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Chapter Eight 

I’m jostled awake to find myself being carried over someone’s shoulder like a bag of grain. I bite back a cry of panic and force myself to take three deep breaths to calm my racing heart. Be smart, Brie. 

I’m pretty sure I left smart behind the moment I ran from the safety of the Seelie queen’s grounds with no plan and no weapons. And now I’ve been captured. 

If I had to guess from the meaty hands on the back of my skirt and the height of my captor alone, it’s a male that carries me. But the woman I saw before I collapsed — she was someone I thought I could trust. 

“Get the door,” the male holding me grumbles. “She’ll wake up any minute.” 

“Such a brute,” says a melodic voice ahead. Pretha, the beautiful woman who helped me get into the queen’s castle. I know she’s the same person, but she looks different from the woman I stood in line with. She has the same pretty brown eyes and dark hair, but she has sharply pointed ears and that ethereal glow all the noble fae seem to have. “You didn’t have to knock her out,” she says. 

“I don’t deal well with hysterical mortals,” the male says as he adjusts me on his shoulder. 

The door opens, and loud music pours out. Trying to keep my body loose so my captor won’t know I’m awake, I scan my surroundings as he steps inside. With the exception of the clientele, the tavern isn’t all that different from Gorst’s place in Fairscape. The place reeks of stale beer and is so loud it makes my ears ache. In every direction, couples of all kinds dance together. A lithe sprite with translucent wings and a barely there scrap of dress lets a troll tuck a gold coin between her breasts. A young elf in leather riding gear strokes his burley dance partner’s Mohawk as they grind against each other. Females and males alike dance on the counters, swinging around poles to the crowd’s chorusing approval. A busty fire fae in tight black leather leans against the wall to my left and pinches Pretha’s ass as she passes. 

Pretha smacks her hand away. “I’m working,” she shouts. 

The male carrying me chuckles. “You might make time for that, Pretha,” he says. “If you don’t, I might. You know what they say about fire fae.” 

“You’re such a pig, Kane,” Pretha shouts. 

She leads the way through a throng of dancing bodies, then turns suddenly and catches me watching her from under Kane’s arm. “And there’s our girl.” Yes, she looks just like the woman who offered to be my friend, but her ears aren’t the only thing that’s changed. She now has silver webbing tattooed across her forehead. It resembles the cracks of a broken mirror. 

With no reason to pretend anymore, I squirm in the giant male’s hold. “Put me down.” 

Pretha winks at me, then pushes past two sentries and through a heavy wooden door, revealing a sparsely furnished office illuminated only from the street lanterns outside the windows. 

I’m dropped to my feet. As my eyes adjust to the dark room, I finally get a look at the male who was carrying me. Everything about him is terrifying. He’s massive, with broad, muscular shoulders and thickly muscled arms. He stands at least seven feet tall, even taller if you measure the horns that curl toward the back of his head. His eyes are black where the whites should be, with blazing red pupils. His long hair and trim beard are red, and he wears a hoop in one pointed ear. 

“I think she likes you, Kane,” Pretha says. “Either that or you’re so ugly you’ve scared her speechless.” 

“You found her,” says a deep, melodious voice behind me. 

I whip around, drawn to the owner of that voice, and bite back a gasp at the sight of the male before me. He’s lounging on a chaise with one leg stretched long and the other bent at the knee. His dark curls have been tied back like they were in my dream, and he holds a book in his big hands. The office is large, yet he seems to fill it, with his size, with his piercing silver eyes, with his presence. 

My captor shoves me forward. I stumble and fall to my knees before a menacing shadow faerie for the second time in as many days. 

I hate this place. 

“She was running from the castle,” Pretha says. 

I glare at her. “You.” 

She lifts her robe off the floor and gives a little curtsy. “Abriella, I told you we’d meet again.” 

“What do you want from me?” 

“I want —” She huffs, scanning the space. “Why is it so dark in here?” She snaps her fingers, and the wall sconces around the office blaze to life. “Better.” She turns back to me with a satisfied smile. “I want to help you. Nothing’s changed since yesterday in that regard.” 

“You made me think you were a human,” I spit, and there’s more anger in the words than there should be. Pretha was a virtual stranger, but her sin is the same as Sebastian’s, and it feels good to have somewhere to direct the hurt eating at my chest. “You’re a vile liar.” 

The male lounging in the chaise laughs. “That’s fresh coming from the human who claimed to be Arya’s handmaiden.” 

I narrow my eyes at him. I don’t like that this strange male is showing up again, and I like even less that I dreamed about him. 

Nothing in Faerie is coincidence. 

“I don’t think she has control of her power,” Pretha says, all grace as she steps toward me and tenderly tucks my hair behind my ears. 

I yank away. “Don’t touch me.” 

“Or her emotions.” She tears her disapproving gaze away from me to meet the eyes of the male in the chair. “I think she’s actually in love with the golden prince.” 

My cheeks go hot. I hate that these faeries are talking about me, speculating about my feelings. “You don’t know anything about me.” 

The male in the chair tsks. “Let her be, Pretha. I’ll take it from here.” 

Pretha bristles. “Finn —” 

Finn. Finally a name for the enigmatic silver-eyed elf. 

“Leave us.” The words are softer than the ones he spoke before, but they are full of authority and leave no doubt as to who’s in charge of this little trio. 

Pretha tenses, and I know she doesn’t want to obey, but she gives a sharp nod and leaves the office. The horned brute trails behind her. 

I watch them go. 

“Rough night?” Finn asks me. Such a casual question, as if we’re chatting over tea and his people didn’t knock me unconscious to drag me in here. 

I glare at him. “Who are you — other than some Unseelie kidnapper? I hope you realize that no one’s going to pay a ransom for me.” 

He arches a dark brow. “Oh? It seems you know more about me than you let on. What else do you know?” 

Dangerous. This faerie is dangerous, and I need to stop antagonizing him and focus on getting out of here. “Nothing. I know nothing.” 

He lifts his chin. “I’m curious. Why are you so sure I’m Unseelie?” 

“Your eyes.” 

“What about them?” 

“Everyone knows that the Unseelie have silver eyes. Don’t make bargains or ties with the silver eyes,” I say, parroting the rhyme we sang as children. And what a lovely job I’ve done following that age-old wisdom. 

He grunts. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. You were taught that the entire Unseelie Court has eyes like mine?” 

“Don’t they?” 

“No. Only very few.” And even as he says it, I think of the sentries at Mordeus’s castle. Did they have silver eyes? I don’t remember. And is Pretha Unseelie? Her eyes are brown. And Kane’s were that creepy black and red. 

“Am I free to leave now?” 

His eyes go wide in faux innocence. “And where would you go? You aren’t sure you want to return to your friend, even if you do wish you hadn’t been so rash in running away from him.” 

I press my lips into a thin line and lift my chin. “You can read my mind?” 

His laugh is dark. “No. I don’t need to read your mind to know your worries, though that would be a useful talent. Your emotions are written all over your face. You’re not sure you can play the part Mordeus needs you to.” 

What’s his connection to Mordeus? Is he working for him? “What do you know?” 

“Enough.” With a deep breath he unfolds himself from the chair. He crosses the room to a small bar nestled in the corner of the office, and I take advantage of having his back to me to study him. His presence gobbles up the space. But it’s not just his height or his muscular body that gives the effect. Finn has the aura of a leader who commands the attention of everyone around him. I wonder what kind of power he has that he, an Unseelie, can be here in the Seelie Court. 

He uncorks a bottle and pours two glasses. The pale yellow liquid bubbles as it hits the glass. My mouth waters at the fruity aroma, but when he turns around again and offers one to me, I shake my head. I can’t imagine any situation where I’d accept wine from a male I just met — hello, stranger danger — but faerie wine? He must think I’m a complete fool. 

With a careless shrug he sets my glass on a long table by the windows. As he drinks from his, he closes his eyes. “I understand that your sweet, golden prince hurt your feelings with his deception, but if you truly wish to save your sister, you need to do what Mordeus asks.” 

He’d said the same thing in my dream. “You’re Unseelie,” I say. “Of course you want me to help your king.” 

“He’s not my king,” he snaps, and the sharp declaration echoes off the office walls. “He will never be my king,” he adds, softer now. 

“Why are you in the golden court? I thought the Unseelie weren’t welcome in Seelie territory.” 

“I’ll make you a deal. I’ll answer that question if you answer one of mine.” 

The word deal triggers my defense mechanisms, but I’m too tired and emotionally wrung out to worry about all the ways I could potentially be manipulated by a deal with a faerie. “What’s your question?” 

“What do you know about the faerie who gave you your magic?” 

I frown. “What magic?” 

He takes another sip of his wine and studies me with those mercurial eyes. “I’ll admit that it’s been many years since I’ve ventured to the human realm, but would you have me believe that humans can now walk through walls and turn themselves to shadow?” 

I shake my head. “It’s just some strange reaction to being in a magical place.” 

Finn tilts his head. “I don’t know what I find more interesting. The lie or that you truly want to believe it.” His lips curl, but there’s no amusement in his smile. Only disgust. “You know already, though. You know that the powers you have in my realm aren’t so new. You’ve been using them for years.” 

A dry laugh bursts from my lips. “If you say so.” 

“You’re a thief. A good one, too.” 

How do these shadow fae know so much about me? “If I do have powers — and I’m not saying I do — why would you assume someone gave them to me?” 

He narrows his eyes and lowers his voice. “Because humans don’t have magic unless it’s granted to them by a magical creature powerful enough to do so.” 

“Witches have magic. And mages.” 

“No. Witches and mages use magic. Symbols, spells, potions. Some humans are able to use magic, but they do not have it. Not like you do. You are a human who can wield darkness. You can become shadow and walk through walls — without spells or potions, without ritual. The magic is part of you, and the only way that’s possible is if a faerie granted it to you.” 

“I don’t know where it came from,” I admit. Because he’s right. There’s part of me that knew long before coming to Faerie that my skills in night and shadow aren’t normal — that they’re something special. I open my mouth, considering telling him more, then snap it shut. His people have proved that they can’t be trusted. “Your turn.” 

He studies his wine for so long I think he won’t answer. “Mordeus is my uncle.” 

That’s the moment his name clicks into place for me. Bakken told me that Prince Finnian was the rightful heir to the Throne of Shadows — this is that Finn? “You’re the prince.” It’s not even a question. It explains everything. The way he moves, the way his friends defer to him, the way he feels like the most important person in the room, whether I want to believe he is or not. Yes, everything about Finn screams royalty. Power. 

He lifts his eyes to meet mine. “You might have noticed the resemblance.” 

The silver eyes. It’s not all shadow fae who have those silver eyes. Only the royal family. 

“I don’t reside in my own court, because good old Uncle Mord wants me dead. Heartwarming, isn’t it?” 

“What did you do?” 

He grunts, as if my ignorance is amusing. “I was born, and that was enough to threaten his claim to the power he’s craved since his own father bestowed the crown upon my father. As for why I’m in the Seelie Court . . . I’m here temporarily, and” — he smirks 

—“covertly. I prefer the Wild Fae Lands to the golden queen’s territory, but there are matters here that require my attention.” 

My mind reels with a hundred questions, but only one repeatedly shuffles to the top. “Why are you telling me this? What do you want from me?” 

“I know Mordeus has your sister, and I know what he’s demanding from you in exchange for her.” He sips his wine. “I want to teach you how to use your gifts to protect yourself in this land. I want to help you.” 

That’s what he’d said in my dream. I’ll help you get her back. Come find me. 

“You keep saying that, but why should I believe you?” I back toward the door. “Your people abducted me and brought me here against my will, and you want me to trust you?” 

His silver eyes flash and his mouth draws into a thin, tight line. “You chose to trust Mordeus by taking his deal.” 

“I don’t have a choice. At least I understand what Mordeus wants from me and why. Am I supposed to believe that you want to help a human girl out of the goodness of your heart?” 

He takes a menacing step forward, anger clear in every line of that beautiful face. “I want to help you because it helps my court. Every member of my court is weaker as long as our magical artifacts are missing. As long as the golden queen . . .” His nostrils flare, and he takes several shallow breaths, as if suffering some sudden, invisible pain. “They are vulnerable as long as the power of the courts is out of balance.” 

“You expect me to believe that? You stand there in fine clothes, drinking fancy wine in a tavern in the Seelie Court. Poor, exiled prince. It seems like you’re fighting really hard to get Mordeus off the throne.” 

The wineglass shatters to dust in his hand, and my body locks up in fear at the evidence of how dangerous he is. Calmly, he brushes his hands together, letting the drops of wine and glass 

dust fall away. “Take my help, mortal.” 

“I don’t need you.” 

His gaze flicks over me, and I flinch when I see darkness leaking off my hands like ink into a pool of water. “Have you shared the bond with anyone?” he asks. 

As if I’d submit myself to faerie bonding. As if I’d give anyone that kind of control over my free will and my life. Never. 

“Maybe someone back home,” he says. “A friend or lover, anyone?” 

It’s on the tip of my tongue to spit that humans don’t perform such absurd rituals. I don’t even know how or if it would work between humans, but I bite back the denial. I know just enough about faerie bonds to know that there’s some level of protection involved. If Finn believes that someone might be bonded to me, maybe he won’t try to keep me here. 

He stares at me for a long beat. “It’s a simple question.” 

I shrug. “And I simply choose not to answer.” 

He mutters something under his breath. I can see the anger in his eyes, his efforts to keep his temper under control. “You need to understand that bonds have consequences and aren’t as easily undone as you might think.” 

Is this self-righteous ass seriously going to lecture me about this? I fold my arms. “If I leave, will your friends come after me?” 

“Are you planning to return to the queen’s son?” 

The words are a balled fist to the gut. Queen Arya’s son. Prince Ronan. 

Sebastian. 

I have to close my eyes against the pain of it. The betrayal. I can’t let myself think about him right now. 

When I open them, I stare at the inky blackness around my hands. This reminder is just what I need. I have power. I am not trapped here. 

Finn steps close, studying me as if I’m a rather interesting insect, his lips curved in a smirk. 

I step toward the shadows between the wall sconces, desperate to disappear into them as the office door opens. 

“Word came from the castle,” Pretha says, letting the door swing shut behind her. “Prince Ronan has delayed his selection until tomorrow. We need to put a plan in place quickly and get her back there.” 

Finn folds his arms. “I’m not sure the girl wants to work with us.” There’s a challenge in his voice. As if I’m a child and he’s working me through reverse psychology. 

I press my back against the wall and will myself to push through it, to escape. Nothing happens. How did I use my power before? 

Pretha crosses the room, heading toward me. “You can’t do this alone,” she tells me. 

I shake my head. “You’re wrong.” I’ve been working alone my whole life. Nothing needs to change now. Like the inverse of a flickering lamp, I fade to shadow and back to my corporeal self. 

Panicked, Pretha spins on Finn. “What’s she doing?” 

Shadow. Turn to shadow. My hand disappears and appears, but the wall behind me holds firm. 

“Finn!” Pretha’s eyes are wide. “She’s going to escape.” 

Shadow. This time when my hand disappears, the rest of my arm goes too. I melt into the wall and stumble through it. My dress tangles in a rosebush on the outside of the tavern, proving once again that pants are the wiser clothing choice. I scramble upright, and the thorns rip my skirt and tear at my legs. 

I can hear Finn and Pretha argue through the cracked window, but their angry words are muffled until Finn barks a final, clear command. “Let her go.” 

I hoist my dress up and run, but I don’t know where I am and the fog is too thick to see the castle in the distance. 

I know the forest was ahead of me when I fled Sebastian, but now it’s to my left. I turn, putting my back to the woods, but nothing in that direction looks familiar. 

The forest. I can hide there — I can turn myself to shadow and nothingness and hide until I can find my way back to the castle. Because I have to go back to the castle. 

If Sebastian’s delayed his selection, perhaps I can still make this work. There’s still a chance to save Jas. 

The forest is darker than any in Fairscape — the canopy of leaves dense and the lights of the homes beyond dimmer than those from my overpopulated part of the world. A horrible cry tears through the night, followed by a triumphant howl. I’ve never been scared of the dark, but I know enough to be scared of this dark. I don’t know half of what lives in these trees. Maybe my shadows can hide me, but can they protect me? 

The summer heat has gone with the sun, and I wrap my arms around myself as I scan the forest, my eyes adjusting to the darkness. 

Another howl, this one closer, and terror trembles through my muscles. You know that the powers you have in my realm aren’t so new. You’ve been using them for years. 

Normal humans can’t see in the dark like this. I knew that, didn’t I? I just didn’t want to admit it to myself, didn’t want to admit that there was some piece of faerie inside me. 

But knowing you have a tool is a far cry from knowing how to use it. I have no idea where I am. No idea which way to the castle. And no idea how to use my power to protect myself from whatever lives in these woods. 

A low growl sounds from twenty yards away. I spin and freeze in terror. Gold-flecked, glowing blue eyes flash in the dark, and a black wolf with bared teeth slinks toward me. 





Chapter Eleven 

“Lady Abriella Kincaid of Fairscape,” the steward calls from the doors of the throne room. “Her Majesty, Queen Arya of the Seelie Court, and His Royal Highness, Prince Ronan, will see you now.” 

I throw a glance over my shoulder at my maids. I need their confidence. They give me the smiles I’m looking for, and I take a fortifying breath, lift my soft white skirts, and follow the steward forward. 

The queen’s gray-and-yellow-clad guards line both sides of the path from the doors to the dais, where she sits on her throne in a yellow gown that sparkles in the sunlight. The jeweled golden crown atop her head looks heavy enough to break a neck, but she keeps her head high. Sebastian stands beside her, turned away as he speaks with the armed sentry nearest him. He looks nothing short of regal in his uniform of steely gray, a velvet yellow sash hanging across his body. 

The space alone is intimidating — too big for so few people, too polished for a girl like me — and each step forward is an effort. But I realize that’s the point. Any girl who doesn’t feel worthy upon entering this room has no business becoming the Seelie princess. 

When I reach the foot of the dais, I curtsy deeply. I wish Sebastian would look at me. I need some reassurance — any at all 

— that he’s going to make sure I can stay, that it’s going to be okay. But he’s wrapped up in his discussion with his sentry. “Your Majesty,” I say, standing. “Thank you for seeing me this afternoon.” 

As I speak, Sebastian whips around and blinks at me. He must not have been paying attention when they announced my name, because he looks surprised. Slowly, his gaze travels over me, and I feel my skin heat with each detail he observes. My hair curled and pinned neater than he’s ever seen it, my eyes lined with kohl, my lips stained a dark crimson. His gaze sweeps across my bare shoulders and continues to the swell of décolletage above the dress’s sweetheart neckline, over the bodice covered in glittering silver and gold crystals. My cheeks warm, and when his lips part and he draws in a ragged breath, my entire body warms. 

My maids chose well when making their selections. With just enough white, we can make you look like a bride without wearing a bridal gown. I lift my chin, fighting the instinct to revel in the appreciation in those eyes. A week earlier, I could only dream of Sebastian looking at me like this. It’s a struggle to remember that everything has changed. He’s not the sweet, struggling apprentice next door. And I’m not an innocent girl looking to become faerie royalty. 

“Tell me your name again, girl,” the queen says. I tear my gaze away from her son to look at the queen. “Abriella Kincaid,” I answer. I don’t use the title lady like her steward 

did. I’m no lady, and to pretend otherwise feels like an insult to a female I can’t risk upsetting. 

“Abriella. What a lovely name. Congratulations on making it this far. As you’ve seen, countless women have tried and were sent away. More will be sent home today. Tell me, why do you wish to marry my son?” 

I open my mouth to answer, then snap it shut again. I was prepared for this question, of course, but in this moment my planned response strikes me as shallow. Sebastian seems to hold his breath as he waits for me to answer. I meet his eyes and imagine an alternate reality where Sebastian never had a secret identity. One where he became a mage and took me to meet his family. 

“I can’t claim to know your son well,” I say. It’s in line with the part I’m playing, but it’s also true. “But I’ve met many males, young and old, powerful and powerless.” My voice shakes a bit. “And yet Se — Prince Ronan is the only one who’s ever made me feel special from his first smile and safe from his nearness alone.” 

The queen chuckles and looks to her son. “She sounds quite besotted with you.” When she looks back to me, she rolls her eyes in an expression that is so young and so human it’s almost difficult to believe that she’s an immortal ruler. “All the girls feel that way, my dear. Don’t feel too special.” 

Sebastian shifts uncomfortably, but he doesn’t correct her. How could he if he doesn’t want her to know we already have a relationship? 

She arches a brow at her son. “Your thoughts, darling?” 

Sebastian looks me over again before clearing his throat. “I’ve had the opportunity to speak with Abriella, and I wish her to stay. 

I . . . enjoy her company.” 

The queen smirks at her son as if to say This one? Really? “You would risk marrying a girl who may not be capable of bearing you children?” 

“Mother,” he says softly, warning in his tone. 

“I won’t apologize for noticing that she is quite thin.” She taps her nails on the arm of her throne as she studies me. When she lifts her eyes to mine, I’m struck by the emptiness I find there. The sadness. Perhaps immortality does that to a person, but this seems like something more. “My son’s bride will be expected to bear him children. Do you even menstruate regularly?” 

I blanch. “Excuse me?” 

“Your cycle? Do you have it? Or is it irregular due to” — she waves a hand to indicate my figure — “malnutrition?” 

I open my mouth — to say what I’m not sure — but Sebastian speaks first. “I’m sure Lady Abriella isn’t used to speaking freely of such things, Mother. She comes from a part of Elora where women are expected to keep such information private.” 

I’m not sure which part of Elora doesn’t expect that. Girls are taught to dread their cycles, to never speak of them and hide every evidence of their existence. With all the trouble it brings — and risk of pregnancy high on that list when there’s never enough food 

— menstruation is considered a curse more than a sign of good health. 

“She forfeited any right to privacy when she decided she wanted to be your bride.” 

“I do,” I blurt. “I mean, my monthly cycle is . . . It’s normal.” My cheeks are on fire. It looks like I got something right about the Seelie Court. This whole tradition is built entirely around human fertility. As if, as a woman, my only worth lies in my ability to give them offspring. It’s a struggle to smile through this confirmation, but I do my best. 

“Truly?” the queen asks. “If I ask my healer to examine you and he tells me you’ve lied —” 

“Please, Mother,” Sebastian says. “I’m sure that any gaps in Lady Abriella’s nutrition can be corrected during her stay at the palace.” 

The queen brushes her fingers against her son’s wrist but keeps her gaze narrowed on me. “My son’s tender heart will make his future bride so very lucky. He gets it from his father. My Castan was full of compassion and goodness. Beloved by our people.” She nods at me. “You may stay for now, Abriella. But see that you take full advantage of the meals while you’re here, yes?” She smirks. “I will recommend that my healer visit you for a full physical in two weeks’ time. Assuming that my son hasn’t tired of you by then, of course.” 

I nod and curtsy. “Of course, Your Majesty.” I don’t dare look at Sebastian before I allow the queen’s steward to escort me from the room. I’m too afraid the relief on my face will make the queen question my true intentions. 
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After locking my bedroom door, I pull up my sleeve and snap a thread of my goblin bracelet. 

When Bakken appears, he’s squinty-eyed and scowling. 

I allowed my maids to ready me for bed, then waited for them to leave for the night, but every moment since the queen agreed to let me stay, I’ve been itching to start my search. At dinner, I remembered my goblin bracelet and realized that I might not have to search for the mirror. 

Bakken blinks a few times, but his scowl turns to a smile when he takes me in. “Fire Girl, where is my payment?” 

I pull out a knife I stole from my table setting tonight. I use it to slice off a lock of hair. Bakken yanks it from my grasp before I can offer it to him, quickly tucking it into the pouch at his waist. “Next time you call me, don’t do it from inside this palace. I’m not welcome here.” 

“I need the Mirror of Discovery.” I turn to my bed and pull the fake from beneath my mattress. “It looks like this, and the queen is said to have stolen it from the Unseelie during the war.” 

Bakken lifts his chin. “The queen keeps the mirror in the sun-room just off her bedchambers.” 

The night I searched the castle for the portal, I was never able to search her chambers. They were too brightly lit and well guarded. 

Bakken holds the hair to his nose and inhales deeply, like an addict taking a hit. 

I open my mouth to ask how I can get past her guards, but he snaps his fingers and disappears as suddenly as he appeared. I have to bite my fist to hold back a howl of frustration. 

What a waste of a thread. What a waste of hair. 

I unlock my door and crack it to peek down the hall. The guest wing of the castle is quiet but not dark. The corridors are dimly lit by soft orbs of light floating between each room. Quietly I leave my room and slowly close the door behind me. 

I met the other eleven girls at dinner, but there’s no sign of them now as I slip past their rooms. Is Sebastian inside with one of them? I tamp down the jealous thought and focus on my mission. 

I might need to turn myself to shadow to get through certain parts of the palace, but I’ll wait as long as I can. I’m not in full control of my power yet, and a girl suddenly appearing from shadow is much more conspicuous than one of Sebastian’s potential brides wandering around the palace in the middle of the night. 

The guest rooms are in their own wing, and by the time I reach the entrance to the wing with the royal chambers, the bones in my feet ache from the cold stones. I didn’t think to put on slippers before I left my room. 

Sebastian’s room is to the left at the top of the stairs, but I turn right, toward the queen’s chambers, only to scramble back a few steps at the sunlight filling her hall. No, not sunlight. The window at the end of the hall is still dark with night. It’s as if these walls have been enchanted to glow like the sun. Queen Arya’s guards stand watch every six feet down the hall. Even if I knew how to control my shadows long enough to sneak past these sentries, it wouldn’t help. What good is becoming darkness where there is only light? 

“Brie?” I turn to see Sebastian. His eyes flick down to my white nightgown and bare feet before he lifts his chin and trains his gaze on my face, ever the gentleman. “Are you looking for something?” 

Yes. I’m looking for a magic mirror your mother had stolen from the Unseelie Court. Would you fetch it for me? If only it could be that simple. 

I sigh and deliver my preplanned lie. “I can’t sleep. I was hoping to find a hot cup of tea in the kitchen, but” — I look around and shrug — “I’m afraid I’ve gotten lost.” 

I expect him to question this. Although I’ve not officially been shown the whole castle, I’ve been shown enough to know that the kitchen isn’t in this direction. Or on this floor. 

But Sebastian’s too trusting for his own good. He gives me a sympathetic smile. “I can’t sleep either. Come with me and we’ll have some tea together.” 

We don’t exchange a word on the way to the kitchen. Sebastian barely spares me a glance as he leads me into the large, empty space and puts a kettle on the stove. Just two nights earlier I’d fallen through the wall into this kitchen, and these gleaming countertops were covered in enough food to feed hundreds while servants bustled about in every direction. Tonight, there’s no one here but us. 

“Has something upset you?” I ask, leaning against the counter. 

Sebastian pours steaming liquid from the stove into two mugs. He frowns as he passes me a mug. “Why do you ask that?” 

“You’ve barely spoken to me since we headed down here, and I was surprised not to see you at dinner.” 

“I’m not upset. I’m preoccupied. I apologize for that.” He blows out a breath. “I’ve just returned from a meeting with my contacts in the Unseelie Court.” He slowly lifts his eyes to mine, and I see the torment there. “They still haven’t found any sign of Jas.” 

I can’t even register disappointment as panic has my lungs in a vice-grip. “You have spies in King Mordeus’s court?” Does he know I was there yesterday? Does he know about the deal I made with the king? If Sebastian learns of our bargain through spies, will the king renege on his promises? 

Sebastian shrugs, but his answer is clear. Yes, he has spies in the Unseelie Court. Of course he has spies. “I don’t understand what he wants with her,” he mutters. 

There’s my answer. Sebastian remains ignorant of my bargain with his enemy court. “None of your sources have any idea either?” 

“Nothing helpful.” He hesitates a beat. “Has he tried to contact you?” 

“He hasn’t. Do you think you could put me in touch with him?” It’s what I would ask if my lie were true. “Maybe he’ll tell me something about where he’s keeping Jas. Or maybe he’ll be interested in some sort of —” 

“No.” Sebastian’s nostrils flare. “Absolutely not. Even if I thought he could be trusted — and I can’t stress enough that he cannot — there’s nothing he would ask of you that I would let you give.” He curses and drags a hand through his hair. “This is such a mess.” 

He really is a wreck about not being able to find Jas. I may still be reluctant to trust Sebastian again, but he’s doing everything he can to help my sister. It’s impossible to stay angry with him. “Thank you,” I say. He deserves at least that. “Thank you for trying to find her.” 

He opens his mouth, and I can tell he wants to say something, but he snaps it shut again and stares at his tea. “How was dinner?” 

I bite back a smile. “It was definitely . . . interesting. Gods above and below, Bash, I think those women would skin me alive if they thought it would get them closer to you.” I shake my head. Eleven beautiful, bright-eyed, healthy women, each more excited to be Sebastian’s bride than the last. “You’re really going to marry a stranger?” 

His throat bobs as he swallows. “I hope whoever I marry isn’t a stranger when the time comes.” 

“You’re evading.” I try to keep my tone light, but I see the weariness in his eyes. 

He takes a sip of his tea. “It’s tradition.” 

“What is? Choosing a bride like you’d choose a breeding mare?” And there goes my attempt to make nice. 

“As awful as it might seem from your point of view, it is important that we continue the royal bloodline. I have no siblings, and my grandparents and great-grandparents were killed in the Great Fae War. My mother and I are the only royal Seelie blood remaining. Though some of my ancestors had the luxury of marrying for love and hoping to be blessed with children over time, I don’t. Being born into privilege comes with responsibilities.” 

I bite my lip. I hate this conversation. I hate it because I can’t hide my feelings on this, and I hate that I have feelings on the subject at all. “If you had the choice, would you prefer to marry a fae female — perhaps a member of the nobility?” 

Sebastian puts his mug down and leans against the counter, folding his arms. “Honestly, I would prefer not to be thinking of marriage at all. I’m only twenty-one, which is considered very young among my kind. In an ideal world, I wouldn’t be thinking of marriage for another decade or more, but my world isn’t ideal. It’s broken. And I find myself in the intimidating and humbling position of fixing it. Part of me would rather be back in Fairscape acting as a mage’s apprentice, but I take my duty to my people seriously. No matter how much I want to, I don’t get to think of marriage and bonding ceremonies with the same romantic notions my mother did when she was my age.” 

“Bonding? What’s romantic about controlling someone?” 

He tips his head to the side, and his brow furrows. “Why do you think it’s about control?” 

“Isn’t bonding the way you imprison your slaves?” 

He shakes his head. “None of my servants have been bonded to me. And while some fae have used the bond to lock humans into lifetimes of servitude, it was never intended to be used like that. Faeries have incorporated the bonding ceremony into their weddings since the beginning of time. Its origins are pure. Life-bonded fae have a sense of each other at all times. It’s a heightened empathy that allows you to know when your partner is in danger or hurting. Bonded fae spouses are conscious of each other’s needs always. They feel each other’s pain and happiness like it’s their own. It’s quite beautiful, really.” 

“But that’s not what happens when you’re bonded to a human.” 

He rocks back on his heels and sighs. “The first faeries to bond with humans didn’t know that it would be different. But you’re right. It is. Humans aren’t magical, so the bond is more like a one-way street. The human partner doesn’t have the awareness of the other side of the bond the way a faerie would.” 

“And it gives faeries a degree of control over their humans,” I say, unwilling to let him keep that piece unspoken. I




















Chapter Eighteen 

“Fire Girl. Wake up,” a raspy voice says by my ear. 

When Pretha returned me to the palace, I went straight to bed — upset with myself for spying on people who have trusted me and more upset with myself for feeling . . . whatever it is I felt when I saw Finn kiss that girl. 

“Fire Girl.” A pointed nail grazes the shell of my ear, and my eyes snap open. 

King Mordeus’s goblin is crouched over my pillow. 

Finally. 

“What’s taken you so long?” I ask in a hiss as I swing my legs over the side of the bed. 

“The king has had matters to deal with, girl. He works on his own timeline.” 

I snort. All faeries seem to work on their own timeline. I blame immortality for their lack of urgency. “Let me get dressed.” 

He shakes his head. “No time.” 

I look down at my thin sleep shift. “Are you kidding me? I’m not going like this.” 

“Now or wait another week. It’s up to you.” 

Glaring, I grab my satchel from where I tucked it beneath the mattress. Before I can turn back to the goblin, his cracked fingers wrap around my wrist. The room disappears around us. 

When we appear at the Court of the Moon, I expect to find myself in the throne room. Instead, I’m in the entrance of a small sitting room. The king is lounging on a red wingback chair. The goblin releases my arm, the room spins, and I fall to the ground before I can get my feet under me. 

Bile rises in my throat, and I put the back of my hand to my mouth. 

“Abriella, you’re looking lovely,” the king says. He’s dressed in all black today — from his pants to his crisp tunic to the velvet robe draped across his shoulders. Even his fingernails have been painted black. Three sentries stand on either side of him, forked tongues darting out every so often, as if they can taste danger in the air. 

I lift my chin even as nausea grips me. I refuse to show weakness in front of this male — though in honesty I’d find some enjoyment in vomiting on the king. “I’ve had your mirror for a week. I don’t appreciate being kept waiting.” 

“Nor I,” he says, his tone bored. “And it took you longer than I expected. My spies tell me you ultimately asked the golden prince for it. That’s so clever. I only wish they’d been able to see what payment he required for that favor. I certainly hope he made the most of it.” 

Nausea is replaced by anger in a flash, and cracks of darkness web out from my fingertips on the marble floor. The king’s sentries reach for their swords, and I spare a glance at the endless depths revealed in the crumbling marble. 

Whatever this power of mine is, it blossoms in the Unseelie palace. 

“Well now.” The king’s eyes darken, and his nostrils flare as he looks at the mess I’ve made. “I see you haven’t learned to control your magic yet.” 

I haven’t even learned what it can do yet, apparently. I certainly didn’t know I could do this. But I make a fist and concentrate on winding the power back into myself. I imagine it coiled in my gut, not dormant, but like a powerful snake — alert and ready to strike. 

The king scans my face. “What I wouldn’t give for such a gift.” 

I don’t care what he thinks about my powers, and I don’t want to stay here any longer than I have to. It’s not the court I object to, but Mordeus. The way he looks at me — as if he wants to climb inside my brain and take a look around. It makes my skin crawl. I push myself off the floor and straighten my shift as best I can. “Let me see my sister.” 

“You know I can’t do that.” 

“Let me see her, and I’ll give you the mirror.” 

“As you’ve already discovered, you can see your sister in the mirror,” he says. 

I don’t even want to know how he knows that. Images of his spies watching me in my chambers flash through my mind and make me shiver. But no. Surely he’s just guessing. “That’s not good enough.” 

He shrugs. “It will have to be. It’s all I can offer. Have you enjoyed that this past week? Having the image of whatever you ask at your fingertips?” 

I shake my head. “I want to see her. In person.” It’s been too long, and her absence is a constant awareness at the back of my mind. 

“Have a seat.” Mordeus waves and a decanter filled with dark red liquid appears in his hand. “Let’s drink to your success.” 

Drink faerie wine. Hard pass. “No, thank you.” 

“I insist.” He pours two glasses and nods to the empty chair beside him. “We drink, and then I will tell you of the next relic I need you to retrieve so that you may see your sister in person all the sooner.” 

Games. He’s playing games with me. Clinging to the last of my patience only because I have no choice, I enter the room and sit. When he passes me a glass, I accept it, hoping to speed him along. 

Mordeus lifts his glass. “To power,” he says. I arch a brow, and he pauses with the glass halfway to his lips. “No?” 

“In my world, power means the ability to cheat someone out of their life, their choices, and their free will.” His piercing gray stare burns into me, and I feel like he sees too much. I roll the glass between my hands and study the liquid. “I don’t care to toast to power.” 

“To what would you like to toast?” 

I meet his gaze and let the silence hang heavily for a beat before I raise my glass. “To promises kept and delivered.” 

“Ah, yes. Your concern is still your sister.” He nods. “I will toast to that, as I look forward to you delivering on yours.” His smile sends an uneasy chill up my spine as he taps his glass to mine. 

I watch him drink and sit with my wine untouched for several long minutes before he releases an exasperated sigh. “We won’t be discussing the information you’re waiting for until you drink, girl.” 

I want to argue, but what’s the point? Everything’s about power to this male, who’s stolen most of his. He will not stand for even this small defiance. I take the smallest sip possible. The wine is sweet and velvety, and it spreads warmth through my chest. “The second relic?” I prompt. 

He smirks. “Such a taskmaster you are. Don’t you want to enjoy your wine for a moment?” 

I glare at him. Hard. 

Mordeus leans back in his chair. “The second relic is called the Grimoricon, and it will be much trickier to retrieve than the mirror.” 

Of course it will. I can’t expect Sebastian to hand over everything I need to get my sister back. Though I’m beginning to believe he would — for me, for Jas. If only telling him wouldn’t void my bargain with Mordeus. “What is the Grimoricon?” 

“You may know it as the Great Book. It’s the sacred text of Faerie, and it contains the earliest spells and magic from the Old Ones.” 

“A book?” 

He takes another swallow of his wine. “Of sorts. Something that powerful cannot be contained by pages alone, so like all the greatest magical texts, it can change its shape and appearance.” 

“Into what?” I don’t feel any ill effects from my sip of wine, so I brave another. It is truly delicious. Besides, if he wants me to retrieve this book, drugging me senseless won’t help. 

“Into anything, my girl. It can and will turn itself into anything if it senses danger.” 

A book that senses danger and changes form. Looks like we started out with the easiest of the relics. “Where is it?” 

“That I cannot answer. The Seelie Court stole it during the war and has guarded it since, though it belongs to my court and its magic cannot be used by the golden fae.” 

“Then why did they steal it?” 

He takes another sip and stares off into space, as if flipping through millennia of memories to find the answer. “The same reason they’ve taken everything else. To weaken us.” 

“You’re saying you want me to find a book that could be anywhere in the Seelie Court and that could look like anything?” It’s worse than a needle in a haystack. At least when you come across the needle, you know you’ve found what you’re looking for. I could be sleeping next to the Grimoricon each night and never know it. 

“I’ll let you keep the mirror,” he says, his gaze dropping to my lap, where I’m clutching the mirror in a white-knuckled hand. 

Every time I thought about losing the mirror — my only connection to Jas — I pushed the thought away, unable to consider it. Now, knowing I’ll be able to check in on her, my shoulders sag. 

“Good luck.” 
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Mordeus’s goblin whisks me away from the Unseelie palace and back to the gardens surrounding the queen’s castle. 

“Why could you get me from my rooms, but you can’t return me to them?” I ask him, fighting the nausea that goblin travel brings. 

“Because you have a visitor in your chambers,” the goblin says, “and I’m not interested in losing my head today.” 

“But how do you know that?” I ask. 

The goblin gives me a wide grin, showing all his yellow, pointed teeth, then disappears. 

It seemed as if I was at the Unseelie Court for only a few hours, but the sun is already high in the sky. The gardens are bustling with staff tending to the flowers, and the smells of lavender and roses call to me as I walk toward the palace entrance. It’s so tempting to take a seat here, maybe close my eyes, let the sun warm my face and the sound of the birds lull me to sleep. But I resist. If there’s truly someone in my chambers, I want to know who it is. 

“He’s been waiting there all morning,” a syrupy sweet voice says behind me. “The prince might be suspicious if you show up in your pajamas.” I turn to see “Eurelody” motioning me toward a carriage. “I’ve already sent word to your maids that you’re training with me all day.” 

I grimace. “I’m too tired to train.” 

“And my ears are too pretty to listen to whining, yet here we are. Come on.” 

I don’t argue — not when she’s right about the pajamas. But when we get to the house, we walk into mass chaos. 

“Get out of my way, Tynan,” Jalek barks. 

“No.” 

“You’re being ridiculous. I’m going on patrol, not —” 

“First of all, I don’t believe you,” Tynan says. “Second, it doesn’t matter where you think you’re going. You’re safest if you stay here.” 

Pretha pulls me in the door and out of the way of the ruckus. It’s not uncommon for this group to fight, but this isn’t their typical bickering. Jalek is dressed in his leathers, his broadsword strapped across his back. He glares at Tynan, whose silver facial webbing glows with his emotions. Finn stands between them, legs wide as he looks from one friend to the other. 

“Please, Jalek,” Tynan says, whispering now. “Be sensible.” 

“It was a dream,” Jalek says. He folds his arms and looks to Finn. “Please explain that I cannot be expected to sit in my room in perpetuity just because I had a nightmare.” 

“It wasn’t just a nightmare. I heard her.” Tynan nearly vibrates with frustration. “Look me in the eye and tell me you didn’t wake up to the Banshee sitting on your chest. Look me in the eye and tell me you are no more nervous about going out that door than you would be any other day.” 

“You don’t have to go, Jalek,” Finn says. “I’ll send Kane.” 

“Kane needs a break,” Jalek says. “He was out half the night protecting the new portal.” 

“What’s the Banshee?” I ask, and three heads turn to me. 

Jalek glowers at Tynan. “It’s nonsense.” 

“She’s a woman who comes in your sleep and sits on your chest,” Tynan says. “She appears both in this world and in your dream and —” 

“A woman?” I ask. 

“A spirit,” Pretha says, sighing. “When she visits you, she sits on your chest and says your name over and over. It’s considered a sign that your death is coming.” 

“It’s a wonder that anyone ever dies if she warns them,” Jalek says. But I can see the worry in his eyes. Maybe he doesn’t want to 

believe the Banshee’s call, but he’s shaken. 

“It’s too close to the solstice,” Tynan says, swallowing. 

“That’s exactly why I want to go,” Jalek says. “She’s weakest tonight.” 

“See! I knew you were lying,” Tynan growls. 

“I’m sending Kane,” Finn says. “It’s not worth the risk.” 

Jalek’s jaw hardens. “Stop trying to coddle me. I’m not a child. I can make my own decisions.” 

“You are part of this group, and you’ve sworn fealty to me. It is decided,” Finn says. His voice is so low I can barely hear his words, but the command in it is undeniable. 

Pretha grabs my hand. “Let’s get you changed and back to the castle. The prince grows impatient.” 

“If you just wanted me to change, why didn’t we just do it in the carriage?” I ask. 

“Forgive Pretha,” Finn says, watching Jalek storm up the stairs. “She didn’t realize it was going to be civil war in our home today. But it would be best if you’d go. Jalek’s mood won’t improve until after the sun sets on summer solstice.” 
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My door is indeed ajar when I return to my rooms at the Golden Palace. 

I press one palm against my satchel — the mirror still safely tucked inside — and the other to my thigh where my knife is strapped. “Hello?” I call, stepping inside. 

Sebastian spots me and springs off the chair, crossing to me in three long strides. “Where have you been?” 

I swallow and toss the satchel on the bed. “I was training with Eurelody.” 

“I came before breakfast, and you were already gone.” 

“She . . . wanted an early start.” 

He winces, and I wonder if he knows I’m lying. “I thought you might have decided to return to the mortal realm.” 

I press a hand to his heart and feel it racing beneath my palm. He’s warm and strong, and I miss confiding in him, miss feeling like Sebastian’s goodness was something I deserved. If only there were a way around these lies. My heart burns with hatred for the shadow king — for what he’s done to my sister and my life. “I’m sorry I worried you.” 

Sebastian cups my jaw in one big palm and studies my face. “You’re okay?” 

“Yes. I’m fine.” 

He lowers his mouth to mine — a gentle sweep of his lips that quickly turns searching and intense. My breath leaves me in a rush, and I can’t be bothered to find it again. It’s the first time we’ve kissed since I discovered his true identity, and it’s fierce. I feel every bit of his worry and terror in that kiss, feel it all the way down to my bones. Maybe I should pull away. Maybe I should tell him he has no right to kiss me. Maybe I should still be angry with him for lying to me for two years. But the truth is, his kiss is a balm to my loneliness and fear. 

The heat and breadth of him make something inside of me cut loose. I’m safe here in his arms. As long as he’s close, no one can hurt me, and I can’t hurt him. If we never end this kiss, he’ll never have to know I used him, lied to him, betrayed him. 

His mouth softens against mine, and his hand slips from my hair to my neck, one big thumb stroking along my jaw as his other hand goes to my waist and pulls me tightly against him. I press closer. He groans in approval, and I smile against his mouth, feeling powerful and loving it. I need to feel every inch of his strength, want to memorize every ragged breath he takes. 

I don’t know how long we kiss, but it’s not long enough. He’s the one who pulls away. He leans his forehead against mine and we’re both left gasping for air. I look down to the hand at my waist, where he’s bunched my skirt into his fist, exposing my thighs and the knife. If Sebastian notices, he doesn’t say. 

Blowing out a breath, he opens his hand and steps back. “Sorry.” He drags a hand over his face, closes his eyes, and curses softly. “I didn’t come here to seduce you. I came to invite you to tonight’s Litha celebration.” 

A celebration, meaning more gowns and dancing and pretending I have nothing better to do than watch other girls flirt with Sebastian. Girls who don’t already know how they’ll lose him. “I think you know which of those options tempts me more.” I extend a tentative hand, brushing a finger along his knuckles. “You don’t need to apologize for kissing me.” 

His lips twist into a lopsided smile. “I don’t?” 

“I kissed you back.” 

“I know, but . . .” He blows out another breath and puts another step between us, as if he doesn’t trust himself. “Everything’s gotten so complicated.” 

I can’t argue with that. And yet . . . “Why do you say that?” 

“That first night I saw you in the gardens, I was so happy. I knew you were here for Jas, and yet . . .” He swallows. “Just seeing you on my lands was more than I ever imagined. Then, when you ran from me, I realized I needed to give up whatever hope I felt in that moment. You hated my kind too much — and right then you hated me too.” 

“I didn’t hate you,” I whisper. “I was shocked and hurt. Maybe I wanted to hate you, but I couldn’t.” 

He swallows hard and backs away. Just one more step, but it feels like a mile. “When you said you wanted to stay here, I couldn’t let go of the hope that you might change your mind. And every day I see you here in my palace with my people, it’s harder to ignore.” 

I close the distance between us and take his hand, unwilling to accept what he’s trying to say, even if I need to. 

He toys with my fingers. “I know you never wanted to be my bride. I know that’s not what keeps you here. When you were missing this morning, it was a painful reminder that you’ve always intended this stay to be temporary — a means to an end. But I can’t imagine spending my life with anyone else. You’re the one who’s always made me laugh. You’re the one who makes me feel like I can still be me without letting my duty to my crown swallow me whole. And yet that same duty might require losing you.” 

My gut twists with guilt. Does he know something? Does he suspect that I am stealing from his kingdom? “How . . . why would you say that?” 

“My mother is pressuring me to choose my bride,” he says, his eyes downcast, as if he’s confessing something shameful. “She informed me last night that I have until the next new moon to make my decision.” 

“That’s just over three weeks away.” My chest aches. It hurts to take a full breath. He’ll be choosing a bride, and while I should be focused on what this means for my access to the castle, jealousy burns a hole in my gut and demands my attention. “Why so soon?” 

“She wants me to have a queen. Someone who can support me. Ruling . . .” He shifts his gaze to the window, staring out across the gardens. “It gets lonely. And she wants me to have a partner before she begins to transition her power.” 

“Have you made a choice?” I don’t really want to know. I have no right to feel anything about Sebastian’s future bride, yet this jealousy feels as if it might tear me apart from the inside. 

Finally he lifts his head and meets my eyes again. “I tell myself it doesn’t matter. Among the nobility, marriages are more often about power and alliances than about love. But then I think about you leaving and . . . Brie, if there is any chance that you could be happy living here, that’s what I want. I want you as my queen.” 

I feel like the room is closing in around me. I can’t imagine what that life would look like — life as a princess of a kingdom that imprisons people fleeing a hostile land. But if Sebastian and I ruled, we would change all that. 

Could I possibly be a force for good in this world? Not just another queen never wanting for anything and ruling over others, but a queen of change? But no. That’s not even a choice. When Sebastian knows the truth, he won’t want me anymore. Lark’s vision assured me of that. 

You could never be the Seelie queen. 

And there’s the evidence of just how despicable I am. He thinks he wants me forever, and part of me is considering it even as I’m betraying him. I’m the thief who’s stealing from the kingdom he’d have me rule by his side. And then there are these things I feel for Finn — the way my power surges when he’s close, the attraction I don’t want but can’t deny. Would Sebastian want me if he knew any of that? Even if he did, doesn’t that prove I don’t deserve him? 

I’m silent too long, and Sebastian closes his eyes. The hurt that flashes across his face is a punch to the solar plexus. “Right,” he whispers. “Well, at least now you know where I stand.” He turns on his heel and heads out the door. 

“Bash,” I call, following. He stops, keeping his back to me. I don’t trust myself to look at his face, so I speak to his broad shoulders instead of asking him to turn around. “I never wanted to marry a prince.” I want to press my palm between his shoulder blades, to feel the reassurance of his strength, his heat. Or maybe wrap my arms around him, press my front to his back and rest my palm on his chest to feel the reassuring beat of his heart. I do neither. “But I would have married Sebastian, the mage’s apprentice, in a heartbeat.” 

He hangs his head. “You can’t have one without the other, Brie.” 

“Ah,” I say softly. “But the prince is growing on me.” 

When he turns, the hope in his eyes cuts me deep, and I don’t know what I hate more: that I’m manipulating him or that what I said is true. 





Acknowledgements

Thank you to my writer friends, who encouraged me with this project — for squeeing with excitement rather than warning me off of diving into a new genre and for cheering me every step of the way. Mira Lyn Kelly, my bestie, my brainstorming buddy, queen of hair stroking and reassuring — thank you for being there for me while I drafted this book and for batting down my insecurities. Carrie Ann Ryan, Jeffe Kennedy, Kyla Linde, Lisa Maxwell, Meghan March, Sawyer Bennett, Zoe York, and everyone else I pestered when this story wouldn’t leave me alone, thank you for your enthusiasm. Thanks to Rhonda Merwarth, who provided feedback when this book was just a proposal. Thanks to my Goldbrickers, who blow me away every day with their work ethic and support. I am better for being around you all. 

Thanks, too, to my real-world friends, those of you who might not understand publishing but cheer me on anyway. A special thanks to Lisa Kuhne, who has the dubious honor of being both my dear friend and personal assistant, and who is a master at handling my neuroses; and to Emily Miller, my own personal elf-advisor and fellow lover of all things fae. 

Thanks to my family — my mom for worrying about me when I work myself ragged and always giving me permission to rest when I won’t give it to myself; my sisters, Deb and Kim, for texting with me and “getting me” in a way no one else likely ever will; and of course my four big brothers, Eric, Aaron, Danny, and Josh, who taught me to believe in magical elves, dragons, and monsters in the forest. Aaron, thank you for the map of Faerie; I love it so much. 

To my agent, Dan Mandel, who was enthusiastic about this book from when it was nothing but a single sentence pitch in an email and a few rough scenes on my hard drive. Thank you for always believing in me and my work. 

I am grateful to have found such a wonderful editor in Nicole Sclama. Every editorial note she gave me resonated so true with my vision for this story. She helped me make this the book I wanted it to be and one I’m so proud to share. I’ve been honored to work with the whole team at HMH Books for Young Readers, notably Gabriella Abbate, Emilia Rhodes, Helen Seachrist, Andrea Miller, Samantha Bertschmann, Nadia Almahdi, Tara Shanahan, Margaret Rosewitz, Erika West, Rebecca Springer, Maxine Bartow, and Romanie Rout. Thank you for all you do! 

A huge thank-you to all my readers! To my romance readers who had to adjust to fewer books a year while I made time for this passion project, thank you for your endless enthusiasm for anything I put out there. I am humbled by your support. Thank you to all the bloggers and early reviewers who took a chance on this book. I appreciate your time and was renewed by your sweet messages — shouty caps and exclamation points give me life! 

Finally, and most importantly, I need to thank my husband, Brian, and my children, Jack and Mary. Brian, my rock, my voice of reason, my sounding board, thank you for supporting me through every book and the endless highs and lows this career delivers; everything feels possible when you’re holding my hand. And to Jack and Mary, the coolest kids ever, thank you for reminding me that I am more than a writer. I used to believe the best parts of me would end up in my books, but now I know they’re really in you. 



OPF/toc.xhtml

  These Hollow Vows


  

  

			Cover


			About the Author


			Title Page


			Imprint Page


			Dedication


			Contents


			Map


			Chapter One 


			Chapter Two 


			Chapter Three


			Chapter Four


			Chapter Five 


			Chapter Six 


			Chapter Seven 


			Chapter Eight 


			Chapter Nine 


			Chapter Ten 


			Chapter Eleven 


			Chapter Twelve


			Chapter Thirteen 


			Chapter Fourteen 


			Chapter Fifteen 


			Chapter Sixteen 


			Chapter Seventeen 


			Chapter Eighteen 


			Chapter Nineteen 


			Chapter Twenty 


			Chapter Twenty-One 


			Chapter Twenty-Two 


			Chapter Twenty-Three


			Chapter Twenty-Four 


			Chapter Twenty-Five 


			Chapter Twenty-Six 


			Chapter Twenty-Seven 


			Chapter Twenty-Eight 


			Chapter Twenty-Nine


			Chapter Thirty


			Chapter Thirty-One


			Chapter Thirty-Two


			Chapter Thirty-Three


			Chapter Thirty-Four


			Chapter Thirty-Five


			Chapter Thirty-Six 


			Chapter Thirty-Seven 


			Acknowledgements 







  


OPF/9781529376937.jpg
A heart is a dangerous thing to steal.

New York Times Bestselling Author

LEXI RYAN





OPF/clip0001.png





