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      Could I trust the man I’d left with? I wasn’t sure and had no idea if he would tell me the truth anyway.

      Probably not.

      Even so, there was no harm in asking. I chewed my lip nervously and stared up at the huge guy beside me. “You won’t tell Grey where I am?”

      Asher peered down at me incredulously, his eyes wide and eyebrows raised. “Of course, not. There’s obviously a reason you’re running from him.”

      I wasn’t running, was I? And even if what Asher said was true, I had every right to run away from a bad situation. Betrayed right from the beginning, Grey only ever wanted me for a job, and he’d done whatever was necessary to bring me in, including all the lies he’d told me. I was done with it all, him and his half-truths.

      “I appreciate the offer, Asher. I really don’t have anywhere else to go.” That was the truth, but with that thought came a crushing loneliness. Was I making a terrible mistake going with him? The Riders were friends with Grey, not me. So why was Asher being so nice?

      None of it makes any sense.

      I eyed him warily. “Why are you helping me run from him, anyway?”

      The elevator doors dinged open, and Asher put out his arm to make sure it didn’t close on us. He gestured for me to go out ahead of him in a very gentlemanly manner, but he didn’t answer my question, and that fact wasn’t lost on me.

      The receiving room was completely empty. Everyone was obviously still down at the ring watching the end of the horror show. Layla’s gruesome death flashed in my mind, and I shuddered. She deserved what she’d gotten, of course, but that didn’t make her demise any less disturbing or gory.

      My footsteps upon the pristine tiled floor was the only sound in the empty space as we moved through the receiving room with purpose and out the front doors. The sun beat down on us, its light unforgiving and blinding me after having been so long in the dark. But I took several deep breaths of the crisp air and sighed as happiness began to filter through me. I’d loved the forest from the moment I saw it for the first time. It felt like home, or at least reminded me of someplace like home.

      Maybe I could just run into the forest and live out my days on the land. That wouldn’t be too difficult, right? I sighed. Who am I kidding?

      I scanned the outside of the facility and groaned at what I saw there. Asher seriously wasn’t expecting me to get on the back of that death machine, was he? Fate had already intervened once. Again was surely too much to ask. I blinked at the motorcycle as the hulking guy moved toward it, shaking my head as I stood there. There was no way in hell I was getting on that thing. I’d already shared my dislike with him the last time he’d expected me to get on one, when we’d narrowly escaped Malcolm.

      “If you want to get out of here, this is the only way, Princess,” Asher said as he strode toward the bike, throwing the words over his shoulder.

      Well, shit.

      I moved slowly, taking careful, tiny steps toward the motorcycle. My heart was pounding, and feelings of fear and anxiety were quickly tinkling along my nerves.

      Asher, the big brute, mounted it like it was the easiest thing in the world, and pushed up the kickstand as he waited for me to climb on too.

      It’s this or face Grey again.

      My choice became no choice, ultimately. “Fine, then,” I huffed. I could die on a motorcycle, but at least death wouldn’t break my heart again.

      “Here.” Asher grabbed a helmet and handed it to me.

      I pulled the helmet on but fumbled while fastening it, quickly becoming flustered.

      Asher chuckled before turning on his seat and securing it under my chin with his thick, steady fingers. He tightened it with a final tug, ensuring it was on properly.

      “Thank you,” I said, still unsure of the huge machine and its rider. “How many motorcycles do you have? Don’t you have a car?”

      “No, I don’t have a car,” he said, rolling his eyes “And I have several bikes. Though one less, since we rescued you.”

      We both knew I was stalling, but I needed to psych myself up to get on the two-wheeled vehicle of doom. My hands were shaking, and my breathing was more reminiscent of panting. “I’m sorry about that,” I said, glancing away. He’d lost his favorite bike to a fireball when they’d come to rescue me from Malcolm’s house of horrors.

      “It’s fine, Princess, but we’re running out of time if you want to get out of here before Grey comes after you. He’s your fated mate, he can only hold out against his wolf for so long.” He raised an eyebrow at me and revved the engine for effect.

      The bike rumbled ominously, the sound shivering along my spine and causing goose bumps to break out over my skin. I blew out a shaky breath.

      It’s now or never.

      I moved to the bike and threw my leg over the huge machine then I grabbed onto the back of Asher’s shirt, trying to keep a little distance between us. We weren’t that familiar, after all.

      He reached back and wrapped my arms around his waist. “You need to hold on tight, especially if you’re scared.” He chuckled.

      His ribcage was so wide, my hands couldn’t touch as I wrapped my arms around his waist. So, instead, I gripped the only thing I could—the front of his t-shirt.

      A moment later, he started the engine and without warning me, he took off down the dirt road.

      A girly squeal escaped as I plastered my front to his back. “A warning would have been nice!” I yelled over the roar of the engine and whoosh of the wind.

      Asher’s deep laugh was his only response.

      The trees flew by at high speed and the wind continued to rush by, whistling loudly past my ears. The air beat uncomfortably at my face until I had the common sense to hide behind Asher’s broad back, his enormous body acting like a windshield. I breathed in deeply, attempting to calm my racing nerves.

      Asher’s back suddenly tensed beneath my touch, alarming me further.

      He was relaxed until now. What’s wrong?

      “Hold on, Princess!” Asher shouted, a note of panic clear in his voice.

      The fact he was worried made me tense up too and grip his shirt even more tightly. “What’s going on?” I shouted back and peeked up over his broad shoulders to see a roadblock up ahead, but we weren’t slowing down in the least.

      Malcolm stood in the middle of the street on the other side of the ward.

      I flinched, my heart beginning to race anew.

      What the fuck? How did he find me again?

      An iridescent shield wove its way around Malcolm and blocked any kind of escape.

      I glared at him when he smiled cruelly.

      He no longer cared what happened to me. It was obvious by the way he stood there, ready to witness me crash headfirst into his shield.

      The second we crossed the wards, I screamed, “Stop!”

      Asher skidded to a stop, heading my command just inches from Malcolm’s shield. The bike slid out from beneath us, kicking up dust in our enemy’s face.

      I rolled across the dirt road chaotically, gravel digging into my skin, but other than a little road rash, I was largely unharmed. I jumped to my feet, magic lighting up my palms instantly, answering my unspoken summons.

      “Run, Princess!” Asher boomed, clearly ready to take on Malcolm on his own in an attempt protect me, in order to buy me time.

      “No!” I growled back.

      I can take care of myself this time. I’m not helpless.

      I glared at Malcolm as purple magic swirled with life, glowing in my hands. “Why are you here?” I yelled.

      A smirk lit Malcolm’s face and he shook his head as if the answer were ridiculously obvious. “You are mine, and I have come to take you home… by force, if necessary,” he answered simply.

      “I would rather die than go anywhere with you.” I threw my magic at Malcolm’s shield, fueling its momentum with my anger. It struck the shield and ricocheted off, the magic pitifully crackling a few feet away from him. It fizzled out without causing any damage.

      Asher rose to his feet and put himself between me and Malcolm. “Run, Princess,” he repeated, more sternly this time.

      “You sound like a broken record, Asher. I’m not running away.” I shook my head and stepped to the side so I could see my enemy once more.

      “Infuriating woman! I swear you’ll be the bloody death of me. You have one choice here, Aurelia. You run now, because in a few minutes Grey will be done with the assholes at the facility and then he’ll be on his way here,” Asher growled.

      Shit. What will I do when I’m forced to confront Grey and Malcolm at the same time?

      Malcolm stepped forward and held up his hand. It crackled with energy. “You will not leave here, Aurelia. I’m taking you home with me.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” I threw another ball of magic, only to achieve the same result as earlier.

      Goddamn it!

      “You know, this would be a fair fight if you’d stop being such a fucking coward and actually dropped the shield.”

      Malcolm laughed. “Why would I do that when I can get the same result from behind the safety of my shield?”

      “There’s no honor among the Fae,” Asher growled.

      Malcolm let his electric power crackle over his palm once more before he lobbed it in my direction with shocking precision.

      Asher shoved me out of the way at the very last second.

      I rolled across the dirt road again, tearing more skin and landing in a crouch, an enraged scowl upon my face.

      “You can’t get past his shield. It’s pointless. You need to run now!” Asher yelled.

      He was right. I needed to try a different tactic. Trying the same shit over and over again wasn’t going to result in a better outcome. Scanning the trees, I searched for a good place to get lost, but couldn’t see a viable path that Malcolm wouldn’t be immediately able to follow.

      With an angry sigh of frustration, I scrambled up from the dusty ground and crouched low, making up my mind.

      I have to try.

      As fast as my legs would carry me, I raced to the tree line, taking off like a horse whose stall door was left open. I had no intention of being caught by Malcolm again. He’d treated me horribly when he’d kidnapped me before, and he clearly had plans for our future that I would rather die than endure or be a part of.

      I will not allow him to capture me again. I’m no one’s slave.

      The trees swayed in the breeze with an ethereal quality as I ran. It was almost as if they were directing me the way I needed to go. It was a strange sensation, but it really felt like they were tangibly guiding me. I didn’t stop to think about it, of course, I just ran, trusting my instincts and nature. The sounds of fighting and shouting faded the longer I fought my way through the underbrush, following the trees’ direction.

      What was I thinking? How could trees possibly be telling me where to go? It didn’t make sense. But then, I was a fairy, and not everything in my life made a hell of a lot of sense to begin with, anyway. And at this point, I was flying by the seat of my pants.

      Maybe the Fae can communicate with nature? Is that what I’m experiencing?

      “Where are you taking me?” I whispered before I stopped to catch my breath, laying a hand on the nearest tree for support. The bark pulsed beneath my touch with a palpable sense of urgency.

      How do I know that it’s trying to warn me? What if this is a trap?

      The tree pulsed again, and the urgency increased. I felt it flowing through the life that dwelled beneath the bark. Someone was following me, and the tree didn’t know whether the presence was friend or foe, so it urged me onward. Yet again, I didn’t seem to have much choice in the matter but to do as it demanded. It was connected to the wider world around me in a way I wasn’t. I had to trust its intuition.

      But what about Asher?

      My steps faltered, and my heart ached in my chest. Could he fight alone against the seasoned Fae warrior? I wasn’t sure. In a fair fight, I believed he could hold his own. He was a Rider of the Wild Hunt. But as it stood, he wouldn’t be able to get past Malcolm’s shield any more than I could. So why did he stay behind? Did my life truly mean so much? Glancing back, my lips twisted in anxiety, and I made up my mind. Whether he lived or died, it’d all be for nothing if I didn’t keep moving.

      With renewed determination, I followed the trees deeper into the forest, but the skin on the back of my neck prickled all the while with unease. The tree was right. I was being stalked and I didn’t know if it was by a desperate friend or a malicious foe. All around me the trees pulsed with more urgency, triggering a deep and primal fear. Stumbling heedlessly in the direction they swayed, I picked up my pace until I was running flat out, the forest around me no more than a blur of green and dappled shadow.

      Soon, I’d completely lost track of where I was going. I ran until my chest ached and my heart felt ready to explode. I panted for breath, and I imagined myself all but frothing at the mouth.

      I need to stop. I can’t keep up this pace much longer!

      My knees finally buckled beneath me, and I crashed to the ground on my hands and knees, sucking in huge, heaving breaths. I really wasn’t in the best shape to be running like this for my life. A twig snapped in the nearby distance, and I flinched, scrambling to my feet and summoning magic to my palms, ready to defend myself despite my overwhelming exhaustion.

      “Easy, Princess,” Asher said, stepping into view, his hands raised before him in a placating gesture. “It’s just me.”

      I released a shaky breath, relieved to my core that it was only him. “Asher.”

      “Don’t get too comfortable,” he warned. “Malcolm is still out there somewhere. The bastard eluded me. He doesn’t like to play fair.” He clenched one large hand into a fist at his side. His face was dirty and there was a hefty cut above his brow that was trickling blood.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, taking a tentative step toward him. He’d gotten hurt because of me. He’d stood against a powerful enemy for me. A deep sense of humility thrummed through me at the stark realization that all of this was so much bigger than me—but that I was somehow at its center, like planets rotating around the sun.

      “I’m fine, but we need to move.” He turned back toward the direction he’d come, expecting me to follow.

      “Wait, the trees want me to go this way,” I said, chewing my lip at just how absurd that sounded. Even as a fairy mated to a wolf shifter talking to a Rider of the Wild Hunt, it seemed ridiculous.

      Asher raised a brow in question but thankfully didn’t ridicule me or ask if I was losing my mind. “Okay then, we follow the trees,” he answered simply as he stepped forward and peered up at the swaying trees. His innate trust floored me and honored me at the same time.

      “Don’t ask me how.” I shrugged with a sheepish smile by way of an explanation. “I just know they want me to go this way.”

      “Some of the Fae have elemental magic that helps them communicate with the Earth. It’s rare and mostly relegated to the royal bloodlines, though.” He put a hand on my back, encouraging me to trust myself.

      Oh, great. Just more proof that I’m a royal Fae. Just what I needed!

      “So, what happened back there?” I asked, changing the subject and not wanting to talk about the elephant in the forest. I was still futilely holding onto the hope that I wasn’t who everyone said I was. It seemed selfish, but the last thing in the world I wanted was to be a princess and rule realms. I just wanted to live in peace. Was that so much to ask? Did the fate of Faery have to rest upon my shoulders? I sighed and exhaled, waiting for Asher’s answer.

      “Malcolm lost his shit when you ran. He tried to go after you, but don’t worry. I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.” He winked at me with a broad grin.

      I was never going to know all that the Riders of the Wild Hunt could do, that much was clear. They were a secretive bunch, it seemed, and ancient. They wouldn’t even tell me how they knew Grey. But even so, I was thankful for whatever tricks he could pull out of his proverbial hat to help me.

      My chest tightened at the thought of the shifter who’d betrayed me. He’d known from the beginning who it was that had caused all of this, and he’d kept it from me willfully. He’d even lied to me about the role he’d played in my adoptive mother’s death. How could I still miss him? How did I still want to be with him?

      I must be mad.

      I stomped through the forest with Asher by my side in diligent silence until a tingle ran down my spine, alerting me to something, though I wasn’t sure what. “Do you feel that?” I asked. There was some kind of magic present here and it felt strangely familiar.

      “Magic,” Asher breathed, his eyes scanning the forest. “It’s Fae magic, no doubt about it.”

      What was Fae magic doing out in the middle of the forest not far from Grey’s facility? Had Malcolm found us and gotten ahead to spring yet another trap? Magic crackled in my palms as I continued gingerly through the trees, mentally preparing myself for whatever was about to come.

      The trees around us parted suddenly, and a clearing came into view as I stepped beyond their safety. A shimmering portal of pure, pulsing magic stood at the center of the green space, and I frowned. “What is that?” I whispered, mesmerized, though in my gut I thought I already knew.

      Asher’s gaze snapped to mine before strafing in the direction of the magical door, his eyes unfocused. “What is it? I don’t see anything but more trees, Aurelia.”

      I grimaced in confusion. “There is a shimmering purple door of some description right there.” I pointed and took another step forward. The door was calling to me, drawing me inexorably toward it, like a moth to a flame.

      Asher reached out and grabbed my upper arm, halting me. “You see a door?” he asked slowly, his whole posture stiffening. “It must be the door to Faery.”

      “But why can’t you see it?” I asked, frowning as I pulled my arm from his grasp and stepped even closer to the buzzing magic.

      “Aurelia, I wouldn’t get too close,” he warned, just as the magic wavered.

      A gloved hand reached out of the door impossibly fast, catching me off guard, and latched onto my arm with a vise-like grip.

      A scream tore from my lips—Asher’s name—as I was pulled through the sparkling, misty door and into the unknown.
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      I spun on the half-Fae. “What the fuck are you doing here?” I demanded.

      Dan’s face paled as realization dawned on him.

      What the fuck was he thinking, coming down to the ring when he knew Aurelia would be here? I wrapped my hand around his throat and lifted him to his toes, cutting off his airway.

      His brown eyes widened.

      “You better have a really good reason for being here right now.” I shook him roughly. How dare he defy me and mess up my carefully laid plans?

      He’s fucking ruined everything! And now my mate wants nothing to do with me. I should kill him.

      My inner wolf growled his agreement in my mind.

      Kill. Kill. Kill.

      The fact my wolf was so ardently on board with killing Dan was seriously concerning, but I still had use for the fairy. I couldn’t let my emotions rule me. Common sense and logic had to prevail. I dropped him to the ground as I would a piece of trash.

      He stumbled back, rubbing his throat. “The artifact!” Dan coughed as he bent over, sucking in huge gulps of air.

      “What about the damned artifact?” I snapped. Why would he even bring that up? Especially since I no longer needed it. Aurelia’s presence in my life and scheme had changed everything. Old plans were no longer in play. I’d adjusted course.

      I just need figure out how to get her back.

      “It’s being moved,” he croaked.

      “Does it even fucking matter now? Idiot. You drove away the only person who could have retrieved it anyway!” I bellowed. I threw my hands up and spun away before I did more than simply choke the moron.

      How could he be so stupid?

      Catching movement from the corner of my eye, I grinned. Karma’s attempt to slink away failed dismally.

      

      “Where do you think you’re going?” I growled, storming around the ring, careful not to cross the barrier. Zeke, one of the Riders, was a master when it came to nasty little enchantments like this, and I wouldn’t venture inside the ring until he removed it—not unless I wanted to end up like Layla.

      He wrenched Karma back with his big hand on her arm and pulled her into his chest. “Where are you going, little witch?” Zeke grinned, echoing my question.

      Karma thrashed against him desperately like a rabbit caught in a trap.

      I prowled over to her, rage bubbling within me. “Did you think you could get out of being punished?” I grinned maliciously.

      “It was all Layla!” she replied through gritted teeth as she continued to thrash against Zeke’s hold on her.

      “We already know there’s no way that’s possible, so just give it a rest. Your voice is giving me a fucking headache,” I said dismissively.

      “I didn’t do this, boss! You can’t kill me. Please! I didn’t betray you!” Karma wailed.

      Zeke dragged her toward the elevator as if she weighed nothing at all.

      “Put her in a cell. I need to go after my mate,” I growled and stepped up to my private elevator. I stabbed repeatedly at the button in frustration until the doors opened.

      Dan boldly stepped in next to me.

      I raised an eyebrow, a low growl rumbling from my throat. My wolf was not impressed. “And where do you think you’re going?”

      “It’s my fault Aurelia is gone and I’m going to help you find her.” He crossed his arms over his chest, as if that were the end of the discussion and the final word was his to have.

      “You really think I’m going to let you anywhere near my mate when I’m trying to get her back?” I barked in disbelief. “She fucking hates you.”

      Dan shrugged. “That may be, but I’m the best tracker you have,” he reminded me as the elevator doors closed and the lift started to move.

      He wasn’t wrong, but he’d also failed to track down my mate in the beginning. It was probably for the best, ultimately, or I wouldn’t have had the time that I did with her. “You caused all this, and she would sooner kill you than go anywhere with you.” I shook my head and ran a hand through my messy black hair. It wasn’t the sleek style I normally wore, but that was the result of running my fingers through it repeatedly since Aurelia had stormed out.

      “I caused this problem, as you said, and I will take the princess’ wrath if I must. She is Fae royalty, and I am half-Fae, boss. I owe just as much loyalty to her as I do to you,” Dan said solemnly.

      “Just like that?” I asked, taken aback.

      He finds out she’s the princess of the realm that threw him out and he’s suddenly loyal to her? What the fuck?

      I threw my hands up and huffed. “Fine, but don’t come crying to me when she beats you to a fucking pulp and uses you for magical target practice.” I shook my head again. A moment later the elevator dinged, and the doors slid open to reveal the pristine lobby of the facility. All was eerily quiet in the large, open floorplan office. The reception desk stood empty, the receptionist probably still downstairs waiting for an elevator to bring her up and back to work.

      My shoes squeaked on the tiles as we raced toward the front doors. Outside, the sun was far too bright for my liking and made me wince. My wolf didn’t like it either. I scanned the area and groaned. “Fuck it! Asher’s motorcycle is gone.”

      Where is he taking her and what the hell is he playing at here?

      I pulled my phone from my pocket and called the Rider, but his number rang out and went to voicemail. “He’d better not be trying to poach my mate, or I will gut the motherfucker. I don’t care who he is!” I gripped my phone tighter, my rage simmering.

      “Asher would never. He’s probably just giving her the space she needs while keeping her safe.” Dan clapped me on the shoulder, offering the most likely of assurances.

      He was right, of course.

      Damn him.

      I was just seething with anger, and it was making me illogical. Asher would never get in between a mate bond. I knew that. He was probably protecting her from herself and our enemies, just as Dan said. She’d be in too much danger if she were allowed to run off on her own. At least with him there, I knew I’d find her in one piece—whether she wanted a piece of me or not when we found her was an altogether different matter.

      I nodded. “All right. Let’s go after them.” I jogged to the car I’d left out front for a quick getaway. It always paid to be prepared and I did my best to stay one step ahead of the game whenever I could.

      We jumped in and took the dirt road at high speed.

      They couldn’t have gotten too far away just yet...

      “Keep an eye out for anything suspicious, just in case. I wouldn’t put it past Malcolm to try something else. He’s a sore loser, it seems,” I said, never taking my eyes off the dusty road.

      “What’s that?” Dan pointed to something in the middle of the road, just on the other side of the ward.

      Orange embers danced off gleaming metal, and I cursed. The black insignia of The Hunt gleamed under the flames.

      “That fire is seriously close to the gas tank,” Dan warned.

      “That’s Asher’s bike. Where the fuck are they?” I asked as I cut the engine and kicked open the door.

      “Boss, I don’t think it’s a good idea to get any closer.”

      “I need to make sure my mate isn’t trapped under the fucking motorcycle!” I raced to the edge of the ward, but the heat flared a second later and ignited the gas tank. A deafening boom filled the air as I leapt away into the forest just in time, taking shelter behind a tree. Twisted metal rained down onto the dirt road in a hail of flames and ash. I’d never been so grateful for my shifter reflexes. Being barbequed was not on my list of things to do today.

      “Grey!” Dan called out from the other side of the inferno. “Are you okay, boss?”

      “I’m fine. I’m going to search the woods. I can’t scent her here. I don’t think they lingered long,” I called back and turned to the forest. Shifting was the most effective way to pick up and track my mate’s scent. My wolf would recognize her scent anywhere, but with him wanting to tear Dan’s throat out, I wasn’t sure that unleashing him was the best idea.

      The breeze whispered by me, carrying the faint scent of lilacs and smoke. My wolf whined in my head, clawing at my mind to be free. He had a better nose than I ever would, so with little choice in the matter, I stripped out of my suit and shifted.

      I took off, bounding through the trees, my mate’s fading scent stronger than it had been while I was in my human form.

      What the hell happened? How did they crash just outside the wards?

      Asher was a Rider of the damn Hunt. He could drive or ride anything with killer speed and accuracy. So why was his bike now sitting in pieces in the middle of the road? My ears drew back as another scent filled my snout. Asher was following her and was just a couple minutes behind. His scent was a bit stronger than Aurelia’s.

      The trees swayed in the cool breeze and blew some of her scent away. If I wasn’t careful, I would end up lost and running in circles. I had to concentrate and stay on track, and continued moving in the same direction. There was no way of knowing how much time had passed, but there was no trace of my mate except for the faint scent of lilacs and Asher’s musky scent tinged with magic.

      Where are they going?

      The trail just kept moving deeper into the forest. Had someone been chasing them? Did they have a confrontation with Malcolm at the wards? Malcolm was a pureblooded Fae, and he surely could have gotten past my wards. So, if it was him, then why did he wait until they were outside to strike?

      A twig snapped, and my wolf snarled at the potential threat. Who the hell thought it would be a good idea to sneak up on the Shifter King? I growled low in my throat, but whoever was coming toward me was moving fast and clumsily through the foliage. There was no way it was anyone trained at the facility. They would engage stealth no matter how fast they were moving. Whoever it was wanted me to know they were coming, or they weren’t trained correctly. Either way, my hackles were up. I crouched low, ready to pounce.

      Ten feet to my left, Dan crashed through the trees, his chest heaving.

      I growled, low and menacing. The idiot was louder than a herd of elephants! My wolf lunged at him, snarling a warning. He was still just as shitty about this whole avoidable situation as I was.

      Dan held his hands up in surrender. “Easy, boss. I’m here to help.”

      My wolf snarled again. The man was the sole reason my mate had left me, and he still clearly wanted to tear him apart.

      Easy, I tried to calm my wolf. He’s a friend and he’s trying to help...

      My wolf snarled one more time for good measure. He didn’t want Dan anywhere near our mate and hadn’t ever since he’d shot her with a tranquilizer dart.

      I couldn’t blame him, but we needed his help right now. And I wasn’t too proud to admit that a king needed his men behind him to succeed and stand strong.

      My wolf relaxed but growled when Dan got too close.

      “I brought your clothes with me,” Dan said. He pulled a bag over his shoulder and dropped it on the ground in front of me.

      I shook my head and picked the bag up off the ground with my teeth before bounding forward again. Her scent was growing colder as I ran through the forest with Dan hot on my heels. Out of nowhere, I finally broke through the trees into a large clearing. The scent of my mate dissipated on the breeze here, and my wolf growled angrily. He sniffed at the ground as he trotted around the clearing until all he could smell was the spicy scent of raw and immense Fae magic in the air.

      My human self finally took control of my body once more, and I quickly shifted, dropping the bag at my feet. Crouching low in my human skin, I opened the duffle bag and dug through it, dressing quickly and scanned the clearing. “There’s something here,” I said, on edge. Magic tingled against my skin even though I couldn’t see anything.

      I circled the entire clearing twice, just as my wolf had, but there was no sign of my mate. Her trail had gone cold here. It didn’t lead in any direction and there was no exit trail to pick up on. Aurelia simply wasn’t in the forest anymore and wherever she’d been taken, Asher was with her.

      Fuck!
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      I screamed into the void, the cosmos spinning around me in a kaleidoscope of stars and impossibly disorientating beauty. The hand still latched firmly around my arm was bruising my skin with its unrelenting grip, and I pulled against it, wanting to be released. For a sickening, heart-racing moment, I was suspended within time and space. Then a bizarre and unsettling sucking sound grew loud in my ears until it became a deafening roar. Without warning, I re-entered the world and fell in an ungainly heap on soft, vibrant, green grass.

      “What the fuck?” I growled aloud, pressing my fingers into the lush ground for purchase. Forcing myself to sit up, I scanned my surroundings with an eagle eye.

      Where the fuck am I?

      The trees were different here, prettier somehow. A brighter green than anything I’d ever seen before. It’s like they weren’t just green, they were the definition of green. The living essence of the color itself.

      Asher groaned from where he was on the ground next to me. His hand was on my arm, opposite to the one the strange, gloved hand had seized. “Are we⁠—”

      “Are we what?” I frowned. “Alive? I ventured without humor.

      “I haven’t seen colors this bright in centuries,” Asher said with awe, slowly sitting up and gazing around as I was.

      “What do you mean, centuries? Where exactly are we, Asher?” I chewed my lip, fearing I knew the answer. It was the one I’d known in my gut all along. The one I was so desperately in denial of.

      A gloved hand thrust itself in my face, and I reared back. “Who the fuck are you?” I asked, peering up at the offending owner of the hand.

      The armored, blond-haired man’s brows drew down as he cocked his head to the side curiously. “Princess Aurelia, do you not remember me? I have been searching for you for years.” He crouched in front of me with a frown on his strangely pleasant face.

      I swallowed hard.

      He’s a fairy.

      Asher tensed beside me, answering my question in not so many words. “How am I here?”

      “Our princess willed it,” the man answered softly. “I just want to know why.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I began. “A strange hand grabbed me through a bloody magical doorway, and I didn’t want to get myself dragged into yet another kidnapping situation without protection.” I glared at the stranger. Just because he seemed pleasant enough and was eerily pretty didn’t mean I could trust him—not by a long shot. I’d learned that lesson. “Now, who are you and where am I?”

      “My apologies, Princess Aurelia. My name is Fenrick. I was your personal guard as a child, and I have been searching for you all this time.” Fenrick grinned as though he’d won the lottery, and while he must have felt like he had, I certainly hadn’t.

      “Where am I?” I
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