


[image: image]






[image: image]





Copyright © 2022 Ingrid Seymour

Cover design by MoorBook Designs

The right of Ingrid Seymour to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with theCopyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in 2022 by PenDreams

First published in Great Britain in this ebook edition in 2024

by HEADLINE ETERNAL

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN 978 1 0354 1700 1

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headlineeternal.com

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

Also by Ingrid Seymour

About the Book

Dedication

Map

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Don’t miss the rest of the series!

Find out more about Headline Eternal




About the Author

Ingrid Seymour is a USA Today bestselling author of over fifty novels. She writes new adult fiction in a variety of genres, including fantasy romance, urban fantasy, paranormal romance, sci-fi, and high fantasy – all with badass heroines and irresistible heroes. She used to work as a software engineer at a Fortune 500 company, but now writes full-time and loves every minute of it. She lives in Birmingham, Alabama with her husband, two kids, and a cat named Ossie.

Instagram: @ingrid_seymour

X: @Ingrid_Seymour

TikTok: @ingridseymour

Facebook: /IngridSeymourAuthor




BY INGRID SEYMOUR

Healer of Kingdoms

A Prince So Cruel

A Cage So Gilded

A Court So Dark

Mate Tracker

The Tracker’s Mate

The Tracker’s Secret

The Tracker’s Rage

The Tracker’s Revenge

The Tracker’s Dawn

Demon Hunter

Demon Pride

Demon Apathy

Demon Hunger

Wild Packs

Howl of the Rejected

Blood of the Fallen

Cry of the Damned

The Mating Games

(with Katie French)

Rejected Mate

Dark Match

Supernatural Academy

(with Katie French)

Freshman Witch

Sophomore Witch

Disha

Junior Witch

Senior Witch, Fall

Semester

Senior Witch, Spring

Semester

Dark Fae Trials

(with Katie French)

Outcast Fae

Rebel Fae

Ruthless Fae

Dragon’s Creed

(with Katie French)

Luminous

Nebulous

Perilous

Vampire Court

White Pawn

Black Pawn

White Rook

Black Rook

White Knight

Black Knight

White Bishop

Black Bishop

White Queen

Black King

Checkmate

The Morphid Chronicles

Keeper

Ripper

Weaver

Ignite the Shadows

Ignite the Shadows

Eclipse the Flame

Shatter the Darkness

Djinn Curse

Blazing Magic

Dazzling Fire

Burning Darkness

Jewelled Goddess

Godmaker




About the Book

[image: image]
A PRINCE BY MORNING.

A BEAST BY NIGHTFALL.

There is a curse on fae Prince Kalyll’s blood: an ailment that, if revealed, could destroy his kingdom. His only hope is Daniella, a human with magical healing abilities. She lives in the human realm but occasionally journeys into Elf-Hame to collect medical supplies.

The next time Daniella leaves her realm, she is swiftly kidnapped by three mysterious Fae and forced into a quest to the top of Mount Ruin, the only place where Kalyll can be healed.

The path is fraught with danger, and with the prince’s sudden personality shifts and nightly disappearances, it seems that Kalyll is also hiding a terrible secret. Trying to resist her growing attraction to him, Daniella begins to realise that while the quest may take her life, it is her heart that needs protecting . . .
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The Fae realm was supposed to be safe for humans. Yet, here I was, backed into a corner, facing three snarling males.

My heart hammered out of control, and my messenger bag hung heavily from my shoulder. It was full of the healing ingredients I bought at Yalgrun’s Wares a moment ago, supplies I couldn’t get back home.

Just a few hours ago, I’d left my condo in St. Louis, walked to Forest Park from my house on Art Hill Ave, and traced my transfer rune on the wooden railing of Steinberg Bridge. The Fae rune was a symbol assigned only to me, which granted me passage to Elf-hame, specifically to a trading post in the small, bustling town of Pharowyn, a town I’d visited safely a thousand times.

But now, in front of me, was the evidence that the sense of security I’d felt during my previous visits was as false as my nonna’s teeth. If only I’d sensed something was wrong, I might have returned home and wouldn’t be facing the chilling looks of the three very tall, very buff Fae who were eyeing me as if I was about to become their next meal.

Suddenly, I felt as if I were in no-man’s-land and not the fairyland that maintained a diplomatic relationship with my realm.

“What do you want?” I demanded, as my back hit the wall behind me.

They didn’t respond.

I tried to run out of the tightening circle they’d formed, but the male to my right—a Fae whose pointed ears were quite visible thanks to his platinum-blond cropped hair—blocked me.

“I’ll scream if you don’t let me pass,” I threatened.

The male on the left smirked. He had skin the color of mahogany and eyes like warm honey. His face was framed by a couple of long braids that fell from his otherwise short, coiled hair. A glint in his gaze told me no one would help me, no matter how loudly I screamed.

I cast a glance through the gap between my assailants’ muscled arms and caught a glimpse of a woman on the other side of the street. She had paused and was looking at me as if I deserved whatever was coming my way.

Really? Why?

Did she think I was a trouble-making human? Was I? Maybe I’d inadvertently done something wrong, committed some faux pas I wasn’t aware of. I mentally retraced my steps since I’d arrived and couldn’t find anything.

After tracing my rune on the bridge, I appeared in a quaint tavern at one of the many tables assigned for that purpose. Appearing and disappearing wasn’t exactly what happened. No one could really do that. What the rune did was break the membrane between one realm and the other, transferring one’s reality to a Fae location that occupied the same time and space. It was all very technical, and I’d learned all about it in high school, though I’d forgotten most of it. Healing magic was my jam; mages like my brother, Leo, could concern themselves with those other details.

It was early on a Saturday morning, and the tavern had been buzzing with an assortment of Skews, which was what humans with no supernatural abilities were called back home—not that the Fae used those terms. To them, there was the Fae, and then there was everybody else. The point was that the tavern was crawling with people from my realm, as well as the Fae servers who worked there.

I got up from the table where I’d appeared—they were supposed to be left empty to allow others to transfer by using their own runes—and took a seat at a small, round table for one.

A slight Fae, thin as a rail, rushed toward.

“May I serve you, respectable lady?” he asked in a lilting accent. He wore a green tunic with carved buttons and cropped brown pants. His bare feet were stuffed in thin leather shoes that molded to him perfectly. Two small horns protruded from his forehead, and a garland of wild flowers rested on them.

“Good morning, Abin Cenael,” I said, calling him respectable sir in return. “I would like a cup of jasmine tea and a honeyed bun with goat cheese.”

He inclined his head. “Serving you is my pleasure. You won’t have to wait but a minute.”

In seconds, he was back with my breakfast, which I’d enjoyed immensely, though it was now souring in my stomach. After that, I’d done my shopping and headed back toward the tavern with the purpose of returning home.

No, I hadn’t done anything wrong.

Despite the female’s mean stare, I couldn’t help the plea that rose to my lips. “Help me.”

She huffed in disgust and pranced away on hooved feet that clattered against the cobblestones.

My eyes flicked back to the males. Who were they? Guards? They certainly were armed to the teeth with swords and daggers. Whatever they were, they appeared lethal and authoritative—not the kind of males anyone would want to cross, especially to help a visiting human.

The one in the middle loomed over me, all seven feet of him. He had long, red hair swept to one side and green eyes that sparkled like emeralds. He wore an elaborate gold-trimmed leather jacket, unbuttoned at the front to reveal a tattooed torso lined with heavy muscles. The hilt of his sword peeked above his head, promising violence.

I fought the urge to lower my gaze, and instead, held my head high. He raised a perfect red eyebrow, appearing mildly impressed by my pluck.

“I will turn you all into horny toads if you don’t get out of my way,” I lied, pretending I was a witch and putting a growl in my voice, though I wasn’t sure it was very convincing. My normal day consisted of communicating with sick children, who always brought out the sweetest side of me. I wasn’t used to dealing with Fae a-holes.

The platinum-haired guy inclined his head and spoke with a purr. “You will find the horny part easy to do, I think. In truth, you probably only need to worry about the toad part.”

“Shut up, Silver,” the redhead snapped, without breaking eye contact with me. “You’re coming with us.” He grabbed my elbow.

“No, I have a date I can’t miss. I need to get home immediately.”

This part wasn’t a lie. I had dinner plans with Ethan Malone, a pediatric neurosurgeon I’d shared a spark with in the cafeteria line. We both worked at Children’s Hospital, and I’d seen him doing rounds many times. He was hard to miss in those blue scrubs that matched his eyes and hugged his perfect butt. I’d been content with looking at him from afar, afraid he would turn out to be an arrogant jerk like most of the other residents, afraid the spark would die after the first date due to lack of chemistry.

He seemed nice and didn’t bat an eye when he learned I was a healer and not an MD. Maybe the fact that he was a talented neurosurgeon would mean he wouldn’t be intimidated by my Skew healing abilities. He was a Stale, a regular human with no magic, and normally Stales in my field resented healers. They said we had it easy, which wasn’t true. I’d gone to college too and worked hard to learn biology, chemistry, anatomy, child psychology, and a slew of other things.

I didn’t want to miss that date. I’d been looking forward to it. I hadn’t been lucky in love like my sisters. They talked about sizzling physical attraction and unconditional feelings, but I’d never felt that after my first boyfriend in college, and I was beginning to think it wasn’t in the cards for me.

The Fae dude didn’t care about my date, though, and tugged harder on my elbow.

I screamed. “Unhand me, you pervert.”

“I’m not a pervert, I’ll have you know. That particular title belongs to that one.” He threw a sidelong glance toward the male he’d called Silver.

Silver—whose name seemed appropriate given his hair color—rolled his eyes. “A much better title than asshole with the stick up his ass.”

The third guy sighed and gave a pointed look at the redhead’s hand around my elbow. “Let her go, Kryn. You know what he said.” His voice was nice and melodic.

My ears perked up. What who said?

From the sounds of it, someone had sent them to collect me, but I had no idea who. Other than Yalgrun—the store owner where I shopped—I didn’t know anyone else.

Reluctantly, the asshole with the stick up his ass, Kryn, removed his large hand. I shook myself and made as if to walk away. The males didn’t budge.

“Let me pass,” I demanded. “I’m due home, and if I’m one minute late, my boyfriend—he’s a badass vampire, by the way—will come looking for me.” I didn’t have a boyfriend, badass or otherwise, but I had to try something.

“You need to come with us, please,” the dark-skinned guy said.

Silver huffed. “Good luck using the nice approach with this one, Jeondar. I can spot the feisty ones.”

“We’re wasting time.” Kryn looked annoyed.

“Please, Daniella,” Jeondar said, my name on his lips making me shiver, “come with us.”

“Quietly or not,” Kryn added.

“My name isn’t Daniella. You have the wrong person,” I said, barely managing to keep a straight face.

Silver blew air through his nose, looking amused. “Personally, I think she’ll choose or not.”

Jeondar smiled sweetly. “Don’t make this harder on yourself.” He offered me a hand forward, as if to guide me down the sidewalk.

But I knew that if I went anywhere with them, I was done for. I would never go home or see my family again.

I shook myself. “All right, I will . . .” I threw my messenger bag at Jeondar’s face and ran, ducking under his arm.

It wasn’t even worth the try. I’d barely taken two steps when pain exploded on the left side of my face, and I started going down, though strong arms scooped me up before I hit the ground.

“Shit, Kryn,” Jeondar said angrily. “You didn’t have to do that.”

The world around me whirled, and then I was hanging upside down, my arms and head dangling. Kryn had draped me over his shoulder like an old coat. Shadows gathered around my vision. I fought not to pass out.

“He won’t be happy you hit her,” Jeondar said.

“He can get over it.”

“She has a nice ass.” Silver laughed.

“I wish Cylea would have come instead of you,” Jeondar complained.

“Agreed,” Kryn said. “She wouldn’t let a dick get in the way of getting her work done.”

Silver huffed. “That’s because she doesn’t have one.”

My head swam, and the shadows took over as I spiraled out of consciousness.
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A loud bang slipped through the heavy waters of my unconsciousness. I struggled to break the surface, my head dazed and throbbing with pain.

The bang was followed by a deep growl and a string of words that sounded garbled to my pounding ears. I clawed at my consciousness until I got a hold of it and pushed my head above the haze that surrounded me.

I winced, coming to. I was lying on my right shoulder, my hands twisted awkwardly behind my back. I tried to move, only to discover I was tied up.

With some effort, I cleared my blurry vision and stared directly at a soft rug, its fibers tickling my cheek. Further away, there was a fire pit made of smooth rocks arranged in a circle. A few logs smoldered in the center, a gentle warmth emanating from them. Beyond the pit, there was an opening that let in a slice of daylight. It was just a narrow slit, the flap of a tent.

“Calm down. She’s fine,” a male voice said outside the tent. It sounded familiar, even though I’d only just heard it. It was Kryn, the asshole that decked me, the one responsible for the splitting headache and the pain now traveling down my jaw.

“Don’t talk to me like that,” a second male growled in a deep voice I’d never heard before, and never wanted to hear again.

A shudder traveled down my body at the savage rumble, my instincts telling me to stay far, far away from whoever that was.

“You mistreated her,” he rumbled again, sounding like a thunderstorm getting ready to tear the world apart.

“She’ll be all right. We’ve made sure she’s comfortable.” This was Jeondar, the dark-skinned male with the melodic voice. He sounded respectful and reassuring, unlike Kryn.

Comfortable, my ass. My arms were twisted behind me, and my wrists felt raw.

“It won’t happen again,” Jeondar promised.

“You’d better make sure of it,” that growling male again.

Was it the other one? Silver?

No, I didn’t think so—not unless he was some sort of Fae shifter, and he’d morphed into a huge lion with a boom box instead of a voice box. Though, to my knowledge, shifters couldn’t speak while in their animal form. My half-sister Toni sure couldn’t when she turned into a wolf. But maybe it was different for the Fae. I’d studied their kind in high school and college, but never in depth. Elf-hame was more vast and varied than my own realm. God only knew all the creatures that could be found in this land.

I listened a little longer, but everything went quiet. After a couple of minutes, I struggled to a sitting position. My shoulders and head screamed in pain as I reclined against the wooden pole I was tied to.

Just the effort of sitting up left me panting. I inhaled deeply for a minute, and once my breathing evened out, I called on my healing powers, focusing on the pain and tightness around my jaw. The spot where Kryn punched me felt swollen and was probably bruising already.

The first chance I got, I would kick him in the balls. I didn’t care if he decked me again.

Without being able to use my hands to direct my healing magic, it took longer than normal to repair the damage the asshole Fae caused. I cursed under my breath, frustrated. Normally, an injury like this would require no time to heal, but it took at least ten minutes for my headache to finally go away.

Damn! I didn’t know I had become so reliant on the use of my hands to channel my powers. Of course, I’d never been kidnapped and tied up before. My siblings were the ones who normally got themselves into this kind of trouble. I was the sensible one, the one Mom trusted to get the other three in line.

Mom . . . She would freak out when I didn’t show up tomorrow evening. Once a month, I went home, and we cooked together. Some decadent Italian dish that she wished to pass down to her kids, the way Nonna passed it down to her.

First, Mom would try to call me, and when I didn’t answer the phone, she would call Toni. My sister would try to calm her down, and that might last for a day, but by the next morning, Mom was sure to involve the police—not that it would do any good. I hadn’t told anyone I was coming here, and even if they figured it out, what then? Our police had no jurisdiction here, and at best could use diplomatic means to inquire about my whereabouts. But based on the fact that no one had helped me when those assholes assailed me, it wasn’t hard to guess what would happen if anyone came asking questions about one of the many human visitors who crossed the veil into Pharowyn to purchase goods.

I glanced around the tent. It stood tall, thick fabric draping down from the twelve-foot center pole, many rugs layered below to cover the ground. To my left, a large, gilded chest sat next to a table topped with an ornate metal pitcher and matching cups. A sleeping area made out of thick blankets, furs, and pillows was behind me. Male clothes lay strewn on top, and a pair of tall boots rested at the far end. Folding canvas chairs were pushed against the right side. I thought for a long moment, wondering where I was. Everything looked expensive, but there was no clue as to who had taken me, why, and most importantly, where.

Was I still in Pharowyn?

God, I hope so!

But what if I wasn’t? Would I know where to go if I escaped?

I shook my head. Though the questions needed answers, I couldn’t just sit here, waiting for them. I had to break out and take my chances. But how?

One idea occurred to me. It would be painful, but I couldn’t think of anything else. Drawing in a shaky breath, I pulled on my restraints, testing them out. They were tight, but I was ready to scrape my skin to the bone, dislocate my thumbs, or whatever it took to slip away. It would hurt like hell, but I could heal myself afterward.

Clenching my teeth, I pulled harder, focusing on my right hand. The rough rope bit into my skin as I worked my wrist from side to side and tugged as hard as I could. I swallowed the whimper that rose to my throat, then stopped to take a break and ease the pain for just a bit. I’d managed to slide the rope down my wrist about an inch. I could do this, even if I turned my joints and ligaments into pulp. I inhaled deeply, trying to focus on getting home instead of the pain.

I’d gotten mentally ready to start tugging again when someone pushed the tent flap to one side and walked in. I froze.

Jeondar stood on the other side of the fire pit, frowning at me. He held a metal plate and a cup in his hands. He smiled knowingly but said nothing. Instead, he walked to the table that held the pitcher and set down his load. Reaching behind his back, he pulled out a large knife and walked in my direction.

Stomach sinking, I pressed my back to the pole and watched him warily. He came around, took his sharp knife to the rope, and cut it. He brought my right hand forward and carefully removed the remnants that still circled it. Through narrowed eyes, he noticed the bloody marks around my wrist. Again, he didn’t say anything. He just huffed and walked back to the table.

I busied myself by removing the rope from my left hand.

“I brought you some food,” Jeondar said. “You must be hungry.”

Ignoring him as he approached, I placed my left hand over my bloody wrist and quickly healed the wound. Skin and tissue knitted themselves, and the pain ebbed slowly until it completely disappeared.

“Impressive,” Jeondar said as he set the plate and cup in front of me. The meal consisted of roasted meat and vegetables, and something that looked like red wine.

Despite myself, my stomach rumbled loudly enough for Jeondar to hear.

He chuckled. “Eat. I promise it’s good.”

I tore my eyes from the food and glowered at him. I wanted to pick up the food and throw it at his face, but I doubted he would bring me more, and I needed to keep my strength up. However, I wasn’t going to eat while he was here, so I crossed my arms and continued glowering.

“Where am I?” I demanded.

He ignored my question and sat on one of the chairs, crossing his ankles. I didn’t think he would answer, but he surprised me by saying, “A few miles north of Pharowyn.”

A few miles. That was not bad. I could jog and make it there before nightfall. It wasn’t too late in the afternoon, judging by the amount of sun spilling through the tent flap. But what if he was lying? What if we were south of Pharowyn? Either way, that didn’t change my situation. I had to escape.

“Why?” I asked. “Why did you take me? What do you want with me?”

Jeondar shrugged. “You’ll find out soon enough. It’s not my job to tell you.”

His honey-colored eyes lowered to the food, then met mine again.

He wanted me to eat. He probably would not leave until he saw me take a bite, so I picked up the plate, grabbed the two-pronged fork that rested on top of it, and speared a piece of what looked like beef. The meat practically melted in my mouth, and I had to fight the urge to close my eyes and savor it. Instead, I swallowed and followed it with a piece of eggplant, which was perfectly seasoned. He hadn’t lied. The food was delicious. The wine too. Full and not overly sweet. It slid down my throat easily, quelling my thirst.

I stared at the fire pit, ignoring Jeondar altogether. After a few more bites, I was starting to think he was waiting for me to finish so he could tie me up again, but in the end, he let out a heavy sigh and walked out.

Hurriedly, I set the plate down, and the first thing I did was trace my transfer rune on the rug, praying it would take me back home. Nothing happened. The rune would only work in Pharowyn. Shit! I rose to my feet and, crouching low, inched toward the tent flap and tried to peer outside, but the view the slit offered was limited, and all I could glimpse was grass and a few trees about twenty yards away.

I craned my neck, trying to see if there was a guard stationed out front, but I couldn’t tell. I had to assume there was. They wouldn’t leave me unattended. Turning, I faced the back of the tent, then walked its perimeter, looking for the best place to sneak out. I checked around and found that the bottom of the tent was tucked securely under the layered rugs.

Dammit!

There would be no escaping through the sides or back. I whirled inside the tent, eyes roving around as I tried to think of how to escape without being noticed. A new idea occurred to me. I searched the tent once more and spotted my messenger bag on one of the canvas chairs.

Thank the witchlights!

I rushed there and pulled out a bundle of herbs. I quickly unwrapped it from the piece of tan cloth that held it together. Yalgrun sold the strongest aeradonus. A pinch was enough to create a very effective bronchodilator. I used it to treat my chronic asthma patients. One more thing about aeradonus . . . it smoked like crazy when it came in contact with fire. I’d discovered that the hard way when I accidentally dropped a bit of it into the open flame of my gas stove. It was so bad it triggered the smoke detector and I had to open all the windows and turn on the fan to clear the mess.

I took the tan cloth and checked the contents of the metal pitcher on the table. I sniffed it and was relieved to find out it was water. I poured some on the cloth, which I then wrung and secured around my head, covering my nose. I then checked the compass function on my smartwatch to figure out which way Pharowyn lay.

Heart pounding out of control, I slung the messenger bag across my torso, threw the bundle of aeradonus in the fire pit, and crouched next to the tent flap, my eyes squeezed shut.

A pungent smell like a combination of menthol and camphor quickly filled the tent. The smoke rose, building a huge cloud overhead, searching for a way out. Soon, the entire space was swimming in a thick haze. I fought the urge to cough, pressing a hand tightly to my mouth.

“There’s smoke coming from the tent,” someone yelled outside.

Footsteps sounded around the tent, and the flap was thrown open as several people rushed in. I couldn’t tell how many, but as soon as they cleared the exit and started coughing, I slipped out and took off at full pelt, heading south.

The messenger bag bounced at my hip as my arms and legs pumped. A line of trees stood several yards ahead, and I ran faster, eager to hide behind their foliage. I was almost there when a shape dropped from one of the many branches overhead and landed in a crouch in front of me.

“Going somewhere?” the female Fae asked with a wicked grin.
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I skidded to a halt as the tall female stretched to her full height, blocking my escape. I started to run right, but she was there in the blink of an eye. I turned left. The same happened.

She tsked and shook her head, a curtain of light blue hair swinging around her stunning face. She had clear blue eyes to match her hair, as well as indigo-painted lips and tattoos running along her pale collarbone. She wore a cerulean tunic that hung off her shoulders and was cinched around her waist by a leather corset. Under the tunic, she wore matching leggings and a pair of knee-high boots carved with the same intricate patterns as her corset. A sword hung from a belt at her side.

“Creative, this one,” she said in a husky voice, and the three assholes who took me from the trading post rushed out of the tent and joined us. They were wincing and coughing, and the sharp smell that clung to them was enough to make me wince.

The female wrinkled her nose. “Are you all right?”

Silver nodded, wiping tears from his eyes and clearing his throat. “She must’ve used something from her bag.” He pointed at it.

“Whose grand idea was it to leave it in the tent?” Kryn’s emerald eyes flicked toward Jeondar.

“They’re her things,” Jeondar argued, sounding hoarse until he cleared his throat. “I was trying to be nice.”

“I warned you it wouldn’t pay off to be nice. I told you I can spot the tricky ones a mile away.” Silver shook his head.

Kryn cursed, mumbled something about stupidity, and walked to a large fire pit. There, he reached into a bucket that sat on the ground, scooped water out, and rubbed his face. The others followed him and did the same, while I stood seething, and wishing death on the entire bunch. If only I had some ability that could help me fight them, but my Skew skills were useless in a fight. I couldn’t shift into a wolf like Toni, use telekinetic powers like Lucia, or blast fire from my hands like Leo. My siblings could have put up a fight. Me, I couldn’t even outrun my captors.

Dammit all to hell.

The blue-haired female circled around to me, assessing me from the top of my head to the tip of my flats, her predatory manner sending a shiver up my spine.

“So this is she?” She didn’t appear impressed.

Silver came around, water dripping from his chiseled jaw. He extended a hand in my direction. “I see you’ve met Cylea. Good. Now, give me your bag.”

I clung to the strap, wrapping both hands around it.

“Give. Me. Your. Bag,” he repeated.

Kryn huffed. “Just take it.”

Silver took a step forward, but Jeondar moved in front of him.

“I will keep your bag safe,” he said, putting a hand out.

Cursing inwardly, I pulled the strap over my head and handed it over.

“Thank you.” He inclined his head respectfully and gave Kryn a raised eyebrow. “See, you can accomplish things through good manners.”

“We would still be arguing with her in Pharowyn if I’d left it up to you.” Kryn marched toward the tent and threw the flap wide open to let the smoke out. He shielded his nose and mouth with his hand and mumbled, “How long is the stench going to last?”

Not long, I knew, but I didn’t contribute that bit of information. Instead, I glanced around, trying to assess my situation a little better. We were in a small clearing, with two smaller tents positioned a distance away from the larger one I’d just escaped. Nine horses stood nearby, tied to a long, low branch and stamping the ground.

The trees around us were thick and tall, blocking the view of what might lie beyond. One thing I could tell, however, the sun was quickly going down, and nighttime would be here soon. My chest tightened at the thought. I felt that the longer I stayed here, the smaller my chances of going back home.

“Take a seat here while the smoke clears.” Jeondar pointed to a log next to the fire pit.

I didn’t want to sit, didn’t want to do anything these people said, so instead, I started pacing like a caged lioness. I wanted to rail, curse their mothers, but I knew it wouldn’t accomplish anything. No matter how haughty and badass they acted, they were not in charge. Someone else was, and he wasn’t here.

“Arabis?” Kryn asked the blue-haired female, Cylea.

Arabis? My ears perked up. Was this the person in charge?

“She’s already gone with . . .” her eyes flicked toward me, “. . . him.”

Nope, not her.

Silver set to work by the fire pit. A black round pot, like a witch’s cauldron, hung over the embers. He poured water in and walked to a saddlebag that rested on the ground. He came back holding a pouch from which he took out different herbs that went into the pot. He rubbed his fingers together and sniffed them, enjoying the scent the herbs had left behind. It was a familiar motion, something I did while I prepared remedies with various ingredients. It was strange watching him move lithely around the fire, despite his muscular frame. He looked like a ballerina pretending to make soup on a stage, twirling among prop trees. The Fae were graceful beyond measure, male and female alike. If not for my circumstances, I might have enjoyed the performance.

I watched all of this out of the corner of my eye, still pacing while I pretended not to be aware of what was going on around me. Maybe they would get distracted, and I would be able to slip away. Maybe I could still make my date. I huffed at the pathetic thought. Ethan would think I stood him up and whatever chances I might have had with him would disintegrate. He could have his pick of women. Why would he bother with someone who got herself kidnapped right before her first hot date?

“When is he getting here?” I blurted out. “I need to know what’s going on. Now.”

Everyone ignored me, even Jeondar.

“You all are useless. Clearly. Little peons to some asshole.” I figured that would make them mad, but they weren’t taking the bait. “Where is he? Prancing around the woods?”

“Somebody gag her, please,” Kryn said. He was brushing one of the horses, a tan one with a long red mane like his.

Jeondar pointed at the log once more. “Why don’t you sit down? Patience is a virtue, you know.”

“And not kidnapping people is common decency,” I retorted.

Sitting close to the fire, supervising Silver’s cooking, Cylea snorted. I thought I detected a hint of sympathy in her eyes, but if it was ever there, she concealed it quickly.

“Believe me,” Jeondar said, “if there was a different choice, you wouldn’t be here.”

“There are a million different choices, you asshole.”

“Not for him.”

Cylea cleared her throat as if warning Jeondar. He pressed his lips together and joined Kryn. He focused on a white horse, patting its neck tenderly and pulling something from his pocket—a sugar cube?—to feed the animal.

I must have paced for an hour before I got tired and finally sat down in front of the fire. By now, Silver’s soup was bubbling. He’d thrown in meat and vegetables at some point, and the smell that wafted from the pot stirred my hunger. I’d only taken a few bites from the meal Jeondar offered me earlier, and my breakfast of honeyed bun and tea was long gone. So when Silver passed around bowls full of soup, accompanied by bread, I ate without complaint, even as the sun kept going down and I despaired.

“We should be on our way,” Kryn complained as he tore pieces of bread and threw them into his soup.

“Yes, we should,” Cylea agreed with a sigh. “But under the circumstances, it will take twice as long to get there.”

Jeondar shook his head, looking sad and concerned. The sky was a blend of dark blues and purples, and the fire was starting to cast dancing shadows over everyone’s faces. Silver got a couple of logs and set them on top of the embers. Jeondar leaned forward, stretched out a hand toward the logs, and in an instant, they caught and started to smolder.

My eyes snapped to his amber gaze. He was no regular Fae. He had control over fire. I wondered if the others also possessed special skills.

Witchlights, I was more outmatched than I’d imagined.

Silver had just finished gathering everyone’s bowls, when the sound of metal against metal, like two swords glancing off each other, reverberated through the woods.

Jeondar jumped to his feet immediately and gestured with one arm. “Get back in the tent.”

The others stood too, their expressions alert as they spread out through the clearing, hands hovering over their weapons.

“Now!” Jeondar ordered when I remained sitting on the log.

Something about his expression told me this wasn’t the time to be contrary, so I did as he said. He followed close behind me and lowered the tent flap as we entered. He set out to light a few lanterns with his bare hands, making the interior look cozy and welcoming, even if it was a prison. The smell of aeradonus hung pleasantly in the air.

“Make yourself comfortable,” he said. “Get some sleep.”

As if.

“What’s going on out there?” I asked.

“Nothing you should be worried about.”

I crossed my arms. “You look worried.”

“We’re just taking precautions.”

“Against what?”

Jeondar shook his head. “Like I said. You don’t need to worry about it. Now, you should rest.”

I huffed and glanced around. My eyes landed on the pile of blankets, furs, and pillows.

“Not there,” he snapped. “Anywhere else is fine.”

I hugged myself as a shiver raked through me. This must be his tent, and that must be where he slept. It made sense. He was the one in charge, and this was the biggest tent.

Asshole! He was determined to ruin my life.

Fuming, I walked to the opposite corner from his bed and sat on top of the plush rugs. I grabbed a cushion from one of the chairs and laid my head down, my back pressed tightly against the side of the tent. My eyes followed Jeondar as he placed a chair in front of the exit. He sat there, facing me to ensure he could watch me closely.

Damn Fae male.

I closed my eyes simply to avoid his piercing gaze, though I kept my ears tuned to every tiny sound. A long time passed as I lay there listening to what was mostly silence. Jeondar might as well have been a statue for all he moved. The Fae had that quality same as vampires. They could go for hours without moving a muscle. Whereas I kept tossing and turning, feeling every lump under the rugs.

At some point in the night, a howl sounded in the distance, a sound so guttural and deep that it shivered over my bones. My eyes sprang open to find Jeondar frowning, his pointed ears tilted toward the fading echo of the mournful call.

I squeezed my eyes tightly, wondering what was out there that could make Fae warriors look so wary. There were many more howls through the night, each one making my arms wrap more tightly around my torso, each one driving my drowsy sleepiness away.
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The sound of birds singing cheerfully woke me up the next morning. I sat up straight, heart pounding as I realized I’d drifted off at some point near dawn. Jeondar was gone, and for a moment, I thought I was alone in the tent until I heard light snoring coming from the back.

I jumped to my feet, scanning the bundle of blankets and furs. Someone was there. I could make out the shape, though nothing else. At some point, he had come in, walked right by me, and gone to sleep. All while I was lying down unaware, helpless.

I staggered out of the tent, blinking at the bright morning sunlight.

Kryn stood guard next to the tent. “Good morning, healer,” he said with that annoying smirk of his. “Slept well?”

“Fuck you,” I snapped, unable to help myself.

“Such a filthy mouth.”

I flipped him the bird.

“And hand.”

“Oh, go to hell.”

“I think I’m already in what you humans call hell, judging by the she-devil raining curses on me.”

“She’s not a devil,” someone said behind me, “just an excellent judge of character.”

I turned to find a petite female sitting by the fire. She had golden brown hair, much like my own, though her eyes were blue, the same clear shade as Cylea’s. She wore a form-fitting one-piece suit made of supple green fabric, trimmed with gold around her waist and collar—the color complementing her golden skin perfectly.

“Don’t listen to him. He’s a prick,” she said with a welcoming smile. “My name is Arabis Perven. What is yours?”

No one had bothered to introduce themselves until now. They’d all treated me like a prisoner, while this female was acting as if I were a guest instead. I distrusted her immediately, especially since she was the one who had been gone with him yesterday.

“I’m sure you already know my name,” I said. “Like everyone else.”

“Yes, but . . .” She twirled a dainty hand in the air. “I figured it wouldn’t hurt to be polite. But I understand how unpleasant this must be for you. Are you hungry, Dani?”

“I only allow my friends to call me Dani.”

Despite my standoffish demeanor, Arabis kept a pleasant smile on her face as she ate dry fruit and nuts from a small bowl. I glanced around, searching for the others. I spotted Silver feeding the horses, but the rest were nowhere to be seen.

“They went by the stream to wash,” Arabis explained, as if reading my thoughts. “You may want to do the same later. I have some clothes that I think will fit you.”

“I don’t want your clothes.”

“Oh, they’re not mine. You’re tall and curvaceous, two attributes I’m not blessed with.”

Where would she have gotten clothes that fit me? Cylea was taller than me, so they couldn’t be hers either. But “why?” was the more important question. Had they planned this to the extent of procuring clothes for me?

“Who is that in there?” I pointed toward the tent.

“He’ll be up soon, and you’ll meet him. In the meantime, you should eat.”

“I don’t want to eat,” I burst out, collapsing on the log across from Arabis. “I just want to go home. I don’t belong here.”

Arabis’s forehead parted with a deep frown. “I’m sorry,” she said, her tone sounding sincere. “We all wish there was another way.”

I glared at her, puzzled. She sounded like Jeondar, regretful and apprehensive.

With a sigh, Arabis stood and started walking toward the tent. “I’ll wake him up. I think you’ve waited long enough to learn why you’re here.”

“He needs to sleep.” Kryn blocked the entrance to the tent.

“He has slept enough. Get out of my way.”

Kryn stood nearly two feet taller than Arabis and was twice as thick, yet the withering look she gave him was enough to send him stomping away from the tent.

“Whatever you say, Abin Manael.” He said the last couple of words in a sarcastic tone.

The words meant respectable lady, a term I’d heard many times in Pharowyn. It was the way the servers addressed females at the tavern, the term Yalgrun had used with me before he knew my name. Did Kryn not consider Arabis respectable or a lady? The guy certainly seemed to have a stick up
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