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A reminder …

Isolde

What happened next was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen.

It started with Zander. A golden glow rose up from where he crouched and moved to Stryker, washing over him like a wave and then going to Adrien. It covered my husband and then disappeared into the earth before popping up around Zane and cocooning him.

“Wow,” Dawn breathed beside me.

I inched forward, still clinging to Aribella and Dawn. The golden magic seemed to solidify over Zane as he grunted, no doubt trying to make his portal.

“The image of Faerie in my mind’s eye isn’t enough,” Zane growled.

I had an idea then of what might help. Letting go of Dawn’s and Aribella’s hands, I rushed into the center of the circle, feeling a buzz come over my skin as I crossed the threshold.

Zane peered up at me pleadingly as I reached into the satchel around his hip. I grasped the two stones from Dawn’s and Aribella’s daggers and then my own and pulled them out, placing them under his palms between his skin and the earth. The second I did this, I was nearly blown off my feet with a force of power.

“What was that?” Zander shouted.

I stumbled out of the circle and looked back to see a small window had opened in front of Zane. A window to our world. But it wasn’t large enough for Zane to go through, and it was flickering.

“Those are the Harvest Mountains,” Aribella exclaimed.

They were indeed the Harvest Mountains of Fall Court, and they were as black as night, covered in what looked like oil. The image flickered in and out.

“I can’t hold on much longer,” Adrien cried.

Zane grunted in defiance. “I just need it to get a little bigger so I can jump through.”

Should he be going through on the other side of the Harvest Mountains? It wasn’t Spring Court, it wasn’t healthy. But it was his only shot, so I knew he would, no matter what.

“Maybe we can help them,” Dawn said, rushing forward to kneel beside Zander.

“No, stay back,” Zander grunted, sweat beading down his face.

She dug her hands into the earth next to him, and I could see sunlight beams pouring out of her fingertips and into the soil.

The portal suddenly stopped flickering and blew open wider.

It worked!

Aribella and I rushed to kneel next to our husbands without another word and added our magic as well. I fed my icy tendrils into the earth and then felt as it took what I offered. It was like a drain had been pulled from a tub, and magic started sucking out of me.

I peered up to see the portal open to the size of a door, and black, sludgy water poured inside our world as Zane met my gaze.

“No, it’s too dangerous. We’ll try again another day,” I yelled at him. This wasn’t the Spring Court.

“I’ll stop the curse or die trying, and I won’t let a hair on Lorelei’s head be harmed.” He declared like an oath and then leaped into the portal, ripping his hands from the earth and barreling through just as it snapped shut behind him.

The rest of us fell backward, panting as exhaustion pulled at our limbs. Lying on the forest floor, I peered over at Adrien, and my heart broke for Zane. We all had each other, and he’d just gone on a one-man mission to save both of our worlds.

May the stars be with you.

Lorelei

One second, Isolde and the handsome Lord Zane were standing in front of me in the garden, and the next, Queen Liliana showed up, and they disappeared.

“I knew I couldn’t trust you,” the Summer queen seethed, her face contorting into a reflection of rage as she stalked toward me.

I backed up a few paces, holding my hands up in surrender. “I didn’t know they would be here.”

She shook her head. “You can’t save us.” Her words hit me in the chest like arrows, piercing me deep.

“I want to,” I said more timidly than I’d intended.

I wasn’t a warrior: it literally went against my magic. I gave life—I didn’t take it. But even so, I hadn’t lied. I did want to save our world.

As the queen advanced, I backpedaled until my shoulders hit the tree behind me. I held my breath as Queen Liliana walked right up to me. “You fancied him, didn’t you? That lord who said he was coming for you?”

She’d heard?

My heart pounded in my chest. The letter Isolde sent to me had sounded unbelievable, but now I wondered if it was true.

“Are they our mates?” I dared to ask, my voice no louder than a whisper. “Is it true?”

We didn’t have mates in Faerie, but I still understood the concept. I’d only ever heard the term in fairy tales: myths and fables our parents read to us as children. It was said there was no connection stronger than mates. It wasn’t just love that bonded the pair, but magic as well.

The queen’s upper lip curled, sneering at me. “Yes. A small price to pay to bring peace for a hundred years.”

I whimpered at the confession, despair filling my heart. All these years, the Summer princess champions had been sent to Ethereum to kill their mates. And Queen Liliana expected the same of me now.

I shook my head, a tear falling down my face. “I can’t. I won’t hurt him.”

If the handsome man who’d come in the vision with Isolde was my mate, I wouldn’t harm him.

Queen Liliana nodded, a slow smile streaking her lips and causing a foreboding shiver to slither down my spine. “I know you won’t, delicate Lorelei. That’s why I’m going to use you as bait to bring him to me so I can carve his heart from his chest myself and end this once and for all.”

“What?”

No! I can’t let her use me like that.

I burst forward, intending to run, when she reached out with something shiny and cracked the side of my head.

I had about two seconds to process the fact that the Summer queen had just struck me, and then everything went black.




Chapter One

Zane

The moment my feet landed on the oily incline, I slipped, landing hard on my back, and began to slide. I’d leaped through the portal without a second thought, and now I was gliding feet-first down a mountain.

I kicked my heels, trying to dig into the earth for purchase and to slow my descent, but to no avail. The ground beneath me was slick, like the mountain itself was made of black cooking oil and there was nothing that I could grab onto either.

Desperately, I reached for my power, hoping to use my lightning magic to lasso a nearby tree, but I was horrified to feel a drain on my power. It was nothing like as strong as it normally was in Ethereum, so here I was struggling. I still managed to summon some lightning, but it was difficult.

My brothers and I all shared some ability to control shadows, but each of us had a unique variation of magic. Mine was the ability to create and manipulate black lightning, which alone would do nothing to slow my descent unless I coated it in shadows so it didn’t burn through the trees I was hoping to lasso.

As quickly as possible, I created a bolt of lightning and wrapped shadows around it. Lightning could be dangerous when I intended it to be, but when coated this way in shadows, it could be used as a rope. Flicking my wrist, I curled the shadow whip around the base of a thick tree. The second it pulled taut, I was yanked to a stop. I breathed out heavily with relief.

I was now halfway down the mountain, and the only thing keeping me from sliding the rest of the way was my grip on the lightning rope. My butt was likely bruised, and I might have a few cuts on my back, but the black oil pouring around and below me was so thick it had actually cushioned some of the impact. It was also terrible to look at. There was so much black, oily liquid rushing down the whole of this mountain like a mighty stream.

I glanced outward, and my breath caught as I gazed upon miles and miles of gloom in what must have once been a beautiful land. Withered trees stood stark against the bleak backdrop. Farms were submerged in what looked to be the same black substance I’d slipped on, with only the top halves of houses peeking out.

Everything, as far as the eye could see, was shrouded in shadows and blackened fields of dying vegetation. The sky was overcast, the sun completely hidden from sight, leaving me no clue as to what time of day it was.

Now I understood Dawn, Aribella, and Isolde’s anxiety about stopping the curse. It was much worse here than in our world. Well, that might not be a fair statement since it was also affecting our people in Ethereum, but this … this land was ruined. Is this what lay in store for Ethereum, too?

Panic shot through me, and I quickly checked to make sure the satchel was still slung over my shoulder. I let out a relieved sigh when I patted it with my free hand, feeling it still bulging with its contents. Everything I needed to end the curse was inside: a map of Faerie, the daggers and their stones, the Shadow Heart, the accompanying vial, and the note with Lorelei’s name on it. I was determined to find her and give it to her. The Spring Court princess who could end the curse.

My mate.

I’d waited my whole life for a love like the one my brothers had with their wives. I was incredibly happy for them, but I was also lonely. For a moment, I had thought Isolde was meant for me, but it was clear with just one kiss how wrong I’d been. There weren’t any lingering doubts in my mind that Isolde was meant for Adrien, but even if there had been, they would have been shattered to pieces the second I laid eyes on Lorelei.

She’d been wearing a pretty yellow dress and singing softly to herself as she carried a basket of vegetables through the palace gardens in the Spring Court. The attraction and protective feelings that rose up in me the moment I saw her for the first time were undeniable. The brown-haired woman with a soft-spoken voice and a penchant for flowers was the one for me. I knew it in my soul.

Now I just had to get down this mountain and find her.

Using my free hand, I created another shadow-coated lightning whip and lassoed a nearby tree farther down the steep mountain. Releasing my hold on the higher tree, I slid downward quickly but was pulled taut once my lightning shadow rope reached the end of its length.

I repeated this process several times, slowly sliding downward and using my lightning magic to lasso nearby trees and control my descent. Finally, I neared a cliff where the black oil poured over the side like a waterfall. At the cliff’s edge sat a small, half-submerged cottage.

Lassoing a tree that butted up against the cottage, I pulled myself closer, shortening the length of the shadow-coated lightning rope until I grasped the railing of the porch and hefted myself onto the oil-slicked deck.

Glancing over the side, I began to plan my way down the cliff. Attaching my lightning rope to the railing, I could rappel down the side—

A clank from inside the house made the hairs on my arms stand on end. Was that a door closing? And footsteps?

Spinning, I peered up at the top floor of the cottage and bellowed, “Hello!”

Another clank, followed by footsteps—this time, they sounded like someone running. From inside the house, a small hand fiddled with the window latch, and then it flew open, revealing the face of a wild-eyed young girl.

“Oh, thank the stars,” she said. “I thought I was going to die here.” Her voice was so eager.

She had pointed ears, pink cheeks, and red hair wrapped into a bun at the top of her head. Across her nose was a smattering of freckles. If I had to guess, I’d say she was eleven or twelve.

“Hi,” was all I could manage. I hadn’t expected a kid to be all the way out here. “Are you alone?”

She nodded. “The oil took my nana over the cliff when she was trying to braid us a rope down. I’ve been alone for weeks.”

Weeks? How had she survived?

Her gaze fell to my shadow-coated lightning rope, and her eyes widened to the size of coins, and terror flashed across her face. She backed away from the window and disappeared out of sight.

Oh no. I’d forgotten that the fae in this world all thought my magic was evil.

“I won’t hurt you,” I called out.

Quiet footsteps moved inside the house, but she said nothing.

I didn’t need this right now. An untrusting kid slowing me down wasn’t part of the plan, but I couldn’t leave her here. This was the Fall Court. The curse had descended on this land months ago. It was a wonder she’d survived this long, but if she stayed here, she’d surely die.

Sludging through at least a foot of the oil on the porch, I went to the front door, and, with great effort, I pried it open and waded inside. The living room and kitchen were completely dark—no candles, which made sense because this oily substance might be flammable.

“I have shadow magic, but I’m not a bad person,” I yelled into the house.

“That’s exactly what a bad person would say,” she called back from somewhere upstairs, and I hated the terror I heard in her voice.

I blew out a frustrated breath. She was right.

“I’m friends with Princess Aribella of the Fall Court. I’m here on a mission to help the Spring Court princess.”

“Liar! Go away. I’d rather die here alone than trust someone from Ethereum.”

I began to walk up the steps. “How do you know where I’m from?”

“My nana told me things. Shadow magic means you’re a bad guy from Ethereum,” she called from a room off to the left.

I sighed. I couldn’t deny that I was from Ethereum. She’d seen my magic for herself, but maybe I could convince her I wasn’t bad. “I’m going to the Spring Court. Would you like a ride there? I can use my magic to get us out of this oil.”

I stood in the open doorway of the room I’d heard her voice come from and stared at the closed closet door. Black footprints covered the upper floor, along with plates, dried food, and clothes smeared with oil in the corner. No one should have to live like this, let alone a child without an adult to depend on.

“I have powerful magic,” she called back, her voice muffled from the closet. “And if you don’t leave right now, I’ll jump out and blast you with it.”

The little fae might have great power, but she sounded terrified. I didn’t want to scare her any more by taking her by force.

“Please don’t hurt me. And I promise I won’t hurt you,” I said. “I don’t know anything about this land, and I really need to get to the Spring Court to see Princess Lorelei.”

Silence.

“So you can kill her?” she asked.

I huffed a humorless half-laugh. So I can marry her was more like it. “No, so I can bring her a letter and help her destroy the curse.”

The door handle turned, creaking open. The little girl poked her sweaty red face out of the closet. “Destroy the curse?”

I nodded, holding my hands up in a gesture of peace. “I’m here on strict orders from Princesses Dawn, Aribella, and Isolde to help destroy the curse.”

She frowned. “But all those princesses are dead. That’s what Nana told me. Otherwise, the curse would have stopped by now.”

I shook my head. “They aren’t. They’re alive and doing everything they can to end the curse forever—not just for another hundred years.”

She looked me up and down, as if sizing me up. “What’s in the bag, huh?” she asked skeptically.

I opened my satchel and let her see the meager belongings inside. “The things I need to get to Princess Lorelei. Will you help me?”

She chewed her lip. “I have an aunt in the Spring Court. If you get me there safely, I won’t kill you.”

I had to control the smile that threatened to spread across my face. “Absolutely. I’d love to return you to your aunt.”

She lifted her hand, palm out, and aimed it at my chest. “I mean it. I’m really powerful. If I think my life is in danger from you at any time, I’ll kill you.”

I held my hands up again. “I will not harm a hair on your head. But I’d like to get down this mountain before night falls. I imagine it gets very dark here.”

She shivered. “Unnaturally dark.”

Squaring her shoulders she peered up at me with a steely look of determination. “Okay, fine. Let’s go. But remember—”

“You have super scary powers, and you’ll kill me if I try to hurt you,” I finished for her, and she nodded.

“Yep.”

“I’m Zane,” I said, holding out my hand and dropping the lord from my title so as not to scare her even more.

“Nellie.” She shook my hand quickly.

“Shall we go?” I offered her my hand again, but this time to help her step up out of the closet. But she shook her head and climbed down herself.

She walked over to a cupboard, grabbed something that I couldn’t see, and then tucked it inside her clothes. It must have been small.

“You okay?” I asked.

She swallowed and looked around the room and although we really had to move on, she paused and said, “It’s just my nana’s favorite necklace. I want to keep it with me.”

I realized how hard this must be for her, leaving her home in fear of what might happen to her if she stayed.

“Okay, take a few more minutes if you need it.”

But then she shook her head.

“Okay, I’m ready,” she said. And with that, we left the house.

When we reached the porch, we both stood there, black liquid almost up to Nellie’s knees and my shins. Going to the railing, I glanced out over the edge of the cliff, where the oil poured over like a dark waterfall.

Nellie hooked her hands into the straps of her backpack. “How are we getting down?”

“You ever ridden piggyback?” I asked.

She made a sour face. “Not since I was five. And that was a long time ago.”

I shrugged. “Well, how about just this once because I can’t think of another way?”

She didn’t look at all impressed with me but nodded, and I crouched down to make it easier for her. When she climbed onto my back, she pinched my ribs with her knees and hooked her arms around my neck.

“Hold on tight and close your eyes,” I told her. She did exactly that. Actually, she held on so tight that she squeezed my throat and restricted my breathing.

“Could you just release your grip a little bit?” I asked in a bit of a muffled voice.

“You just told me to hold on tight!” she huffed.

Phew, this was going to be hard work in more ways than one.

“Fine,” she said, but there was a wobble in her voice that betrayed her fear.

I hated that I didn’t know what was on the other side of this cliff. How far down did it go? How flooded was it at the bottom? I had no idea, but we couldn’t stay here, so what other choice did we have than to descend?

When I went to pull for my magic, it didn’t come at first. Fear knotted my chest, but before I could panic, a bolt of lightning grew from my palm, and the knot of dread loosened. I threaded the black lightning’s edges with shadows even as I grew it and then lassoed the large willow tree next to the cottage.

I took my time braiding the thick rope of magic so that it would hold our combined weight. I was more proficient with my lightning magic than I was with the shadows, so it had taken me a long time to figure out how to do this, but I was glad I’d had the patience to learn. This shadow-coated lightning rope was going to save both of our lives.

“Okay, don’t be afraid. I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” I said as I began to wade further into the deep, oily water.

“My nana said that right before she died,” Nellie sniffled in my ear.

“Did your nana have shadow powers?” I asked her as the current of the thick substance rushed past my knees and up to my thighs as I walked down the porch steps.

“No,” she answered, and I could hear a touch of disgust in her voice. “Nobody here has powers like that.”

I was about to respond when I lost my footing, and we went down. Nellie screamed. Keeping my grip on the lightning rope, I twisted onto my stomach so that Nellie was above the liquid as it pushed us toward the edge.

“We’re okay. We’re going to go over the edge, but my lightning rope will keep us from falling. Don’t be afraid.”

“We’re gonna dieeeeee!” Nellie screamed in my ear so loudly as we went over the edge and began to free fall so quickly that I winced.

But then, just when I was hoping that the lightning rope would pull taut, it suddenly did, stopping our descent with a sharp jerk that made my shoulder ache.

We hung in midair, black oil raining down on us. Concentrating, I slowly extended the rope, trying to look down to gauge how far it was to the bottom, but every time I did, black oil dripped into my eyes.

Nellie sputtered behind me.

“Don’t swallow it,” I warned her.

“I’m trying,” she snapped, and then I felt one of her hands fall away from around my neck. She cried out.

“Keep both hands on me.” Fear gripped me as her legs slipped down my waist.

“I’m slipping! Zane!” she cried, and then she was gone—no longer hanging onto me.

A surge of desperation slammed into me, and I felt sick. It was as if time stopped, and my brain processed a million thoughts in a single second. The way she had said my name clawed at my heart. I had promised nothing would happen to her, and now …

I did the only thing I could think of.

Keeping the lightning rope connected to the tree above, I released the tension, allowing myself to plummet downward as I frantically searched the falling water below until I caught sight of Nellie, about to smack face-first into a lake of thick oil.

I pulled harder than ever before for my power. As I felt my gift respond, I flicked my free hand quickly toward her, wrapped another rope around her waist, and yanked her back up to me. The second I had her in my arms, I pulled the upper shadow rope taut, slowing our descent before jerking to a stop.

But something was wrong. I felt it briefly, and then, perhaps because my conjuring the two ropes had been too much, the one connected to the tree above snapped. We both began to fall again. Nellie’s scream didn’t last as long this time.

Luckily, we were only ten feet from the lake of oil, and we went in with a splash.

I bobbed up immediately, searching for Nellie.

“Zane, I can’t swim,” she called out, flailing in the thick oil a little ways from me.

I still had one rope attached to her, so I pulled on it, and she came closer as I treaded to keep us from sinking.

She reached me and frantically climbed onto my back, clinging to my neck. “I thought I was a goner,” she sobbed.

“You’re okay,” I said. I tried to console her, but I was shaken myself. Why had my power failed? Two ropes should not have been too much. But I hardly had time to think about it as I searched for the shore.

The lake that we’d fallen into funneled us into a river of oil. Since I could keep our heads above the thick substance, I decided to let it carry us farther down, away from the mountain. As we traveled, Nellie held on tightly, and I tried to imagine how scary this was for her. She was a young girl stuck with a strange person from another place, and she was unable to swim in a thick river of black oil. I spoke calmly to her, and eventually, she seemed to become less tense.

It wasn’t long before I saw a town with a desolate landscape. It wasn’t as bad as what we’d just come from—there were withered crops, but oil didn’t cover the ground as it had the mountain.

Pulling us from the river, I rolled onto the shore, panting as Nellie lay beside me, both of us covered head to toe in the foul stuff.

Her chest heaved as she stared at me wide-eyed. “We’re alive.”

I chuckled at her assessment. “We are.”

She peered at the town and shook her head. “Sad that Orange Hills looks like this now.”

I perked up, remembering Orange Hills on the map.

“How far is the capital of the Spring Court from here?” I asked her.

“Three or four days’ walk. Less by horse.”

We needed a horse. Lorelei was so close.

I helped her up. “Come on, let’s see if we can find some people that can help us get a horse.”




Chapter Two

Lorelei

The creaking of metal had my eyes snapping open.

I pushed myself to a seated position just as Queen Liliana strolled into the small stone cell and peered down at me.

“Oh, what a mess you’ve forced me to make.” She clicked her tongue.

I don’t think I’d ever hated anyone in my life until this moment. Dawn’s mother was positively evil. She’d kidnapped me and forced me into a cell.

“When my mother—”

Queen Liliana laughed, the sound grating on my nerves. “Your mother and father are about as useless as you are, dear. Your magic makes the world pretty, but it won’t stop this curse.”

I reached for my magic, testing the earth beneath me, searching for a seed, a root, anything I could make grow and wrap around Queen Liliana’s throat. But there was nothing. Almost like she’d taken me to a barren wasteland on purpose.

“You’re sick,” I spat. “How fierce and loyal Dawn could be your daughter, I’ll never know.”

The hurt that crossed her face had me regretting my words instantly. Losing Dawn must have been hard on her, and my words were cruel.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

But just as fast as the hurt had been on Queen Liliana’s face, it was replaced with stone-cold anger. “Lorelei, I never want to hear ‘I’m sorry’ from your mouth again. It’s weak. Like Dawn, like Aribella, like Isolde. You’re all weak,” she snapped so loud I jumped.

Reaching down, she grabbed my arm and hauled me into a standing position. The second her skin made contact with mine, I became aware of her headache. When touching people, I could detect their maladies and then heal them, but even though it went against my nature, I didn’t allow myself to heal her headache; she could live with it for how she was treating me.

As she marched me out of the cell, I glanced down at the heart locket at her throat. The glass casing held the smallest shriveled black heart I’d ever seen. A tiny purple glow emanated from it, and I felt sick now that I knew what it was. The heart of a mate of Dawn’s great-great-grandmother Mae.

If what Isolde told me was true, the princesses of Faerie had been going to Ethereum for centuries and killing their beloveds. It was enough to bring tears to my eyes.

Queen Liliana gave me a side glance, looking disgusted with me. “You’re crying.”

I felt bad for Dawn, for what it must have been like growing up under this woman’s rule. Yet somehow, the Summer princess still managed to retain her decency.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked as we moved down a dark hallway. I had no idea where we were, only that there were no flowers or trees for miles around us. If there were, I would have been able to feel them, but instead, the energy of this place was dark, desolate, unforgiving.

When we finally stepped into the underground stone room, Queen Liliana released me, and I skidded to a stop.

We were in some sort of study. There was a desk and shelves packed with books. Texts and papers were strewn about, and in the center of the open space was the mirror portal—the one that normally sat polished in the Spring Court’s throne room. My pink moonstone dagger lay on the floor beneath the mirror.

“Did you hurt my parents? My sisters?”

My knees felt weak. I couldn’t remember much about my abduction. She’d knocked me out before I even knew what she was up to, but she would have had to fight half the castle staff to get the mirror portal out.

She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t need to. They were dumb enough to give me the mirror for training purposes.”

Training purposes …

My stomach dropped. Did my parents know she’d taken me? Had she convinced them that I was off training?

The one hope I’d been clinging to was that my mother and her guards would burst in here any moment and rescue me, but now that hope was dashed. I did not know how I would escape. But I did know what I was capable of.

Lifting my chin, I crossed my arms over my chest and leveled the queen with a hard stare. “I won’t kill any of the Ethereum lords. So asking me to go through that will be pointless.”

The look that washed over her face was nothing short of evil and caused a full-body chill to creep over my skin.

“Oh, I know that, dear.” She reached out and grasped my shoulder hard, pushing me down and forcing me to kneel before her.

“That’s why I’m going to do it. If your Ethereum lord doesn’t come for you like I hope, I’ll go into his realm and carve his black heart from his chest myself.”

Zane. The handsome man I’d met only briefly already had my heart beating frantically just thinking of him.

“Or any of the others. It’s nice that I have so many to choose from.” She grinned as she dug her nails deeper into my shoulder, and I whimpered at the pain.

“You can’t. Only a Spring Court royal can go through our portal when it opens,” I told her.

“Yes, that’s what you’re here for, dear.” Bending down, she picked up my faestone dagger and fisted it in her palm, and my heart rate spiked.

“You know, there is a lot about these daggers that is unknown— how they are capable of harnessing the power of Ethereum to open the portal home, among many other things. But I read a curious thing recently …”

I felt a tug at my navel and then a sharp stabbing pain in my stomach that caused me to keel forward, splaying out my hands to catch myself. The dagger in Queen Liliana’s fist glowed a light pink, the same color as the moonstone embedded in the hilt, and I gasped as I felt my magic being sucked from my body.

“They can also transfer power from one fae to another.” She grinned, her eyes going from blue to … purple. Like mine.
5
No.

I writhed out of her hold, trying to kick out, but it felt like someone had sliced my stomach open, and I was bleeding out all over the floor. Except it wasn’t blood, it was my magic.

I wasn’t prepared for the sudden weakness that washed over me, making my eyelids droop. My breathing slowed, and I struggled to stay conscious.

Fear flashed in Queen Liliana’s eyes when she saw how weak I was getting, and she released my shoulder just as the darkness took me.




Chapter Three

Zane

It was unnaturally quiet as Nellie and I left the oil river behind us and headed toward the town of Orange Hills. There were no birds flying through the air, no leaves rustling in the trees, no insects chirping or detectable life of any kind as we walked over the blackened, dead grass. Even the wind itself seemed to be holding its breath.

As fae, we shared a close relationship with nature. We respected and nurtured it. Some even had their magic rooted in the life-giving properties of nature itself, which I was told was the case with Lorelei and the fae in Faerie, who had seasonal-based magic. But as I looked around, it was obvious there was no life here anymore, and it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

Everything about this place was unnatural. Wrong.

This land was nothing but death.

Nellie and I remained silent as we reached the first house on the outskirts of town. It was a small cottage painted blue with red shutters and a thatched roof. Even the colors of the home, which were probably bright and vibrant at one time, were faded and muted, covered in a layer of what looked like gray soot.

As we passed, I noted that the front door was open and hanging awkwardly from only one of the three hinges. Whoever lived there was long gone.

We walked deeper into town, passing boarded-up storefronts and homes with shattered windows. There wasn’t a single sign of life—not so much as a lit candle flickering in a window. I supposed that made sense. The residents must have fled to another court for shelter because who could survive in this land of death?

Everything in the town appeared to be covered in what looked like a fine layer of dark dust or soot, dulling any colors that would have given this village a livelier look. The sun was still nowhere to be seen in the sky above, but the daylight had darkened, telling me that night was going to fall soon.

I wanted to press on—the need to reach Lorelei was like a living beast, constantly rattling in my chest—but when I glanced over at Nellie, her eyes were drooping, and her steps were unsteady. It was clear she was exhausted, and unless I wanted to carry her through the dark in an unfamiliar and most likely hostile land, we had no choice but to stop here for the night. With any luck, maybe one of these homes still had running water. I would give half my fortune right now to get cleaned up or at least find a fresh set of clothes that weren’t covered in the oily substance we had basically just bathed in.

“We should stay here for the night and get some rest,” I said to Nellie, and she nodded woodenly. “We can set off first thing in the morning when it’s light.”

Nellie glanced up, and the look she gave me was nothing short of eerie. “The sun’s never up anymore,” she said, her voice hollow.

I swallowed, thinking of how much trauma she’d been through recently, how much she’d lost already, and at such a young age. I vowed to myself then and there that I’d make sure I got her to her aunt in the Spring Court, no matter what it took.

“When it’s lighter, then,” I told her, and she made a noise that I think meant she agreed.

We’d walked about two-thirds of the way through the town already, and rather than backtracking, I steered her toward the first home that looked mostly intact. It was a squat, A-framed wooden house set back from the street. There was a small decorative fence in the front yard that only reached my hips. It was once white but now held the same grayish hue that everything else did in the village.

The gate was open and, much like the door of the first cottage we passed, hanging from only a single hinge. The front door of the house was still attached, though, and the windows weren’t shattered or broken, which I took as a good sign.

We walked up to the door, and just as I was reaching for the knob, I paused, my ears picking up noise coming from something other than Nellie or me for the first time since entering the town.

“What?” Nellie asked, looking up at me with wide, scared eyes.

I held a hand out toward her. “Stay here,” I ordered and then started around the side of the house in the direction of what sounded like a faint grunting noise.

When I reached the back of the house, I froze, taking in what I assumed was once open space for the town’s members to enjoy but was now a makeshift graveyard.

Dozens, maybe even up to a hundred piles of turned dirt, were laid out in front of me, each one with its own rough stone marker. The marker was similar to what we did back in Ethereum to honor our dead.

Off to the side, I spotted an older man digging another hole in the ground, grunting with each stab of his shovel into the dirt.

“What’s going … ?” Nellie started as she came up next to me, having completely ignored my command to stay put. I rolled my eyes. She crossed her arms.

The man’s head whipped up, and his gaze landed on Nellie and me immediately. I didn’t fear him. Even with my powers somewhat unreliable at the moment, a single fae wasn’t any match for me, but I still nudged Nellie behind me.

“Who goes there?” the fae called, a touch of mistrust in his voice, and I didn’t blame him. Even if it wasn’t obvious that we weren’t from his town, Nellie and I were covered in oil from head to toe. We had to be a sight to behold.

Lifting a hand in what I hoped was received as a friendly gesture, I started to slowly walk toward him. “Just a pair passing through on our way to the Spring Court. We were hoping to take shelter here in town tonight before moving on.”

I stopped before drawing too close, not wanting to spook him more than I already had. Nellie stayed a step behind me, and for that, I was grateful.

With my hand, I gestured up and down my body. “As you can see, we ran into a bit of trouble.”

The fae’s grip on his shovel loosened a little as I spoke. He opened his mouth to reply, but a hacking cough racked his body, and I could hear an underlying wetness to it. When it cleared, he said, “Decided to take a swim in the river of darkness, did you?”

That was an apt name for what we’d just floated in.

Reaching back, I rubbed the back of my neck and chuckled. “Something like that. I’m Zane, by the way.”

He nodded at me. “Evander.” He wheezed, coughing again.

By the lines on his face, I’d guess that Evander was older than me by at least three decades, but he had a strong build and was clearly fit despite the slightly gaunt look of his face. His shoulders were almost as broad as my own, and he







































OEBPS/images/map.jpg
:
14;

"»l l“l "y






OEBPS/images/art1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780008706999_FC.png
CURSED FAE BOOK FOUR

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHORS

LEIA STONE
JULIE HALL





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H{Q





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
-~ CURSED FAE BOOK FOUR

BLAC

{Fé\ﬂED

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHORS

LEIA STONE
JULIE HALL —

m ¢

t“%&‘ = 9%

—






