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IN A VOID SUSPENDED IN TIME,

I FIND MYSELF TRAPPED IN AN ABYSS OF DARKNESS AND DESPAIR.

With Daniella suspended close to death, Prince Kalyll storms through the fae realm with one goal: revenge upon the people who put her there.

But in his absence, the fate of Kalyll’s kingdom teeters precariously as his treacherous brother, Cardian, schemes to plunge the realm into all-out war. Cardian’s alliance with the heartless and ambitious Unseelie King threatens to shatter the fragile peace that remains.

As Daniella shows little sign of improvement, Kalyll falls into the clutches of his enemies, leaving the spectre of war looming ever closer. Will Daniella wake from her shadowy slumber in time to restore the light, or will darkness consume Kalyll and everything he loves?




May your demons learn to live in harmony.
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[image: CHAPTER 1 WÖLFE]
The beast tried to claw its way out of me as I squeezed the weak male’s neck, but it wouldn’t do to terrify my prey out of his wits. Not just yet.

“Where is he?” I demanded, my patience teetering at the sword’s edge of a precipice.

A hand fell on my shoulder. “Wölfe. Please.”

My head jerked back. I growled, teeth bared. “Unwise to touch me, Summer Prince.”

Jeondar pulled his hand back, curling his fingers into a fist, probably worried I might bite them off. Not so unwise, after all.

I returned my attention to the coiffed male, whom I held against the wall. This was his villa. My Seelie spies had marked him as one of Cardian’s allies, someone who could potentially be harboring my weasel brother.

As I squeezed his neck a little harder, Kryn came barreling through the door, followed by Silver.

“Cardian isn’t here,” my half-brother said. “We searched everywhere.”

I narrowed my eyes at my quarry, my claws unsheathing. He whimpered as they pierced his pasty skin. A cloying sweet smell clung to him, some sort of flowery perfume. His hair was a mass of well-arranged curls on top of his head. They glittered with enough pixie dust to make a full-grown horse soar from the ground. Sweat slid down his forehead, and his tongue kept darting out like a snake’s.

My fingers squeezed harder still. “I will ask one last time or I’ll kill you. Where is Cardian?”

“I don’t know, my king.” His voice trembled.

I applied more pressure to my thumb. My claw dug in and warm blood flowed to stain his pristine white collar. I stared in fascination as it blossomed, spreading through the threads like fire through a cotton field.

“Please, my k-king,” the male managed just barely. “All I know is that . . . he acquired a transfer token, stole it from your father.”

For a second, I didn’t move, my urge to kill him dampened by the news, then my fury redoubled and I leaned more heavily into him, the tendons around his throat feeling like flimsy twigs that I yearned to break. He made a croaking sound.

“He’s told you what he knows, Wölfe.” Jeondar stepped into my field of vision. “Let him go. He’s not worth it.”

My eyes flicked toward the Summer Prince, and for a moment, I considered his words, Kalyll trying to push his own morality on me. But the moment of insanity passed, and with a little more pressure—an effortless thing, really—I snapped the traitor’s neck.

The crack of bones was loud in the quiet room. It reverberated like the crashing of a tree.

I let him go. He dropped to the floor in a heap of uselessness. I leaned forward, pulled an embroidered handkerchief from his breast pocket, and used it to wipe his blood from my hand. Working on one finger at a time, I turned and faced the others.

Jeondar, Kryn, and Silver’s expressions were identical: wide eyes, lips pressed into tight lines, brows furrowed. They didn’t approve. What a surprise.

I huffed and walked out of the room, a garish parlor with fuchsia curtains and cream cushions. My steps pounded against the veined marble floors as I made my way down a long hall. The others followed at a distance.

Two servants stood at the main door. Earlier, they had let me pass as soon as they recognized me and sensed my fury. Smart. I would’ve torn out their throats had they gotten in the way.

Cylea and Arabis waited outside in the courtyard under the star-covered black sky. They stayed to keep watch in case any rats scurried out of the large villa as we searched it.

“No luck, huh?” Cylea handed me Stormheart’s reins, who was drinking water from a gurgling fountain.

I grunted in response.

Silver and Kryn prepared to mount, but a glare from Jeondar stopped them.

“No one’s going to say anything about what just happened?” he demanded.

I looked at him over my shoulder. “You always say enough for everyone.”

He met my glower, unflinching.

“What . . . happened?” Arabis asked.

Jeondar jerked a hand, pointing at the ornate house behind us. “He killed him. That’s what happened.”

“By Erilena.” Arabis covered her mouth.

I huffed. “What would you have me do? Cuddle the traitor?”

“The king is not supposed to go around murdering denizens. Guilty or not? There should be a trial,” Jeondar droned on.

“We don’t have time for that. We have to find Cardian.”

“Your personal vendetta should not take precedence over more pressing matters. Mythorne prepares for war as we speak.”

I let go of Stormheart’s reins, took a step forward, and snatched a handful of Jeondar’s jacket. “Dani lies cold on a bed while my brother runs free plotting against me, against your precious realm. He possesses valuable information that can help the enemy. So I would say my personal vendetta aligns itself very well with your lofty goals for Elf-hame. But if you don’t agree with my methods, you’re welcome to scuttle back to Imbermore.”

Jeondar pushed me, trying to shake himself free of my hold. I doubled down, but Kryn wedged himself between us, while Arabis came forth and placed a hand on my arm.

“Settle down, Wölfe!” she said, her Susurro powers traveling like wind over my body.

I felt the force of her command as it burrowed itself under my skin, trying to force me into compliance.

Kalyll reared his ugly head. He pushed, trying to come to the forefront and replace me, but right now his weak tactics were not needed. Right now—
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It took all of my will to prevail over the darkness boiling inside me. When I came to, my head was lowered, my teeth and my fists clenched. Inhaling a deep breath, I met my friends’ bewildered expressions.

“Did that work?” Arabis asked.

I nodded.

Fire burned at the tips of Jeondar’s fingers. He was looking at me with a wave of anger and wariness he’d always reserved for others, not me.

Before what happened to Daniella, I had felt in control of my shadowdrifter abilities, able to unleash them when I wanted, but without her soothing presence, and with my desperation building and building, every day that had passed without her, things had become more difficult.

Finally, my restraints had snapped and Wölfe had broken free . . . allowing him to commit murder.

Jeondar fanned his hands and the fire went out.

“I apologize for my behavior,” I said even as Wölfe bristled, sending bile up my throat. He was the worst of my pride, the worst of my everything.

Jeondar didn’t acknowledge my apology, which stoked my already-incensed anger.

“As touched as I am,” Cylea intervened as if to soften the blow of Jeondar’s dismissal. “I don’t think this is the best place for further conversation. We should go.” She got on her horse in one bound and started forward, without waiting.

But I was in no mood to go anywhere with them. I kept trying to erase the image of the male’s glimmering curls as I snapped his neck.

“Arabis, can you please take Stormheart with you?” I offered her the reins.

I cared nothing for the disappointment that registered in her expression as she pulled my steed away.

“How long will this go on, brother?” Kryn asked.

“You dare ask me this?” My eyes cut in Arabis’s direction. He had been pining over her for ninety years. If he thought my yearning for Daniella was ridiculous, what did he call his own dogged persistence?

“Dani is—” he started, but I glared, and he held back what he’d been about to say. That she was as good as dead? That it wasn’t acceptable to pine over a frozen body? A near statue?

I refused to accept what everyone thought.

“She’s my mate,” I spat, “but of course, you have no concept of that.”

I turned my back on him and walked out of the courtyard and down the street. Stuffing my hand in my trousers’ pocket, I fingered the transfer token. We were fifty miles from the Vine Tower, nearing the west boundary of Elyndell, but the distance was no matter. I had returned to see her every day since we left a week ago. Today would not be the exception.

Holding the token tightly in my hand, I let it take me to Daniella’s realm. Once there, I lingered only long enough to allow the veil magic to gather and carry me straight into her chamber. Strange the way of veil magic. I could only travel quickly within my own realm if I transferred to the human realm first.

Warm light trembled within the sconces on the wall. Her narrow bed sat by the open window, well within the reach of a beam of moonlight that skidded over her frozen skin, making it glitter. I walked closer, my steps barely audible, and stopped by her side.

Her beautiful face was peaceful at rest. There was no sign of the pain she must have experienced when Varamede’s attack overpowered her. In her presence, quiet as it was, the anger that roiled in my chest morphed into a sorrow deeper than any ocean.

“Can you hear me, melynthi?” I asked as I did every night and despite never receiving an answer, I didn’t stop expecting it. “I feel lost without you. The rage consumes me. The others fear me . . . hate me. At least some of the time, I am sure. I need you.”

I leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her cold lips. The grief that the Envoy had promised punched right through me.

My gaze got locked on something inconsequential and slowly, as I came to, I realized it was a dry petal on the floor. I glanced toward the pedestals, and for the first time, noticed the curving stems and wilted flowers. Roses. They were different from the ones I’d seen last night. Red as opposed to white. They reminded me of that day in Imbermore’s gardens. I’d given Daniella a red rose that day, maybe to assuage my guilt as I tried to explain my shadowdrifter heritage without causing panic.

Reminded of something, I walked to the library, found what I was looking for inside a desk drawer, and went back.

“This one won’t wither,” I said as I pinned a silver brooch to her tunic.

It was the artful representation of a rose, the petals perfect and polished, the leaves carved in careful detail. The brooch had belonged to my grandmother. Roses were her favorite flowers.

“Find your way to me, melynthi.” I pressed a kiss to her forehead.

The flutter of wings behind me forced me to take a step back. Larina hovered by the door, hands joined in front of her as she waited, head bowed slightly.

“I’m here to change the flowers, my king,” the pixie said.

“Please, don’t let me stop you,” I said, finding it unacceptable that Daniella should suffer any dead blooms.

I sat on one of the armchairs by the fireplace, while Larina flew about using her magic to dismiss the dead arrangements and replace them with new ones.

“What news, Larina?”

“Two healers came this morning. They tried their best, but . . .”

She didn’t need to elaborate. Many had tried to bring her back, but everyone had failed.

“I’ll continue to search,” she added, attempting to appear hopeful.

“What other news?” I asked, more out of obligation than any real desire to know what went on in my court.

“Your mother continues to take care of your affairs, my king,” Larina said. “Today she summoned me and asked me to tell you that . . .” She stopped, seemingly unable to continue, her cheeks turning violet with embarrassment.

“You can tell me whatever it is she said.”

She inclined her head. “She wishes for you to return immediately. She says you are needed here, and that . . . your blind pursuit of your brother and vengeance are misguided. That it is not the . . . worthless human who matters, but your throne and the peace of your realm.”

I could feel my anger building and with it, Wölfe trying to take over once more. I stood, cracked my neck, and inhaled deeply, willing the tightly packed emotions that concentrated in my chest to spread, to diffuse. The burning under my breastbone dissipated somewhat. The anger was still there, but when it wasn’t the main focus, I could keep my irrational side at bay and be a true blend of darkness and light.

Not fully Kalyll. Not fully Wölfe. But something in between.

“I’m sorry to subject you to my mother’s . . . acrimony,” I told the pixie. “I know she is difficult. I wish I could let you go back to Imbermore so you could be closer to your family, but I don’t trust anyone else to . . .” I glanced toward Daniella, “take care of her.”

“I remain here gladly. I want to be by her side. Forgive me for saying this, but Dani is my friend.”

“Forgive you? I can only be grateful to you, and I hope that you also consider me your friend one day.”

“Your Majesty!” she exclaimed as if I’d said something ridiculous.

I took several steps forward and approached my mate. I raised my fingers to her cold hand and stared into that beautiful face. “I have learned much from her. When she wakes up, I will marry her. She will be my queen, and together, we will change things.”

Starting with the statute that said a Seelie monarch was not allowed to wed someone who wasn’t of pure Fae blood. Such nonsense.

Reluctantly, I pulled away from Daniella. “I must go now. The Sub Rosa awaits. I leave her in your hands.”

“Go with ease, my king. I will take good care of her.”

I retrieved the transfer token and willed it to take me to the spot where I’d agreed to meet my friends.

“You’re back!” Arabis shot to her feet as I materialized, a dagger in her hand with a skewered piece of roasted meat at its tip.

I found them sitting by the light of a campfire, enjoying a fresh kill, from the smell of it. Cylea had been at work with her bow and arrows, no doubt. She could always find something to satisfy our appetite.

“I thought you’d be gone much longer,” she added, sitting back down.

In previous visits, I had stayed with Daniella for hours, unable to leave her side, but right now, I needed to talk to them, to find out what they thought of the bit of news we had acquired.

I found an empty rock next to Kryn and sat down. Silver offered me a plate with pieces of meat on it. I waved it away.

He shrugged. “More for me.”

“We’ve been wasting our time searching for Cardian,” I said without a preamble. “He has a transfer token.” I smack a fist into my hand. “I should’ve guessed.”

Transfer tokens were not common. They weren’t necessarily rare, but due to their high price, they were given sparingly. As a Seelie Prince, my brother would’ve naturally been allowed one. However, Father had denied him the privilege right after his first visit to the human realm, where he made a fool of himself, causing an embarrassing incident in a nightclub and landing himself in jail. Still, it had been stupid of me to assume he would be traveling by regular means.

“He could be anywhere now,” I added, fighting my rising anger once more. I cracked my fingers as a way to focus my attention on something else.

“Do you think he escaped to the human realm?” Cylea asked.

I shook my head. “I seriously doubt it.”

Cylea worked on tightening her bow. “You don’t think he went to Mythorne, do you?”

“A Seelie Prince in the Unseelie Court?” Kryn said. “I don’t think that would be very smart.”

Arabis nodded. “I agree. Besides, Cardian is paranoid, not to mention a coward. He may have an alliance with Mythorne, but I doubt he trusts him.”

Cylea nodded. “True.”

They all looked at me. “I’m not sure. He’s been known to do very stupid things. Honestly, I have no idea where he could’ve gone.”

Since we left Elyndell proper a week ago, we’d been following a path that led to some of Cardian’s closest allies—a list given to us by Naesala Roka. We had paid a visit to five lords to whom my brother had pledged prominent positions in court. Clearly, we’d been following a cold trail from the beginning.

Cylea plucked her bow string. It twanged satisfactorily. “You don’t think Naesala sent us on a purposeless chase?”

She often asked questions that others might consider dense or unnecessary, but she got us talking, reflecting on every possible angle, no matter how unlikely.

“I don’t think so,” I said.

The others shook their heads.

“She now has a direct and important link to the Seelie King,” Kryn said. “It wouldn’t serve her purposes as a human spy to upset the Seelie Court.”

“True,” Cylea agreed.

“We have to assume Cardian had a contingency plan,” Arabis put in. “He probably procured some sort of hideout in case things didn’t go the way he planned.”

“Yes.” I rubbed my chin. “Wherever he is, though, he would maintain communication with Mythorne. Now more than ever.”

The fire crackled while we sat in silence, pondering the possibilities.

“There’s something to be said about trusting no one,” Kryn observed.

Indeed, it seemed the only person my brother had fully trusted was Varamede. The bastard with a death sentence hanging over his head, even if he didn’t know it. It was his magic that had harmed Daniella, and he would pay dearly for it.

I cracked my knuckles in frustration. So many healers, and all of them useless. Only one thing kept me from losing hope entirely: the Envoy’s words. She had said Daniella would be my queen.

I stood abruptly. “We go back then. Finalize the preparations for war. My generals are restless.” I couldn’t expect them to make every decision while I was out here, entangled in a hopeless pursuit.

But I wasn’t giving up. Sooner or later, I would have my revenge. Neither Cardian nor Varamede would get away with what they had done.

“Who comes with me?” I asked as I pulled out my transfer token.

I could take only one other person with me, and then they could come back and get the rest, one at a time. It was a limitation of tokens, one of the reasons we had ridden our horses out here. The other had been the hope of encountering Cardian on the road as he made his escape.

Cylea stood and dusted her bottom. “I’ll do it. I’m dying for a hot bath.”

“No.” Silver shook his head. “She won’t come back for us. She should go last.”

“Of course I’ll come back for you.” She thought for a moment. “One of you at least, then that person can come back for the rest.”

“That means the last person has to come back for the horses,” Silver pointed out.

“If you don’t make up your minds quickly,” I said, “I will take Stormheart and leave your sorry asses here. The long ride might do you good.” I gave Cylea a sidelong glance.

“Fine, I’ll go second.” Cylea sat back down and elbowed Arabis. “You go first.”

Jeondar shook his head and rolled his eyes. “I vote for Cylea to go last.”

“Hey!” she protested.

Annoyed by their bickering, I stepped up to Kryn—the only one who hadn’t said a word—placed a hand on his shoulder, and willed us into the human realm.

“Wuh, hold on.” Kryn took my arm and steadied himself. “It’s been a while since I’ve done that, and I still don’t like it.” He looked ready to vomit.

We stood in the middle of a solitary forest. It was a place near the city of St. Louis. I had been transferring here for no other reason than it was close to Daniella’s home. Dry leaves crunched under my feet.

Kryn took a deep breath and looked around. “What if Cardian is hiding here?”

“It’s possible, I suppose. Though, something tells me he is not. He hates to lose, always has. He had time to believe himself king. That loss surely left a bitter taste in his mouth. Soon, he will make a move and reveal his whereabouts.”

“Let’s hope so.” Kryn tightened his grip around my arm and nodded to let me know he was ready for another transfer.

In an instant, we appeared in Daniella’s chamber. We hadn’t been there but a second when Larina zoomed over and hovered directly in front of my face.

Adrenaline flooded me, sending my heart pounding and sharpening my senses.

Something was wrong, terribly wrong.

Kryn took out his sword. He stepped forward, eyes searching for danger, but everything was as I’d left it.

My first concern was for Daniella, but she lay in the same spot, as still as always.

“What is the matter, Larina?” I asked, realizing that my claws had unsheathed of their own accord.

The anger and darkness that fueled Wölfe also pushed to the surface, but I held on tightly to the reins and kept him under control. He had become a part of me, so entangled with my sense of self that it was impossible to tell where I ended and he began. Still, there was a sliver of shadowdrifter power that remained solely under my care. A good thing lest I grow used to murdering everyone who made me mad.

“Your Majesty,” she inclined her head, her features twisted. Whatever piece of news she carried, she didn’t want to deliver it.

“Out with it,” I barked impatiently, hating the way I made her flinch.

“It’s your mother. She . . . she is dead.”

“What?” I demanded, unable to believe my own ears.

Larina’s eyes wavered. Kryn absentmindedly sheathed his weapon.

“I am so sorry, Your Majesty.” The pixie blinked rapidly, fighting to prevent the tears that pooled in her eyes from falling.

A terrible numbness spread over me. My mother, dead? The idea seemed as ludicrous as Father’s death seemed every time I thought about it.

“What happened?” I asked, doing my best to ignore the thrashing emotions inside my chest.

“She was found dead in her workroom. She . . . she was murdered.”

“Who?” I asked, but even as the question left my lips, I knew the answer.

“I . . . I don’t know,” Larina said. “I just found out.”

Kryn and I exchanged a knowing glance.

“When did this happen?” I asked.

Larina wrung her hands. “Her . . . body was only just discovered.”

My eyes cut to Daniella, then to my brother. “Kryn, stay here. Larina, find my uncle. Tell him I want his best guards to come here and protect Daniella.”

She zipped out of the room.

I turned to Kryn again. “When the guards get here, come find me.”
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Darkness smells sweet.

That was my first thought, and my only thought, for a long time. It was maddening to perceive only that sickly smell. There was nothing else. No sights. No sounds. No brushing caress against my skin.

Only a flat, indistinguishable sweetness.

I didn’t know how long I was submerged in that cloying nightmare, but at some point, the sweetness seemed to take shape and acquire a name.

Flowers.

That was what I was smelling: flowers. Soon, even that knowledge grew more specific, and I could tell the flowers were roses.

Another realization hit me. I wanted that scent. In fact, my entire being was reaching for it. At first, the scent lingered, then gradually grew weaker, until only an undertone of decay remained. When that happened, I grew restless, what little awareness I possessed reaching outward, wanting more.

But always, the sweetness returned, and I was grateful for it. I begged it to stay with me, but it never did. It always seemed to die, just to return again. Then its visits became shorter and shorter. The sweetness turning to rot far too quickly.

Hours or days passed, but eventually, the sweetness acquired a taste. It was slightly bitter in its aftermath, the way I imagined eating a handful of petals would feel. Yet, I welcomed this new sensation—one I’d nearly forgotten.

Sometime later, there were also sounds. They were distant and unintelligible, but I derived comfort from them. One in particular, I craved. It came and stayed with me for only a moment, then it was gone, and I felt its loss acutely.

Once more, sweetness renewed the scent of rot.

Fresh flowers!

I reached for them eagerly and realized that I didn’t only want them. I needed them. I was drawing from them, taking what little life they had to build my strength, to heal the damage that had nearly obliterated every single cell in my body.

This was it. This was the last batch I needed to awaken. Once I was done drawing its energy, there would be enough of my own life force to let my magic work, to heal myself.

I eagerly drew and drew and drew, like sucking on a straw without taking a breath. I took everything the flowers had to give in an instant, then my healing skills kicked in and swept over my body.

“Kryn, stay here,” someone said. “Larina, find my uncle. Tell him I want his best guards to come here and protect Daniella. When the guards get here, come find me.”

Kalyll! Kalyll was here.

I struggled to speak, but not a word came out. I willed my healing skills to hurry up, to push away the cold. My entire body tingled as it attempted to warm itself up.

A moment later, I came to, gasping and shivering. I wrapped my arms around my torso, trembling, nothing but a grunt escaping my lips.

“Dani!”

I blinked, and a mane of red hair took shape. “K-Kryn,” I managed in a hoarse voice.

His emerald gaze snapped to one side. It looked as if he were going to call someone, but he stopped himself and returned his attention to me.

“You . . . are you all right?” he asked.

I frowned, my mind so addled that I couldn’t begin to shape an answer. I grabbed Kryn’s hand and tried to sit up with his help, but I collapsed back down, exhausted, my healing abilities already drained. Before I knew what I was doing, I got hold of Kryn’s life force.

His eyes shot wide open as I drew from him. His energy felt like a ray of sunshine after an endless night, but I bit on my lower lip and managed to clamp down the desperate hunger for self-preservation.

I let him go, a sob escaping me.

“No, no, it’s all right,” Kryn said and seized my hand. “Take what you need.”

I shook my head weakly.

“C’mon, Dani. We need you. Kalyll needs you.” He squeezed my fingers, urging me to draw more energy from him.

“S-sometimes I can’t s-stop,” I said, a shiver raking its nails down my spine.

“You’ll stop. I know you will.”

Kalyll needs you, Kryn had said.

I needed him too. I needed his arms around me to warm me and get rid of this unbearable cold.

Without further protest, I found the spark of Kryn’s life, something like a glow in the middle of his chest, and drew from it. Strength filled me. My eyes rolled into the back of my head, and I sighed as a measure of blessed warmth suffused my limbs, driving life into the tips of my frigid fingers and toes. When I opened my eyes again, Kryn was pale, his teeth bared as he did his best not to collapse in a heap.

I let go of him, even though I needed so much more. He inhaled sharply and took a step back, pressing a hand to his chest. He swayed on his feet, and I thought he would pass out, but after several deep breaths, he straightened and gave me one of his patent mean looks.

“Don’t ever let me be nice to you again,” he grumbled.

I was still cold, but it was bearable.

I sat up with some difficulty. There was a blanket over my legs. I fumbled with it, my hands clumsy as I picked it up and wrapped it around me, welcoming its warmth. Two pedestals with large arrangements of dead flowers sat on either side of my bed. I blinked at the dead petals on the floor.

“This is . . . incredible.” Kryn looked me up and down, his eyes round.

I glanced around the room as memories slowly trickled back into my mind. The first one threatened to overwhelm my senses. It was a sharp blast of light followed by unbearable pain. I shook my head, squeezing my eyes shut. When I opened them again, I searched Kryn’s green gaze.

“Kalyll . . . he’s all right?” I asked.

He huffed. “You could say that.”

“Varamede didn’t hurt him?”

“Oh, you’re talking about that. No, Varamede didn’t hurt him. You were really stupid, and he hurt you instead.”

I wanted to argue, but I had been stupid, or so my returning memories suggested. I’d thought Varamede’s lightning attack would strike Kalyll, and I’d intervened even as he turned to shadow to avoid the strike.

Dropping the blanket, I splayed my hands in front of me and stared at them. “All that light,” I said. “It came out of me.”

“It sure did.”

“I’d never . . .” I trailed off.

“We’ve speculated a lot about it. Kalyll thinks it has something to do with the bit of shadowdrifter energy that tangled itself with you that day in Mount Ruin.”

I pressed a hand to my forehead and rubbed it from side to side. I barely managed to keep myself together as all the memories came at once, the realization of what I’d become hitting me like another bolt of lightning.

The energy I’d used to fight Varamede had come from the life of that poor guard I’d killed. I had taken it from him. I had kept his life force trapped inside me, unaware of it. Then I’d used it to attack with the full intention of killing once more.

Many times I’d wondered what I would be capable of for a loved one, and now I knew. I hadn’t even stopped to consider my options. But even if I had, I knew my actions would have been the same.

More than once, I had tried to shame Wölfe for his selfish behavior, for always putting his happiness first. But now I knew, I would always do the same. I would defend Kalyll, my need to be with him, to love him and cherish him for as long as I could, over anything else.

“He’s right,” I said. “His shadowdrifter energy changed something in me.”

“He explained. You can still heal and give life, but you can also take it away.” As he frowned, he examined his hand, the one I had drawn energy from.

“I’m not useless in a fight anymore.” I gave him a sidelong glance.

He smirked.

“Where is Kalyll now?” I asked.

Kryn winced at the question. “A lot has happened.”

“How long was I out?”

“A week.”

A week. It both seemed like a long time and a short time. I had been lost in an endless limbo, and it had seemed like an eternity while I tried to claw my way out from the brink of death. Seven days was nothing in comparison.

“I should have died,” I said.

Kryn didn’t argue with that. He simply nodded. “Silver . . . he froze you. No one could heal you. How did you . . .?”

I nodded toward the flowers. “I drew their energy. It was so hard at first. It took a long time, but as I got stronger, I was able to do it faster and faster.”

“That’s why Larina had to keep replacing them.”

I turned my head and realized they’d moved the bed in front of the window, which was open, a tranquil moonlit night stretching far into the distance above Elyndell.

My feet dangled over the side of the bed. Kryn offered me his hand. I took it and slid down to the floor. He steadied me, although he didn’t look much better than I felt. I’d taken a lot from him—enough to make him look as if he’d just gotten over a bad flu.

“Seven days, then,” I said. “What did I miss?”

Kryn winced again.

“That bad?”

“He was here just now. We’ve been looking for Cardian and Varamede, but no luck there, so we came back, and another blow was waiting for him.”

“What do you mean?” I pressed a hand to my chest, bracing myself for it. Kalyll had been through so much already. What else could . . .?

I froze, looking over Kryn’s shoulder as a warning rose in my chest. His hand immediately went to the sword at his side, and he started to turn.

“No!” I cried out as Cardian, who had appeared behind Kryn, raised a dagger and plunged it into the side of Kryn’s neck.

A horrible gurgling sound escaped Kryn. Despite the terrible wound, he grabbed Cardian’s wrist and whirled on him, blood streaming down his neck, staining his jacket. He drove Cardian back, using his weight, and slammed him against the wall.

Cardian pulled the dagger out, a weapon that looked more like an icepick than anything else. Now, the blood spurted from the wound in a jet. Panicked, Kryn smacked a hand to his neck to contain the flood. He stumbled backward, eyes full of dread.

“Run, Dani!” he ordered me.

When I just stood there and watched him topple to the floor, it was the pleading look in his eyes that made me hesitate. I wanted to run to him. I could heal him, give him back the life force he’d lent me. But he wanted me out of here. His eyes told me that my safety mattered more to him than anything else.

Except, I couldn’t leave him on the floor, bleeding to death. I took a step toward him. I had to . . .

Cardian stepped in front of me, dagger raised.

“Run!” Kryn said again.

I shook my head.

Cardian took another step, a gleeful smile stretching his thin lips. “You’re coming with me, Sleeping Beauty.”

No. I couldn’t let Cardian take me. For all I knew, I would end up a prisoner of the Unseelie King. They were working together. I took several shaky steps back, my eyes locked on Cardian’s blood-stained dagger. Behind him, Kryn kept bleeding, and still, his only concern was for me.

“Run!” Kryn’s voice again, this time accompanied by a gurgle.

I obeyed. As fast as my weak legs allowed, I ran on bare feet. I heard Cardian behind me, his boots tapping with purpose. My knees wobbled. My head swam. I was too weak to escape.

I made it to the door and staggered into the hall.

Cardian laughed. “You’re not going anywhere.”

Holding on to the wall, I managed to go down the first flight of the tower’s winding steps. At the landing, there was a fork. The one to the left led to a door that spilled into a garden, while the one to the right led deeper into the palace. That was the way I should have followed, but I kept leaning on the wall and veered left, too weak to move away from its support.

Suddenly, I heard voices and rushed steps coming from the right. Help was on its way. I stopped and glanced over my shoulder, my vision going dark around the edges.

Cardian was a few steps up, dagger still in hand. He was frozen with indecision, his head cocked toward the approaching sounds. He glanced in my direction and met my eyes for just an instant before he tightened his hand around something and disappeared, leaving nothing behind but air.

The darkness encroaching on my vision rapidly shrank. I stood there for a few seconds, my body swinging precariously. Through my blurring vision, I saw several shapes run past, bounding up the steps, dashing through the exact space where Cardian had been standing just a moment ago.

They’ll help Kryn, I thought. He’ll be all right.

But the sounds of a struggle ensued. Why? Had Cardian gone back to the room?

Weakly, I reached out a hand and murmured. “Kryn.”

Then I toppled backward and rolled down the stone staircase, unconsciousness sinking its claws into me, even as the pain of the fall jarred my bones.
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“Kryn, stay here. Larina, find my uncle. Tell him I want his best guards to come here and protect Daniella,” I told them.

Kryn gave one solemn nod, and I knew he understood watching Daniella was the most important thing I could ask of him.

“When the guards get here, come find me,” I urged as I hurried out of the chamber and rushed down the winding steps of the tower. As soon as I abandoned the area, there were signs of disarray. Servants and guards hurried down the long corridors, looking panicked.

“Does anyone know where to find the king?” I heard someone shout down the hall. “He needs to know what happened.”

I clenched my fist as I marched past a couple of startled page boys. I hadn’t been here to guard my home, and now my mother was dead.

As soon as I passed them, one of the page boys ran in the opposite direction.

“The king is here. The king is here,” he went calling.

The doors to my mother’s workroom were thrown open. Several males stood guard, their expressions grim. When they noticed me, they bowed deeply, and I sensed a combination of sorrow and guilt. The queen mother was dead, so I understood the sorrow. But the guilt . . . I was sure it was misplaced.

I was the only one to blame for this. I should’ve been here to protect her.

My steps echoed in the large space. More guards stood inside, facing the door I’d just walked through. Their backs were turned to the chaos.

This workroom had never been the tidiest of places. There were always canvases everywhere. Brushes, pallets, and half-spent tubes of paint lying around, but now . . . there was no disarray, only destruction.

Easels sat broken on the floor, their canvases trampled and torn. A tube of bright yellow paint lay busted, boot prints smearing away from it toward the center of the room, where a shape bulged under a heavy tarp, and my uncle, his wife, and two council members stood.

Everyone turned to face me as I approached.

“My King.” Captain Loraerris pressed a fist to his chest. His eyes were red-rimmed, his entire demeanor crestfallen.

If I still harbored any doubts that my mother was dead, his expression erased them. That was his sister on the floor, under the tarp.

My uncle’s wife was deathly pale, clinging to her husband’s arm. The council members—one male and one female, who had always been close to my mother—appeared just as distraught.

Reluctantly, I lowered my eyes to the floor. There were red splatters everywhere. I wanted to tell myself they’d been caused by paint, but I knew better. I’d seen enough violent acts to know that these patterns spelled brutality. I moved closer and lifted the piece of cloth. I was only able to handle the sight for a couple of seconds before I pulled away.

Dry blood stained her beautiful hair, which looked matted. Her face was unrecognizable, a deep cut slashing her from temple to jaw. And beyond that, her neck . . . a puncture.

“Did anyone see what happened?” I asked, forcing hoarse words past my tight throat.

“I got here too late,” a small voice said behind my uncle.

Someone I hadn’t noticed stood on the corner of one of the still-standing canvases. It was Shadow, my mother’s closest servant, the sprite who had once been a slave to a wealthy lord for many years and whom my mother had liberated by paying a substantial sum. Strangely, instead of using her freedom to go back to her land, Shadow decided to stay beside my mother.

I turned to face her. She looked beyond sorrow. She was angry. I recognized my own fury in her expression.

“But I did see who did it,” she said, without taking her eyes from my mother’s motionless shape.

“Cardian,” I said, without hesitation.

Her gaze cut to me. She seemed surprised, but for only an instant, then she nodded.

“How did he get in?” my uncle asked. “The guards at the door never saw him.”

“He has a transfer token,” I said.

Shadow startled. “That’s how he got away so fast when I went after him.” She clenched her small hands.

Cardian better hope I got a hold of him before the sprite did. She was vicious, a Sunnarian warrior known to have defeated more than one powerful foe, just the reason my mother had welcomed her request to remain by her side.

Though the way that Wölfe was thrashing inside me made me wonder which of the two would make Cardian wish he’d never been born.

I started pacing. If I didn’t move, I would crumble like a too-old statue battered by a tempest. In the expanse of two weeks, I had lost my father, my mother, my brother, my mate.

All I had left was this useless kingdom and an all-consuming desire for revenge.

Wölfe whispered in my ear.

You chose this godsforsaken place over her. It’s your fault she’s frozen in time. You had to take the crown from the little prince, so you could wear it. Now, we both suffer. Now, we both mourn her. You don’t deserve her—not when you don’t put her first. You killed her.

No! I have not lost her. She’s still here, and soon she will awaken.

And once she was back, she would soothe all this pain away with only a smile. And her mouth and smooth skin would provide refuge. Her touch would be a salve to all this loss.

How selfish are you? Can’t you think of anyone else but yourself? No matter. While you cry like a weakling, I will be the one soothing her, protecting her, making sure she’s safe.

I shook my head, a growl escaping me.

They all looked at me
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