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Chapter 1

I knocked on the open doorway of my mother’s study and she called for me to enter. Nervousness pulsed through my body, but I shoved it down and stepped inside. My mother was counting on me—scratch that, the entire realm was counting on me—and I wasn’t going to let them down.

“I’m ready.” I hated that my voice shook slightly. I’d trained my entire life for this. I was a walking weapon, a lethal force to be reckoned with. Eliminating one man would be easy.

My mother glanced up from the stack of papers and decrees scattered across her desk and looked at me sternly. The wind howled outside, rattling the windowpane as small rocks and bits of ice scraped against the glass. The curse sickness had already begun.

My mother followed my gaze. “It’s getting worse, Dawn. We’ve lost nearly all of the crops, the sun hasn’t been out fully in days, and the floodwaters are encroaching on our borders in the east.”

I swallowed hard and stood erect. “I won’t let you down, Mother.”

The crops we could afford to lose—we had stockpile in the storehouse—but our powers were linked to the sun, and if it didn’t come out to recharge … us well, my people would perish.

Reaching into her blouse, my mother pulled out the large glass locket that contained the shriveled black heart of one of the Ethereum lords. A faint purple magic swirled around the dried organ that pumped power into our realm.

“This is all we need to make everything right in the world again, Dawn.” She tapped the glass. “Mine was passed down to me, but there isn’t enough magic left to save our people. Once you get your own, like your great-grandmother Mae did, all of this stops and you can protect it like I have protected this one.” She gestured outside the window.

I nodded curtly. “I won’t fail.”

My mother stood, walking elegantly over to me, and I couldn’t help but take note of her beauty. Her long, shiny, golden hair matched my own, and we both had the same bright green eyes. Her ears and chin were slightly pointier than mine though. But her features were ageless, and she moved with the grace of a dancer.

She’d had a hard life, but it didn’t show on her face, only in the sadness of her eyes when she thought no one was watching. My father died in battle when I was an infant, and she’d been made to manage a kingdom and raise a child alone. She had once told me that raising a daughter who would be the next to go to Ethereum and retrieve the heart of a lord was a burden. She’d had to oversee all my training for the task, on top of educating me to be queen and take over the Summer Court one day. Now our world was dying, and if I didn’t bring back the magic we needed to save it . . . hundreds of thousands would perish.

My mother placed a firm hand on either of my shoulders. “Remember, if you do everything right, the portal will spit you out into the mirror world directly in front of an Ethereum lord.”

I swallowed hard and nodded, my mother’s green eyes boring into mine.

“The Ethereum lords stole our magic, cursed our realm, and then fled to a world they created for their riches. We are only getting it back.” She reminded me sternly: “You should feel no sympathy when you retrieve it.”

My head bobbed up and down again as adrenaline rushed through my veins.

“What are the three things I taught you about the Ethereum lords?” she quizzed.

“Try to kill them before they even speak. If they do speak, then never believe their lies. And lastly, don’t let anyone else touch the heart once acquired.”

“Good girl.” She smoothed my hair, and I was horrified to see that her hand trembled slightly.

I could die. I knew that.

Ever since the mirror world was created, the queens of Faerie began to only give birth to daughters. Every hundred years, the princess next in line for the throne, our champion, entered the mirror world when the portal opened on the summer solstice and returned with the heart of an Ethereum lord. I’d trained for it my entire life because I was that champion.

Ethereum was a dark world that mirrored our own. Instead of four courts based on the seasons like we had, they had four lords of different geographic kingdoms: north, south, east, and west. Where our powers were related to nature, theirs were linked to darker things: bending one’s will, manipulating darkness, morphing into vicious monsters, and even reading thoughts.

Killing one of the Ethereum lords and returning with their heart weakened their realm and kept their darkness from seeping into our world by temporarily stopping the curse. Already the ill effects of the curse, which caused a thinning between our worlds, could be felt in our court, and our subjects were suffering for it. But changes in weather patterns were nothing compared to what would happen if I failed at my task. The very fabric of our realm would start to unravel, and the curse that began here in the Summer Court would bleed out into the Fall Court, and then Winter, and finally Spring. If I were unsuccessful, it would be up to the next court to send a champion to Ethereum to steal the heart I wasn’t able to. The other princesses were supposed to be trained in case a Summer champion didn’t return, but no Summer Court champion had failed to return to Faerie without their prize, and I didn’t intend to be the first.

“You don’t need to worry,” I said to my mother, my voice full of confidence. “I’ll return with the heart, and everything will be put right.”

My mother smiled at me, pride shining in her eyes. “Let’s get you ready for the ceremony.”

For a normal Summer Court ceremony, I would have gotten ready in my private quarters. My maids would have fussed over my hair and dressed me. We’d have gossiped about which fae gentlemen were going to be in attendance and the latest court scandals, but this was different. This ceremony would have no dancing, no lavish spread of food, no idle banter.

Today my mother led me to a chamber bare of any décor or frivolities. The only items in the room besides a mirror and chair were the ones I would need on my quest: clothes, Ethereum coin, weapons, and a small pack with limited supplies. The only person there to assist me was my mother, the Summer queen herself. She helped me get out of my corset and petticoat and slide on the fur-lined leather pants and tunic that was said to be the normal attire of an Ethereum female citizen.

Every past champion princess who’d traveled to Ethereum recorded as much as she could about the mirror realm in a journal so the next champion would be prepared. Because of this, we knew their customs, their money system, and even details about the different creatures that existed in their world. It was imperative that I blend in with the other Ethereum citizens, because if I were identified as a princess from the world of Faerie, I’d be executed on sight.

Once I was dressed, I surveyed myself in the full-length mirror. My black pants were tucked into sturdy black boots that laced up to my knees. The gray tunic I wore barely covered my butt and was cinched at the waist with a leather belt. Over the years I’d trained in pants, so it wasn’t as if I never wore them, but it wasn’t the style for women in Faerie to wear them in social settings. Especially not a princess in the royal court. Usually, I wore the finest dresses and skirts that the royal seamstress designed in a variety of my favorite colors and fabrics. It was going to take a little time to get used to walking around in public with them, and if it wasn’t for the thick wool cloak draped over my shoulders I’m sure I’d feel a little conscious about how the curves of my thighs were on display.

“Sit,” my mother said, bringing the small wicker chair over to me. “I’ll put your hair up.”

I sat in silence while my mother braided my blonde hair into a golden crown on my head, the style my great-grandmother Mae, the last Summer Court champion, wrote was popular with Ethereum women. While I watched her fingers thread through my hair, I was reminded of when I was little and she would braid flowers into my hair and let me try on her makeup for fun. It had been years since we did anything like that together. As I matured, my training and my mother’s duties as the reigning monarch took up most of our time, and our interactions became more formal in nature. We weren’t nearly as close as we used to be, but maybe when I returned, and the pressure of preparing me for my mission was gone, we’d get the opportunity to reconnect more deeply as she readied me to take over the kingdom.

My mother rested her hands on my shoulders and peered at me in the mirror when she finished. “It’s time,” she said.

I rose and she handed me the sunstone dagger. My fingers trembled as I took the famed weapon in my grip. It had an orange gem embedded in the hilt, and filigree etching in the metal. Each of the Faerie courts had their own dagger that held a powerful faestone. I stroked the orange sunstone, which embodied the Summer Court, and found myself thinking of the other daggers that each court held: a red carnelian for the Fall Court, a blue kyanite for the Winter Court, and a pink moonstone for the Spring Court. Though to my knowledge they’d never had to use them—because the Summer Court champion always delivered.

I tucked the dagger safely into a sheath at my waist that hid the unique faestone from view. This dagger was the most important item I was bringing with me to Ethereum. The portal to Ethereum here in the palace could only be used to enter the mirror world, not to return from it. Once I was there, the only way to get back would be to cut out the heart of an Ethereum lord with the sunstone dagger. When the magic from the sunstone combined with the dark magic of one of the lord’s black hearts, a portal back to Faerie would open. So if I lost the dagger or failed at my task, I’d never see my home again.

After making sure the dagger was safely sheathed, I grabbed my pack of supplies, which consisted of food, extra clothing, basic medicines, various poisons, and a detailed map of the Ethereum realm comprising knowledge past champions had brought back. When I looked in the mirror one final time I no longer saw Princess Dawn Ambrose of the Summer Court. Instead I saw a spy, an assassin, a killer.

My mother and I left the barren room and headed for the throne room, where the ceremony would take place. It was a short and silent trip, but my mother stopped me before entering. Leaning forward, she kissed my forehead in a rare display of affection and then turned to open the doors to the throne room. As expected, the lavish room was filled with all of my many trainers and teachers, as well as high-ranking nobility who served my mother in a political capacity.

My mother, the queen of the Summer Court, held her head high as she glided toward the raised dais at the end of the room where her throne sat. I followed in her wake, keeping my back straight and my eyes forward as I walked past the bystanders who were there to see me off. Each and every person here had some stake in my training. Ever since I was three years old and could heft a wooden practice sword, Master Tor was by my side teaching me to grip it tightly and keep my elbow bent. I peered at Master Elaina as I passed, and my throat tightened. Not only had she taught me about the history of Ethereum and its people and way of life, we’d become great friends as she was only a few years older than me.

The potions master tipped his head with pride as I passed, and I nodded back to him. I could bring down a full-grown horse with one drop of home-brewed black hollyhock. The closer I walked to the mirror on the wall at the back of the room, the more the people who were here to support me pressed in. They even started to clap and murmur well wishes.

“Long live Dawn!” one courtier shouted, and the rest chorused their agreement. My mother and I spoke of this often—having the weight of a kingdom riding on your shoulders. It was something my mother usually dealt with more heavily, but now I was experiencing the full brunt of it.

All of these fae, their husbands, wives, children would all die if I failed in my task. Instead of walking back to the alcove which held the portal, I diverted my steps to the giant window that looked out over most of Summer Court.

The dark wind screamed as it pushed against the glass pane, and I peered down below to see the tops of houses being battered with inky black rain. My palms began to sweat as anxiety pulled me into its clutches.

One moon. I had one moon’s time to return with the heart and restore beauty and order to Faerie. If a whole moon cycle lapsed from the moment the portal opened on the summer solstice, not even cutting a black heart out with the sunstone dagger would bring me home.

Bring back the heart, I told myself.

“Ready?” my mother asked.

I nodded, swallowing hard and straightening myself.

Pivoting away from the window and the reminder of what was at stake, I moved to the dais that held my mother’s throne and stood beside it, facing everyone who had come to see me off.

Emotion clogged my throat when the room took a collective bow in my direction. My mother wasn’t even on the dais yet. This respectful gesture was all for me. My mother stepped up beside me and took my palm, face up, holding it out to the people.

“Thank you all for your hard work in training Dawn over the many years it has taken to ready her for this moment. She will now receive your blessings,” my mother said, keeping my hand held tightly in her grasp.

Master Tor was first, walking up with a wry smile and placing his palm over the center of mine. “Dawn Ambrose, I give you my skilled strength. May it serve you well on your journey.” He dipped his head and stepped away.

Master Elaina stepped up next and touched her palm to mine. “Dawnie bear,” she said, using my childhood nickname, and I let loose with a giant grin. “I give you my knowledge. May it serve you well in your task.”

Instead of bowing, she pulled me into a tight hug.

My mother huffed beside me at the break in protocol, but I simply wrapped my arms around one of my oldest friends and squeezed. “Thank you,” I whispered to her, blinking back the tears that began to line my eyes.

The potions master was next, and then the royal courtiers, each giving me a symbolic gesture of patience, or perseverance, or something I would need on my journey.

My mother and I thanked them all and then exited behind the dais to the private alcove tucked into the back wall behind my mother’s chair.

Here my greatest teacher was waiting for me, Master Duncan, a man even my mother held with high esteem, which was rare.

I approached him and he grabbed my hand and placed his palm over mine. “To you I give my cunning and intellect. May it serve you well in your task.”

I nodded. “Thank you, Master.”

“You are ready,” Master Duncan stated with a confidence that immediately put me at ease.

I stood before him as he placed a strong hand on each of my shoulders and squeezed. “The record is five minutes. I think you can beat it.” He winked.

I chuckled, but my mother scoffed. Master Duncan was an old man with a witty personality, and a leading authority in all things Ethereum related.

We knew from journals and historical records that most champions killed their mark and retrieved the heart in less than twenty minutes.

“She’ll be back when she’s back,” my mother trilled, trying to take the pressure off of me, which I was grateful for.

Master Duncan released my shoulders and pointed to the ancient mirror. Each court had one, but only the Summer Court’s portal, which opened on the night of the summer solstice, had ever been activated. The other mirrors were said to open on their given season’s solstice or equinox, giving each princess a chance to retrieve the heart of one of the villainous lords if the one before them failed.

I had thirty days to complete my task, but I couldn’t imagine being gone for that long. Six days was the longest a champion had ever been in Ethereum. Her lord had run, and she’d needed to track him before eliminating him.

My mother reached out and smoothed my hair nervously, before looking back at the bulky gilded mirror. “Remember, to make the portal bring you right to an Ethereum lord, you have to hold the image of his black heart in your mind as you enter it,” she said, tapping the glass locket at her chest.

When I was younger, the heart inside was so much bigger, the size of a small fist. Now it had shriveled to the size of a walnut. I nodded to indicate I’d heard my mother, but to be honest, this was the hardest part of all of my teachings.

Meditation.

Holding a vision in my head for a long time was not something I was good at. My thoughts wandered and I always had a hard time focusing on just one thing. It was a nuisance at times, but it also meant I was able to read five books at once while holding all the data in my head without forgetting anything. I loved learning. I would do my fencing routine while thinking about my potion recipes. I called it multitasking, but Master Duncan and my mother said it would be my downfall if I couldn’t learn to concentrate when needed.

And now was the time I needed to ace meditation.

I stepped up to the ancient mirror and squared my shoulders. This was it, my moment, everything I’d worked so hard for.

Taking a deep breath, I patted the sunstone dagger at my waist for comfort and allowed the noises of the people in the throne room behind me to fade away. My mother fidgeting with her light hair beside me became a blur, and even the stern yet loving gaze of Master Duncan vanished from my mind.

I closed my eyes and focused on the heart … the cold, dead, black heart of an Ethereum lord. There were four Ethereum lords alive at any given time. When I killed this one, another would pop up in his place, a male fae given extreme powers by a dark magic we knew little about. They were evil monsters, and yet we needed the magic contained in their hearts to keep our world healthy. Faerie only worked when nature was in balance. And for the last ninety-nine years and eleven months it had been. But the month before solstice every hundred years—

“Dawn, it’s opening. Concentrate,” my mother hissed, and my eyes popped open.

The mirror before me, which I’d stared into a thousand times before, began to ripple. Swirls of metallic silver danced on its surface, and a sudden terror gripped me.

My gaze flew to Master Duncan, but he looked as calm as ever.

“Remember your training. Focus on the heart. Kill the target. Bring the new heart home,” he said, unruffled.

If only I could be as serene as Master Duncan.

I nodded once, and then closed my eyes again.

The heart. The heart of an Ethereum lord that beats with the magic to save my people.

I could do this. I was chosen. The champion of my generation. When I returned to my kingdom, my mother, and trainers, and subjects would—

“Focus,” my mother snapped.

I’d done it again. Gotten sidetracked. Stupid meditation! My least favorite class.

Taking a steadying breath, I pulled the vision of the heart that hung from my mother’s neck up in my mind and prepared for the biggest moment of my life.

Stepping closer to the mirror, I focused on the image of the black, beating heart, thinking of the thick purple magic that used to encompass it when I was a little girl. And as I walked through the mirror, my mind wandered, and for a split second I wondered what the man looked like that had been attached to the heart my mother wore in the necklace at her throat.

No.

Heart. The heart of an Ether—

It was as if I’d been yanked at the navel by a fishing hook. There was a pinch and then a pull and I whooshed forward out of the realm of Faerie and into Ethereum.

The heart. The black heart of an Ethereum lord. I panicked and started to chant in my head. This meditation was going sideways.

Every single champion before me had landed at the feet of the lord they were meant to kill, so when I fell into a dirty horse barn, staring a fat potbellied pig straight in the face, I knew I’d made a grave mistake.
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Chapter 2

Oh, sun, moon, and stars, my mother was going to kill me! Even gentle Master Duncan would skin my hide for this one.

I stood, brushing the straw and dirt from my backside, and glared at the pig.

“Eh, what ye doin’ in ’er?” a young female voice said, and I spun. According to my studies, she had the accent that was associated with the poorer class that lived in the northern part of the Ethereum realm. She was a portly woman with bright red hair and dirt smudges on her face.

“Got lost. Fell down.” I spoke as little as possible, trying to make my words plain and easy to understand. Royal seelie such as myself were known to have a posh accent, but I’d taken lessons to correct that just for such a moment.

The woman grabbed her shovel and shook it at me. “Well shoo, I don’t have any work for ye!”

I didn’t want to be told twice, so I ran out of the barn and onto a bustling street. Freezing air slapped me in the face, and I gasped. Yes, I was definitely in the frigid Northern Kingdom. The last place in the world a Summer fae wanted to be. Oh why couldn’t I have been dropped on the warm sandy shores of Soleum?

I turned in a quick circle to take in my surroundings, my heart hammering in my chest as I processed the fact that I had royally screwed this up already. The fae who passed only gave me a cursory look before going on their way. In all the simulations I’d run with my tutors, only once did we speak of an incident where the portal would not spit me out at the feet of an Ethereum lord.

Master Duncan’s words came back to me now: If that happens, you get to the nearest capital city. Find a royal guard or someone of the lord’s court and tell them you have an urgent message for the Ethereum lord.

Okay … I’d messed up. Big time. But I could still turn this around. No big deal. If I was in the Northern Kingdom of Ethereum, I would need to go to Noreum, the capital, to find one of the black-hearted lords. I could still save my people.

No big deal. This was fixable.

Sucking in a deep, calming breath, I reached into my bag and pulled on some gloves to stave off the chill. Then I reached into the pocket of my cloak and pulled out my Ethereum coin purse. Previous champions had brought back coins to use, and I now intended to buy myself a ride to the city.

As I pushed through the busy street, my gaze raked over the men and women and a stone sank in my gut. All of the women were wearing dresses. Not high fashion like I was used to, but pretty pastel-colored wool with fur trim. And their hair was down and loose.

Reaching up, I pulled the milk braid from my hair with quick fingers and loosened it until it fell around my shoulders. Clearly my intel was out of date. A hundred years to be exact. I should have known styles would change.

I didn’t have a dress, so that would have to do. There were some market stalls up ahead, and next to them a tavern.

Yes.

Taverns, even in my world, were where you went when you needed something. Someone there would be able to give me a ride to Noreum.

I rushed that way, weaving in and out of the throngs of people, popped up on the step of the tavern, then a man darted in front of me, and I slammed into his chest.

His head was down, and he wore a thick, hooded cloak, but my eyes bore into the insignia on the breastplate of his armor.

It was the snake eating a skull. The symbol of the Northern Army.

My luck had returned. Northern Army men in Ethereum were known for their high moral standing and duty to their lord, that very same lord I intended to kill. This fae would know how to get me where I needed to go.

“Good sir.” I opted for a well-to-do accent from the north without the seelie lilt I usually used in my homeland.

His head lifted, giving me a glimpse of his face, and I suddenly felt like I’d been punched in the gut.

His blue eyes were the color of the Summer Court sky on a clear day; his hair was a rich dark brown only a few shades lighter than black. He had high cheekbones, a straight nose, full lips, and was looking down on me with a bemused expression on his face. I’d heard about the captivating men of Ethereum, but now I was witnessing it up close, and there was little doubt he was the most alluring male I’d ever encountered.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

His voice was deep and melodic, and as I stared into his cerulean eyes the world felt like it tilted on its axis. My mind fuzzed over, and I swayed toward him, but the moment his hands connected with my arms to steady me, the world snapped back into focus and the dizziness passed.

I quickly stepped back, putting an appropriate distance between us, and his hands fell away.

“Good sir,” I repeated, and then cleared my throat, careful to keep my gaze fastened on the insignia on his chest rather than his face for fear my brain might muddle again. “I need assistance in getting to the castle in Noreum. Could you take me? I can pay you.”

When my request was met only with silence I chanced another look at the stranger’s face. It was just as gorgeous as before, but my mind didn’t go fuzzy on me this time, which was a relief.

“I’m not familiar with the terrain and I don’t have a horse, but I have urgent business there that cannot wait,” I clarified when he continued to just stare at me.

“I’m not a coach for hire, my lady. Noreum Castle is several days’ ride away,” he finally said, cocking his head as he regarded me. “And I only have one horse.” His gaze raked slowly over my body then, and I felt my cheeks heat.

Days. That was certainly inconvenient. Every minute that passed, more and more of the Summer Court was falling prey to the curse. And one horse wasn’t exactly proper, but my mother wasn’t here to scold me, so what she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.

I huffed. A lifetime worth of training and my court put into jeopardy all because I couldn’t keep my mind focused for one minute while I stepped through the portal between worlds. But there was nothing to be done about it now except start my hunt for the Ethereum Northern lord. He would likely be in his castle, so that’s where I needed to go.

“Well, that’s not ideal, but it will have to do. Name your price. We should probably leave before nightfall,” I said, and jingled the sack of coin at my waist.

“We?” he asked.

“Yes, we. I already said I’m not familiar with the terrain and will need an escort.” Was this fae daft? That would be a pity, but perhaps he was only blessed in the physical sense and lacking in mental capabilities.

The fae chuckled. “Well, little bird, I’m sorry to say that we are not going anywhere together. Like I said, I am not for hire. I am headed to the tavern for a pint of mead and a good game of cards. If you’re looking for transportation to Noreum, I suggest you inquire with the bartender. He might know of a guide willing to take you for the right price. Good day,” he said, and then tipped his head in farewell, but I caught his arm before he had a chance to turn and leave.

A guide in these parts could lead to me being sold into slavery or raped. No, only a royal guard would have the reputation and good moral standing to get me there in one piece. I would have to weave a partial tale to get him to take interest in getting me to his lord.

“As a royal guard in the Northern Army, your duty is to protect your lord, is it not?” I asked.

His eyes squinted in annoyance, and he looked down at where I’d hooked his arm in my grip. “Of course, my duty to protect Lord Roan is above all else,” he stated.

Roan. I had a name.

I nodded. “Then you must get me to see him at once, for my business in Noreum is with him.”

“Is that so?” he asked, his face washed in amusement.

“Yes, it is,” I replied, getting slightly nervous that this guard might not take me to his lord unless I gave him a specific reason.

“I’m sorry to inform you that nowhere on the royal service charter does it say we are required to accompany citizens seeking council with Lord Roan, no matter how lovely they may be.” His eyes again raked over my body and the tight-fitting clothes and clung to it. “But I’ll be sure to take that up with our lord the next time we speak.” He yanked his arm from mine, and with a mock bow he turned on a heel and strode toward the tavern.

No!

I watched him leave, panic rising up inside of me.

He’d said Noreum Castle was days away. That meant my people would have to wait days until I returned with the heart. What were the odds of another royal guard passing through this small village? And paying a villager to take me into the city of Noreum was risky. I knew from the journals that the outskirts of Noreum were rife with danger. They carved you up and sold your organs to blood witches. No. I needed him. He might be annoying, but I felt like I would be safe with him.

“Wait,” I shouted and chased after him. “You don’t understand,” I said when I caught up. He didn’t stop walking, nearly at the tavern door now, but he slowed his steps and turned his face toward me. “I have to see Lord Roan urgently. And it’s your duty to take me to him because I have an important message to deliver. I have intel about …”

I racked my brain for information that would be important to an Ethereum lord. I didn’t know anything about current events and happenings in this realm, and only had book knowledge of their land and customs. I didn’t have many options here.

Stepping closer to the fae, I lowered my voice conspiratorially. What I was about to do was taking a big chance. I had one big card to play, and the fear was that by playing it I could show my hand, but I needed to be assured access to Lord Roan. I couldn’t cut out the evil fae’s heart if I couldn’t get in front of him.

“I have intel that I know the Northern lord will want to know. His life depends on it.”

The guard’s face immediately darkened, and he pivoted on his heel, turning to me fully.

“What information?” he demanded, and my heart leapt. I knew I had him, but I was careful to keep the glee off my face.

“I can tell no one but Lord Roan. I’ve probably said too much already.” I glanced around, pretending to be worried someone would overhear us. “So you see, it’s imperative that you take me to your lord.”

The stranger narrowed his eyes as he regarded me. He looked me up and down, taking in my clothes and the tip of the dagger’s hilt at my waist, settling his gaze on my face. I knew he was considering my words, trying to figure out if I was truthful or not. Bringing highly sensitive and important information to his lord would surely bring him reward for his efforts, but if I was lying there would be repercussions for him.

I did my best to look innocent and earnest, with a touch of desperation. At least that last emotion was genuine. I was desperate to find an Ethereum lord. Desperate to carve his heart from his chest. And desperate to take it back to my realm.

“Relay to me your intel and you have my word that Lord Roan will know.”

I shook my head. “No. I have to be the one to tell him. It’s the only way I can be assured he will get the message properly.”

“Where are you from?” he said quickly, his brow knotting together in the center of his forehead as he ignored what I’d just told him. My heart hammered in my chest.

“Here. Obviously.” Did he know I was from Faerie? If he did, I was dead.

His eyes narrowed. “Here, meaning the Northern Kingdom? Your clothes are dated, and your accent is too precise for this part of the land. It’s clear you’re not from the north, and you say you can only relay a message to the Northern lord? That his life is at stake? Why do you care about a lord that is not yours?”

I swallowed hard, my mind trying to think up an answer he would accept.

“So I’m going to ask you one more time, and I’m warning you, if I think you’re lying I’ll haul you to the local magistrate officer myself and help him torture the information out of you.”

My heart pounded harder than a solstice drum, but not because I was scared. He might be larger and stronger than me, but I wasn’t worried about his threat. I was trained to take down opponents larger than him and was confident I could fell this fae in under three seconds if I had to. What made me nervous was being in this close proximity to him. It caused my cheeks to flush and my stomach to warm. He had some type of effect on me that I was embarrassed to admit.

He pursed his lips. “Where. Are. You. From?”

He couldn’t have figured out I wasn’t from this realm so quickly. There was just no way. If he knew I wasn’t from the north, fine. I’d play that card.

“I’m from the Midlands,” I said, keeping my voice steady and level, my eyes connected with his.

The Midlands were a small geographic area at the center of the four kingdoms of Ethereum. The fae who lived there were said to have no specific association with any of the kingdoms yet picking up customs and trading with travelers from each. It would make absolute sense that my clothes and hair were outdated and my speech different if I were from the Midlands. They were a melting pot of all fae.

He nodded, seeming satisfied with that answer.

My first trial in this new land was not a battle of swords but a battle of wits. And I was about to win. Master Duncan would be proud.

“And what is the nature of your message to my lord? Tell me or I will not take you to him and I will ban anyone else from taking you,” he threatened.

I swallowed hard. I’d have to give him something good to get him to take me to his lord. “Fine, I know of an assassination plot on Lord Roan’s life,” I breathed.

His entire body stiffened at my declaration. Then in one swift movement he grabbed something from beneath his cloak and then had both of my arms bound in front of him. I’d fought with the strongest and most powerful fae in all of Faerie, and I’d never seen a man move as fast as he did.

There was a click, and then something bit my wrists, just above my gloves. I yanked my hands to break free and strangle him when a searing hot pain sliced into my skin. A bloodcurdling wail leapt from my throat, and I looked down in shock to see that he’d cuffed me. But these weren’t just any cuffs, they had tiny, serrated blades that dug in if you tried to fight their hold.

“You slimy bastard!” I snarled in the most unladylike way possible.

He grinned and my knees went weak at the sight. His teeth were pure white and straight, and the whole action made him look even more attractive. “You are from the Midlands.”

Attractive or not, I still needed to take him down. I moved to headbutt him and then give him a good kick in the groin, when he reached out and yanked the cuffs slightly.

I hissed as fresh pain bit into my wrists.

“Madame … ? What’s your name?” he asked.

I felt absolutely murderous at that moment. “Dawn.” No point in lying. He wouldn’t know me from Faerie.

“Madame Dawn, you are under arrest for harboring information about a life threat to an Ethereum lord. You will get your wish of being brought to Noreum to deliver your intel to Lord Roan after I have my mead and card game.”

My chest heaved with anger. I pulled the cuffs up ever so slowly so that they wouldn’t inflict any more pain. “Harboring information? I was trying to tell him!”

He shrugged. “Until Lord Roan hears the information, you are withholding it. Unless you
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