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Chapter Eight

Jasalyn

There is certainly nothing virginal about the outfit Skylar put together for me. Actually, outfit is too kind a term for this. This is more of a costume.

“You about done in there?” Skylar calls, pounding on the bathing room door.

“Almost!” I cringe at my reflection.

The sleeveless green top ties behind my neck and reveals every inch of my midriff down to the low-slung and very tight brown leather riding pants.

When I joked about my disguise being that of Skylar’s twin, I was trying to irritate her. I should’ve kept my mouth shut.

I allow myself ten seconds of pure mortification before lifting my chin and opening the bathing room door for the group’s appraisal.

Remme’s at the counter washing up the dishes from breakfast and is the first to spot me. He coughs out a laugh. “Wow. Shadow princess who?”

Skylar spins around. Her eyes go wide—not surprised so much as . . . maybe impressed? “Why would you hide all that under stupid dresses and gowns?” She looks me over slowly, and I force myself to keep my hands at my sides when they want to wrap around my stomach to cover my scars. “Natan, when you glamour her, cover her with tattoos, and be sure you hide the scars—they’ll make her stand out too much.”

“Yeah. I can do that,” Natan says. If he looks at me, I’m not sure what his reaction is because Kendrick’s eyes are on me now, his gaze tripping over my bare midriff and down to the skintight leather pants. I’m no longer the scrawny, underfed little girl he protected in Mordeus’s dungeons. My sister and I had been living on scraps for years, and I was so underweight and overworked that I rarely got my monthly cycle. It wasn’t until after my sister became queen and I was living in Faerie that my body changed—went soft and full in places and stayed small in others. Warmth gathers in my stomach at the sensation of Kendrick’s eyes roaming over me, and I realize just how much I want him to like what he sees.

He shoves the maps out of his way and crosses the room to me, eyes roaming up and down, up and down. “You didn’t have these scars in the dungeons.”

The heat in my core dissipates. He’s not studying me. He’s staring at the scars on my arms and belly. That isn’t desire in his eyes but anger.

Dumb little girl.

He takes my wrist in one rough hand and turns my palm up, sweeping his thumb over the gnarled circular knot of tissue on my forearm.

Despite myself, I shiver at his touch.

“Who did this?” he growls. “Is this from what Queen Arya did when she was trying to reunite the courts?”

“No.” I meet his gaze but can’t bring myself to say his name.

“Her sister would’ve healed any wounds left by Queen Arya,” Natan says for me, scanning the scars. “These are something else.”

Kendrick just stares, jaw hard.

“What’s going on, Kendrick?” Skylar asks. “The sight of a little skin making you lose your words?”

I tear my gaze from Kendrick’s to look at Skylar and catch something unexpected on her face. Is that jealousy or . . . hurt?

When I look back to Kendrick, he’s returned his attention to my wrist again. “Mordeus,” he says. I don’t know how he guessed when no one else did and when it makes no sense, but his tone is lethal. “He did this.” His eyes track across the scars on my stomach. “All of it.”

“He and his guards.”

“You never had wounds.”

“Never had scars either, until recently.” I shrug, as if it doesn’t matter, as if I don’t hate that these ridges in my skin make him see me differently. “He always made sure to heal me after.”

Remme mutters a curse.

“Natan,” Kendrick says.

Natan’s glasses slip down his nose as he nods. “I’m on it.”

Kendrick carefully lowers my hand to my side, as if I’m something breakable he doesn’t want to play with anymore. When he steps back, his face is twisted into an expression I don’t recognize. He turns and storms outside, letting the door swing shut behind him.

Remme moves to follow him, but Natan puts a hand on his arm. “I’ll go.”

Skylar frowns at the door before turning to me. “You should tie your hair up,” she says, as if none of that just happened. “It would be the perfect finishing touch.”

“Then you could see the short parts in the back.”

Her turned-up palms seem to say and? “I’ll undercut it all evenly so it looks intentional. You’ll look badass.”

“Why did you take my hair?” I ask. “Did Felicity need it for some reason?”

“I needed it for my witch’s brew,” she says. “It calls for a handful of the hairs from a spoiled princess’s head.”

I shoot her a glare but don’t bother pressing the issue. When goblins work for hair and nails, we all gather what we can for future payments.

She has me sit in one of the chairs by the fire and gets to work. After pulling all the hair on the crown of my head into a high ponytail, she trims the back and sides close to my scalp. I cringe with every snip of the scissors, but at least I can hide it when I wear my hair down. It’s not like it wasn’t a mess before from the chunks I’ve cut off for Gommid.

“We leave in ten minutes,” Kendrick says when he and Natan push back into the cottage. “She needs to be glamoured before we go.”

Natan hands me a small glass vial of light yellow liquid. “Drink this. It will make you appear fae and give you tattoos like Skylar described.”

I bring it to my lips slowly but stop when Natan holds up a hand.

“You’ll want to do it quickly. This isn’t a treat.”

“She’s scared,” Skylar says.

I know she’s baiting me, but still I meet her eyes as I throw back the liquid. It falls in a glob onto my tongue. I swallow before I can let myself think about how repulsive the taste and texture are. By the time I gag, the potion’s already hit my stomach.

“Easy,” Remme says. “Breathe through your nose. You don’t have to keep it down long, but you do have to keep it down until—”

“There it is.” Natan smiles at me, then points to the bathing room. “Take a look.”

When I see myself in the mirror, my breath catches.

The first thing I notice is what Skylar did to my hair. I kind of like it. This isn’t the style of a timid little princess. It is badass. And I look nothing like myself. Not only am I wearing Skylar’s ridiculously revealing outfit, Natan’s potion covered my skin with tattoos and hid the appearance of my scars. It also gave me the inhuman glow and strangely pointed ears of the elven fae.

A shudder skitters up my spine. This is who I’d be if I hadn’t traded it away for the ring. This is what lurks in my veins.

I leave the bathing room quickly, unwilling to look at myself as a faerie too long. When I return to the main room, the others have taken their potions as well, and now they also appear fae.

“Whaddya think?” Skylar asks, tossing a pack over her shoulder and throwing me another.

I catch it, grunting under its unexpected weight. “I look like a faerie.”

“A hot faerie,” Remme says.

Kendrick grabs the pack from my arms and slings it over his shoulder. “You can flirt on the road. We need to load up the horses.”

He heads out the door, and Remme chuckles at his back. “I’m just saying what everyone else was thinking.”

I follow them and frown as I watch the team pack up the horses. I’ve left the capital countless times over the last few months—sometimes by goblin travel, sometimes on my own two feet—but somehow going on a journey with this crew feels more permanent.

Because this is the first time in years that you’ve left your sister for more than a few hours.

There are only four horses, which makes sense, since there are only four of them, but when I suggest we acquire another, Kendrick looks me right in the eye and laughs. “Absolutely not.”

Apparently, he thinks I’m liable to run from them if I have my own horse.

Not their captive, my backside.

“How long will it take to get to this Feegus Keep?” I ask.

“It’s three-days’ ride from here,” Kendrick says, tightening the saddle on his mare.

Three days? I’m supposed to ride on horseback with Kendrick for three days? “Why don’t we just travel by goblin?”

Natan shakes his head. “The goblins know too much. We don’t need to give them more.”

Remme nods.

I look back and forth between them. “What does that mean?”

“Wish we knew,” Natan says, but he smiles. Despite myself, I like him. At least he doesn’t try to piss me off at every turn like Skylar or poke fun at me like Remme.

“How are we going to travel for three days? Didn’t you say you didn’t want to travel at night?”

Remme and Kendrick exchange a look, and Remme says, “Did she ever leave that palace?”

“As protective as her sister is, I’m guessing no,” Kendrick says, but his tone is kind, like he isn’t judging Brie for being protective of me, more like he understands. And I guess, of all people, he would.

He shifts his attention to me. “I know you haven’t explored the court much, but it’s not as uncivilized as you might think. There are inns along the way.”

Skylar looks me over. “Have you done much riding? Three full days on horseback will make even an experienced rider sore.”

I lift my chin. “I’ll be fine.”

 

Three days? I was sore after three hours. Eight hours in, my muscles burn. Even the fact that the weather is perfect for riding can’t distract me from the horrendous ache in my thighs, hips, and back.

Remme and Skylar lead the group, with Natan taking up the rear as we ride quickly through the more rural areas and slower through the towns. We stopped for a break midmorning and then again to eat lunch, but getting back on the horse after the relief of being off is almost worse than the agony of the endless riding.

It’s not like I haven’t been on horseback before. After moving in with Brie, I began taking lessons as soon as I was healthy enough to do so. Back in Elora, only the most wealthy have horses, so Brie and I didn’t have much experience, and my sister made sure to correct that immediately. Of course, she never had me climb in a saddle in front of a very strong man for whom I feel a complicated variety of emotions, nor did she make me stay in the saddle for hours at a time.

Kendrick’s arms are looped around me, his hands on the reins. I sit as stiff and straight as possible to avoid any additional contact between our bodies, but it’s no use. Every step forward, every shift of the horse’s hips brings our bodies in contact.

“Princess,” he says, his mouth against my ear, “if you don’t relax, you aren’t going to be able to get out of bed tomorrow.”

“Oh good,” I deadpan. “A day in bed sounds lovely.”

He grumbles something unintelligible that I think might be “You have no idea” before pulling me against him and urging me to relax against his chest.

He’s warm and solid at my back, a reminder of the feeling of safety he brought me during those darkest days in the dungeon. My muscles seem to sigh, going loose in relief, while other parts go tight.

“Better?” he murmurs in my ear.

The heat of his breath sends a pleasant shiver through me. “Yeah.”

I swear I can feel his smile. “I’m not so bad, if you’ll remember.”

Even if I’d been older, I was far too deep in my trauma to think in terms of physical attraction during our days in the dungeons. But today? Three years removed from the darkest nights of my life, and with Kendrick at my back and his warm forearm against my bare stomach, his fingertips brushing my side? Today, safe is mixed up with a whole messy bunch of other emotions I’d rather not analyze too closely.

I’m saved from having to reply when Remme falls back to ride alongside us.

“We have a couple of options,” he says. “There’s a village ahead where we’ll be able to find dinner and a couple of rooms for the night with no problem. Or we could keep riding and hit Elligold, probably right before sunset, barring any complications along the path.”

“We should head on,” Skylar calls without looking back. “Get as far on day one as we can.”

“But I’m guessing there’s a reason you think we should consider stopping sooner,” Kendrick says to Remme.

Remme nods. “According to our sources, Elligold is a much smaller place. So there’s a chance they won’t have available lodging for us or, worse, that like a lot of these small rural towns, it was wiped out entirely during Mordeus’s rule. We could camp if it comes to that, but since we’re trying to operate with an abundance of caution . . .”

Kendrick considers this, but only briefly. “We stop early. It’s been a long day already, and I don’t want Jasalyn to be so sore that tomorrow is excruciating.”

Remme rubs his shoulder like it’s bothering him. “I’ll ride ahead if that’s okay. I’ll scout the area and secure our lodging.”

“I need a window in my quarters,” I blurt.

“Her quarters?” Skylar snorts and tosses a derisive look over her shoulder. “Where does she think we’re going? The palace? Princess, we all share, and as for your window?” She shrugs. “You get what you get.”

“Do what you can,” Kendrick tells Remme.

Remme spurs his horse into a gallop to ride ahead.

“Who are you?” I ask, craning my neck to try to see his face.

I feel his chuckle more than hear it. “What kind of question is that? You know who I am.”

“No, I mean, who are you to them? They look to you for leadership. They let you order them around. They follow your orders even when they don’t like it. Why?”

“Every group needs a leader, Slayer. Anything else breeds chaos.”

“Yes, but why you?”

“Because I’m the only one they are all willing to listen to without someone getting a knife in their gut,” he says.

It strikes me as an evasion, but I let the subject drop. We have days ahead of us, it seems, for me to figure out him and this group of his and what they mean to each other.

Days and nights.

“What kind of place do you think Remme will find for us?” I ask. I can be flexible with how we spend the day—whether I get my own horse, how much I push my sore muscles—but the night is something different.

Kendrick tightens his arm around my waist. “I won’t leave you in the dark,” he says in my ear. “I promise.”

And with those words, my fears of a dark night in a strange place fizzle away.





Chapter Eleven

Jasalyn

Our bunk room is truly that—a room with a sturdy, utilitarian metal bunk and enough space to walk along one side of it. There is a small window on the far wall. Whether that’s luck or Remme watching out for me I can’t be sure, but I’m grateful.

A candle flickers in the wall sconce, and shadows dance on the ceiling.

My mattress is hard as a rock. Not that it matters. I have other things to do tonight than enjoy a restful sleep.

“You’re acting weird,” Skylar says.

I’m lying on my back in the top bunk, waiting for her to get in bed before I slip on my ring and head downstairs to see what else I can learn about the rebel forces gathered in the dining room. I don’t want to wait too long, since I’m not sure how late they’ll stay, but I would prefer to keep it simple and wait until Skylar falls asleep. Not because she’d remember but because her fawning over the Enchanting Lady would be awkward in the morning. For me at least. “I’m just tired.”

She grunts and the bunks sway as she throws herself onto her mattress. “Nah. That isn’t tired. That’s pissed.”

“Why wouldn’t I be? I’m trying to sleep and my roommate keeps talking.”

“You sure it has nothing to do with those piece of shit faeries downstairs who want to destroy your pretty sister?”

I sigh. “Don’t try to bait me, Skylar. I’m not in the mood.”

“Fine.” The bunks shift again, as if she’s rolling to her side.

Her breathing turns softer, and I’m about to reach for my ring when she says, “He cares about you, but he can’t have you.”

I freeze. “What?”

“The world is full of shit people, but Hale Kendrick is one of the good ones. Don’t make it hard for him when this is all over and he has to walk away from you.”

“I . . . We aren’t . . . He doesn’t . . .” I don’t know what to do about the nervous mass of butterflies staging a riot in my belly. “Did he say something to you?”

She snorts. Loudly. The guys can probably hear her in their room. “He doesn’t need to.”

I close my eyes. It’s so tempting to lose myself in thoughts of crushes and could-be love. To lose myself in thoughts of a future with a guy who was once the only piece of light in a world full of dark. But I’m not here for that. “I’m sure you’re mistaken,” I whisper.

“Even you aren’t that naïve,” she says. “You should consider yourself lucky. Most of us don’t get the attention of someone that good for even a moment. But I’m asking you to keep your distance. For his sake.”

“What about you? I haven’t missed the way you look at him.”

She’s quiet for a long time. “He’s not for me any more than he’s for you. The difference between us is that I’ve made my peace with that.”

I pull the ring from the pocket in my undergarments and roll it between my finger and thumb, losing myself in thoughts of Kendrick while I wait for her to fall asleep. She’s wrong. Of course she’s wrong. I have to believe it. Because it’s not like Kendrick wanting me would change anything. I still can’t have him. And even if I could, when this is all over, he’ll have to go home. To Elora. And I’ll be gone.

Only when I hear the buzz of Skylar’s soft snore do I slip on my ring and climb down from the top bunk.

“Where are you going?” Skylar asks, immediately alert.

“Nowhere. I’m still in bed, sleeping. You’re dreaming. Close your eyes.”

She does as I command, and I grab my cloak off the back of the door and slip it over my sleeping gown before taking the key from the dresser and stepping out into the hall.

It’s Natan who’s standing outside our rooms, not Kendrick, and I shove down the tangle of emotion that tries to shove its way into my cold heart. I don’t know if I’m disappointed or relieved, and I don’t want to look at anything I’m feeling too closely. Because it doesn’t matter.

Natan’s eyes are bright as he looks me over. “I think I might love you,” he whispers, pressing his palm to his chest.

I press my finger to my lips. “Shh. I have to go. You never saw me.”

He nods. “Okay. May I come with you?” he asks, voice softer now.

“No. I need you to stay here and look out for your friends.”

His eyes lose some of their luster, but he nods. He’d do anything for me. “If that’s what you want.”

“It is. I’ll be back soon.”

His gaze is fixed on my mouth. Sweet, studious Natan, fixated on the Enchanting Lady. “You promise?”

“I promise.” I wink at him over my shoulder as I make my way to the stairs.

When I return to the tavern, it’s empty. The rowdy group from earlier is gone. Their table is littered with dirty dishes and empty glasses, and the lanterns have been turned down low.

My stomach sinks.

I could go upstairs and search each room until I find the proprietor, maybe ask him some questions about their plans and where they’re going, but I hoped to find out more tonight.

A clatter of dishes behind me pulls my attention away from the filthy table, and I follow the sound to the kitchen, where I see the proprietor’s wife scrubbing floors on her hands and knees.

“Hello,” I say sweetly.

“The kitchen is closed,” she says. Her knuckles are raw from her work. My sister’s hands used to look like that, and now they’re soft and healthy. Maybe there’s a better future for this female as well.

“Please look at me.”

She obeys, sitting back on her heels and lifting her chin. The moment her eyes meet mine, she drops her rag and jumps to her feet. “I’m so sorry, milady. What can I do for you?”

“Your husband and his friends were eating in the dining room earlier. Have they retired for the evening?”

“No, ma’am. They continue their revelry at High Captain Vauril’s manor house. They will sleep there tonight and be on their way in the morning.”

I tilt my head to the side in question. “High captain?”

She blushes. “He was named high captain of Mordeus’s personal guard before the king was slain. His friends still use his title.”

My gut clenches painfully at the sound of the false king’s name. “I’m surprised the queen allowed him to keep his lands after everything.”

“The queen doesn’t know he lives, milady. She believes the compound is owned by his son and told the boy she doesn’t believe in punishing children for the crimes of their parents. She’s a merciful queen, perhaps too merciful for these lands, if you ask me.”

She’s twisting her hands at her waist, and I brush my fingers over them. “You’re hurting yourself,” I whisper.

“Nervous habit, milady,” she says, but she stops and tucks her hands into her pockets. “Please tell me what I can do for you. I am a talented cook. May I prepare you some food? Or perhaps you’d like a foot rub? Or a warm bath in our nicest room? I could have its occupant cleared out and have it cleaned for you within the hour.”

“None of that will be necessary. Tell me, do you have somewhere to go? If something happened to your husband?”

She blinks. “My best friend is a widow. Her husband died in the war and left her and her children a house. She’s invited me to live with her. I wish I could, but as long as my husband needs me, I cannot leave.” She drops her voice to such a low whisper I can barely hear it. “Sometimes I wish he would die in his stupid crusade against the queen so I could be free of him and his anger.”

“I want that for you.”

Her eyes fill with tears. “I don’t deserve even such a kind thought from someone so lovely as you.”

Sometimes I hate the ring and how fake these exchanges are. This female deserves true love and affection, not some magical substitute that she won’t even remember tomorrow. I don’t like manipulating those who deserve honesty, but if I must, I want them to benefit from it. “You deserve more and better,” I tell her, putting all my will into the words. “And you’ll need to remember that if you wish to find it.”

“As you wish, milady.”

“Now, tell me where I can find this High Captain Vauril’s manor house.”

 

The night is dark with very little moon, and the only light cast onto the small village road comes from the few houses that still have lanterns burning on their front stoop. Even with the ring on, the darkness bothers me tonight. Maybe it’s the talk of Mordeus or maybe it’s just the long day catching up with me, but fear creeps through my veins where the Enchanting Lady’s ice should be, and by the time I arrive at the high captain’s manor house, I’m grateful for the torches he has lining his gate.

The house has the look of a property that was lush in the recent past but has since been neglected. The gardens are overgrown and need tending. The gate is broken in several places, and the paint is chipping on the exterior.

Getting past the guards at the gate and the front door is as easy as expected. Even easier is finding the group from the tavern. They’re gathered around a battered wooden table on the main floor, and the tavern’s proprietor is standing on a chair.

“I remember a time when being Unseelie was a badge of honor,” he shouts.

“Hear! Hear!” his comrades cheer, raising their glasses.

“We didn’t ally with the Seelie Court,” he continues, “we plotted their downfall!”

“Those were the days!” a horned female sings from the corner.

A fork-tongued orc grunts. “Some of us never stopped.”

The proprietor grins down at his audience. “We should go to the palace tonight. Kill her in her sleep. Mordeus has risen. Why wait for a full army when the gods are on our side?”

“You’re drunk!” the horned female says.

“That’s a death wish,” another shouts.

“You don’t think I could do it? I could. I used to work for Mordeus. I know all the palace’s secrets. I could get in there without anyone knowing and have her blood on my hands before she could cry for her trash human mother.”

That gets a laugh, but I’ve heard enough and emerge from the shadows.

The first night I found my way among Mordeus’s followers, I hated every second. I hated walking among them, breathing the same air as them. I hated listening to their carefree laughter mixing with joyous, boisterous music. How dare they be so happy when their souls were so stained? How dare they have so much when they’ve stolen from those who have nothing?

But I quickly learned to relish it. Learned to associate stepping into their strongholds with the satisfying final gasp of death. Tonight, I don’t even have to fake my smile. I don’t have to fake the thrill in my eyes as I direct the full power of my attention right at the drunken fool who would love nothing more than to plunge an iron blade into my sister’s heart.

He sees me and straightens. “Well, hello.”

“Hello.” I smile as his eyes go glossy.

His entire table leans longingly toward me, and the female from the corner moves in my direction, but I keep all my attention focused on their drunken, ranting, wife-beating leader.

“Would you take me upstairs? Somewhere quiet, perhaps?”

He hops down from his chair, stumbling over his own feet before righting himself, then comes toward me. “It would be my absolute honor, milady.” His pretty words are punctuated with a hiccup.

One of his friends jumps up from his chair and grabs his arm. “You should stay here. You have a wife. I’ll take the lovely lady wherever she wants.”

The proprietor yanks free. “She asked for me.” He turns to meet my eyes again.

I pretend not to notice that he’s shaking with nerves and glee. When he offers me his arm, I take it, letting him lead me to the stairs.

The second floor is darker than the first, and again my old fears clutch at my heart and drive me to check to make sure my ring is in place. I’ll finish this quickly. I don’t want to linger near this male with his evil plans and his stink of ale and hatred.

“Where would you like to go?” he asks at the top of the stairs. He reaches out and opens a bedroom door. “There’s privacy here. Does this suit milady?”

“Indeed.” I step inside, turning toward him when he’s only just beyond the threshold. “Kiss me.”

“Yes.” He bends toward me and brushes his lips against my smile.

I don’t bother catching his body as it falls to the floor or hiding the satisfaction I feel as I saunter out of the room. Perhaps I should feel remorse. Maybe once I would have. But I don’t. My sister will be safe. The male’s young wife will be safe. This realm is better without him.

I return to the hall and pull the hood of my cloak back on as I move toward the stairs.

Voices in a room beyond the stairs make me hesitate, and I step into the shadows to listen.

“Our king is weak,” a deep voice says. “He needs time before he can address the crowds.”

“No one will believe Mordeus lives without seeing his face.”

My cold heart skips a beat. I don’t want to believe it’s true—or maybe I pray it is. I’m not sure how I feel, but the more people speak of it, the harder it is to deny.

“Then they aren’t true followers. Did he not promise us a better future? Did he not promise us a world where we can use our power as we were born to?”

“Yes, but—”

“So they wait. He will see them when he’s ready.”

“Of course.”

“In the meantime, sober up those fools. That is no army fit for a king.”

“Agreed, my lord. Do we have any word from our people in the capital?”

“Not yet, but we will soon. The king belongs in the Midnight Palace, and I won’t have that bitch in the way when my king is ready.”

Protective rage washes over me. I could go out in that corridor and end them both now.

“Perhaps Winstom was right. Perhaps we should strike sooner rather than—”

“Patience. Our king will make it so in his time.”

I’ve heard enough, but I’ve only taken a step toward the stairs when rough fingers drag me into a dark room, and I find myself wrapped against a warm, hard chest.

“What do you think you’re doing?” an angry voice growls against my ear.

“Release me,” I sing, letting the seductive power of the ring honey my tone.

“First you tell me what you’re doing here.”

Even if I could turn around, it’s too dark in here to see his face, but I know Kendrick’s husky voice better than I know most anything. I know it as the only part of those nights locked in the darkness worth remembering.

“Jasalyn, answer me.”

I jerk around at the sound of my name, taking only a moment to confirm with a swipe of my thumb that my ring is in place.

The magic of the ring makes people obey me. Those around me are hypnotized by my presence.

He must not be able to see me. I tug, but his hold on me is too strong.

“Release me,” I repeat.

“Gods, it really is you. You really are this foolish.” Then the heat of him is gone, and he’s swinging the door shut and leading me into an attached room, where candlelight flickers on the wall. For the first time, I can see his face, and more importantly, now he can see mine.

“Kendrick.”

His gaze rakes over me and his nostrils flare. Does he see the mystical, seductive aura of the ring or does he see me? There’s no sign of that magical awe in his eyes. But if he sees me, then how?

“What are you doing here in your gods-damned nightgown?”

I lift my chin. “I could ask you the same.”

“I’m here because the faeries downstairs who fancy themselves rebels know more about the plans and locations of Mordeus’s followers than we do, and we need that information if the sword isn’t at Feegus Keep. But, unlike you, I was wise enough to wear gods-damned clothes.”

“I didn’t think I’d be leaving the tavern.” I shrug. “My plans changed.”

“Why aren’t you in bed? How did you get past Skylar? And why the hell did Natan let you leave?”

“Maybe I’m stealthier than you realize.”

“Do you know where you are?” He glances over his shoulder toward the door he closed behind us.

“Do I look stupid?” I ask.

His jaw hardens. “You ask me that when I find you lurking around a rebel hideout. The Unseelie princess in the home of the queen’s greatest enemies. Given the context, I don’t think you’d like my answer. I’ll ask one more time. Why are you here?”

I shrug. “Revenge.”

“Go home, Jasalyn.”

“Home?” I cock my head to the side. “Where is that, exactly? The human realm of Elora where I was sent to recover from Mordeus’s dungeons only to find myself ripped from bed in the middle of the night for a different evil fae’s purposes? Or is home supposed to be that palace where my sister—my faerie sister—rules? The palace that serves as a daily reminder that I have the blood of those whom I hate most running through my veins? Or is home that tiny bunk bed in that moldy inn with your friends who would’ve left me chained in that cottage if they’d had a choice? Which home would you like me to go to?” I draw in a ragged breath. Why isn’t my ring keeping me calm?

Kendrick doesn’t look surprised by my outburst. He scans my face, and I wonder what he’s searching for, wonder again why my ring isn’t working.

“I’m sorry,” he says softly. “About all of that. But you aren’t safe here. The second someone recognizes you, they will take you, and they will use you to manipulate the queen. They will use you to bring down your sister. Is that what you want?”

“They won’t recognize me. I’m spelled.” I hold up the hand with my ring, hoping it’s still true even though the magic doesn’t seem to be working on Kendrick.

“And if this spell fails?”

I try to bite my tongue but can’t. “What do you see when you look at me?”

He shakes his head. “I see Jasalyn.” He sweeps his gaze over me, assessing. “A more grown-up version of the girl who was kept in the cell across from mine in Mordeus’s dungeons.”

I bite my bottom lip. “But how?”

“Are you okay? I see you because you’re standing in front of me.”

Taking his hand, I lead him to the mirror that sits atop a dresser on the opposite side of the dimly lit room. “What do you see there?”

Sighing, he lifts his gaze to the mirror, then tenses. He turns to me before turning back to the mirror. “Who is that?”

The woman in the mirror has my long brown hair and my eyes. She’s me but not.

Her hair is even darker. More sleek. Her cheekbones are sharper, and her lips are plump and a red that matches her dress. The woman in the mirror is sensuality and confidence personified. She has a knowing gleam in her eye that is the opposite of the scared little thing Kendrick found in Mordeus’s dungeons. He gave me the nickname of Slayer because I wasn’t, but she is.

“How did you do that?” He tears his gaze from the mirror to look at me. “Is this your magic? Some sort of mirror manipulation? Which one is the real you?”

“What you see in the mirror is what everyone else sees when they look at me.” I hold up my hand. “So long as I’m wearing this ring.”

“Why is it different for me?”

“I don’t know.”

“Aren’t you worried this magic will fail on someone else if it failed on me?”

“I’m not afraid.”

“You should be.”

I narrow my eyes. “How is it any safer for you to be around these people than it is for me?”

“I’m not the shadow princess, for one. They think I’m supporting their cause.”

“And why shouldn’t I believe that too?”

Something sharp flashes across his face—hurt? anger?—before he schools his features. He studies my face for a long time. I forgot how comforting it was to have those eyes on me. To have his sharp mind always looking out for me. “Because you know me,” he finally says.

“It’s been three years. People change. I’ve changed.”

“You’ve hardened”—his knuckles sweep across my collarbone—“but that’s just a protective shield.” He presses his palm to my chest. “Your heart remains the same. As does mine.”

I draw in a deep breath, sure he can feel the organ in question racing under his hand. “My heart does not rule me, and neither should yours.”

The cacophony of the group downstairs pitches up as someone shouts. Chairs squeal, glass shatters, and there’s a chorus of laughter and the pounding of several large males running up the stairs.

Then suddenly the door is pushed open and a stumbling male enters the room.

In a flash, Kendrick spins me around and presses me against the wall, hiding my body with his.

He bends and lowers his mouth to mine. Panicked, I push him away, but he won’t be moved.

I slide my hand between our mouths at the last minute to keep his lips from touching mine.

“Sorryboutthat,” a drunken male slurs, then the thunk of a door closing again is followed by Kendrick sagging against me and leaning his forehead against mine.

My stomach shimmies, then flips at the contact. He was my protector in the dungeons, but Skylar made it clear that anything romantic I feel for him can’t be reciprocated. I won’t make the mistake of thinking she could be wrong when I’m smart enough to know better.

“Promise me something,” I say, slowly pulling my hand from his lips.

He swallows. “What’s that?”

I close my eyes, trying to memorize the sound of his voice this close and the feel of his breath in my ear. “Promise me you won’t kiss me.” Maybe part of the ring’s magic doesn’t work on him, but I can’t risk assuming that the rest doesn’t. It’s the second time I’ve warned him. I need to protect him when I’m wearing this ring, and I need to protect myself when I’m not. “Not ever.”

He pulls back and straightens to his full height. “I—” He snaps his mouth shut and scrubs a hand over his face. “Yeah. Sorry. I was just trying to hide you.”

“When I wear this ring, you don’t need to hide me.” I hope it’s still true, but the fact that we’re having this conversation is making me doubt the ring’s magic more than even my fear of the dark did on the walk here.

“What is that ring? Why do you have it?”

“Like I said, revenge.”

“You never told me how bad it was for you in there.” Kendrick takes my hand—the one with the ring—and strokes his finger over the silver band before rubbing the moonstone under his thumb. “I wish you had. Promise me you’ll never go out hunting like this again. I cannot stomach the possibility of you having to relive that hell.”

I swallow. “That’s a promise I can’t make.”

When he lifts his ice-blue eyes to mine, they’re as hard as gemstones. “You will.”

I lift my chin and glare up at him. “Don’t treat me like a child.”

“Then don’t act like one. Stop with this recklessness.”

“Not until Mordeus is dead again. Not until I’ve killed him myself.”

He shakes his head. “We’ll talk about this in the morning. Let’s get out of here.” He tugs me toward the back of the room. “There’s a servants’ entrance back here.”

I let him lead me down the stairs and away from the manor, and when we return to the inn, Natan’s still on watch outside our rooms.

“Look who I found at the high captain’s house trying to get herself killed,” Kendrick tells Natan.

“Oh no.” Natan’s eyes are wide with panic as he looks me over. “Are you okay, Jasalyn? I hope you didn’t get hurt.”

“I’m fine,” I assure him. “Kendrick is exaggerating.”

“You want to tell me how she got past you?” Kendrick demands.

Natan frowns. “I don’t . . . Did I do something wrong?”

Kendrick looks back and forth between us. I lift my hand and wiggle my fingers, reminding him of the ring. “We’ll talk about this in the morning.” He points to my door. “Sleep.” He nudges Natan toward the other door. “You too. I’ll take watch for a few hours.”

Natan looks at me, waiting like a puppy hoping for some attention.

“I’ll see you in the morning, Natan,” I say, smiling. “Thank you for your help tonight.”

His shoulders sag in relief. He pleased me, and that’s all he wants.

We watch him slip into the room. When the door closes behind him, Kendrick frowns at me. “What did you do to my historian?”

“It’s the ring. He’ll be himself in the morning and won’t remember any of this.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

I shrug. “It’s just information. It’s up to you how you want to feel about it.”

His gaze slips over me again. “You panicked when I almost kissed you. Is that about the ring too?”

I hesitate a beat. “Yeah.”

“Care to explain?”

I hold his gaze. Can I explain that my magical ring gives me the kiss of death without sharing how I’ve been spending my nights for the last three months? “Ask me in the morning.”

“Will I remember this in the morning?” he asks.

I turn the knob to my room, ready to step inside. “That’s a good question. Only one way to find out.”





Chapter Fifteen

Jasalyn

I don’t know if it’s the fresh air, the comforting closeness of Kendrick’s body, or simple logic, but by the time the sun is sinking toward the horizon, my panic from the morning has dissipated. There’s no way I killed all those rebels.

I remember my night very clearly. I went home with Kendrick and climbed in bed. The fact that those people are dead is nothing more than an unsettling coincidence.

It has to be. People have been dying all over the court. The deaths among this group are no different.

“Are we stopping soon?” I ask, only because my stomach is growling loud enough that even Remme can hear it from two horses ahead of us.

Skylar frowns into the distance. “Shae should’ve joined us by now.”

“Don’t jump to conclusions,” Kendrick says. “Remme, what are our lodging options?”

“We passed the last good one about an hour back,” he says.

I squeak. “What? Why?”

“Our friend was supposed to meet us on the road this afternoon,” Kendrick explains. “He was going to take us to a place to stay for the night.”

“I don’t like it,” Skylar says, hand on her forehead shielding her eyes from the setting sun as she scans the horizon. “What if they—”

“Don’t think like that,” Remme says.

“We’ll find a place to make camp here,” Kendrick says. “Remme, if we haven’t seen him by morning, I want you to ride ahead and see what you can find out.”

“I could go now,” Remme says.

“No. I don’t want anyone out there alone after dark. Not with what’s going on.”

I glance up at the cloudy sky and a prickle of dread crawls across the back of my neck. I’ve never felt afraid of whatever’s been killing the Unseelie, but I’m pretty sure none of the dead was scared either. “I thought you said it was too dangerous to camp.”

“Tonight it’s our best option,” Kendrick says, frowning toward the trees. “I’d rather make camp now than ride another two hours to arrive in a strange town in the dark.”

 

Half an hour later, we’ve made camp in a small clearing surrounded by trees and Kendrick has some sort of stew bubbling over the fire. I don’t know what’s in it, but it smells amazing. The others are in the forest gathering more supplies to feed the fire overnight, and I’m cutting apples to go with our meal.

“I am sorry, for what it’s worth,” he says. “Our friend was supposed to have a house for us to stay at tonight—one with soft beds and clean tubs. You deserved the reprieve.”

“What about you?” I ask, glancing up at him.

“I can sleep anywhere, but I wanted to give you a night of comfort—and a safe place to stay before we reach the keep.”

“I don’t need anything that the others can do without.”

He stirs the stew, quiet for so long I think the conversation must be over, but then he finally says, “Are you sure you want to go?” He draws in a ragged breath. “When I asked you to come, I hadn’t seen your scars. He hurt you there—hurt you in a way I still don’t fully understand. I don’t want you to face that if it’s not necessary.”

My skin goes cold, and I drop my knife. “Are you talking about Mordeus’s dungeons?”

“Yes. Feegus Keep.” When I turn to meet his gaze, he frowns. “You didn’t know.”

I shake my head. “No. I wasn’t sure where they were. For a long time, I assumed they were in the Midnight Palace.”

“The palace dungeons there were too civilized for Mordeus’s liking.” He grabs a stick and nudges the logs beneath the pot of stew, adjusting the flames.

“I know that now.” I turn back around and stare straight ahead so he can’t see my eyes. “I lived at the Midnight Palace for over a year before I had the courage to walk down to the dungeons. I’d sit in my room at night, terrified of the dark hole beneath the place my sister claimed was our true home. I’d have nightmares of waking up in my old cell.”

With a curse, Kendrick abandons our dinner and comes to stand in front of me. His blue eyes burn into mine as he takes my hand and threads our fingers together.

“Ultimately,” I say, swallowing around an unexpected surge of emotion, “it was Misha who convinced my sister that I needed to walk the halls of the dungeons, needed to be on the other side of the bars to convince my mind that I was truly free.”

“Not a bad plan,” he says softly. “If you could handle it.”

“I vomited three times that morning. I would’ve done anything not to go—anything except letting my sister know just how horribly broken and haunted I was from those weeks. So I went. I took her hand and let her lead me down into the bowels of the palace, where she informed me we had half a dozen insurgents imprisoned for plotting against the throne. She used her own shadow magic to shield us, so the prisoners could neither see nor hear us, but I knew the moment we reached the last few steps that those dungeons were not the ones from the worst nights of my life.”

“What did she say? Did she try to find where you’d been kept?”

“I never told her. I let her guide me up and down the row of cells, pretending I was looking for something familiar, as if I could have forgotten. And when we were done, she told me she was proud of me.” A shiver runs through me as I remember that day, how I’d smiled as if I were healed, as if I’d faced my monster and emerged triumphant. Why tell her I would’ve preferred that prison to the one I knew? Why tell her nothing she could do could fix me?

“She would be proud of you even if she knew the truth.”

I shrug. There are too many truths I’ve kept from Abriella. Perhaps some would make her proud, but others?

I would hate to see the disappointment in her eyes if she knew all my secrets.

“I hate the idea of you returning to that keep without any weapons of your own,” he says.

I lift my gaze and frown. “Then arm me. Give me a dagger or a sword.”

He pulls a short blade from his scabbard and places it on the table. “There’s a pocket on your hip where you can hold it.”

I arch a brow. “You aren’t afraid I’ll turn on you while you sleep?”

His grunt implies that nothing about me scares him. “I trust you to keep any murderous tendencies to yourself, but I was initially referring to magical weapons.” He searches my face for a long moment. “If there was a way to awaken your dormant fae magic, would you want to?”

I take the dagger and shove it into the sheath built into my leather pants, all the while avoiding his eyes. An image of Mordeus’s face flashes in my mind. Why did the gods see fit to grant such magic to a human girl?

“What if I told you I rejected that part of myself long ago?”

“It’s still there. It’s just sleeping.”

“What about teaching me your magic? You have more than any human I’ve ever met.”

“We were trained since childhood—potions, spells, incantations. Our parents insisted that we be versed in every magic available to us.”

Even when our mother told us fanciful stories about magical worlds every night, she never taught us how to use any. “Why?”

He puts two fingers beneath my chin to tilt my face up toward his. “Because we were the ones who were supposed to lead the revolution, and they knew we’d need it.”

That almost makes me smile. I’ve never been part of something like this before. Never had a cause. I didn’t realize how good it would feel. “Why did they choose you?”

His eyes turn sad before he answers. “The oracle predicted that I would overthrow the Elora Seven. And so, for every day I’ve hunted Erith, he’s hunted me in return.”

“Is that how you got tangled up with Mordeus—back when we were in his dungeons together? Was it about the revolution?”

He pulls away, turning back to the fire. “Everything was strategic with Mordeus. I was nothing more than a chess piece.” He draws in a long breath and slowly exhales. “The Seven had a sort of alliance of convenience with Mordeus and tasked him with finding and ending me, but Mordeus was far too self-serving for that. He wanted me alive for leverage—so that they would have to answer to him. It’s the same reason he kept the Sword of Fire. Because they needed it. Because they knew it was their greatest weakness.”

“So the oracle predicted that I would kill Erith and you would overthrow the Magical Seven?”

“Dream team, aren’t we?” he says, but the words sound too heavy.

When he stares over my shoulder, I realize Remme and Skylar have returned to camp.

“Is the perimeter secure?” Kendrick asks.

Remme sighs, and Skylar lifts her chin. “We have neighbors,” she says. “A group of Unseelie rebels to the east. Closer than I’d like.”

“Rebels?” I ask. “Mordeus followers?”

“Interestingly enough,” Skylar says, “they were talking about their king when we were checking out their camp.”

“Learn anything useful?” Kendrick says, rising to his full height and wiping his hands on his pants.

“More of the same,” Remme says. “They think he’s been resurrected and were talking about him touring the court and blessing his followers. Obviously, they hope he’ll surprise them with a visit.”

Kendrick’s eyes flash to mine for a beat, and I have no doubt he sees the fear in my eyes before I can lock it down. “They’re fighting a losing war and desperate for something to believe in,” he says softly, and I know the words are for me.

I bow my head, not wanting him to know how complicated my feelings are regarding Mordeus’s return.

“Are we close enough to them that we need to move again after dinner?” Kendrick asks.

“They won’t bother us if we don’t bother them,” Remme says, “but we should take turns on watch tonight in case any of them decide to look for trouble.”

 

“How did it work in Elora, before the Magical Seven?” I ask after dinner. We’re all gathered around the fire, and no one seems in a rush to go to sleep. Judging by the way their gazes keep drifting back toward the road, I think they’re still hoping to see their friend. I’m not complaining. The moment they all fall asleep, I’ll be wide awake with nothing but the darkness for company. My body may be exhausted, but my mind never rests, and I’m not looking forward to another night of fighting it. “Who was the ruling family?”

“I see how it is,” Remme says.

I glance his way. “See what?”

“I talk about a time before the Elora Seven and I’m full of it, but Perfect Kendrick tells you there was a matriarchy, and all your skepticism falls away.”

“Aww, are you jealous?” I ask Remme.

“Maybe a little,” he mutters.

Kendrick’s chest shakes with silent laughter. He’s mindlessly whittling a stick with his pocketknife and occasionally tossing the shavings into the fire.

“Given that you’re full of shit eighty percent of the time, I don’t think we can blame the girl,” Skylar says.

“Natan,” Kendrick says, “would you like to answer Jasalyn?”

Natan nods, taking my question as seriously as he does any. “I’ve visited three realms in my years and studied seven, but none has a royalty structure quite like historic Elora.”

“Wait—what?” I shake my head. “You’ve visited three realms? So you’ve been to a realm other than Faerie and Elora?”

“Three in addition to Elora,” he says.

I gape. Travel between Elora and Faerie is difficult, but common compared to how closely the other realms guard their portal gates. “How? You can’t be older than, what, twenty?”

“How is a story for another time,” Natan says. “Do you want to know about Elora’s royalty or not?”

“Yes, please.”

“Before the Elora Seven stepped in and abolished the political system, Elora was long led by a matriarchy. The queen presided over lands that were divided into territories, each ruled by lords and ladies.”

“That doesn’t sound so different than the typical monarchy,” I say.

“It’s not so much the power structure that makes it stand apart,” Kendrick says beside me, “but the way power is passed after the queen’s served her term.”

Natan nods. “Crowns and thrones weren’t passed through blood in Elora. Your mother could’ve been the queen, but you’d have no claim to the throne, and it would be unheard of for you to be chosen as her successor.”

“So how was it decided?” I ask, rolling my shoulders and trying to stretch out the soreness in my back. “By vote of the lords?”

“The oracle would name a child at her birth as the next queen, and she and her family would be moved into the palace and protected until her time to rule.”

“The oracle? They let magic decide it?”

“I suppose you could say that,” Natan says.

“But what about free will? What if the child made choices or led a life that made her unfit to lead? What if the child didn’t want to lead? Or what if the oracle was corrupted—if someone was able to manipulate the prophecies and rig the future of the crown?”

“If that ever happened, it never made it to the history books,” Natan says.

I grunt. “Well, that doesn’t mean much, since this matriarchy you describe never made it to the history books either.”

“It did, though. The Elora Seven just destroyed them.”

“How do you know this? There’s been a Magical Seven ruling Elora for almost five hundred years. How could you possibly know about what was written in books that were destroyed so long ago?”

Kendrick glances toward Natan before looking at me. “Natan’s family did everything they could to preserve the true history and pass it down. He was


















































































































































Chapter Eighteen

Jasalyn

“My blood is yours to wield. Your blood is mine to preserve,” the young fae warrior before me pledges, his dark head lowered in deference. “Blood for blood, magic for magic, life for life, I declare myself your servant.” He slices into his palm, watching the blood well up there before making a fist and directing it to flow into the goblet between us. With a brief swirl to mix the contents, he lifts the goblet to his lips and takes a drink.

They line up for their chance to bow to me, for their opportunity to bend a knee to the king they deserve, the king who would never abandon them for the sake of a lowly human. It is I who will protect their rights as magical beings. It is I who recognize their birthright as members of the fae elite.

“You honor me,” I say, accepting the goblet from him. I take a drink of our combined blood and close my eyes as I feel his power—his magic, his life force—attach to mine. “Now your death shall never be in vain, and through me, you too shall reign forever.”

 

The hands are everywhere, holding me down while his magic cuts into my skin like a hot knife sliding through butter. He always makes me meet his eyes. “Look at me, little human. Why are you so scared? Together we can rule the world.”

“Look at me, Jasalyn.” Hands on my shoulders, rough fingers on my chin. “Look at me. Come back to me.”

The voice cuts through the fog of my nightmare, but the memory pins me down like those too-strong hands. “Wake up, little human.”

“Please, Jas. Look at me.”

I blink and focus on the blue eyes in front of me. Blue. Not silver. Not Mordeus. “Kendrick,” I whisper, and I lean forward to kiss him—to touch those lips to mine. Because I need to. It’s what I want, and something nameless drives me to take. The comfort of his mouth, the warmth of his embrace.

He pulls back. Keeps me at a distance with stiff arms, hands on my shoulders. “No.”

“No?”

“Jas. The ring.”

“The ring?” I glance down to my hand, remembering—the ring, the magic, the kiss—and see where we are. My whole body goes cold.

We’re in the forest, and the midmorning light sifts through the trees, casting dappled shade on Kendrick’s worry-stricken face.

How did I get here? Did I black out?

A spike of panic has me scanning the trees, and I catch sight of Gommid a few feet away. His lips purse into a frown before he disappears.

“What happened?” I look side to side, searching for an explanation. Several yards behind Kendrick, standing with two horses by the trees, Remme and Skylar stare with adoring eyes that tell me my ring has them in its grip.

The last thing I remember is listening to Kendrick and Skylar argue. When did I put on the ring? Did I have Gommid take me somewhere?

“Jas.” He cups my face, eyes scanning every inch and strokes my jaw with his thumb. “Where did you go?”

“I don’t . . .” Dizziness crashes over me, and I close my eyes. I reached for him. I almost kissed him.

“Jas, look at me. You need to take off your ring.”

The ring. That’s why I feel this way. The ring is meant for the darkness.

But I’m shaking too hard, and Kendrick has to slide it from my finger.

We take two steps toward our friends before my head spins. The world tilts on its side, and I collapse.

 

“She must’ve snuck away while we were sleeping.”

“We need to know where she went. If she told someone about our plans—”

“We can trust her.”

“I want to believe that as much as you do, but the fact is she used the ring to sneak away in the middle of the night. We need to know why.”

Their voices seem distant, but I know they’re not far. I’m somewhere safe. Soft. Warm. A bed.

“Answers can wait. She’s halfway to death.”

“And is that the cost of the ring’s magic?”

“Do you think she was telling the truth? About it giving her the kiss of death?”

“I’ll go to the archives today and find what I can.”

They need to know I blacked out. I want to tell them I don’t remember sneaking away. I should call for my goblin. Gommid could tell us where I was. But I can’t find the strength to open my eyes.

“I’m sure she had a reason for leaving and for going wherever she went. We’ll get our answers soon enough.”

“You’re assuming she wakes up.”

“She’s going to wake up.”

The last comes from Kendrick, and even though the rest of their conversation has my mind spinning and clawing to avoid sleep, those words soothe me. She’s going to wake up.
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