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      One of my favorite things about the fantasy genre (and books in general, really) is that it provides us with a safe space to experience emotions that don’t always feel so safe in real life. In writing Blaise’s story, I found her themes and struggles naturally ran darker than those of Asha’s, Ellie’s, or even Piper’s. I intentionally avoid including explicit content in any of my books, and that hasn’t changed with this story. That being said, this story addresses several sensitive topics. I understand that sometimes we read for healing, and other times we read for an escape. I’m including a content warning below for anyone who might benefit from knowing ahead of time the types of themes this book addresses.

      

      This content warning contains spoilers.

      

      Content warning: While I strive never to include explicit content in my books, this book includes themes of statutory rape (rape not depicted on-page), miscarriage, and brief suicidal thoughts.
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      If only the Mystrian Queen would slacken her self-imposed leash, she could occupy the perfect body, the most exquisite of forms.

      Or so thought the parasite as, with a sly grin, she examined the queen sitting in the carriage across from her.

      The parasite was familiar with this type of female—the type who fancied herself a hero.

      Fae were such blind creatures, unable to behold their true reflections, even if their souls were rendered upon a canvas with the blackest and most concentrated of inks.

      The female with hair so light it was almost white could have been the model after which the parasite had crafted Cinderella’s body, were the queen not so haunted by her restrictive moral code, the one that kept her spine rigid, her cheeks constantly sucked in, and her jaw set.

      Even so, the parasite could not complain that the queen refused to use her beauty to her advantage; she preferred to be the only beauty worth noting in whatever room she occupied.

      If the queen possessed the assets capable of turning heads and refused to utilize them appropriately—covering up not only her bosom, but the length of her neck with that hideous white collar of hers, as if she were concerned for the fate of her throat—the parasite was not about to steer her in the opposite direction.

      The female queen was so austere, her chin practically jutted. She was a rather harsh-looking thing, despite her beauty. It didn’t help that the inside of her carriage was covered in black velvet. Black velvet cushions, black velvet lining, even black steel handles for the cab doors.

      It made the queen stand out like the moon on the blackest of nights.

      At least the parasite could respect the queen’s presence, if not her looks.

      “I assume you intend to tell me why you’ve swept me away from my home,” the parasite stated more than asked, reveling in the timbre of her sultry voice as she exercised its freedom. She hadn’t spoken in a mooncycle, being trapped within Blaise’s body, and she always relished the shiver that snaked down her spine at the sound of her own voice.

      Of Cinderella’s voice, she supposed.

      The queen sitting across from her might have huffed, if she had been the sort to allow any such expression to escape the cool veneer of her face. “You act as though I stole you from a riverside summer home and not that pitiful excuse for a dungeon where I found you.”

      Cinderella didn’t bother bristling. She’d been less than thrilled when she’d heard—from a cramped corner of Blaise’s mind—that Evander intended to lock her up until he found a way to extract the parasite from her host. But the parasite had surmounted greater obstacles than prison cells before.

      And look, she hadn’t even ended up having to break herself out.

      The Queen of Mystral had glided in and done that for her.

      “How might I service you, my queen?” the parasite asked in a tone that rather lacked the submissiveness her words might have otherwise implied.

      The Queen of Mystral folded her hands together in her lap, interlocking her fingers. “It’s not as much about what you can do for me, as what we might do for one another.”

      Cinderella raised what she was sure was a perfectly arched eyebrow—thick enough so as not to look like a bald rat with her moonlight hair, sharp and precise enough to still be mistaken as dainty. “And what is it you propose?”

      “Power. That is what you crave, is it not?” the queen asked, looking upon the parasite not with disdain, but understanding. “Is that not why you attempted to seduce the Prince of Dwellen, to gain a place by his side?”

      The parasite supposed the queen’s assumption was about as accurate as claiming that a male wanted a wife for the specific way she seasoned fish—certainly a benefit of the deal, but not by any means the whole of it.

      The parasite craved power, of course; she wasn’t aware of a being in this realm who didn’t. However, that was far from the whole truth of the matter.

      Power for the sake of power seemed rather vain, rather fleeting in the eyes of the parasite.

      The draw lay in what else power could obtain.

      For the parasite, that was freedom.

      Sliding her way into Evander’s bed, then his crown, finding a way to end his father, would have opened up a host of opportunities. The entirety of Dwellen’s resources would have been at her carefully manicured fingertips. For centuries, the parasite had been cursed. For centuries, she’d been shoved like a used, crumpled piece of parchment into the backs of her hosts’ minds, only free to move about as she wished during the hours between when the full moon crested the horizon and apexed in the sky.

      The parasite could have had an entire kingdom on the search for a cure to her predicament.

      Ellie Payne had ruined her plan, of course.

      Still, the parasite wasn’t keen on anyone knowing the truth behind her intentions, so she let the Queen of Mystral keep talking. Let her reveal her heart, she thought, that I may exploit it as she’s attempting to exploit me.

      The parasite shifted in her seat, making a gray spot in the velvet cushions. She supposed the movement looked as though her interest was piqued, as if it betrayed intrigue, which was exactly what the parasite intended. “I’m assuming you wish for something in return,” she said, sure to make her voice rise ever so slightly at the end to indicate an eagerness that was only half as present as she would like for the queen to believe.

      “Access to your power in return,” said the queen. “A rather fair trade, I would argue.”

      The parasite raised both brows this time, unimpressed. “No.”

      The stately queen was so caught off guard that she recoiled. “No?”

      The parasite shrugged and slumped back in her seat, making sure to spread her legs open like she’d seen males do, a gesture she’d always interpreted as a manner to assert their dominance. “No.” She liked the way her pretty lips formed to make the word.

      The layer of ice obscuring the queen’s internal machinations cracked a bit, annoyance oozing through like steam. “You’ve not heard the conditions.”

      The parasite leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “Why would I need to hear the conditions? You are fae, meaning that should I choose you as my host, you would overpower me. Absorb me without having to as much as blemish that pretty face of yours with a grimace. So no. I will not end up like my siblings, melded with the souls of fae until my sentience is wiped from existence. Fractured into a dozen pieces of your offspring until I’m debased, the source of games your grandchildren use to impress their cousins as they roll about in the mud.”

      The parasite paused before offering, “Unless, of course, you and I were to strike a bargain.” The parasite’s eyes sparkled with delight as she examined the queen’s rigid posture. “A fae vow that should I join myself to you, you may never absorb my power for yourself, may never rip control away from me.”

      The queen leveled a steely stare onto the parasite. “I can vow only this much: should you choose me as your host, I would take great pains never to absorb you. We could devise a written agreement, laying out the terms for which I could absorb you should you step out of line. I will not surrender my body to the control of another; you understand, of course.”

      “Of course,” the parasite said. “What I understand is that we are unable to come to a suitable agreement at this time.”

      The queen swallowed, her throat bobbing. “It is my understanding that within the next hour, you will be trapped within the confines of your host once again.”

      “It would be the same were I to settle into your skin, my queen,” said the parasite. “Surely there is only so much damage you believe I am capable of in the span of only a few hours a mooncycle.”

      “Oh, I do not doubt the damage of which a creature such as yourself is capable,” said the queen with more venom than the parasite felt was warranted. Sure, the parasite knew she could be unpleasant, but the way the queen spoke was as if the parasite had done her a personal wrong, rather than refused a business transaction that, in the parasite’s opinion, was not altogether to her own benefit.

      “What is it that you wish to obtain with my power?” The parasite was genuinely curious. The Queen of Mystral was known for her magical powers that exceeded those of her peers. Perhaps she had a fetish for collecting various forms of magic.

      A cruel smile snaked across the queen’s pale lips, and she brought a curved finger to her mouth. “Given that we are unable to come to an agreement, that is none of your concern.”

      “Hm,” said the parasite before slumping back into her seat cushions.

      She spent the next hour, regrettably, fantasizing about what she would find were she to crack the queen’s skull and examine her brain.

      She thought there would be many folds, indeed.

      The queen was undeniably more powerful than the parasite, who had created Cinderella’s body with allure in mind, not physical or magical power. She supposed she could channel Blaise’s innate desperation to become someone else to shape-shift again, but the desperation which had clung so closely to her host’s spirit had begun to fade ever since her realization that Prince Evander would never return her love.

      Even shifting into Cinderella had taken more effort than it should have.

      The girl had faded, and it was not to the parasite’s benefit.

      Besides, what the girl had so desperately wanted was to be something the prince would desire, and fire-breathing dragon did not make that list; therefore, the parasite doubted such a transition would be possible this eve.

      So she stared at the queen and kept herself entertained with the various ends to which the queen might one day come.

      “What do you call yourself?” asked the queen after an hour of consideration.

      “In this body, I have adopted the name Cinderella, though throughout history some have referred to me as a parasite.”

      It was quite satisfying, watching the queen bristle. It was also quite satisfying claiming that one had made history books. The parasite had never found herself in a history book before, but that was not a satisfactory reason to doubt her existence within them.

      “Allow me to make myself plain,” said the queen. “I am willing to offer you a reasonable bargain. Should your pride hinder you from accepting it, I will be forced to take more drastic measures to ensure your cooperation.”

      The parasite winked. “When you first came to rescue me from that cell, I assumed you had done your research. But clearly, your information is faulty.”

      “Is that so?” said the queen, clearly less than amused.

      “If you had known anything about me at all, it’s that, no matter how badly another wishes to ensure it, I’m simply not the cooperative sort.”
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          BLAISE

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t supposed to be the villain.

      But I guess that’s what I get for not being content with my Fates-given role of lovable side-character.

      Maybe if I’d known my place, the Fates would have gifted me a love story of my own.

      But as it is, I’m a criminal. Both my best friend and the love of my life pretty much hate me—they’re married now, by the way.

      Oh, and I’m currently being held in a dungeon against my will. Again.

      Judging by the smell, whoever owns said dungeon clearly doesn’t care that there’s a mildew problem.

      Also, there are rats.

      I hate rats.

      More specifically, I hate rat feces.

      The rats don’t seem to understand that though, no matter how many creative curses I scream when they scamper over my fingertips and stick their whiskers in my ears like they’re considering whether it would be worth the effort to squeeze through my ear canals to get to my tasty brains.

      They never do—lazy vermin.

      I have no idea how long I’ve been down here. I’ve only been lucid for two episodes of urination, both of which I tried and failed to hold.

      So yeah. That’s about the only way I’ve figured out to count the passage of time down here. I suppose I could tally the drips of water that fall from the dank ceiling and splash against my nose, but it happens so often, I keep losing track.

      So peeing my britches it is.

      The dungeon is dark. The only light comes from a nearby lantern, but the glass bulb is so filthy, it hardly illuminates the contents of the room. I’m fairly certain the candle inside it is almost out of wax, because the flame keeps flickering erratically, casting eerie shadows upon the damp stone walls.

      At least that means someone will be back to light it soon.

      I hope.

      Maybe they’ll let me use the latrine while they’re at it.

      I’d rather not have to start counting craps.

      It already stinks bad enough in here as it is, between the urine and mildew.

      I try to focus on those scents though, on the way the metal restraints are digging into my wrists and ankles as they keep me planted supine against a stone slab—a dais, of some sort.

      They aren’t pleasant sensations, but they’re better than allowing my mind to drift.

      Better than remembering the events that led me here.

      Evander’s face flashes in my memory, his sea-green eyes as bright as ever in contrast to my surroundings. Has he even realized that I’m missing?

      Evander might have been the one to throw me in prison the first time I found myself in a cell—though admittedly one much tidier than this one—but that doesn’t make him any less my friend.

      If only I’d been content with that, with his friendship, then I…

      Well, I wouldn’t be strapped to a stone table trying to wriggle to keep my wet britches from chafing, now would I?

      There’s a thought that’s been gnawing at me ever since I woke up: what if he thinks I escaped on purpose? What if he doesn’t come after me, thinking he’s letting me go free?

      Really, the only thought that calms me from the impending panic attack that particular line of thinking threatens to trigger is the fact that he still considers me a danger to Ellie. His wife. The woman whom the magic that possesses my body keeps trying to kill. My best friend.

      Well, Ellie’s probably not my best friend anymore.

      As it turns out, hiding the fact that you’re in love with your best friend’s fiancé (and that you’re possessed by an ancient magic that’s responsible for stabbing your best friend) tends to put a strain on even the most stable of relationships.

      Still. Evander thinks I’m a threat to Ellie—who am I kidding?—I am a threat to Ellie, like it or not.

      He’s definitely not okay with me being on the loose. That’s the whole reason he locked me up.

      Which means he’ll be looking for me.

      He is looking for me.

      Right now.

      Surely.

      I hope.

      He’ll start by questioning my cell guard. The one who Clarissa, my lovely step-monster, paid off (by selling off my stepsister Chrys into marriage) to turn a blind eye while she peddled me over to a stranger.

      A chill scuttles down my spine at the memory of the fae female.

      Her pale lips. Icy eyes. The lone blood-red gemstone dangling from her bracelet.

      My dear, I’m afraid I wasn’t speaking to you, were her last words to me before the moon rose over the horizon and locked me away.

      My instinct for self-preservation has my spine seizing, which would have sent me jolting upright if not for the restraints on my wrists and ankles. Instead, the sudden lurch just sends the back of my head slamming against the stone slab.

      Well, at least the stars dappling the edges of my vision brighten up the room a bit.

      I don’t know who my captor is, but that’s not exactly the problem.

      The problem is that she knows me. Rather, she knows about what’s inside me.

      Crap, crap, crap.

      Hazy, drug-muddled images come rushing back all at once.

      I know you’re in there. You can’t hide from me.

      In the fragmented memory, the pale female’s face obscures my vision of the dungeon, but her steely breath brushes my clammy cheeks as if she’s still in the room with me.

      It’s foolish of you to resist. Think of what we could do together.

      Before I can untangle the rest of the memory, a dim light catches my attention in the corner of my eye. I jerk my neck to the side as the light brightens, revealing a stone staircase and a grated door.

      Footsteps follow the light, and soon three figures descend the staircase.

      Metal screeches, the door opens, and the three fae step into the room.

      The first is the pale female who I suppose owns me now, thanks to my gold-licking stepmother. Half of her silvery-white hair flows loose at her shoulders, the other half secured in a knot at the top of her head. That same red-jeweled bracelet dangles from her wrist. She looks more irritated than she did the first day I met her, and I derive no small amount of satisfaction from that.

      I’m not sure how I acted when I was drugged, but I hope I had her reconsidering whether I was worth whatever she paid for me.

      Behind her stand two males, both of whom have their hoods drawn low over their faces, so I can’t see their eyes. Their jawlines are set, but they’re too still to be human.

      “You’re awake.” The female states it as if she’s reading off the accusation of a crime. She sniffs at the air, disgust marring her otherwise elegant face. “You’ve soiled yourself.”

      “Twice,” I correct her before I can stop myself. She stiffens, and I should probably take that as a signal to cease talking, but I don’t. “I’m not sure what you expected after keeping me tied up for so long. But who am I kidding? You’re high fae. Tell me, how often do you have to pee? Probably once a month at most.”

      The shoulders of the hooded males shake slightly, the sight of which grants a smirk to my cracked lips.

      At least someone here thinks I’m funny.

      The female, clearly, does not. But she plasters a vindictive smile upon her stony face all the same. “My apologies. I’ll be sure to have Farin clean you up when he’s done with you.”

      The male to the female’s right stiffens, and so do my insides.

      Farin has yet to reveal his face, but if he’s fae like I assume, he’s probably the kind of attractive that’s almost always a positive thing, except for when you need your bottom wiped.

      I also don’t like the sound of “when he’s done with you.”

      “I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced,” I say, eager to turn the conversation in any other conceivable direction.

      Lantern light flickers in the female’s icy blue eyes. “How inconsiderate of me. And to a guest, of all people. I am Queen Abra of Mystral.”

      My stomach drops. I knew her ruby bracelet looked familiar. Because it’s not a ruby at all. It’s a magical pendant that holds the poison she used to murder her husband, the King of Mystral.

      Allegedly.

      Though the fact that she keeps her torture dungeon in good use lends credence to that particular rumor.

      “I’m no lawyer, but I’m pretty sure bribing a foreign kingdom’s jailer and purchasing one of their prisoners is considered an act of war.”

      Queen Abra just smiles, and that’s all the answer I need. Her identity isn’t the only thing that inspires dread. That she’s been open about her identity can only mean one thing.

      She doesn’t intend for me to make it out of this dungeon alive to tell anyone.

      Yep. Really hoping Evander has my jailer tied to a table with a poker at his eye right about now.

      “I take it my little friend hasn’t been cooperative,” I say. The shot lands, and for half a moment, the queen looks taken aback. Like she thought she’d waltz into the dungeons and explain my situation to me.

      But for the blip when her confidence falters, it returns with full-force. “No, she hasn’t,” she says, her lips curving in derision.

      She approaches the dais on which I’m currently splayed and, Fates, she’s going to touch me, isn’t she?

      The queen brushes a fingernail against my cheek, and I don’t bother to fight back a shudder at her frigid touch. “You know they have healers who specialize in decreased circulation, right?” I say.

      That earns a sneer, as well as a slap across the mouth.

      Like I’m a child.

      I want to ask what happened the night the queen stole me away from Evander’s prison. What the psychotic magic that takes over my body once every full moon did while I was locked away somewhere in the dark corners of my own mind.

      But for all I know, the queen doesn’t know yet that I don’t remember anything that happens when it takes over, and I’d like to keep it that way.

      “You won’t like it down here, you know,” she says, almost crooning, like she’s trying to convince a naughty child why it would be to its benefit to behave.

      “I don’t know. I think it’s rather cozy once you get used to the smell and befriend the rats.”

      The queen ignores me. “I can already tell you’re destined for more. You won’t be content here, unable to move. But with me…” She tucks my matted hair behind my ear and I have to fist my palms to keep from cringing. “You wouldn’t have to be helpless anymore. Imagine what we could do together.”

      Oh, right. She’s not talking to me.

      She’s talking to it.

      It’s sort of bad manners, for a queen.

      But I suppose she did marry into royalty.

      “I don’t know. Cindy’s pretty attached to me at this point,” I say, almost through my teeth.

      My psychotic body-possessing magic prefers to go by Cinderella. Once the full moon comes out, and she’s broken my hipbones and rearranged my face to her liking.

      Cinderella—it’s a stupid thing to call oneself, but I’m hoping that somewhere within me, she’s seething at the nickname.

      The queen’s icy eyes flick to mine. “Surely you want the parasite out.”

      Parasite?

      Oh, that was so much better than Cinderella. I’d consider thanking the queen for putting into words exactly how I feel about the ancient magic sulking inside of me, had she not tied me to a dais.

      It’s true. I want the parasite gone. I’d like to keep my body to myself, please and thank you.

      I don’t want the parasite.

      But I definitely don’t want the queen to have her, either.

      I smile sweetly at the queen and say, “Sometimes it helps if you’re not so desperate sounding.”

      I expect another slap, but it never comes. Instead, the queen just sighs and turns to the males flanking her shadows.

      “Farin. Gunter. Why don’t the two of you examine our new guest?”

      Examine?

      Definitely don’t like the sound of that.

      Both males lower their hoods. The crony to the left is fae, but I wouldn’t be able to tell if it weren’t for the pointed ears. His skin is mismatched, but not in the way I’ve seen some humans, as if the Fates forgot to dye parts of their flesh, leaving blotchy segments all over their faces.

      No. This male’s face looks like it’s been shredded—torn apart, then sewn back together. I’m not used to fae looking as if they’ve reached middle age; his isn’t an elderly face as much as it’s a weathered one, but the scars rob him of the youth that most fae consider to be their birthright.

      I assume this is Gunter.

      Then there’s Farin.

      Crap. My suspicions were correct.

      He’s much too attractive to be wiping my butt.

      His pointed ears peek out from underneath sleek raven-black hair that almost falls into his eyes, which are unnaturally pale. The color of ice, but with a hint of blue, like there’s water running somewhere under the surface. Shadows lurk underneath those blue eyes, hinting the male suffers from chronic lack of sleep. His skin is ghostly. As if he hasn’t seen the sun in years.

      Apparently I find sickly attractive now.

      Good.

      Gunter and Farin move as silently as shadows to the far side of the room. Their lantern lights catch on the edges of warped glass, dozens of little vials strewn across the workbench.

      Together, they mix the contents of two of the vials. One contains ash, the other a pale, glowing paste. It’s Farin who dips his finger into the concoction, staining his white fingertips inky black.

      But then Farin turns toward me and advances. My heart races as he trails his finger underneath my jaw, smearing the cold paste against my skin.

      He stares into my eyes; his own devoid of emotion.

      When he speaks, there’s no hint of apology in his voice.

      “This is going to hurt.”

      That’s when the pain barrels through me, and in the distance I hear someone scream.

      It takes me a moment to realize the strangled noise is coming from my own lips.
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          NOX

        

      

    

    
      The revenant inside me relishes the taste of the girl’s screams. Her agony is a siren song, a lullaby that will gift me the first restful night I’ve had in weeks.

      I could hate myself for it, for the way the girl’s sobs send a pleasant tingle through my twitching ears and down my spine.

      But I’d rather just hate the queen.

      Gunter seems to think she’s a more productive object of my contempt, anyway.

      I sweep another line of wraithseeker underneath the left side of the girl’s jaw, and this time she writhes. The restraints on her wrists and ankles are too tight to allow for much movement, but her back arches all the same. Her brown eyes roll back in her head.

      Days spent trapped in the queen’s dungeon have already painted grime against the girl’s white cheeks. I think she might be freckled, but the tiny brown dots speckling her nose have already paled from lack of exposure to the sun. Her black hair is matted, sticking to her forehead as if she’s been sweating out a fever.

      Her lips are chapped.

      We should have given her water before we started.

      I can’t tell if she’s a pretty girl or if I’m so starved of female company, I simply have nothing to compare her to.

      Either way, I try not to focus on it. It’s bad enough that I’m inhaling her pain like it’s fine wine. No need to add creepiness to my list of sins.

      “What did she do?” I ask the queen.

      The queen has this annoying tendency of believing she’s a moral person. It’s like there’s a code of ethics locked away in that slimy brain of hers. For years, I found it impossible to predict what she would consider righteous or evil, but I’ve started to recognize there are a few underlying rules.

      Rule number one: criminals forfeit all rights.

      I suppose that’s why Abra doesn’t lose sleep over torturing them in the name of advancing magic. “She committed treason against the Prince of Dwellen,” the queen says, apparently deeming my question worthy of a response. “She knowingly harbored a magical parasite that dwells inside her body and refused to come forward when that same parasite attempted to assassinate the prince’s betrothed.”

      I quirk a brow. Okay, so that does seem moderately treasonous. Still, the girl is young. Probably not yet into her third decade.

      Prison is one thing.

      What we do here?

      What I do here?

      It’s just difficult to imagine this girl racking up enough crimes to warrant torture, that’s all.

      It’s not that I care. I’ve been experimenting on prisoners for years now. I’m used to their screams. Like them, even. Though that part’s not really up to me.

      It’s just that the girl is snarky and bold. She reminds me of—

      “Well?”

      I don’t bother to fight the temptation to roll my eyes at the impatience in the queen’s tone.

      “I work best in the quiet, you know,” I say.

      “You work best in the manner that is beneficial to your queen, Farin.”

      I tense at the name—the name that is not mine but the queen insists on calling me regardless—which is a mistake because even the slight reaction tells Abra she’s won, that she’s gotten to me.

      “You haven’t exactly been generous with the information regarding what dwells inside the girl’s body. It’s going to slow me down if I don’t know what I’m looking for.” Usually if there are traces of magic hiding out inside a body, wraithseeker at least allows me to pinpoint the magic, to feel its presence.

      But the wraithseeker doesn’t simply pick up on magic. It allows me to taste the auras that swarm within a person or object. If I don’t know exactly what I’m looking for; it’s like trying to identify a specific spice within a meal, except it’s one you’ve never tasted, and the chef used a dozen other spices to mask its flavor.

      And this girl?

      Her auras are going to be a mess to sort through.

      It’s almost overwhelming just touching her.

      But again, that could just be my lack of socialization shining through.

      “You’re looking for magic. The girl is human, meaning non-magical. It shouldn’t be that difficult,” the queen says, an ever-present bite to her tone.

      I open my mouth to argue, but clamp it shut soon enough. It’s not worth wasting breath over. I could probably count the bricks in this castle before I could count how many times I’ve tried to explain to the queen that magic isn’t nearly as elementary as she makes it out to be.

      There’s not simply one type of magic. There are many sources, most of which remain untapped if Gunter’s theories hold any credence and if he’s as much of a genius as I think he is.

      The queen is convinced that magic is exclusive to Alondria, that when our ancestors left the Nether behind, they abandoned a magicless world. But magic doesn’t belong to Alondria. Magic is the boundary between realms, the barrier between worlds. That which both separates and holds all together.

      The magic the queen seems to be most obsessed with is the Old sort, the type that fragmented from that barrier, the beings created when the Fabric between realms frayed.

      What the queen forgets is that magic is all around us, maintaining the veil between us and the beings that walk the shadows of other worlds.

      But Gunter was in service to the queen long before I became her prisoner. If I’ve told her a hundred times, he’s told her a thousand.

      It’s always been peculiar to me—the queen’s misunderstanding of magic. I once thought her brilliant, and I suppose she is, in her own way. The way she can see before she experiments exactly how a pair of ingredients might react. But she only ever seems to understand the what of things. Not the how or the why.

      It’s as though branded within the queen’s brain is a map of end results, interactions between elements, but she herself has no idea how the author of the map came to their conclusions.

      She herself uses elemental magic in the potions she mixes, yet she acts as if the Old Magic is the only kind to exist.

      The female is a walking contradiction.

      But if the queen is a puzzle, I much prefer a game of chess.

      The queen approaches me from behind and clicks her long red nails against the stone slab on which the girl is still writhing. “I want it extracted by the end of the next mooncycle.”

      I flash a grin at my queen and inject it with enough venom to level a heifer. “Maybe if you’re going to insist on doling out deadlines based on celestial events, you might consider letting me outside every so often.”

      It’s not true, of course. I go outside plenty, but only at night, and only when the queen is in a foreign kingdom. Plus, there’s the roof of the palace, where I sometimes go to watch the aurora warp into milky plumes across the night sky.

      I’m pretty sure the queen knows this and chooses to turn a blind eye.

      “Need I remind you what’s at stake if you fail?” the queen asks. I can practically scent the acid dripping from her pale lips.

      I swallow and grit my teeth, turning back to the writhing girl. Hate, pure and unrelenting, rears inside my chest, but I keep it at bay.

      Lashing out against the queen has only ever made things worse.

      If it was just me, I’d gladly take her punishments.

      But it’s not just me.

      It never has been.

      “My queen,” Gunter says, approaching the two of us with another batch of wraithseeker. It’s only now that I realize I’m almost out, that most of the paste has been absorbed into the girl’s pallid skin. He hands me another bowl of the paste before continuing, “Our service would be expedited if you graced us with more information regarding the target you wish to extract.”

      The queen’s face softens, as it typically does in Gunter’s presence.

      He has this way about him where he can almost always get more out of our sovereign than I can.

      I asked him about it one time. He claimed all he does is treat the queen with respect.

      I decided that wasn’t going to work for me.

      The queen chews at the inside of her cheek, and for a moment, I think Gunter’s actually convinced the monster to tell us what she’s up to.

      When the queen received a lead that sent her barreling for Dwellen, I’d never seen her so ecstatic. So drunk on a thrill.

      I don’t know what happened in Dwellen, but I’ve scrutinized the queen well enough by now to note her disappointment. Whatever she’d been anticipating, it wasn’t to have to carry this girl all the way back from Mystral and turn her over to me and Gunter.

      If I know the queen at all, she expected to waltz into Dwellen, and for the parasite that dwells inside this girl to give itself up to her.

      And why should she expect any less?

      That’s exactly what I did.

      But I was a child when I gave myself over to the queen.

      Whatever lurks inside this girl’s mind? I have a gut feeling it’s old enough to know better.

      “Perhaps what the two of you need is not information, but motivation,” the queen says through teeth that look as though she’s attempting to pin a blade between them.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I say. “I’m fairly content with torture for the sake of torture.”

      As if on cue, the girl lets out a wilting scream, one that sends me into a high, down from which I have to wrestle my mind.

      I’ll regret this tomorrow—enjoying her pain.

      But for now, my head isn’t pounding, and that’s all I can think about.

      Until the queen speaks again. “Find a way to extract the parasite, deliver it to me, and I’ll free you.”

      I exhale. Heavily. We both know that if it was my freedom I cared about, I would have broken myself out of here years ago.

      “All of your freedoms,” she adds.

      Gunter stiffens beside me. My heart pounds, grating against my ears, mingling with the racing pulse of the girl whose auras I’m currently sifting through.

      I lock eyes with the queen.

      “All of us?”

      She grins, and for a moment, I’m taken back to a snow-crested hill, a mouthful of snow, and a melodious laugh.

      “I swear it.”

      It seems like a dream, one I’ve been grasping at each morning I’ve woken in this dreadful palace, so I make her repeat the bargain. Make her patch every possible loophole, outline each step of what she agrees to do for me and when.

      And once I’m satisfied, I agree.
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          BLAISE: AGE TWELVE

        

      

    

    
      If Father notices I burned his eggs this morning, he doesn’t mention it.

      Instead, he gobbles them up. I have to help him, of course. His fingers are weak, and they shake with such ferocity he’s ended up with more egg bits on his silk bedsheets than in his mouth.

      He doesn’t like for me to spoon-feed him though, so I don’t.

      I don’t wipe the dribble off his mouth, either.

      He claims the eggs are delicious, though they’re certainly not. I’ve never had a reason to learn to cook, not when my father is an ambassador to the King of Dwellen on behalf of the human citizens and his salary allows him to employ a dozen servants.

      But sometimes he talks about the days before he rose to a place of prominence, back when it was just Mama and him, and how much he loved the way she cooked eggs.

      Mama’s not here anymore, and Papa’s not long for this side of the sun, either.

      There’s so little he enjoys anymore, and I suppose I thought the eggs… Well, I thought it would be like having her back. That it would be like having all three of us together again. Not that I remember those days. My mother passed before my mind had known to grasp onto the memories of her.

      Once Father’s done, and there are egg bits and dribbles of milk all over his bed robes, I steal a bite of the scrambled eggs off his plate.

      I instantly gag. They’re burnt and bland and disgusting.

      “You didn’t have to eat these,” I say, my stomach sinking. I wanted to give my father a last little bit of enjoyment, especially in a life where he gets so very little of it.

      My mind races, and I wonder then if this will be his last meal.

      I wonder if every meal will be his last meal, but somehow, I think it’ll be worse if he dies having eaten disgusting burnt eggs.

      “I’ll get Bruno to make you some more,” I say, quickly swiping the plate from off the tray I’ve perched carefully upon his knees.

      My father reaches out and grabs my arm. The movement is gentle, but his hands are cursed with that ever-present tremble, and he accidentally shakes my arm. I drop the plate, and the remnants of what will probably be my father’s last meal go scattering across the floor.

      “Leave it,” he says, when I go to pick up the mess. “That was the best meal I’ve had in a long time. At least I’ll get to look at it a bit longer.”

      He grins at me, his brown eyes wide and so very, very tired. I let out a laugh that sounds more like a wheeze, and I reach over and squeeze his hand.

      “Just sit with me awhile?” he asks, so I do.

      

      There was a time when sitting with my father would have been a loud and boisterous occasion, a feast of stories about his days as a traveling ambassador, and I would gobble up every tale, no matter how many times over he’d told me the same story.

      Now, I mostly just hold his hand while he sleeps and try to keep my sobs from getting too loud, lest they wake him.

      It was okay for a while, sitting here with him in the quiet.

      The only problem is that it’s not quiet any longer.

      There’s a rattle in my father’s chest that crept up yesterday. It’s wet and gargled, and it has me wondering if there’s water sloshing around while he breathes.

      I’m only twelve years old, and there’s plenty I don’t yet know about the world, but I’m certain that breathing isn’t supposed to sound like that.

      It grows louder the longer he sleeps. So loud, it reminds me of a roar, and I wonder if I should wake him. Perhaps if I can get him to sit up straighter in bed—

      My father vomits. It’s violent and quick, and it soaks the bed in blood and mucus and wet eggs.

      

      “You vile, useless little creature,” my stepmother, Clarissa, hisses, even as I frantically try to wipe up the vomit with the hem of my skirt.

      I guess I must have screamed for help. I don’t really remember.

      The stench of my father’s illness climbs up my nostrils, settling into my mind, where I imagine it will remain. Permanently.

      “You knew better than to give your father food. You heard what the physician said last week.”

      A knot forms in my throat, stinging so badly I wonder if it might burst.

      I did hear what the physician said. That my father is too weak to eat safely. That he could easily choke on his food, even if we cut it up into little pieces, like I’d done with the eggs this morning.

      The eggs that now douse my skirts.

      “But if he doesn’t eat, he’ll die.” The lump in my throat swells. “We can’t just let him starve.”

      Guilt pangs in my chest for talking about my father like he’s not in the room with us. But he’s not in the room with us, not really. If he was, he wouldn’t have tolerated Clarissa calling me vile. Instead, his eyes are closed, his head lolled to the side as he leans against his wife. He’s groaning, mumbling words that aren’t words.

      My stomach knots, and I have to look away.

      “Of course your father is dying, can you not see that?” Clarissa gestures over to my father with her free hand, the one she’s not using to support him. She acts like she’s there for him, but the truth is, she wouldn’t touch him until a servant came in and changed him out of his soiled robes. “Why can’t you just let him die in peace? Instead, you have to be a selfish little brat about it. You’d rather him suffer so you could hold on to him. For what? A few days longer?”

      My throat is on fire, and I have to bite my tongue to keep from sobbing. I hate Clarissa, and I hate her sniveling daughters.

      “Go make yourself of use and help Bruno clean the stove. And the rest of the kitchen while you’re at it. You stunk up the entire servants’ quarters this morning, and I don’t feel like my dinner tasting of burnt eggs.”

      My mouth hangs open. Surely she can’t be serious. “But Father…”

      “Get out. You can come back when you’re done.”

      My heart stops. Come back when I’m done? What does she mean? Father might not make it through the hour, much less the time it’ll take to scrub the kitchens down.

      “But—”

      “Out.”

      I hesitate, rocking back and forth on my heels. For a moment, my father’s eyes flutter, and I think he might reprimand Clarissa, but then his mouth parts, and it’s only a cough.

      There’s that sloshing sound again.

      Tears well in my eyes, but I refuse to give Clarissa the satisfaction, so I rush into the hall, slamming the door behind me.

      I lean against the wooden doorframe and give myself to the count of ten.

      

      Bruno’s massive shadow hovers over me as I scrub the filthy stove. He knows better than to assist me—at least, overtly. When Clarissa and her daughters moved into my father’s manor, they brought along a few servants of their own to join the staff. At first, Bruno seemed excited about the extra help, but he knows better now.

      We have a theory that Clarissa tips her kitchen maids for bringing her ill reports of the rest of the staff.

      Still, he whispers suggestions to me. Which soaps best remove grime. How long to let them seep so that the filth falls away from the iron bars.

      I’m grateful, but even with Bruno’s tricks, it’s clear this task will take me hours.

      I’m not sure my father will make it that long.

      Even as the black sludge drips from the oven grates, I see the dark, bloodied mucus smearing his sheets. I hear his cough in every rattle of the iron grates.

      

      By the time I finish my task, grime stains my skirts and my cheeks are just as soiled. But I don’t mind. The oven is clean, and I’m free to return to my father’s side.

      I’m at his door, about to burst through, when my stepsister Elegance waltzes out.

      She’s two years my senior, with silky brunette hair, smooth, white skin and full lips that never seem to lose their rosy tint.

      I fight the urge to pin her to the wall, to ask what she was doing in my father’s room.

      She bounces her eyes over my filthy attire in a single fluid motion. “You can’t go in there like that. You’ll give Papa an infection.”

      “He’s not your papa,” I hiss, unable to control my tongue. Elegance doesn’t possess a drop of affection for my father, and by the way her pink lips curl, it’s clear she only calls him such to rile me. I make to push past her, but she sidesteps in front of me.

      “He’s already ill enough without you making it worse,” she says, her voice so sweet and high that I often wonder if she spends her mornings frantically scribbling down notes as the nightingales sing directly outside her window.

      I know that’s where they perch, as the room used to be mine.

      “There’s nothing I can do that will make him any worse, and you know that.”

      She quirks a perfectly angled brow. “And why do you say that?”

      Because he’s dying. But my stepsister already knows this. She just wants me to have to say it aloud.

      “Let me make myself clear,” I say, advancing on Elegance. She backs away, clearly less than eager for my grimy clothes to blemish her satin gown. “If you don’t let me through this door, I will kill you. And I’ll take my own sweet time doing it too. That way, you’ll have years of wondering when it’s coming.”

      Elegance shudders, and for a moment, I think I might have her truly terrified of me. Perhaps I should coat myself in kitchen grease more often. But then the door behind her opens and out waltzes Clarissa.

      “Mother!” Elegance launches herself toward her mother, clinging to her in relief. That nightingale voice—the one that I’m sure Elegance practices to fool potential suitors into thinking she’s older than a mere fourteen—warps into a childish whine, as it always does around her mother. “Blaise said she’s going to…she’s going to…” Elegance sniffles, and she forces her eyelids closed with such intensity, I wonder if she might pop a blood vessel.

      A single tear squeezes out.

      “She threatened to kill me.”

      Her sniffles grate against my ears, but to Clarissa, they might as well be a siren song.

      A few moments later, I find myself being dragged back to the kitchens by my hair.

      Clarissa makes me clean the waste bin with it.

      

      My black hair reeks of spoiled fruit and rotten eggs by the time I’m finished.

      It’s the egg stench that makes me gag. Every time I move or a draft sneaks through the cracked window of the kitchen, the odor rolls through me, making my bones quaver.

      It takes me an additional hour bent over the kitchen basin with a pitcher in hand to rinse the filth out of my hair, but no amount of scrubbing keeps the stink from crashing over me in waves, causing my stomach to churn.

      I’ve about given up when a shadow appears in the kitchen doorway.

      The kitchen itself has been empty since dinner. The task took all afternoon, and Clarissa commanded the staff to leave me be once they were finished prepping tomorrow’s meals.

      I flinch, wondering if it’s Clarissa intending to drag me to my bedroom by my hair again.

      “Your father still lives. He’s sleeping peacefully.” I recognize Derek’s voice before he steps into the dimly lit kitchen.

      My shoulders sag in relief at the news. Clarissa forbade me from visiting him until the morning, and even then, only if I finished my tasks. If Derek’s report was any different, I’d ignore Clarissa’s commands and run to him now, but I fear if I disobey her, she’ll keep me from him when the hour of his death draws near.

      “Thank you for checking on him for me.” My voice is hardly a whimper, but I’m truly grateful. Derek steps toward me, and my muscles go rigid. I’m certain that if I move at all, he’ll smell me.

      It’s a foolish thought. I’m just a girl, and Derek is practically a man. Twenty-three, to be exact; his birthday was last week, and I slipped a handmade birthday card under his bedroom door, too embarrassed to sign my name.

      My cheeks flush hot when he’s around, and I don’t want him to think I stink.

      Derek is one of the servants Clarissa brought with her into the marriage, but he’s different from the rest. He’s tall with naturally pale skin that browns in the summer, and his blue eyes are kind. And he doesn’t rat on me to my stepmother.

      “Why’s your hair wet?” he asks, advancing and taking a strand of my soaking hair between his fingers.

      My heart thuds and my cheeks warm. Half-mortification, half something else entirely.

      “Clarissa made me clean out the waste bin with it.”

      I wait for him to drop the lock of hair in disgust, but he doesn’t. He only frowns, his forehead wrinkling. “Fates, she’s cruel.”

      His gaze flicks to my face, meeting my stare, and he tucks the strand behind my ear, his warm fingers lingering against the bone.

      There’s a tingling sensation all over my body. One I sometimes get when Derek smiles at me, but a million times stronger.

      “You should get away from me,” I whisper, hating the words even as they slip from my lips. I don’t want him to get away; not at all. But he’s already so close I can feel the edges of his body heat, and I know if he comes any closer, he’ll smell me, and then he won’t want to come close again.

      Derek cocks his head to the side. “Why would I want to do that?” His mouth curves into a playful grin that has my heart skipping.

      A lump rises in my throat. There’s no way I can make myself tell him, not without shriveling up and dying.

      But then his nose twitches, and I die a little anyway.

      “I’ve been trying for hours, but I can’t get the smell to go away.” My words are rushed, and I fumble for better ones, words that will explain why I’m not a filthy, disgusting child.

      But Derek’s smile is warm. He drops the lock of my hair and leans in, and for a moment I’m terrified because I think he might kiss me, but then he reaches behind me and produces a pair of kitchen scissors. “I think I can solve that for you.”

      My breath freezes in my chest. Never in my life have I been allowed to trim my hair more than an inch at most.

      “You’ll be in trouble with Clarissa if she finds out,” I warn him.

      His voice drops to a hush. “Then it’ll be our little secret.”

      Unease grips my chest, but the stench is shoving its way down my throat again, threatening to suffocate me.

      And Derek is right. I do want it gone.

      “Okay,” I whisper.

      I let out a lone whimper when the scissors crunch through my wet hair.

      A single lock falls to the floor.

      It’s not long before there’s a pile of wet, black locks tickling my bare ankles.

      “There,” Derek says, running his fingers through my cropped hair when he’s done, tousling it. I can’t breathe. “I like your hair better this way.”

      I don’t know what my hair looks like, but as far as I’m concerned, it could look like rats had made a nest in it as long as Derek’s blue eyes sparkle like that when he looks at me.

      “You like it?” I ask, my chest constricting.

      “I like you.”

      My gut twists, terror and elation wrestling with my insides.

      I’m not sure why, but the way Derek’s fingers are roaming through my hair, down my neck and toward my waist, seems like something we’d both get in trouble for if Clarissa caught us.

      But his fingertips leave a trail of fire where they touch, and after today, I’m not sure there’s anything else Clarissa can do to me.

      That’s probably why, when Derek picks me up and carries me into the pantry, pressing his warm lips against my neck, I don’t think to tell him no.
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      It’s not uncommon for me to dream of Derek, of the man who stole my childhood.

      But it’s not like the dreams to stick so close to the truth. They usually like to stray, to warp Derek’s face into that of a monster. Sometimes he presses a knife to my throat.

      In the dreams, I almost always scream.

      I almost always fight back.

      To dream of what actually happened, to feel the dread creeping into my belly as he undressed me, to remember biting back the whimpers, too desperate for his affection to tell him he was hurting me…

      The truth is so much worse than the nightmares.

      It’s the kind of feeling I would normally douse by making my way to Evander’s rooms, lounging in his chaise and teasing him incessantly, living for his unwavering attention.

      The last time I dreamed of Derek was the night I fell asleep at the library. I’d been dreaming of Derek when I woke to Evander standing over me and the pile of books.

      He’d swept me into his arms that night and carried me to bed. I could have melted into his chest, could have clung to that moment forever, but the feel of his warm embrace is beginning to fade around the edges, as it should.

      He’s Ellie’s husband now, and I have no right to cling to the phantom of his touch like I do.

      It’s a cruel sort of torture, being hopelessly in love with someone for the way their touch never wanders. For the way they carry you to bed and never think to join you in it.

      I blame the male in the dank corner of this wretched dungeon for forcing me to relive that moment in clandestine clarity.

      “What did you do to me?” I ask Farin.

      The question strikes me as it forms at my cracked lips. It takes the form of a whisper in my ear, the hint of a memory that didn’t actually occur, but should have.

      A question I should have asked Derek, but was too young to know to ask.

      I don’t expect the fae male to answer. Perhaps that’s why I flinch when he does.

      “Wraithseeker. It possesses a host of magical properties, but in this case, I was using it to locate the source of magic that dwells within your body.”

      He doesn’t turn around, and all I can see of him in the dim lantern light is a tall dark silhouette, pouring an assortment of vials with pungent liquid into a glass container.

      “And the other uses?” I ask.

      He pauses, a single drop of venom-green liquid plopping from the edge of the vial in his hand, splattering on the table, leaving a hissing plume of steam in its wake.

      “Torture, mostly,” he says, corking the vial and leaving it on the workbench as he turns to me. “Of the psychological sort.”

      “I take it one of the ingredients is lychaen venom.”

      He crosses his arms, arching a brow, and his deadly moonish eyes glimmer in the dim lantern light. They’re so bright, they almost shimmer on their own.

      It’s eerie.

      “You’ve studied lychaenthropy?”

      My mouth is dry, and it hurts to talk, but that’s never really stopped me before. “For a while, I thought maybe that was why I was blacking out on full moons and waking up in ditches. Or with blood all over me.”

      He shrugs, and when he does, a strand of black hair falls in his face. “Not a bad guess.” He turns back to the fizzling set of potions on the workbench.

      “You know, I bet it would make concocting your evil, highly illegal potions easier if you cleaned that lantern.”

      Indeed, it looks like someone smeared the glass with soot.

      I wait for him to answer, and as soon as he does, I fidget with the restraints on my wrists.

      “I hardly need much light to see.”

      The restraints are metal, not rope, the problem being that, though the metal is much stronger, they aren’t fitted to the exact shape of my wrists.

      Given the way they leave gaps between my wristband and the metal, I’d say they were made with fae prisoners in mind, not humans.

      And I’m a tiny human.

      “Right, because you’re fae, I guess?” The sound of my voice masks the noise of my thumbs tucking underneath my palms.

      “Mhm.”

      Okay, so yes or no questions aren’t the best way to get this fae talking.

      “If the wraithseeker didn’t work out for you, what do you plan to do to me next?” There’s no need to fake the dread trembling around the edges of my voice.

      “Won’t matter to you. I’m putting you to sleep for it.”

      “Putting me to sleep with what?”

      He lets out a short laugh. “Don’t worry. I won’t be feeding you marebone or anything.”

      I don’t know what marebone is, but I don’t really care. My right hand is out now, though my thumb is sore from squeezing it through the restraint.

      I blink, and Farin is hovering above me, his sickly blue eyes narrowed as he grabs my wrist.

      “Going somewhere?” Amusement dances in those glowing eyes of his.

      I twist my wrist, meaning to escape from his grasp at the weak point of his thumb, but he only grips me tighter.

      Desperate now, I throw all my strength into yanking my arm away, but I might as well be trying to fell a barracks wall with a pebble for as much as he strains.

      He tucks my fingers together and slides my hand back into the restraint. He closes his fist around the metal. A screech, and then the restraint is practically molded to my wrist.

      When he leans over me to secure the second restraint, the scent of cedar and parchment washes over me.

      “Do yourself a favor and don’t try that again. The queen doesn’t take too kindly to escape attempts.”

      There’s a casualness about his tone, but the way he avoids looking at me has me wondering if he knows this from personal experience.

      “What does she want with me?”

      His gaze finds my face, and though he’s done securing my restraints, he doesn’t put any distance between us.

      “Don’t play dumb. You’re a servant girl, not a princess. Acting ignorant won’t get you anywhere.”

      Silly servant girl. Only princesses get happy endings.

      I tuck the memory away and flash a smirk at him. “I’m trapped in a dungeon. Not much of anything is going to get me anywhere. And you can’t blame me for wondering. It’s not exactly a good time—sharing your body with someone else.”

      As soon as the words leave my mouth, my cheeks heat. Normally, I would have been more than happy to pluck innuendo from my arsenal and use it as a disarming technique. But this time, I hadn’t meant it that way, and in the presence of this fae, misusing my words feels like a vulnerability.

      His blue eyes flash, and the corners of his mouth twitch, but he doesn’t call attention to it.

      “Are you still in there,” he flicks his gaze to my forehead, “when she comes out, I mean.”

      My fingers tense, clawing at my palms when he brings up Cinderella.

      There’s a hint of amusement in his expression, and the sight of it sends a thousand questions swarming through my mind. Cold sweat breaks out across my forehead, and my breathing goes ragged.

      Was this male there the night Queen Abra purchased me from my stepmother? When Cinderella takes over, it’s like she locks me away, tucks me into the darkness and leaves me there until we swap places once more.

      She could do anything with my body, and I’d be none the wiser.

      And the way this male is looking at me, humor glinting in his icy blue eyes…

      He was there. He must have been, and given how attractive he is, knowing how Cinderella behaved toward Evander, she probably threw herself at him.

      Threw me at him.

      My stomach rolls over, and if I had any food in it, I’d be sick all over myself. But as it is, it just burns. A lump rises in my throat, and my muscles constrict like I’m gagging, except I can’t breathe. I can’t. I can’t.

      “Hey.”

      Farin grasps my shoulder, and I recoil, except there’s nowhere to go, so I just end up slamming the back of my head against the stone dais.

      “Don’t touch me,” I bark, and Farin jerks away, holding his pale palms up, his blue eyes wide.

      He’s as still as ever, and when he speaks, there’s no kindness in his voice, but there’s no cruelty either. “It’s a week’s journey from Othian by coach. The queen would have spoken with it, with the parasite that’s using you as a host. I can’t imagine the conversation went the way she intended it to, otherwise she wouldn’t have tasked me with extracting it.”

      My mind is spinning, and I can hardly grasp onto his words as I fight for breath. But the male keeps talking, and something about the steady cadence of his voice keeps me tethered to this room.

      “Before she left, she had me concoct a sedative. She would have given it to you as soon as she realized your magic wasn’t cooperating. She made the trek herself, with only her most trusted guard. Corinth is rough around the edges, but he’s protective of young women. His daughter was taken by a band of Avelean traffickers when she was a child. They got her back, but she was never the same.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” It’s barely a wheeze, my voice, but I manage to get the words out.

      He inhales, his chest bulging underneath his black robes. “No one would have touched you. Corinth wouldn’t have let it happen.”

      Slowly, painfully, my breaths lengthen, deepen.

      No one would have touched you.

      No one would have touched you.

      I hate this fae male, not only for the torture he’s put me through
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