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  Chapter One


A flash of lightning chases the boom of the thunder rumbling outside. The sheets of rain fall harder, and through the cacophony of the storm, Cloudcrest caws and Thorne yells curses. I close my eyes and exhale. That means Thorne is safe—Cloudcrest has taken him away from here, away from danger. 
Ryland nocks an arrow in his silver bow and points it at me. His dark eyes are stripped of all emotion except pure, unaltered hate. “Stupid mortal. You’ll pay for that, I assure you. You’ll pay for stealing the last artifact and for your own idiocy in siding with the Shadow Prince. I’ll pull the meat from your bones, I’ll take out your eyes and make you watch—”
My entire left side is on fire. My back is throbbing from where I crashed into the stand holding the last Fae artifact. I squeeze my eyes shut and push the pain away. There’s only one way out of this mess. 
“I want to make a bargain.”
Ryland freezes. His mouth snaps shut. “What did you say?” he asks after a moment.
With a deep breath, I repeat, “I want to make a bargain.” 
My eyes study the way his wings arch gracefully toward the floor. Ryland’s eyes widen and his jaw clenches, but the magical pull, not to mention the natural Fae inclination, is too strong. 
So, I say it again. “I want to make a bargain.” 
And again, and again, until Ryland finally caves and asks in a wary voice, “What kind of bargain?” 
Another boom rattles the columns holding the Sky Fae Vault aloft, and the wind changes direction, causing the rain droplets to fall upon us like pinpricks of ice. With a groan, I push up to my knees, then to my feet. If I’m to make another bargain, then I’ll do so standing and facing my enemy. 
With Thorne, I thought being specific would protect me from Fae's treachery. But he proved me wrong. So, this time, I’ll try the opposite. 
I wrap my fingers around the pendant holding Cora’s cure and sigh before I speak. 
“The kind depends on what you want.”
Ryland scoffs. “As if you could get me what I want.”
I shrug. “Thorne underestimated me, as well. But I got him his artifacts, haven’t I?”
Ryland scowls at the reminder. His eyes grow flinty and he opens his mouth. I beat him to it. 
“Come on, Ryland. You know I’m useful to have around. In fact, let’s make that our bargain. As long as I’m useful to you, you won’t kill me.”
“And what do I get for your life?”
“My help.”
Ryland links his arms behind his back and angles his head down. He peers at me from around the curtain of white hair covering one side of his face. 
“That’s not much of a bargain,” he finally says. 
“Fine. Then kill me right now and savor the moment, as brief as it might be. Don’t, and maybe you’ll have something to show for your loss here.”
Ryland considers my words for a full minute. I straighten myself as best as I can, my hand falling upon Phoenix’s pommel and my fingers curling around the hilt. 
The silence continues. I lick my lips and say, “You don’t have to tell me your plans if you don’t want to.”
“I don’t trust you,” Ryland says. “Why would I tell you anything about them?”
Fae like to keep their cards close to their chest. Thorne is the same. 
“I know.”
Ryland snarls at me then turns and paces to the other end of the Vault. Sensing a crack has formed, I push a bit more. 
“I can cross between the realms, remember? You need me.”
Ryland swivels around and extends his arm. The surrounding air gains weight. I grunt as it squeezes me from all sides. 
“You lost the Fae artifacts. You failed to capture Thorne,” I say. 
Ryland’s eyes flash. “Keep up with those reminders. They only make me want to kill you more.”
The air supply is squeezed out of the invisible vise I’m held in. I gasp and wheeze. 
“You need me,” I say. 
The Sky Fae approaches with a measured gait. Our gazes connect. Just as I’m making peace with the fact that I’ve tried and I’ve failed, that I’m going to die without saving my sister, Ryland’s magic releases me. I drop to my knees and cough. The tips of his boots slide into view. 
“Let’s go then,” Ryland says. 
With furrowed brows, I stare at him. I search his expression, but it gives nothing away. “Go? Where?”
Ryland’s lips curve but his eyes dance with the force of his glare. “You wanted a bargain. You got yourself a bargain.”


      [image: ]I step through the portal and shiver in the chilly breeze. I never thought I’d witness fall come to Fairy, that I’d still be here when it happened. My nose twitches, the contrasting aromas of ripe berries and rotten leaves filling my lungs. 
I burrow into my cloak and start up the path, Phoenix jostling at my hip. Ryland steps out from between two tree trunks. He crosses his arms over his chest and gives me a frown. 
“I have healed you,” he says. “Kept you safe and let you go to your sister to save her from the endless sleep.”
I blink at him and shrug. “You were the one who wanted to make sure I’m telling the truth and I can cross into the human realm.”
Clouds settle over his expression. “You boorish mortal.”
I sigh. “I’m sorry.” Then, through clenched teeth, “Thank you.”
Ryland nods and turns around. The wings at his back expand. He flicks his fingers, and a tether made of air wraps around my body, pulling me up after him. I’m a puppet on a string, flying over the trees of Fairy while trying to hold on to the contents of my stomach. 
“Where are we going?” I ask. 
Ryland turns his head in my direction. “It is time you upheld your bargain.”
We spend the rest of the way in silence. I lose myself in my thoughts, fingers wrapped around Phoenix’s hilt. Almost like a prayer, I remind myself that I’ve awakened Cora, I’ve ended her curse, I’ve saved Thorne. Whatever happens to me from now on, I’ll always have that. 
The sun is cresting over the horizon as the Sky Palace comes into view. On a wide terrace several levels above the ground, Ryland’s soles settle on the marble floor. I drop like a sack of grains at his feet. But I ignore the pain and stand at once, glaring at him. 
The Fae smirks, the ragged scar on his cheek twisting with the motion. I flick a rude gesture in his direction and dust myself off. 
With a chuckle, Ryland gestures me forward. Our shoulders brush as we step through the tall doors into the Palace. My gaze falls on the Fae gathering inside the chamber, and I swallow. They turn as one and stare at us in silence. 
Ryland draws himself tall and the crowd parts, bowing to him. He walks toward the dais at the other end of the room and I follow. Before the first step leading up to the platform, we stop. 
In a carved throne made of pale wood, the Fairy King lounges. His hair is as white as Ryland’s, yet wrinkles do not mar the skin on his face. He appears to be in his thirties, yet he must be as old as Queen Mab. He surveys us with azure eyes, fingers petting the hideous creature crouched on his shoulder. It has the appearance of a scaly bat, yet it caws like a crow when its jaws open. 
Ryland bends at the waist, his arm keeping the bow at his back in place. “Your Highness,” he says. “I return.”
The Fairy King remains silent, his expression betraying nothing. His eyes flick in my direction. 
Ryland’s hand falls on my shoulder, fingers clenching. “I know it must seem like I’ve failed in my mission, but I have not come empty-handed. I brought Thorne’s mortal with me, the one full of secrets we have been searching for so long.”
I breathe out slowly and school my features into a bored expression. 
“And what do you plan to do with it?” the Fairy King asks. The bat on his shoulder emits a shrill whistle. 
“Use her in furthering our plans, of course.”
The Fairy King’s hand flicks. “Explain yourself. What happened?”
Ryland is silent for a beat. “Your Highness?”
The King leans forward, exposing the huge wings at his back. Unlike Ryland’s, they are not plump nor feathery. In fact, they’re not wings at all. They are only bones fused in the shape of ones. As if someone has stripped the meat away from them, leaving them bare and broken. 
“Tell me why you failed in capturing Mab’s nephew, even after I helped you and placed the siphoning wards on the Vault.”
The wards were sucking out Thorne’s magic, weakening him. The ones that separated us. My fingers clench around Phoenix’s pommel. 
Ryland’s face turns to me. “She is more powerful than we believed,” he says. 
It takes me a second to grasp he’s talking about me. I blink and gape at him. The Fairy King laughs, and the bat chitters. 
“My son, fair ladies, and gentlemen. Defeated by a mere mortal.” 
The Fae in the crowd titter. They giggle and whisper and clap. 
Ryland squeezes my shoulder until my bones grind against each other. I grunt and try to shake off his touch. He snarls and gives me a shove. I fall to the floor, banging my elbow against the stair. Everyone laughs. 
“And what do we do with power greater than ours?” the Fairy King asks. 
Ryland’s lips part in a grin. “We take it for ourselves.”
I shiver and push to stand. Ryland’s magic curls once more around me, pinning me in place. He flicks his fingers and his magic drags me to the other end of the room, through the sneering, mocking, tittering Fae. 
In that corner, a fire blazes in the hearth. Next to it, about a dozen mortal men and women huddle, all wearing bloody, tattered rags. Ryland holds me in front of the fire and turns my body until I face the crowd. 
His steps slap against the marble flagstones as he walks toward me. He makes a gesture with his other hand and the heat in my back increases. Some mortals whine and whimper. 
Ryland slides his dagger out of the belt circling his hips and places the blade in the flames. My eyes widen and I lick my lips. 
“Ryland, come on. I’m not more powerful than a Fae.” I chuckle. “How could I be? That’s crazy.”
He bends toward the fire and grunts. “Then how did you summon the creature?”
“Creature?” I clear my throat. “You mean Cloudcrest? I didn’t summon him, I swear. He is free to come and go as he pleases. I pro—”
Ryland straightens and brings the glowing blade of the dagger in front of my face. “Be that as it may, we have made a bargain.”
“Y-yes, but—”
“And as such, you now belong to me.” He nods toward the group of mortals watching us. 
I shake my head. “Now, hold on a minute—”
“The first thing you need to know about me, mortal—” Ryland snaps his fingers and the sleeve of my jacket is pushed up to my elbow “—is that I am not a patient Fae.”
He presses the white-hot blade to my flesh and I release a hoarse cry. I buckle and thrash, yet can’t escape the invisible chains he wrapped around my body using the air surrounding us. 
Finally, Ryland raises the dagger. Two inches above my wrist, a mark pulses and throbs. He presses his palm to the injury and I feel something else beyond crippling pain: hooks sinking into me, biting from my flesh. 
The sensation is gone once he lifts his hand and I’m left only with a patch of burned flesh, on which two charred wings rest. His magic releases me and I stagger, tears streaming down my cheeks. I press my injured arm to my chest. 
“What did you do?” I ask after a few tries. 
Ryland has the audacity to grin. “I’ve marked you as one of my own. You should view it as a great honor. The others did, right?” He raises his head and looks at the group of mortals behind me. 
A chorus of “aye, my lord” echoes through the throne room. I swallow and step away on my wobbly legs. Ryland pushes me toward the other mortals. 
“Meet your new family,” he tells me. To the others, he says, “Take her away. I’ll summon you when I need you.”
He swivels on his heels and climbs the stairs to his father’s side, from where he surveys the assembly with a haughty expression. 
Meanwhile, I can’t take my eyes off the smoldering mark. I’ve done my worst mistake yet. I bargained with Ryland. 
For I’m no longer a proud princess of Asmon. How could I be when I’ve been marked like cattle?






  
  Chapter Two


A burly man steps forward and grasps my elbow, dragging me away. We step through a squat entrance next to the fireplace, the rest of the group trailing after us. 
I stumble through the darkened corridors after the man, and it’s as if we’ve stepped into another world. The grandeur of the Sky Palace is gone, this place being cramped and dark and strangely humid. 
The mark on my arm throbs, the pain traveling up to my shoulder. But what’s worse is that Ryland has infused magic into the burn, magic I don’t know what is going to do to me. I’ve never heard of any Fae marking humans this way. 
My eyes cut to the man beside me. He is staring ahead, lips forming a grim line. If I’m to learn anything about my new situation, I doubt he is the person to tell me. 
We arrive at a junction where a set of double doors stands open. Golden light spills from within. The man releases me as soon as we step past the threshold. It’s weird that I miss his touch. 
I shuffle to one side as the rest of the group enters. We’re inside a common room, with tables and stools and a few faded sofas scattered throughout. A wide hearth occupies the opposite wall, the fire within making great strides in thawing the space. A short corridor opens on the right, though it’s dark and I can’t see where it leads. 
I direct my attention to the group of humans next. Find them all staring at me. They vary in appearance and age, with the burly man who led me here being the tallest. 
I swallow and rest the hand of my uninjured arm on the pommel of my sword. I draw myself taller, breathing in and out evenly until the pain is no longer at the forefront of my mind. 
A woman with white hair and countless wrinkles pushes to the front of the group. She sneers at me. “So, you’re the second born of Asmon,” she says. 
I keep silent and stare right back. 
She gives me a slow perusal, her lips twisting to one side. “You don’t look like a princess.”
I imagine I don’t, not as dirty as I am, and with my leather jacket ripped in some places. Her words echo my moment of weakness from earlier, when I felt unworthy of the title, with Ryland’s mark still smoldering on my skin. 
“Yet I am one,” I say. “Also, a prisoner. Just like you.”
The old woman gives a humorless laugh. “We are slaves, girl. Don’t shy away from the truth.”
My head tilts. “I am not. I was just unaware of the fact.”
“Unaware of the fact,” a new voice drawls. Another woman stops next to the white-haired one. “Look at her, using fancy words when she’s fallen just as low.”
My eyes narrow and my fingers clench around Phoenix’s hilt.
“I don’t think she’s realized it yet, Pollina,” the old woman says, still glaring at me. 
“If I am low, I’ll get back up,” I say through clenched teeth. 
Pollina laughs and braces her hands on her hips. “Sure you will, Your Highness.” She laughs again, and the old woman joins her. 
I swallow my growl and prepare to push past the two, but another woman steps from behind them. She is tall and heavyset, with a nest of black curls on her head. 
She pushes the cackling duo away. “Come on, you hens, go bother someone else.” 
The two glare at her and Pollina mumbles an Iskaan curse under her breath, but they move away with one last glance in my direction. 
“Don’t take their words to heart,” the tall woman tells me. She has blunt features but kind eyes. “They’re just bitter because of how things turned out.”
“What do you mean?” 
My shoulders loosen, and I relax my stance as I turn and face her. 
The woman’s smile isn’t reflected in her eyes. “All of us here were once just like you. Unaware of the fact.” 
“I see. So, all of us fell prey to Fae treachery.”
Her smile slips off, and she gives me a curt nod. “Conniving creatures. I am Malena,” she says, palm pressed to her ample bosom. She is wearing a tattered robe in the traditional Segranian style. “I’ve been here the longest.”
I clear my throat and execute a quick bow in her direction. “Pleased to make your acquaintance. I’m Astra.”
Malena smiles. “Hello.”
I return her smile with a small one of my own and fidget in place. “I didn’t know there were so many of you in the Sky Court.”
One dark brow arches. “And what would you have done if you knew?”
I drop my gaze to the floor and swallow. 
“Ah,” Malena says. There’s a moment of silence, then, “Come.” 
I follow her to a tall table and she gestures me to a chair pushed beside it. Malena opens a wooden box and pulls out a set of bandages. She uses a small knife to cut a square from the long strip and then uncaps a tiny bottle and pours a small amount on the cloth. 
“Give me your arm, if you please,” she says. 
I hesitate for a moment. “You don’t have to do this. I’ll be fine.”
Malena shakes her head. “I know I don’t have to do it. I want to do it. Now, give me your arm.”
I sigh and place my limb on the table. Malena dabs at the wound on the inside of my wrist. I bite my lip, hard. It stings, and the pressure of her touch makes the pain flare up. She blows on the injury once she’s done and wraps the bandage around my arm. 
“Thank you.” 
“You are welcome. And don’t worry, I do it for everybody. It’s in my nature.”
My eyebrows gather in a frown, which clears after a moment. “You’re a Healer?” I ask. 
“I am. But they have taken away my crystals when I stepped into Fairy.”
What is a Healer doing here? Why did she need a bargain?
“My sister’s secondary magic is Healing,” I say. 
“Then she’s one of the rare ones.”
The people in my world rarely show an affinity for two types of magic. “Aye, she is.”
Malena smiles and pats my shoulder, then busies herself with putting away the supplies. 
A low chuckle draws my attention. It’s coming from a man with a gray beard and long, dark hair. He’s wearing a hat with large brims and a long jacket. 
“The Wielder is helping the fallen princess. Now, why am I not surprised?”
Malena scowls in his direction. “Mind your own business, Gavrin.”
The man smiles, exposing rotten teeth. “I just thought you may wish to know something, seeing as you don’t get out of the palace much,” he says. “But if you’re going to be rude, I’m not wasting my breath.” 
With a shrug, he turns around. 
“Wait,” Malena says. “Tell me.” She takes a step toward him. 
Gavrin swivels on his heels and glances at me. My eyes narrow. The tempest inside me boils, sending lightning through my veins.
“You should be careful who you help,” he says to Malena. “I’ve heard she is somewhat of a curiosity. They say she has magic without the crystals. The Sky Fae have been looking for her ever since the ruins of Shaa Talor.”
Malena’s head snaps in my direction, and she gives me a wide-eyed stare. “Is this true?” 
I clench my jaw and nod. 
“How is this possible?” 
I shrug and cross my arms over my chest. 
She frowns and taps her chin with her index finger. “Did the Fae give you this magic?”
In a way, yes. But that’s not what she means, since I doubt she knows the truth about the Clusters and the crystals and what they’re doing to Fairy. 
“No. I always had it.”
Malena blinks at me, her lips parted. “That’s… amazing.”
Gavrin scowls and glares at me. “She is like those witches, then.”
I push to my feet and drop my palm atop the pommel of my sword. I open my mouth, but Malena shushes me with a gesture.
“Go away, Gavrin,” Malena says. “Leave us alone.”
Gavrin wanders away, whistling. As soon as he’s out of earshot, she leans toward me. 
“Does Ryland know?”
“About what?”
“About your magic?”
I blink twice. “I… I guess?”
“Hmm,” she says and straightens to her full height. “Come on.” 
“So, you don’t care?”
She frowns down at me. “About what?”
“About me being…”
Malena guffaws. “Girl, see where we are and what we’re doing. You think I’d care about something like that more than getting out of this mess?”
I release her shoulder and sigh. “I know what you mean.”
In silence, I follow Malena down the short corridor opening from the large common room and to one door lining the walls. She knocks. 
The door opens and the Segranian warrior maiden I’ve seen on the beach on the day of the first skirmish stands in the doorway. 
“Malena?” she asks, her voice less gruff than I’ve imagined it to be. Her eyes cut to me, brimming with questions. 
“Hi, Phera. Meet your new roommate,” Malena says and pushes me past the warrior maiden into the room. 
Then she turns on her heels and stalks away, leaving us both blinking in the doorway.
I clear my throat and try out a smile. “You don’t have to share your room with me if you don’t want to. I didn’t know she was going to—”
The warrior maiden sighs and slams the door shut. “It’s fine. I’m the only one without a roommate, anyway.” She takes three steps and drops on a cot covered with a ratty blanket. 
I cough. “I’m Astra.” 
The Segranian picks up her open book and begins reading. “Phereira. But everybody calls me Phera.”
“Nice to meet you.” 
I clear my throat and take a seat on the bare cot stretching along the opposite wall. 
“I’ve seen you in the games,” I say when the silence lengthens. 
“Yes.”
“Did you win?”
“I’m still here, aren’t I?”
“Right. So… what was the last challenge?” Thorne believed we’d have to fight each other to the death. 
Phera lowers her book and sighs. “Toward the end, it was between me and this other guy. But he was big and stupid and slow and he died.”
My brows furrow. Thorne was right. 
“You killed him?”
“Don’t look at me like that. You have no idea what it was like. You weren’t there.” Phera glares at me. 
No, I wasn’t. I was too busy losing another fight. I lift my palms into the air. “Alright. Just calm down.”
“Don’t tell me to calm down,” she says in a hiss and leans forward, her dark eyes flashing. Her thin braids fall over one shoulder as she tilts her chin. “That was the price for my survival. Are you willing to pay the same, princess?”
A shout comes from the common room, announcing dinner. Phera gets up and opens the door. 
“Hey, Phera,” I say, causing her to pause on the threshold. “You did what you had to.”
She gives a curt nod and disappears. I wait for a moment, then follow. 
In the common room, there’s a commotion near the long table by the door. The burly man punches another and takes his place in line. With a frown, I move toward the group, but Pollina and her white-haired friend block my way. 
She tsks at me. “I don’t think so, princess.” 
The white-haired woman shoos me. “You will eat last. That’ll teach you some humility.” 
They leave, once more cackling. I cross my arms over my chest and lift my chin, planting my feet wide apart. It doesn’t matter. From the look of things, we’re all fighting for scraps, anyway.






  
  Chapter Three


My eyes snap open and my mouth parts in a silent scream. Someone is driving a spear through my spine. Golden tendrils are swaying around the room like stalks of wheat punished by the wind. They lash out at the walls and ceiling. I raise my hands in front of my face and find them missing. 
They’ve become invisible. My magic is howling within my veins — thrumming, thrashing, looking for a way out. 
I cannot breathe. The unrelenting pressure comes in ebbs and flows. My body feels tight as if it’s no longer able to contain all of me. As if it can only be one occupant inside this vessel of meat and bones—myself or my magic. 
My eyes narrow. Bit by bit, I shorten the rapid rhythm of my pulse. My hands pop back into view. The pain lessens. The magic retreats within the ragged knot inside my chest. 
I have won, for now.
Once I’m certain the moment has passed, I push to a seating position and drop my head into my palms. This has never happened. Not once did I lose control over my magic in such a manner. It’s as if now that’s been allowed to come out and play, it refuses to stay hidden. 
And that’s unfortunate. I’m unsure how much Ryland knows, and until I find out, I’m keeping a lid on it. 
At least I’m alone in the small room Phera shares with me. I swing my legs around and stand, then fold the blanket and place it on top of the cot. 
I redo my braid and straighten my clothing. I swing the leather jacket—now ripped and dirty—around my shoulders and thread my arms through the sleeves. I place the belt around my waist and arrange the scabbards to fall on either side of my hips, with the longer one holding Phoenix on my left. The routine helps. 
The thrum of the magic goes down to a murmur. I breathe out slowly. Please, gods… 
I don’t know what is happening to me. Maybe it’s because I’m here in Fairy, closer to the source, or maybe it’s just a weird response to Ryland’s mark and the magic he put into it. What I know is that I mustn’t panic. I’ll approach this issue in the same way I dealt with others before—one step at a time. 
The door bangs against the wall and a Fae saunters inside the room. I straighten and school my expression. The immortal is stunning, and that’s saying something, since all of them are beautiful. 
His hair is dark and falls to the middle of his back in a thick curtain. He trains fawn-colored eyes on me and smirks. He turns and closes the door and that’s when I notice his wings. They are huge and fluffy and rainbow-colored. I’ve never seen wings like this, not on any of the Sky Fae. 
“I apologize for encroaching on your privacy,” he says in a soft voice, a genuine smile stretching his lips. 
I frown. “You should knock next time. I could’ve been naked.”
The Fae nods. “I’m aware, but I won’t. And I apologize for that in advance.”
My frown deepens. I open, then close my mouth. 
He chuckles. “Appearances are everything, right? Circumstances may force me to act one way, which is why you should pay close attention to my words instead.” He swings his arms on his trim hips and rocks on his heels. “I am Hagen Swiftwrath. At your service.” 
My eyebrows arch. “Astra.”
He nods and pushes a tendril of hair behind his ear. “I’ve been sent to escort you to Ryland. He wants to see you.”
I shrug. “Lead the way, then.”
Hagen spins around and stalks out of the room. We stumble upon Phera in the corridor and he winks at her. She scowls in response and makes a rude gesture. Hagen guffaws. 
I ignore the looks the other mortals are sending my way. I lift my chin and follow the Fae through the darkened corridors, then into the throne room. 
My eyes fall on the fireplace on the right-hand side of the door, and I stagger. The fire is banked, a thin blanket of coals smoldering on the grate. The mark pulses on the inside of my wrist.
Unlike yesterday, the room is empty. We cross the floor, our steps producing hollow echoes that travel throughout the tall space. My gaze finds the dais and the huge throne. The sunlight coming through the glass doors leading to the wide balcony outside partially illuminates it, making the shadows wreathing the other half even more ominous. I shiver and lengthen my stride. Someone or something is watching me. 
Hagen stops next to a painting on the wall facing the fireplace and arches an eyebrow in my direction. Once I reach his side, he pushes the canvas aside, revealing the door behind it. 
“He is with the King,” he says in a whisper. 
I step inside the room and stop. The door closes behind me, but Hagen doesn’t leave as I thought. He walks to the long table and takes the seat opposite Ryland. 
The Fairy King is by the window, frowning at whatever he must see in the teeming mass of clouds. He turns, his bony wings rattling, and strolls to the table, dropping in the ornate chair at the end. His creature plops on his shoulder from a rafter above, screeching in my direction. 
My fingers tap Phoenix’s pommel, and I inhale. The silence lengthens, and even though there are countless chairs available, nobody offers me a seat. So, I remain standing by the door. 
Ryland yawns, the gruesome scar on his cheek puckering with the action. His chair screeches as he turns it in my direction. He drops his hands on his splayed knees and tilts his head. 
“So,” he says. “The time has come for your secrets to come to light.”
I say nothing in return, my features cast in stone. From this point forward, I need to be careful. I cannot afford to refuse to answer their questions, since that would defy the bargain, but I’m not about to trust him with the truth, either. 
“That can wait,” the Fairy King says, flicking the matter aside with a flip of his long fingers. “I’m more interested in what Mab’s accomplices are up to and the other matter we’ve discussed.” His eyes swing to Hagen, then back to his son. “Why is he here?”
Hagen’s back stiffens, but he keeps his gaze angled down. Ryland scowls. 
“He is here because he is the one who found a way for us to—” Ryland snaps his mouth shut and gives me a quick glance. “You know why he’s here,” he says after a pause. 
My jaw clenches. What I wouldn’t give to know their plans in return, to have the turning of tables that much closer to my grasp. 
The Fairy King sighs and uses two fingers to pet the ugly bat’s head. “I suppose I’ll allow it.” 
His eyes slide to Hagen, holding a wicked glint in their depths. Hagen drops his head even lower. The Fairy King smiles and nods at me. 
“Get on with it, girl.”
“Get on with that, Your Majesty?” I almost expect to choke on the title, but the words slip out without a hitch. 
I suppose I have practice since I could address Father the same, a man who wrought not one ounce of respect out of me. No respect, just a lot of fear. Like the Fairy King.
The Fairy King’s eyes narrow. “Are you deaf? Didn’t you hear what I said? Tell me about what Mab is up to first.”
“I know little of Mab’s plans,” I say, and it’s the truth. 
The Fairy King stares at me in silence. “Then tell me about his nephew. What is he doing, and why?”
A pang goes through my chest at the mention of Thorne. For a minute, I can’t breathe. “He made a bargain with me because he needed my help in retrieving the Fae artifacts.”
“Why?”
Because he wants to seal off Fairy for good, separate it from the mortal world. It’s the only way to keep the magic from trickling into ours. And without it, Fairy will die. 
What I say is, “His queen ordered it.”
Ryland’s glaring at me, nostrils flaring. I swallow and return my attention to his father. 
“I do not know why, Your Majesty. He never offered me an explanation for his actions.”
The King nods and leans back in his chair. “Is Mab in the Undersea Court?”
I remember the long marble crate on the floor of the Undersea’s throne room and the shadows curling above it. 
“Yes, Your Majesty. Last I saw her, she was right next to the Undersea Lord.”
“Awake?” This comes from Ryland. 
“Don’t be daft, son of mine. Of course, she can’t be awake, not without the magic I’ve pulled from her,” the Fairy King says.
I clear my throat. “She is not… awake, but she is aware. I witnessed her speaking to Thorne. Shadows punched the air above her coffin and her face appeared.”
Ryland tries to hide his jolt of surprise. The Fairy King’s head tilts. 
“So, she is the mastermind behind her nephew’s actions. She wants my power,” the King says with a hiss, his lip curling. 
I doubt Mab wants to save Fairy; that’s all Thorne. But the Fairy King might be right about her wanting his power. 
“Where did you send Thorne?” Ryland asks. 
I frown. “To my world—”
“I know that in the mortal world, but where exactly?” Ryland says, glaring at me. “Where?”
I shake my head. “I don’t know where. Cloudcrest—”
“Who is Cloudcrest?” the Fairy King asks. 
I take a deep breath. “Cloudcrest is a griffin—”
“A what?”
“It’s a hideous, filthy creature, part bird, part lion,” Ryland says and I bristle.
Cloudy isn’t hideous or filthy. Their spiderwolves and shriekers are. 
The Fairy King blinks. “I never saw one, not once in all my years visiting the mortal world.” He turns his head toward me. “Did you make him?”
“Make him? No, Your Majesty.”
The King blinks and snaps his fingers. A long strip of dried meat appears on the table in front of him. He picks it up and offers it to the bat on his shoulder, who guzzles it down in one gulp. 
“Tell me about the Abyss,” he says. 
My eyes cut to him, widening. “The Abyss on the Frozen Plains of Iskaa?”
He makes a lazy gesture. “There was no Iskaa back when I was roaming those icy parts of the mortal world. There was only the Abyss.”
“I…” Phoenix’s pommel is cold under my touch. “It’s a hole in the ground. So deep, no one has ever reached the bottom. Um… The Iskaans are mining it, though, pulling ore and precious gems out of it. The forges there are famous for the quality of the weapons they produce.” Like Blade’s battle axe, The Last Rites. 
“So,” the Fairy King says, resting his elbows on the table. “There are mortals inside the Abyss?”
“Well, yes…”
The Fairy King gives Ryland a look, which Ryland returns. My eyes narrow, just for a second, before I revert to my impassive expression. 
“What about Undertown?” 
“The ruins beneath Venicia?” 
The King sighs and rubs the spot between his eyebrows. Right. If there was no Iskaa, then there couldn’t have been a Thaite or Venicia either.
“They are still there,” I say, my voice unsure. 
The Fairy King flings an arm in my direction. “She is useless,” he tells Ryland. Then he gets up and strides to the door. “I cannot take any more of this. We’ll continue later.”
He passes and I become a statue. I even hold my breath, wary of sharing the same stretch of air with him. The door slams shut behind him. 
“My father is right, of course,” Ryland says, getting up as well. “Remember our bargain?”
I swallow and nod. “Of course.”
A grin unfolds over the lower part of his face. “Then you’d better stop being such a waste of space and time.”
My jaw clenches and I nod. I flick my eyes in Hagen’s direction and find him staring at me. 
“Come on,” Ryland says. “Let’s see what you have to say about this one.”






  
  Chapter Four


I follow Ryland out of the room and to the balcony outside. I take a deep breath, bracing for another flight, but to my surprise, he pushes me toward Hagen. Without glancing over his shoulder, Ryland pushes through the clouds crowding the platform until he’s several feet away from us. 
Hagen winks at me and jumps down, his beautiful wings tucked tight within the frame of his body. He flicks his fingers and an invisible tether wraps around my body, dragging me after him. I give a hoarse cry and squeeze my eyes shut. My braid is flapping in the wind, the tendrils escaping from the cinch and whipping me across the face. 
I hear Ryland’s whoop a second before he slides into view. He extends his wings and pumps them hard, breaking his fall. We slow down too. 
Hagen lands gracefully and releases me from the vise made of air. I stumble and press my hands to my stomach. At my groan, he chuckles. 
“You’ll get used to it,” he says. 
My chest rises on an inhale. “Yeah… I’d prefer not to.”
Ryland shoves my shoulder and moves past. “Come on, mortal.”
Once the dizziness passes, I turn in place, studying our surroundings. We’re at the base of the cliff below the Sky Palace, on a path leading to a thick door set directly into the stone. Ryland stops in front of it and snaps his fingers in my direction. 
My eyes cut to Hagen beside me. His lips press into a harsh line, his gaze boring into me. I swallow and start toward Ryland. 
“Where are we going?” I ask, but Ryland ignores me. 
He opens the wooden door and disappears into the darkness beyond. Nostrils flaring, I do the same, my feet encountering a set of stairs leading down as soon as I enter. 
We climb down for a long time in almost fluid darkness. The Fae have no trouble seeing in the dark, but it’s impossible for me, and if it weren’t for Hagen’s guiding hand on my shoulder, I would have missed a step by now. 
Hagen’s fingers tighten, and I stop. Out of nowhere, a torch is lit, then fed into a sconce on the rocky wall. I blink at the sudden glare and shield my eyes. Ryland crosses his arms over his chest after shaking out his hands and dispelling the magic burning at his fingertips. He tilts his head toward the dark opening ahead of me. 
With furrowed brows, I peer inside, the fear of what I’ll find encasing my heart in thick, viscous ice. A lump stretches on the uneven floor of the cave. Thick bars separate us from the dungeon. A knot forms in my throat, my pulse starting a mad dash toward my temples. 
The form moves, becomes a man. I swallow and wait for him to step into the light. I almost sob when I see his face, then guilt cloaks my shoulders and bows my spine. 
It’s not Thorne, but another Shadow Fae, bloody and bruised and oddly familiar. I peer at his swollen face. 
“Do you know him?” Ryland asks. 
“I-I…” I gulp and shake my head, but a moment later, the recollection comes to me. “C-Corben. I think his name is Corben.” He protested Keir’s presence at the last meeting with Thorne’s allies, causing Kharis to jump to his defense.
Ryland nods but remains silent. I blink back tears and swing my gaze toward him. 
“What have you done to him?”
Ryland scoffs. “He deserves worse.”
I drift away from him, my fingers tightening around Phoenix. “Why am I here? What do you want?”
Corben draws a rattling breath and melts back into the shadows. I try to swallow around the knot in my throat and clench my jaw. 
Ryland steps closer, looming over me. He grips my chin and tilts my head until our eyes connect. “I wanted you to see. To know, to grasp that this is just a fraction of what I’ll do to Thorne when I catch him.” His lips form a grin, wide and terrifying. “But also, this is exactly what I’m going to do to you if you don’t start being useful.”
So, it’s a warning. Anger comes swiftly, my storm of magic rising within me. I bat his hand away and put some distance between us. 
“Bastard,” I say in a hiss. 
Ryland bursts out laughing and dismisses me right away, turning toward the stairs. I close my eyes and clench my fists, struggling to contain my magic. It’s begging me to let it flow; it wants to lash out at the Fae, to wipe out everything in its path.
Hagen, who has remained silent until now, clears his throat and strides to my side once the door at the top of the stairway slams shut. 
“Come on,” he says. “We should go, too.”
I shake my head and peer into the cell again, trying to see Corben through the shadows. “We have to help him.”  
Hagen wraps his fingers around my elbow and tugs. “I know.”
I shake off his touch and spin toward him. “Why are you helping me, but won’t help him?”
At my words, his expression turns void, eyes hardening. “You are delusional, mortal. I am not helping you, nor will I ever risk my hide to help a Shadow Fae. Now, let’s go. We’ve had enough of the reek of these dungeons.” He gives me a shove toward the stairs. “Climb, or I’ll drag you after me.”
I press my lips together and glare at him, then stomp up the stairs. I thought him different, but it’s clear I should expect only the worst from the Sky Fae. 
He’s right about one thing, though: the dungeons reek. And it’s more than that—I can feel the hopelessness and
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