smile. “Let’s leave out those details. Keep our story as vague and close to the truth as possible.”
I waved my hand, gesturing for him to elaborate.
He took a deep breath. “We’ll tell them we met in the Hastings Building while you were getting your certification and I was on the committee. That we spent the summer getting to know each other.”
He crossed the room and stood beside me, hands in his pockets. While looking out at the yard he continued, “We’ll say it was a whirlwind romance, love at first sight.”
A blush heated my cheeks, for Goddess knows what reason, and I averted my gaze.
From my peripheral, he turned toward me. “We’ll tell them the laws in your country sped up our courtship because I couldn’t bear to leave without you.”
I swallowed, fighting the urge to squirm under his intense stare. “Right,” I squeaked. Unable to resist, I hazarded a tentative glance.
His blue eyes bore into mine, full of mischief, daring me to add to the charade of our love story, but I was at a loss, too distracted by the pounding of my heart ratcheting higher.
“Tell me something,” he said. “What does your boyfriend have to say about you leaving the country and pretending to be my fiancée?”
I bit my lip. “By boyfriend, you mean Rien.”
The corners of his eyes tightened as if he wanted to glare but was holding back. “Astora doesn’t strike me as the type that likes to share.”
I grimaced. “He was never my boyfriend, but I ended things between us after I found out how he was involved in Sloane’s kidnapping…” I trailed off. It wasn’t fair to call it involvement, but I still held on to a twinge of anger every time I thought of him. I wasn’t going to be able to forgive him or myself until Sloane was safe.
An unreadable expression clouded his face. I wished again I didn’t have my cuffs on so I could decipher it. He blinked, and his arrogant smirk reemerged. “Good.”
“Good?” I repeated, a sassy tilt to my head.
He leaned in; my body froze as his lips came so close to my ear I could feel his breath as he whispered, “It’s good my fiancée doesn’t have a boyfriend.” He gave a gentle tug on a lock of my hair. “Because I don’t like to share either.”
My eyes flicked to his. I intended to glare or respond that I wasn’t a toy that could or couldn’t be shared, but his sandalwood scent filled my awareness, his nearness short-circuited my brain.
A moment passed, and he snapped back, regaining his usual rigid posture and guarded expression, before crossing the room to leave. “I have a housekeeper and cook who come every few days. You can help yourself to whatever you want. If you need anything, let me know,” Sebastian said, looking around the room as if he was checking for something before he opened the door.
“Thanks,” I said. “I’m going to meet with Gwen.” I clamped my teeth down on my lip as soon as the words were out. Hopefully Gwen hadn’t meant for this to be a covert meeting.
“Okay. Where?”
My eyes darted around the room. If the meeting was a secret, the location was probably too.
He read into my reluctance. “I’m only asking because I could sift you there or call you a car.”
“It’s nearby. I’ll walk,” I said.
He nodded and turned to leave. With his back to me and his hand on the doorknob, he said, “I’ll come get you at nine tonight. I have something I need to do before we go to court, but if you need me”—he looked over his shoulder—“don’t go looking for draxis to get my attention. Just call me.”
I huffed a laugh. “What? You don’t want me to go looking for vacant apartments and demon shadow creatures?”
“I would prefer you didn’t,” he said, but his smile fell. “With the cuffs on, I won’t be able to sense if you’re in danger. I can’t send you thoughts.”
“Are there draxis here?”
He looked away. “Less than Delnee, but there are some around.” He disappeared without another word.
As the door clicked shut, I loosened an exhausted breath, the stress of the last few days catching up to me all at once. I slumped onto the bed. Examining my cuffs, I admired how the purples, blues, and greens refracted in the sunlight. They didn’t dull my power the same way drinking fae nettle did. The hum of energy was still vibrating inside me, but no light brightened my palms when I experimented with calling on the power.
Sleep threatened to overtake me, but I only had a half hour before I needed to leave to meet Gwen. I unpacked my clothes and arranged my stuff in the bathroom before creeping out of the room.
Sebastian must have left because the house was quiet.
I explored the living room and dining room, snagging a piece of fruit from the kitchen. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for. I wasn’t spying, just curious about how Sebastian lived.
But being nosy turned out to be pointless. The house was spotless. Even the inside of drawers and baskets were meticulously organized. I walked past an office on the first floor, and there wasn’t even old mail cluttering his desk. With nothing interesting to find, I headed out.
As I walked toward the center of the city, the towers rose taller and crowded closer. The pollution thickened; the dirty, dense air lingered in the oppressive end-of-summer heat.
My arms hung heavy. The foreign weight of the cuffs snagged my awareness, making me overly conscious of my hands.
About half the people I passed wore cuffs. Almost like a fashion statement, they came in different designs and colors, unlike the uniform shining black of the high priestesses in Delnee.
I sidestepped a group of children singing and skipping atop chalk patterns on the sidewalk.
Stay away from the shadows
Else they’ll leave a mark
Consume your soul
On a lark
They steal the sun
Leave us blind
They steal the light
Control your mind
Their eerie, melodious chant echoed in my head. Apparently, darkyra distrust ran deep enough even children’s songs forewarned their powers.
Less than twenty minutes later, I met Gwen in the lobby of an apartment building. She was dressed in her high priestess uniform with a bag slung over her shoulder.
“Where’s your suitcase?” she asked.
“At Sebastian’s,” I said, readying myself for her disapproval.
“You’re staying with him?”
I nodded, biting my lip.
“Okay,” she said after a second’s hesitation. “Probably for the best,” she muttered.
I furrowed my brow but decided not to question her, lest she change her mind and lecture me on not trusting him again. “Is this where you’re staying?” I asked.
“Yes. My aunt is upstairs or I’d take you up.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me back outside. “You should show me the way to Sebastian’s since you’ll be staying there.”
“Why did you make me walk all the way here if we’re going to turn around?”
Gwen didn’t look at me. “I texted you before I asked my aunt if you could come over. She, uh, she’s not really in the mood for company
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Ashadow across me. Straightway [ was (a)ware
So weeping, how a mystic Shape did move
Behind me and drew me backward by the hair
And a voice said in mastery, while (T) strove
Guess now who holds thee! - death I said! But there
The silver answer rang, ‘Not death, but love’

{Excerpt from Sonnet I}
Sonnets from the Portuguese
Elizabeth Barrett Browning






