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            THE STORY SO FAR…

          

        

      

    

    
      Fortuna Sworn is one of the last Nightmares, and she has made a deal with a faerie king.

      To rescue her brother, Fortuna agreed to marry Collith, the secretive ruler of the Unseelie Court. The bond made her powerful. It also made her vulnerable. The fae are ruthless, their laws older than memory, and Fortuna must navigate them while fighting to hold onto her humanity.

      All while wearing a crown she killed for.

      Fortuna can’t turn to her new mate for wisdom. When Fortuna broke a sacred rule to save her brother, she was publicly punished. Flogged before a crowd while Collith sat silent on his throne. For that, Fortuna will never fully trust him.

      He’s not the only one Fortuna can’t trust. After surviving the fae’s brutal trials, someone else became important to her—Laurie, the charming, sharp-tongued King of the Seelie Court, who kept his true identity secret and whose relationship with Collith is still unclear.

      At least her brother is safe, even if Damon is barely recognizable. The faerie who tortured him is dead, but Jassin’s influence lingers, fracturing the relationship between siblings.

      And somewhere in the shadows, something darker is waking.

      Something that has been watching Fortuna from the start.
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      A boxelder bug writhed on its back.

      I stood in front of the window and watched it die. The bug was a frantic, mindless thing. Its wings were two blurs as it struggled against the inevitable. While I observed the creature’s final moments, waiting for dusk, it emitted a high sound that no one else cared to hear but me. Then, all at once, it went silent. Its legs, which had been wriggling, no longer moved.

      Night was finally drawing near. Multiple people had come and gone since I got back, attempting to talk to me about getting some sleep or stepping in the shower. I probably looked like an extra from a horror movie. It didn’t matter, though. Nothing mattered but that darkening horizon.

      A clock on the wall counted into the stillness. Tick. Tick. Tick. It was almost time.

      Thinking this, I turned around to face the body on the kitchen table.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Some call him Laurie.

      Like a flock of birds, my mind burst into a dozen different directions, a chaos of feathers and flapping wings. King? The faerie who I’d trusted, befriended, and depended upon… was sovereign of the Seelie Court?

      The werewolf at my side probably felt the turmoil roiling inside me; he shifted restlessly and made a sound deep in his throat. Something halfway between a whine and a growl. I looked at him, not really seeing him. My memory was flying backward, halting at every interaction with the faerie I’d known as Laurie. His comments and behavior were just as bewildering, despite this new knowledge.

      What’s with these goddamn kings taking such an interest in me? I couldn’t begin to guess at Laurie’s motives. Had he been here to keep tabs on Collith? Did he hope to use me against him?

      A second later, I realized that Viessa might be able to answer some of these questions. Just as I gripped the bars tighter, opening my mouth to ask, Lyari chose that moment to reappear.

      She didn’t announce her presence, though; Viessa’s blue-white gaze shifted past me. It was so subtle that, normally, I would’ve missed it. But I’d already sensed Lyari coming somehow. I wasn’t ready to explore the implications of this. Instead, I turned my head to acknowledge her. She was a tall, stiff figure in my peripheral vision. “Sorry to interrupt,” the Guardian said, sounding anything but apologetic. “I figured you’d want to know that someone just tried to kill your brother.”

      At this, I jerked toward her. “What? Is he okay?” Don’t tell me he’s hurt. Don’t tell me he’s dying.

      In facing Lyari, I’d consequently put my back to Viessa. A split second later, I realized the foolishness of this, and stepped away from the cell. Lyari smirked. The werewolf didn’t like that—his lip curled. Her gaze flicked to him and she touched the hilt of her sword. “My brother, Guardian,” I said coldly, resting my hand on the wolf again. Strangely, I found it as comforting as he seemed to. “Is Damon alive?”

      Lines deepened around Lyari’s mouth. I couldn’t tell if they were made of distaste or regret. Then I decided I didn’t give a rat’s ass. “He was cut, but the healer is with him now, thanks to His Majesty,” she answered.

      Relief shot through my veins, more overwhelming than any drug. I nearly sagged. It was never far from my mind, though, that I had to keep up a facade of power around these creatures. So I just allowed myself a curt nod and moved toward the stairs. The wolf instantly followed, keeping his large body between me and Lyari. Ironic, considering she was my personal guard. “Good. Please take me to him.”

      “I look forward to our next meeting,” Viessa called to my retreating back. Her voice sounded stronger than it had when I’d first arrived. I wasn’t sure what that meant—I already regretted offering her a boon, however intriguing her information had been—but her words were a reminder of my original purpose in coming down to this dank, foul place.

      “Wait.” I rushed back to the cell. Viessa had begun retreating into the darkness. I could only see her ragged skirt as she turned. My mind was struggling to gather itself, think ahead, see every angle as a faerie would. It took all the discipline I had; every instinct and urge was with Damon. “One last question. Is there a place, here in Court, where I won’t be overheard? No cameras, no guards.”

      After I’d finished, only silence came from the gloom of her cell. I bit my tongue to avoid saying anything that would get me in trouble later. One boon was enough, and pissing off an assassin was the last thing I needed to do right now. Maybe that meant I was growing.

      The three of us stood there, in the belly of the Unseelie Court, unmoving and unspeaking. That didn’t mean nothing was happening, though. I felt power in the air, more substantial than smoke or fog. We were testing each other. Tasting each other. I didn’t know what these females had been through, but I knew what I had survived, and I was more powerful. Without a doubt. There wasn’t anything more motivating than protecting someone you loved. The blood of multiple innocents and guilty monsters already covered my hands. A little more hardly felt like an obstacle now.

      Maybe Viessa saw the truth of this in my eyes. After nearly a minute of silence, she said at last, “Tell your entourage you’d like to pay a visit to Nym.”

      Thank you. I swallowed the automatic reply, nodded again, and backed away. She watched me go, her expression fathomless, unnaturally still. I couldn’t help but feel as though I’d just made a deal with the devil. After another thick, stilted moment, I forced myself to turn. Viessa didn’t call out again, but as I rushed up the narrow stairs, she began to hum. It was an amused, happy sound. It followed us even after we’d reached the upper passageway.

      One question haunted me now, filling my ears like a spirit’s whisper, floating after us no matter how much I quickened the pace.

      What have I done?
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      Damon was sleeping by the time I arrived at his rooms. No, Jassin’s rooms. I hurried to my brother’s side, knelt, and examined him from head to toe. He rested in the middle of that gigantic bed, so silent and pale. When I took his hand, it rested limply in mine. Behind me, the werewolf padded to a corner of the room and sat. It was unnerving how something so big could move without a sound.

      The court’s healer, Zara, stood on the other side of the bed. I arched my neck to see her face. Firelight flickered over her flawless skin. She wore colors so bright that they felt like a shout in the stillness. Her hijab rivaled a sunflower, and she wore a button-up shirt with blue and yellow stripes. “It was a shallow wound,” Zara said by way of greeting. Her gaze flicked to the enormous werewolf. I waited for a reaction. Surprise, wariness, disdain. But the faerie revealed nothing. She focused on me again to add, “Tomorrow morning it will be nothing more than a scab.”

      Though Zara’s expression was distant as always, I recognized that she was being kind. After the way I’d treated her, she was trying to offer me comfort. Was it genuine? Or just another faerie trick?

      I realized that I was glaring at her, but she hadn’t noticed it yet, thankfully. I refocused on Damon, still frowning. My time at Court had proven that some faeries were more than beings of cruel instincts and basest desires. And yet my prejudice had been well-earned; it was not so easily forgotten.

      “Do we know anything about who did it?” was all I said in response.

      Zara shook her head. “His Majesty had assigned a Guardian to this room.”

      Hearing this sent a pang of gratitude and guilt through me. I hadn’t thought to leave someone for Damon’s protection. “Oh.”

      “She saw a cloaked figure slip inside,” Zara continued. “When your brother started shouting for help, she entered. The would-be killer fought his way out and ran.”

      “He was probably hired,” a familiar voice said from the doorway. Zara and I both turned toward Collith Sylvyre, King of the Unseelie Court. Tall, bright, and beautiful, he was every inch of him a faerie, a race that I was supposed to despise. He had a voice made of chocolate and eyes full of sin. His body invited anyone to touch, with its hard planes and sharp ridges, but there was a price. Oh, was there a price.

      He was also my mate.

      I wanted to blame that magic between us for how Collith’s appearance made my stomach flutter, but it would be a lie. We hadn’t laid eyes on each other since my coronation; he’d been mysteriously absent. He hadn’t even slept in the bed we currently shared. I took in the sight of him, feeling as though I were seeing Collith for the first time all over again. He was dressed as a human today, wearing tight-fitting jeans and a button-up shirt. His brown hair was artfully gelled and the pale, smooth angles of his face looked ethereal in the fire’s glow. In this moment, his hazel eyes looked brown.

      “Has someone checked the cameras?” I asked, striving to seem unaffected by his presence. Too much time had passed since his comment, but thankfully, no one acknowledged this.

      “Nuvian is watching them as we speak,” Collith answered. His expression was neutral and the bond between us curiously still. Almost as though he was trying to hide from me. “Thank you, Zara.”

      The healer took it for the dismissal it was. She inclined her head in a fluid, graceful movement, and started toward the door.

      “Zara,” I blurted. She paused at the threshold and raised her eyebrows in a silent question. I hesitated, the battle within me raging on. Faerie. Cruel. Untrustworthy. “I… appreciate what you’ve done for my brother.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said simply. Strangely enough, I liked that she didn’t tack on any titles or formalities. She didn’t mean it as an insult; she was simply acting as though we were equals. For someone that had gone from prisoner to queen in a matter of days, it was refreshing. Zara’s face softened, somehow, probably responding to something she saw in mine. Before either of us could get uncomfortable, she nodded and left.

      Leaving me alone with Collith.

      Even now, after spending several nights together, my pulse quickened at the realization. But I’d be damned if I let it show and betray everything life had taught me about faeries. Pretending to be absorbed in Damon—although at least half of my mind was painfully aware of every shift and breath Collith made—I brushed Damon’s bangs out of his eyes. His facial muscles twitched. I wondered what Damon Sworn dreamed about. “Arcaena was probably the one who put out the hit,” I said without turning. I should’ve killed that bitch when I had the chance. “What are we going to do about it?”

      Collith went to the fire. There was a dull sound, then the room brightened and faded. He must’ve shifted a log with the poker. “I’ve already made inquiries into that, as well,” my mate replied. “She is still recovering from performing the Rites of Thogon. She hasn’t uttered a word since then.”

      “What about her creepy twin?” I demanded, finally twisting to look at Collith. “Did you ‘make inquiries’ about him?”

      “Have you eaten today?” he asked abruptly, approaching the bed on soundless feet. He said nothing about the werewolf, though there was no way he hadn’t seen him. “The food in our room was untouched.”

      Our room. Something fluttered in my chest. Why should those two words affect me?

      “Not yet,” I answered. I didn’t miss that he’d changed the subject, but right now, I was more resigned than annoyed. I was starting to understand this evasive faerie, despite so many unknowns haunting the space between us. His refusal to say anything spoke volumes—I’d asked a question he didn’t want to answer, which meant I was probably right about the twin. If the king wouldn’t do something about Arcaena’s brother, then I would. There was probably a solution in one of the dusty volumes still awaiting me.

      Collith was moving toward the rope now. He pulled on the fraying strands. I realized that he was going to order something. “You don’t need to⁠—”

      “Please stop talking, Fortuna.”

      I was so startled at his interruption that the rest died in my throat. Collith raised his brows in a silent challenge, as though he wanted me to argue. I was about to comply, quite happily, when there was a timid knock. Breaking our stare, Collith went to the door and poked his head out. He murmured to whatever servant stood in the passageway.

      After that, he spent the next few seconds dragging chairs across the room. One of them Collith placed next to me. I slipped onto the faded cushion and observed without comment, thinking that it was annoyingly likable that he did things himself, rather than relying on the slaves all around us.

      Despite the noise and movement, Damon didn’t stir. I longed for and dreaded the moment he did—I knew that hatred would burn in his eyes, just as it had during our last conversation.

      Once he was finished with his rearranging, Collith situated himself in the chair opposite me. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, and looked at Damon. His gaze lingered as though he’d never truly seen my brother before. The fire crackled into the stillness. For a few minutes, we just sat like that, neither of us speaking. I held Damon’s frail hand and came to the realization that I couldn’t just write a handful of letters and leave him like this, injured and alone and grieving. Which meant that I couldn’t stay here. Would I be breaking my promises to Collith by returning to Granby?

      “When Jassin brought him to Court two years ago, I noticed him immediately. Such is the nature of a Nightmare,” the king said suddenly.

      I focused on him, unable to hide the surprise I knew was drifting down our bond. Though Collith’s gaze didn’t move from Damon’s face, it was obvious he was speaking to me. I didn’t dare respond, for fear he would see my interest and stop talking.

      Thankfully, Collith seemed to be lost in a memory. “But it was more than that,” he added. “I felt a pull toward him. An… investment, for lack of a better word. I’d seen slaves being mistreated my entire life, yet there was something about Damon Sworn that I couldn’t shrug off.”

      “Why didn’t you do something about it, then?” I couldn’t help asking. The question should’ve been biting, sharp as the teeth of the werewolf lying just a few feet away. It came out softly, though.

      Now Collith met my gaze. “I did.”

      I waited for him to elaborate, but apparently we’d hit one of those walls. It was becoming a pattern—Collith would begin to reveal himself to me, inch closer with a secret or a thought from the mind beneath that crown, and then he’d abruptly construct a barrier of brick and mortar. Effectively keeping us apart and rendering him untouchable.

      Instead of my usual burst of frustration, I just studied Collith’s distant expression and wondered what had happened to make him this way. His jagged scar looked deeper in the firelight, and I remembered what he’d told me about it. I wasn’t born with this scar; someone bestowed it upon me. “Trust goes both ways, you know,” I told him. “You claim you want to know me, and yet I’m not allowed to know anything about you.”

      At my words, another surge of sensation traveled down the bond, this time from Collith. The feelings were too swift, too numerous for me to catch each individual one and define it, but what I felt strongest was… pain. Collith’s mask had fallen away, revealing the weary king I’d met once before.

      I opened my mouth to speak again—without any idea of what was about to come out—when he ran a hand through his hair and nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I know it’s not fair.”

      He’d surprised me again. “So let’s start with something small,” I suggested, hoping I didn’t sound as eager as I felt. “What did you do to help Damon?”

      A muscle flexed in Collith’s jaw. “It’s… difficult for me to make significant decisions without knowing something of the outcome,” he said haltingly. “I am not a decisive king, which I realize is probably the worst quality a ruler can have. When my conscience wouldn’t rest because of Damon Sworn, though, I sought… counsel. In hopes of discovering what effect taking him from Jassin would have.”

      Here he fell silent.

      It was always my first instinct to keep pushing, keep fighting for what I wanted, but I didn’t know Collith’s limits. Not yet. For once, I decided to let something rest. I looked down at Damon’s slender fingers and absently noted that his nails needed to be clipped. The room was too quiet; I could hear the whisperings of bad thoughts and dark memories drawing nearer. “So…” I ventured desperately. “We haven’t exactly talked since my, uh, coronation.”

      Since I dueled with Jassin and left him dead in a pool of his own blood, a small voice corrected. Images from the ceremony assaulted me. Had it really only been yesterday? I tried not to wince at the flashes of my mother’s unblinking gaze, the bloodstained sheets around my father’s body, Damon hunching over his dead lover on the floor.

      Collith frowned. Firelight flickered over the smooth planes of his cheeks. God, he was beautiful. “No, we haven’t,” he replied. “I suspect you haven’t prepared yourself.”

      I blinked, all thoughts of beauty rushing from my mind. “Prepared myself? For what?”

      “I told you the crown came at a cost.”

      For a moment, I had no idea what Collith was talking about. After a few seconds, though, it came back to me. Those murmured words in the softness of a shared bed and crowding shadows. In the same way you and I are bound, so you would be bound to them, he’d said.

      All at once, I realized why he was being so careful about letting any emotions down the bond. Collith was worried. “How do you propose I should prepare for hundreds of faeries setting up camp in my head?” I asked tightly, a reaction to the knot of apprehension forming inside me. Maybe I’d let myself forget about something so monumental because I had started to hope it wouldn’t happen.

      “By staying near me as much as you can,” Collith answered without hesitation. “When it happens, I can use our bond to ease the transition.”

      His words made my stomach quake. More time with Collith meant more temptation. More resistance. More chances for him to corrupt me. I would never forget that terrible moment in the throne room, that handful of seconds I’d thought about killing my own brother.

      When I didn’t say anything, Collith went on, his voice even tighter than before. “Magic is unpredictable, Fortuna. The spell is already working differently on you; it should’ve materialized at the coronation. There have only been fae queens.”

      “You’re right, I’m not a faerie. I’m a Nightmare. So maybe the magic is just scared,” I said snidely.

      Thankfully, Collith didn’t acknowledge this childish response. He tilted his head and appraised me. Shadows flickered across his features. “May we set the issue aside for a moment? I’ve been meaning to offer you a proposition.”

      Oh, shit. His last proposition had resulted in an irreversible bond between us. What else could he possibly want from me? I eyed Collith warily, fighting against the instinct to bolt from the room. “What is it?” I asked, curious in spite of myself. I glanced at Damon, wondering briefly if he was hearing any of this.

      Collith’s next words, though, made my gaze snap back to his. “What if we tried to be friends?”

      “Friends?” I echoed.

      “It’s a companion, of sorts. A confidante, if you will.”

      At this, I rolled my eyes. “I know what a friend is, you ass.”

      The insult slid off him like oil on water. “Excellent. So what do you say?”

      There came another knock, saving me from an immediate response. Because, truthfully, I had no idea what to say. My friendship with Laurie, if that’s indeed what we were, had happened like a cold coming on. Gradually, unexpected, and without giving me much say in the matter. To be friends with the Unseelie King… it went against the natural order of everything in my head. Friendship meant giving him a certain degree of trust. Of deliberately spending time together. Of laughter. Was that even possible with a creature that had manipulated me into being his mate?

      Collith returned to the door in just a few long-legged strides. He took a tray from the awaiting slave—it was the young girl I’d given shoes to, which now adorned her small feet—and thanked her. He shut the door with his foot, the movement oddly graceful. As Collith crossed the room again, he didn’t move toward the chairs or the desk. Instead, he placed the tray right on the bed, within my reach. He then dragged his chair to rest beside mine and busied himself buttering a bread roll. The familiar scent of him drifted through the air, a combination of cologne, earth, and male.

      Desire filled my center, unexpected and wildly inconvenient. It wasn’t like we were in a place, emotionally or physically, where I could do anything to satisfy the urge.

      “Now that I’m queen, am I able to make changes?” I asked abruptly.

      Collith took his time responding. He continued his painstaking preparations, setting plates and bowls in front of me. Fruit, a boiled egg, bread. Eventually, he started on his own bounty. As I watched him, I realized I’d never seen the Unseelie King eat before. He did it like he did everything else—thoughtfully and deliberately. “What did you have in mind?” he replied at last, speaking only after he’d swallowed.

      I glanced at the food and could only think of the poor creatures who’d prepared it. My stomach still growled, though; I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten. “I want to make it illegal to have slaves at Court,” I said, reluctantly picking up the bread roll. “I also want to abolish the black market.”

      A faint smile curved Collith’s lips. He set his fork down and focused on me. Having this faerie’s full attention was always unnerving; I couldn’t decide if I was more aroused or nervous. I began tearing the roll into pieces and popping them into my mouth. “Before I met you, I thought Nightmares were creatures of pain and darkness,” Collith said softly. One of the pieces lodged in my throat. “Why, then, are you constantly seeking freedom and light?”

      I swallowed the bread. Collith watched each movement intently, and I refused to let the frank admiration in his gaze affect me. “Why are you avoiding this? Why have you let it go on so long?” I demanded once I could speak again.

      This got to him. Barely perceptible, a muscle ticked in his jaw. “Fine. Tell me something,” he said. His voice was cold; it was obvious I was talking to the king. “In the time of Prohibition, did humans stop drinking? If I shut down the market, it will only be rebuilt somewhere else, and they’ll make it harder to find. Why do you think I was at the market on the day we met? I spend what I can spare of my small salary buying those captives and setting them free.”

      The revelation he had a salary made me frown in surprise. But that wasn’t relevant right now. “What if the Union had shared your mindset? Oh, why bother freeing them, since people will just own slaves anyway?” I challenged, resisting the impulse to stand. “It’s wrong, Collith. Simple as that.”

      His eyes were dark and pained. Any hint of appreciation was long gone. His hand, where it still gripped the handle of a fork, was white. “Don’t you think I know that? Do you think so little of me? I’m trying to free them without shedding any blood, Fortuna, and that takes time. A comment here, a deal there, a planted thought⁠—”

      “And in the meantime, there is suffering. Not just the ones down here, being beaten, raped, and forced into servitude. There are also the ones aboveground, left without answers or closure. Not even a body. These slaves are sons and daughters, parents, friends, and… siblings.” My voice cracked. Worried Collith would offer comfort, which might make me break completely, I hurried on. “You said you brought me here because you wanted more power. You said you wanted to survive the backlash when you took away their toys. Well, here I am. Let’s take them away.”

      In a fluid movement, Collith abandoned his supper and moved to the fire. He said nothing, but I was a Nightmare who’d touched his skin—I felt the fear rolling off him. I stared at the tense line of his shoulders in astonishment. In the admittedly brief time I’d known this faerie, he’d never revealed anything more than longing or sorrow. Maybe Collith had brought me here for reasons even he wasn’t aware of. I was the fire to his ice. The shout to his whisper. The run to his walk.

      Thinking this and watching him, I once again decided to let it go. For now.

      “Where do you go when you disappear?” I asked next. Absently, I stroked the back of Damon’s hand. Throughout our entire conversation, he hadn’t stirred. More than anything, I wished I could use my abilities to ensure his dreams were beautiful. “When we first got to the Unseelie Court, you vanished. Every time I wake up, you’re gone. After my coronation, there was no sign of you.”

      It was obvious, even through his clothing, that the lines of Collith’s body were tense. He stared down into the flames and spoke as though there was a hand around his throat. “Usually I’m… visiting someone.”

      He’s trying to open himself to me, I realized. It was so difficult that he couldn’t even meet my gaze. “Who?” I prompted.

      But apparently Collith had reached his limit for truths. Once again, he turned to me. At some point, he’d dragged a hand through his hair, because it was wilder than before. His eyes burned hotter than the fire at his side. “What did Jassin say while you were in the warded circle?”

      The words had hardly left his mouth when the memory came skipping back, tearing into me with the ravenous ferocity of a redcap. I could feel Jassin’s breath upon my cheek again. See his emerald eyes burning into mine. His voice slithered all around me. Did you like my gift? I would’ve used your brother, but they wanted him alive for the third trial, so I made do.

      If I could go back in time and kill the bastard again, I’d do it. “He was the one who arranged for Shameek’s death,” I told Collith flatly, focusing on my brother again, a physical reminder of why I’d put a blameless human in harm’s way. “Apparently he wanted to rattle me with that knowledge right before our battle.”

      Collith absorbed this silently. After another moment, he left the fire and settled back into the chair beside me. Once again, he clasped his hands between his knees. As the quiet swelled, one of his fingers began to twitch. Were he sitting on his throne, I knew he’d be tapping it against the armrest, that silver ring flashing. I waited, somehow sensing—or maybe I was just starting to know this mate of mine—that he was about to reveal something.

      For once, Collith didn’t disappoint. “I should tell you that I saw some of what you faced,” he said, his gaze meeting mine again. In the dimness, his irises looked more brown than hazel. “Your emotions were so overwhelming that I’m not sure I could’ve blocked it out, even if I’d wanted to.”

      It was my turn to process. The idea of Collith seeing one of my most private memories was akin to him reading my journal. If I’d ever bothered to keep one. For a few seconds, I fought an irrational rise of anger. “I guess fair is fair,” I sighed eventually, the indignation leaving me in a rush. “I’ve seen plenty in your head.”

      Collith tilted his head and appraised me. There was no sign of the Unseelie King when he murmured, “I’m sorry that happened to you, Fortuna.”

      Usually, when people said something along those lines, it was automatic. When Collith said it, though, sincerity drifted down the bond. Studying him right back, I felt my lips curve into a sad smile. “This might be a weird thing to say, but I think my dad would’ve liked you.”

      Strangely enough, Collith didn’t smile back. My words seemed to have a sobering effect on him. He was silent for a breath, then he spoke softly. “I would love to know more about him.”

      It had been so long since anyone had asked about my parents. Granted, I didn’t exactly make it easy for them—Bea and Gretchen used to try, once in a while—but after reliving the worst memories of them, I welcomed a chance to bring back better ones.

      Now, I pictured the man who had taught me so much. The man who had left this world far too soon. His too-big ears and dear, crooked smile. I’d never thought to accuse Mom and Dad of playing favorites, and of course, I loved my mother, but Dad had been my best friend.

      “He was everything I’m not,” I said. I looked at Damon, seeing Dad in every line of his face. “Soft-spoken, patient, and kind.”

      “But you are kind.”

      I snorted and refocused on the male sitting next to me. “I know faeries can lie now, Collith.”

      He didn’t try to argue, but yet another small smile hovered around his mouth. “I like it when you say my name,” he commented.

      Warmth spread through my chest. I didn’t trust myself to respond, so I picked up a hard-boiled egg and started removing its delicate shell. Still smiling, Collith followed suit. Neither of us spoke for a time. The only sounds in the room were the fire and the sporadic clinking of silverware. At one point, Collith wordlessly poured a glass of wine and handed it to me. Either it was later in the day than I thought or faeries didn’t adhere to the human practice of avoiding alcohol until a certain time of day. Either way, it was much needed, and I didn’t even think to be cautious or remember my mother’s caution about faerie drinks. The flavor was dry, too dry for my preference, but I sipped on it between bites.

      The only words we did exchange were light and brief. I glanced at Collith, paused, and pointed the fork I held. “You’ve got some egg on the corner of your mouth. Right there.”

      To which he shocked me by winking and saying, “But it got you looking at my mouth, right?”

      My lips twitched in response. Collith returned his gaze to the food and left the egg exactly where it was.

      After that, we finished our meals in a comfortable silence. My plates were clean before Collith’s. At a loss for what to do with my hands, I started stacking my dishes and putting them on the tray. Collith immediately stood to help, ignoring my protests. The coolness radiating from his skin teased my own. I didn’t edge away as I might have done just two days earlier.

      Maybe Collith realized this, as well—halfway through our task, he startled me by reaching over and taking my hand. His fingers folded in the spaces between mine. I darted a glance at his face, expecting to find desire in his expression, but there was nothing. He was touching me without wanting more.

      Guilt tugged at my mind with the insistence of a child pulling on its mother’s shirt. “I made a vow to be honest with you,” I whispered, raising my gaze from our entwined fingers. Collith waited patiently. I studied the lines of his lovely face. They weren’t obvious, didn’t detract from his allure, but undeniably there on either side of his mouth and between his eyebrows. It was physical evidence of the burdens he carried, when most of his brethren still had the flawless skin of living without thought to consequences. In a rush I said, “I’m leaving the Unseelie Court. Just for a while. Long enough to take Damon home and get him settled.”

      The faerie king didn’t react. “Okay,” he said.

      I didn’t know what I’d been expecting, but it wasn’t this simple response. I searched Collith’s gaze, wondering what the catch was. “Okay?”

      He shrugged. “You’re not a prisoner here, Fortuna. You’re a queen. I come and go as I please; why shouldn’t you? Shall I show you the way?”

      “I think I’ve got that covered, actually,” I said, still trying to hide my incredulity. “No offense, but whenever you go somewhere, it’s not exactly subtle. If there’s a target on Damon’s back, I want to leave without anyone knowing.”

      Collith raised his eyebrows, clearly intrigued. If I were truly being honest, I probably should reveal that I’d befriended the Seelie King. Something held me back, though. Maybe I was afraid he’d dodge the question and upset this strange peace between us. “It’s a long story,” I hedged. “But… may I still use your name if I do end up needing you?”

      He began stroking the back of my hand with his thumb. An involuntary shiver went through me. Strange that such a simple touch should affect me so strongly. “It’s as I said. I like it when you say my name,” he murmured.

      All at once, fear rushed through my veins. I pulled my hand free none-too-subtly. Collith’s expression returned to its usual neutrality, and if my withdrawal bothered him, it didn’t show. He settled back in his chair. “When will you go?” he asked, as though nothing strange had just occurred between us.

      “As soon as Damon wakes,” I said without hesitation. “He probably won’t come easily; I’ll tell Lyari and Omar to carry him out if necessary.”

      “And the wolf? Is he going with you?”

      I’d actually forgotten that we shared the room with an enormous wolf—at Collith’s words, I twisted around to look at him. However long he’d been trapped in that form, the beast still understood bits and pieces, because he lifted his head and fixed yellow eyes on us. A growl rumbled through the room.

      I turned back to Collith and raised my eyebrows. “I don’t think he’ll allow me to leave him behind.”

      “I think I might be jealous,” the faerie remarked.

      At that moment, Damon shifted, and once again I was saved from responding. I perched on the edge of my seat, watching my brother’s face closely. His eyes fluttered. They would probably open any minute now. Shit. He needed to sleep just a little longer.

      I lowered my voice to avoid waking him. “There’s something I need to do,” I told Collith. “Will you… will you stay with Damon, please?”

      The significance of my request was not lost on him; it meant I trusted him with the person most precious to me. “It would be my honor,” Collith answered.

      His voice was soft, more caress than words, and it felt like he’d trailed a feather along my skin. “I’ll be back soon,” I managed as I stood. The werewolf immediately stood, too.

      After another brief nod of acknowledgment, Collith turned to Damon. He leaned his elbows on the mattress, creating slight indents. The fire had gotten weaker during our conversation, so now the light it cast was darker. Dreamier. Damon looked like a handsome, sleeping doll, and the faerie beside him was ethereal. As though God had sent one of his own down to watch over my brother. Collith’s skin was lit from within, alive and flickering with embers.

      With that strange image imprinted on my mind, I left to find the King of the Seelie Court.
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      One of the torches wavered and spat as I reentered the passageway.

      The werewolf, whose name I still didn’t know, stayed so close that his warm snout brushed my elbow. I couldn’t hold back a flinch, ever aware that he could kill me in an instant if he so chose. The contact left a damp spot on my skin and a flash of his fear.

      In that instant, I saw a woman’s face. She was not beautiful—her scowl was too fierce and her frame too wiry—but there was something about her that demanded attention.

      There was no time to speculate on it. I pulled the door shut as firmly as I could, a futile effort to keep Damon safe while I was gone. The werewolf watched every movement with his bright, flaxen gaze.

      Lyari and Omar were right where I’d left them. As I moved to stand in front of them, I was struck by a rush of déjà vu, and it began to feel like this day would never end. Had it really only been a couple of hours ago that I’d spoken to Viessa in the dungeons?

      Omar, a round-faced fae who radiated timidity and an eagerness to please, immediately bowed. He didn’t come back up. I stared at the back of his head, nonplussed, and it took me a few seconds to realize he was awaiting a command. “Oh. I, uh, need you to keep guarding the door,” I told him, sounding more like a bumbling human than a queen. “Please don’t let anyone besides Zara go into that room.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” he said without hesitation, finally straightening.

      I had no doubt that he would sooner die than allow someone past him.

      With Damon now adequately looked after, I turned to Lyari. She stood with her back to the wall, staring straight ahead, holding the hilt of her sword with a grip that looked painful.

      “Please take me to Nym,” I said, hoping no weariness leaked into my voice. Something told me this female’s already less-than-stellar opinion of me would worsen at any sign of weakness.

      If she was surprised by the request, Lyari didn’t show it. Her body practically thrummed with tension, but she moved in front of me to lead the way. As we plunged back into the maze, I didn’t let myself look back, despite how the bond ached as we moved further away. For an instant, my brow crinkled with bewilderment. Then it hit me—whatever part of myself that was tethered to Collith didn’t like how much distance there was between us. This was a new development, and it was one I found particularly disturbing.

      The silence was too absolute, too ready to fill my head with unwelcome thoughts. At first, I tried to focus on the sound of our shoes against the stones. When that didn’t work, my gaze went to the tense line of Lyari’s shoulders. There was no sense of fear emanating from her, which meant it could only be loathing.

      “Why do you hate me?” I blurted.

      “Do you really care?” the Guardian asked without turning around.

      It was exactly the distraction I’d been looking for, and I truly thought about the answer before saying anything. Maybe there was a part of me that admired Lyari. Understood her. We lived in a world dominated by men. They earned more, they ruled more, and they spoke more.

      Any female who fought back—literally, in Lyari’s case, as I suspected her weapon and armor weren’t just for show—was worth my time.

      “I guess I do,” I said finally. “I’m not hoping we’ll become besties and braid each other’s hair, but I’d hoped to gain an ally when you made your vow of fealty.”

      “You didn’t give me much choice in the matter.”

      “Neither did you, once,” I retorted, glaring at the back of her head now. “Or have you forgotten how we met?”

      The memory was easy to relive; Lyari’s careless, supernatural strength as she backhanded me. I could still taste the bitter tang of blood in my mouth and see the ground rising to meet me. Few times in my life had I felt so powerless, so degraded. Fresh hatred surged through my heart, and just like that, I felt no remorse for separating this female from her comrades. If she considered guarding me a punishment, so much the better.

      Before the petulant Guardian could respond, something moved up ahead. Thinking of the wendigo I’d fought in these tunnels, I jerked to a halt. The werewolf shifted so that he was mostly in front of me, and there was a ringing sound as Lyari unsheathed her sword. It glittered, looking every inch the weapon of a faerie. “Show yourself,” she commanded, not a trace of trepidation in her voice.

      A dirty face peered around the corner, and each of us in the passageway relaxed. It was just the girl I’d given a pair of shoes. Her blue eyes found me in the shadows. “Be careful, Your Majesty,” she whispered, sounding more like something ancient than a child. “That way lies madness.”

      I mustered a smile, though I was more on edge now. “Thank you for the warning. I’ll be careful.”

      The girl ducked out of sight, doubtless going to serve the faeries we both despised.

      “You’re something of a hero to them,” Lyari said, starting to walk again. “After your performance at the coronation and that stunt with the shoes, I suppose they believe you’ll save them.”

      “And I will,” I said without thinking. There I went again, making promises that were too big, too complicated, too impossible.

      Lyari snorted, which felt distinctly inappropriate for a guard addressing her queen. However much these creatures feared me, they didn’t respect me. Really, though, did I care?

      We finished our journey in silence. Eventually, we came to a dead end—the first I’d seen in this place that felt endless—and Lyari inclined her head toward a narrow, wooden door that was hidden in shadow. A single torch adorned the wall, but no one had tended to its flame in a while, because it was floundering like my courage. “Here we are,” the faerie said.

      Before the last word had completely left her mouth, something on the other side of the door crashed. The werewolf’s ears flattened against his head. “We won’t be here long,” I told him, hoping he didn’t sense my trepidation. A nervous werewolf and an anxious Nightmare seemed like a volatile combination. “You could always wait out here if you⁠—”

      Another one of his growls vibrated through the dirt tunnel. Guess I had my answer.

      Lyari waited for my command. I was tempted to have her accompany me, protect me from whatever waited in that room, but this was another conversation that I didn’t want an audience for. “Well, I’ll probably scream if something goes wrong, so keep your ears open,” I said. Her eyes narrowed, but she didn’t argue. I wasn’t certain if that was good or bad. I took a breath. Then, to avoid giving myself a chance to hesitate, and thus change my mind, I pushed the door open.

      Like the royal kitchens, the sight that greeted me was a series of rooms with high ceilings. Every space, however, was filled with clocks instead of fires and slaves. Broken clocks, ticking clocks, grandfather clocks, pocket-sized clocks. The werewolf entered in front of me, radiating tension. I followed him, taking it all in, and realized why Viessa had thought of this when I’d asked about a place where I wouldn’t be overheard—anyone trying to listen in wouldn’t have much luck.

      In the farthest room, sitting at a workbench, was a faerie. He didn’t react as the door hinges whined. Thinking there was a good chance he hadn’t heard, I pushed the door shut as hard as I could, slamming it against the rickety frame.

      “Hello?” I ventured. Still, the faerie didn’t react. I started walking toward him, sidestepping obstacles along the way. The floor was littered with various trinkets, tools, and books. But mostly books. Some open, some closed, all of them curling with age. My instincts were warning me to stay out of his reach, so I halted several yards away. I raised my voice to be heard over all the ticking. “You must be Nym. My name is Fortuna. I’m here because I was told it’s difficult to eavesdrop in this room. Now I can see why.”

      Finally, the faerie glanced at me over his shoulder. He didn’t do a double-take like most creatures meeting me for the first time. Instead, he promptly returned to his work. I decided to risk it and get closer. The werewolf didn’t like this; he pressed against my thigh, the fur along his spine standing on end.

      Now I stopped a couple of feet away. The space in front of the faerie was within view. I didn’t know much about clocks, but he appeared to be repairing one. Its insides were spilled across the surface of the workbench, gleaming silver and gold against the dark wood. There was a tiny tool in the faerie’s hand. His movements were frantic and desperate as he twisted it.

      “By ignorance? Is that their happy state? The proof of their obedience and their faith?” he muttered.

      It was obvious he didn’t expect a response. Did he even know I was here?

      I studied the faerie’s profile. He had a handsome face, but its allure was lessened somewhat by his wild hair. It hung just past his shoulders, ratty and tangled. He wore a white button-up, but it was so thin that the outline of his gaunt body was visible underneath. “Is it all right if I stay with you for a little while, Nym? I need to summon someone,” I added.

      Nym glanced at me again. His watery eyes widened, and the tool he held clattered to the table. “Watch out for the cow!”

      His panic was so real that I actually spun around, expecting a huge animal to ram into me. “Uh, what cow?”

      When I turned back to him, the faerie was frowning, as though I’d done something terribly rude. “Did someone mention a cow?” he questioned, sounding for all the world like another courtier in the throne room. Before I could answer, Nym turned on the stool. He stared blankly at the table for a moment, then retrieved the tool he’d been holding.

      What was it the girl had said? That way lies madness. Another mystery solved. Though I had no way of knowing if this faerie was dangerous or not, compassion stirred in my chest.

      “No, it was my mistake,” I murmured. “I’m sorry for confusing you.”

      Without warning, Nym uttered a curse and threw the clock at the wall in front of him. It shattered instantly, and I discovered what had caused the noise when we’d been in the passage. Once the pieces lay broken and scattered, Nym pulled at his hair, looking like a child who had misplaced his favorite toy. Acting against my usual instinct to avoid physical contact, I dared to put my hand on his shoulder. His fears whispered through me instantly. There were many, but I didn’t have a chance analyze them properly.

      In a movement that belied his fragile appearance, Nym seized my wrist. His grip was painful. Something glinted against his chest—a silver chain—but the rest of the necklace was hidden beneath his shirt.

      “I remember you,” he whispered urgently, his near-black eyes like a bottomless hole. His breath smelled like alcohol. “You’re the one who lets him out!”

      I didn’t let myself flinch. Instead, I met the faerie’s frantic gaze. “We’ve never met before, Nym,” I said calmly.

      Slowly, he released me. His brows were drawn together, his eyes glistening with confusion now. Somehow, though he was probably decades older than me, Nym emanated the innocence of a child. “We haven’t?”

      “No. I’m just here to summon Laurelis.”

      A second went by. Two. Three. I waited longer than I would’ve with anyone else, giving the faerie a chance to release me on his own. I really, really didn’t want to use my abilities on him… but it looked like there would be no other alternative.

      Just as I was about to reach for the monsters that kept him awake at night, Nym’s focus shifted to a point over my shoulder. Something in the air shifted. A familiar scent filled the air. “So good of you to join us, Your Majesty,” I said without turning, keeping my focus on the faerie who could break my wrist with a flick of his own.

      A sigh came from behind. “Be a good boy and let the pretty lady go, Nym.”

      Lines of confusion deepened across Nym’s forehead, but slowly, finger by finger, he obeyed. The moment I was free, I spun and found myself face-to-face with the King of the Seelie Court.

      When I’d imagined our confrontation, I’d pictured him with a smirk or a teasing smile. Instead, Laurie looked irritated. Irritated and kingly. He wore a black outfit that clung to every subtly defined muscle. The tunic was stiff and, when he moved just right, faintly glittered. The collar was high and somehow highlighted Laurie’s startling coloring. A sword hung from his narrow hips. His boots gleamed in the firelight.

      “How did you find out?” he asked, seemingly oblivious to how I stared. A beat later, he shook his head. “No, don’t answer that. Viessa, of course. Collith should’ve killed her years ago.”

      “You said you weren’t my enemy,” I accused. And there it was, the truth of why I’d turned down Collith’s much simpler offer of taking me to the surface. I didn’t give my friendship, my trust, to anyone these days. When I learned of who Laurie was, and came to the inevitable conclusion that he’d gained my trust for his own purposes, I had felt… betrayed.

      Wearing an expression of harried resignation, Laurie leaned his hip against one of the tables. Now that I knew the truth of who he was, I didn’t know how I’d missed it. How I’d ever believed he was a slave, despite his act when we first met. Laurie radiated arrogance and power. It wasn’t in his frame, which was more slender than muscled, like Oliver was. It wasn’t in his clothing, either, however well-made the tunic appeared to be. The truth was in the tilt of his chin, the glint in his metallic eyes, the caress in his voice. He also had cheekbones that were to die for.

      “I’m sorry,” Laurie said with raised brows. “Have I harmed you? Hindered you?”

      His words made me pause. Because, no, I didn’t have any veritable proof that he was against me. In fact, he’d helped numerous times. I frowned and raised my gaze to his. “Then why?”

      There was no flicker of remorse in the gaze that stared back. “I’m not at your beck and call, little queen,” Laurie snapped. “I’ve already given you too much of my time. Others have begun to notice my absence.”

      The response reeked of typical fae evasion. Well, I would just put some pieces together, then. What was it Viessa had said? He has a history with Collith. Apparently, it was more complex than rival monarchs; he was going out of his way to protect my mate. He left his own Court often, just to keep tabs on what was happening here. Yet I hadn’t seen Laurie and Collith interact. Not once.

      If I had any enemies—enemies that weren’t currently dead or bedridden, that was—I wouldn’t work so hard to avoid them. No, the creatures I avoided were the ones that mattered in more powerful ways.

      “You love him,” I whispered.

      In an instant, I knew I’d guessed right. Laurie smiled, but it was nothing like the smiles I’d seen until this point. There was also something in his eyes that captured my attention; this faerie was not all games and fun. There was a soul behind the flesh and bones. “Faeries only do things for three reasons, little Nightmare,” he answered. “Boredom, greed, or lust.”

      “Liar.”

      Laurie’s generous mouth tightened. He swung away and strolled past some of the clocks, seemingly absorbed in their faces and woodwork. Nym hadn’t gone back to work, but he wasn’t watching us, either. He stared straight ahead at… nothing. I tried to keep one eye on him and one on Laurie. It was unclear which one I should be more worried about.

      “My spies brought word that Collith had taken a mate,” Laurie said suddenly, making me forget Nym. He touched the top of the clock and rubbed his fingers together, almost in an absent-minded way, though I suspected nothing he did was without purpose. “I was curious, I suppose. Then I began to like you against my better judgment.”

      “The horror,” I drawled.

      Amusement cracked his cold facade. “You know, they say that sarcasm is the lowest form of wit.”

      “Well, I try to cater to my audience,” I volleyed back. At this, Laurie grinned, and there at last was a glimpse of the faerie I’d befriended.

      My own smile quickly dimmed, though. It was impossible to ignore the seconds ticking by. Every one had the potential to be when Damon’s would-be assassin decided to try again. “Someone is trying to kill my brother,” I told the Seelie King without preamble. “I need you to use your abilities to get the two of us through the door undetected.”

      He didn’t look surprised. In fact, his expression was carefully neutral, as though I had just made the first move in a game of chess. “It’s as I told you the day we met; I am loyal to Collith. Why should I aid in his queen’s escape?”

      So the Seelie King wasn’t as omnipotent as he’d wanted to seem. He clearly didn’t know that Collith had given me his blessing to go. “If you’re so dedicated to Collith, why are you avoiding him?” I challenged, keeping this fact to myself. This entire endeavor would fall apart if Laurie didn’t believe he was acting against Collith.

      There was a notable pause. He picked a piece of imaginary lint off his sleeve. The clocks around us continued to tick, tick, tick. Eventually, the faerie king said, his tone light as a dust mote, “He may not be my biggest fan at the moment.”

      I wondered if there was any point to asking follow-up questions. No time for that, I reminded myself. Back to the matter at hand.

      However I felt about faeries, I’d gotten good at understanding how they thought. The mistake I’d made with Jassin still haunted me, though; I had to be more careful in what I said down here. “You should help us because you’re invested in Collith’s survival,” I said slowly. “I’m tied to both him and his entire Court. If you do this, I will swear a blood oath”—I’d read about them in one of Collith’s books—“to send word if I sense he’s in danger. I mean, even you can’t be around all the time, right?”

      Now Laurie did smirk. “You’re not heartless, Fortuna. You’d send word anyway.”

      I raised my brows. “That’s quite a gamble to take. These creatures tortured my brother, beat me nearly to death, and put me through trials no one should ever be forced to endure. Collith is their fucking king.”

      Laurie tilted his head. It was impossible to discern whether he was still amused or seriously considering what I’d said. His gaze bored into mine. In response, I felt myself drift to that mental place made of whiteness, ice, numbness. The place I had gone in the goblins’ cabin and the Unseelie dungeon. After a second or two, I knew that the face looking back at Laurie appeared as empty as I felt.

      Apparently, Laurie wasn’t the gambling sort—at least, not when it came to Collith—because he bent and pulled a pocketknife from his boot. In a practiced movement, he flicked it open. Nym made an odd, strangled sound as Laurie pressed the edge into his palm. Once the cut was made, he extended both the knife and his injured hand toward me. Bright blue blood dripped to the floor. “You have yourself a bargain, Fortuna Sworn,” he said.

      For once, I tried to think about consequences. How much do I really know about this beautiful creature standing in front of me? He was a faerie, which was already a mark against him. He might like me, but it was Collith he would serve and protect, despite any bargains between us. Would I regret needing to contact him someday? What if Collith betrayed me and I needed him dead?

      That way lies madness, I thought. What If Road was twisty and never-ending.

      The ticking clocks echoed in my ears as I made a cut of my own. There was hardly any pain. Within seconds, I wrapped my fingers around Laurie’s. He smiled again, this one impish and seductive, and pulled me closer. It was so startling that I pressed my other palm against his chest to keep some distance between us. He was so warm compared to Collith. Did it have something to do with their being from different courts?

      “Does your mind never stop?” Laurie murmured.

      I looked up at him, unable to deny a flutter in my stomach that had nothing to do with our blood merging. Unlike when Collith and I had created the mating bond, I didn’t feel anything happen. Maybe fae magic truly didn’t like me. As if I would be so lucky. “I could ask you the same question,” I responded. Thankfully, my voice was even.

      “When would you like to depart?” Laurie asked. It effectively ended the strange spell between us.

      “Now, please.” I stepped away, feeling like I’d just done something wrong. I cleared my throat and sought the other faerie in the room. “Nym, thank you for letting me use your space. I hope I can trust you to stay quiet about… everything.”

      Still perched on the stool, Nym dipped his head. His eyes were bright and clear, as though nothing were amiss in that head of his. “Of course, Your Majesty. Your secrets are my secrets.”

      Smiling my thanks—Nym looked dazzled at the sight of it—I went to the door and pulled it open. It took me a moment to find Lyari, glowering in the shadows. “There you are. Excellent. I need you to guard the door to Collith’s rooms and act like I’m there.”

      “Where are you going?” she asked. It sounded like she was talking through gritted teeth. Was it the deception she had an issue with, letting me leave unguarded, or still having to follow my orders? Oh, wait. I didn’t care.

      “The fewer people that know, the better,” I chirped. “Thank you, Lyari.”

      She was silent as I shut the door in her face yet again. My heart pounded hard and fast now. I faced Laurie, uncertain how his ability worked. Did we need to be touching? But Laurie just bowed and swept his arm in a dramatic arc. “After you, my lady.”

      I didn’t move. There was a question I had to ask, no matter the futility of it. A question that would follow me even into Oliver’s peaceful dreamscapes. “Why does Collith hate you, Laurie?” I said.

      It was his turn to raise those silvery brows. I couldn’t tell if it was another act or if he was really surprised.

      “Darling, you didn’t know?” the Seelie King crooned. “I’m the one who gave Collith that lovely scar.”
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