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        Serving time for a crime you didn’t commit is one thing, but being branded for life crosses the line.

      

      

      

      
        
        The Sins of the Mother bill has everyone panicked. Arlanna and her cellmates know that they are running out of time. They need to escape, or they will be forced to have their skin seared with the details of their parents’ crimes, and their magic will be gone forever.

      

      

      

      
        
        Arlanna never understood the reason she’s been kept away from Prince Paxton most of her life, but when they’re assigned to the same cell, she begins to see why.

      

      

      

      
        
        Ancient magic that should have faded begins to rekindle at an alarming rate. Soon Arlanna realizes that no prison can contain the power that’s been brewing. She wants out, and she’s not going to stop until every prisoner has been freed…

      

      

      

      
        
        …no matter the cost.
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            Work to be Done

          

          Arlanna

        

      

    

    
      My manicurist would have a field day if she saw the state of my hands now. Brick work is no joke. The cinderblock bricks are heavy enough for me to wonder if the term “back-breaking work” is really an exaggeration, or if the phrase originated from someone inside of Prigham’s Penitentiary who had hefted one too many bricks, moving them from the pile to the wheelbarrow.

      “Pick up the pace,” Officer Lockley barks. “I want all these blocks in the barn before lights out. It’s supposed to rain tonight, and they’ll sink into the mud if they’re left out overnight.”

      Several groans break out, but I keep mine locked inside. It does no good to complain; the work will be done either way. Besides, my mind is too preoccupied to worry about much.

      Our plan to set everyone free from the Sins of the Father bill has gone horribly off-track. Aside from the fact that we’re all still a prison full of innocents who are serving time for our parents’ crimes, everyone inside the concrete walls of Prigham’s is still buzzing with the latest scandal: instead of King Regis taking responsibility for his crimes, he’s passed them off onto his son. Prince Paxton’s only been here a couple days, but already he’s got an entourage.

      Aside from me, he’s the biggest celebrity to grace these walls. Only my entry wasn’t nearly as glamorous. My dad was charged with running an illegal gambling ring and being an accessory to a police officer’s murder, yet I’m the one serving five years for the crime. It was a big bust on the family. The cops took down too many of Daddy’s associates, who all passed their time to be served onto their children (who consequently, all hate my guts).

      Since the grudging offspring couldn’t make their fathers listen or care that it’s wrong to send us to jail for crimes we didn’t commit, the inmates have taken their anger out on me.

      Not so with Prince Paxton. Even though it’s his father who created the Sins of the Father bill, the sympathy for his plight has been never-ending. People are more than happy to show him the ropes, helping him when his delicate hands move half the amount of bricks they should. They dote on him, sharing their extra food, while sneering at me as they slap my tray from my grip daily.

      But that’s not the thing that’s stuck in my brain most hours of the day. Paxton and I have been kept away from each other our entire lives. Our fathers grew up closer than brothers, but after their falling out when Paxton and I were children, we were never allowed to be in the same room. Sloan, my guard, did a check of each place I ventured to make sure Paxton wasn’t anywhere near. Paxton’s guards did the same.

      Not that Paxton or I are dangerous; it’s probably that we’re both of similar ages, and our parents have always been afraid of us hitting it off. Their grudge goes deep.

      Little does Dad understand that all he had to do was ask me not to date Paxton, and I would’ve never gone near the man. Now we’re forced together in the same place. Not only that, but thanks to Charlotte’s vision that made Cass switch cells, Paxton’s landed himself inside our quaint four walls every night.

      It’s the most awkward thing in the world to sleep in the same cell as Paxton. He’s taken the top bunk over where Charlotte sleeps, and just before it’s lights out, I catch him watching me. He stares at me in the same way I want to study him—forbidden fruit neither of us actually want to eat, but it’s within reach all the same. I want to ask him if he remembers me, if he feels connected to me in the same way I’ve fantasized a connection with him.

      It’s never been a romantic notion when I’ve thought of him over the years; it’s more a kinship. I understand the stress it brings to never go anywhere without security, to have every move photographed, and to know that the entire world would giggle if you fell.

      “Stick close,” Gray instructs, moving twice the bricks as anyone else. He’s the only shifter at Prigham’s, and his hands are more capable than ours. “I’m hearing rumblings.”

      He’s always on the lookout for other inmates who have it out for me.

      “Okay.” Though, I don’t need a reason to stick close to Gray. I love his cinnamon scent, his brown skin, his chin-length russet hair, his full lips. Every part of him is a wonder I want to see up close—even his fangs. We’ve kept our kisses silent and tame since Paxton joined us. Though our relationship is no secret, we don’t need a commentary from the prince of the free world on how weird it is that we’re together.

      Sure, I’ve never known or heard of a fae and a shifter hooking up. Our races generally want nothing to do with each other. However, Gray isn’t most shifters, and I’m not most fae. Sold out by our own families, it’s not completely out of left field that we found each other. Gray is gentle yet rough when he needs to be, not letting anyone bulldoze Charlotte, Cass or me. He’s careful with my body, in a place where no one is careful with anyone.

      Officer Lockley’s voice brings my focus back to the work at-hand. “Hurry it up. You see those dark clouds rolling in? I don’t want to be caught out in this. Do you?”

      Charlotte grunts as she moves another brick. She’s so tiny, and well past her quota. Still, she refuses to take a break, because it’ll mean being a few yards away from her girlfriend, Cassia Chang.

      “Take a breather, Charlotte. You’re going to tear through the skin on your hands if you keep at that pace.”

      Cass is sweet with her warning, but Charlotte’s mouth firms, her black natural hair fluffing back from her face with an irritable huff. “Don’t you know I’ll bleed for you?”

      They’re so sweet together, and so sad, separated as they are every night.

      Cassia’s shoulders lower. “Well, can you go slower? When you bleed, it hurts me. So for my sake, slow down.”

      I can tell by the jerkiness in Charlotte’s movements and the firmness of her lower lip that there’s more going on than the fact that she’s pining for more time with her girlfriend.

      “You’re fighting with your vision again,” I remark quietly, though no one’s near enough to hear us. We’re not exactly the popular type.

      Charlotte winces that I’ve called her out. I don’t know why she feels the need to suffer alone. Though, I’ve not known many clairvoyants, so perhaps this is how they all get when their prophetic visions tell them things they don’t want to see.

      “It’s nothing. I don’t know why I’m being so stubborn about it.”

      Cass and I exchange worried looks. The last time Charlotte resisted doing what her vision instructed, she ended up burning Cass and me—Cass across her face, and me on both of my hips. Our burns healed by morning, but neither of us are anxious to relive that terror.

      I choose my words carefully. “What does your vision want you to do?”

      Gray picks up two bricks for every one that I move. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but the goal in your visions is to free us all, yeah? So if it’s taking you down a new path, that’s the one we should be on. The more we resist, the longer it’ll take to set us all free. I want out of here sooner rather than later.”

      I’m torn, but only for selfish reasons. Inside of Prigham’s, I’m merely Gray’s fae whore. The people locked in these concrete walls are too beaten down by life to conjure up worse insults. But on the outside, a niggling worry that the scrutiny will be too much for Gray tightens my stomach. I’m a public figure, given who my family is, and because of my job. I can’t walk my dog without being photographed. The fact that Gray and I are of different races isn’t going to go unnoticed.

      I can handle the scrutiny, but guilt plagues me that I’ll be throwing him into that mess because I’m too selfish to be without him.

      Gray made it clear from the beginning that he values keeping the peace. Our relationship on the outside would be the exact opposite of that.

      Charlotte chews on her lower lip. “You’re right, but I don’t like it. I don’t want to do it.”

      “Do what?” Cass is sympathetic with her head tilted to the side. She’s such a tough one to everyone else, but an absolute marshmallow for Charlotte. It’s cute to watch. “Whatever it is, we’ll help you.”

      “I’m supposed to get you to unlock Paxton’s magic, Arly, but I don’t want to. First off, I have no idea what turn the magic is going to take when he’s set loose. Our magic changed in here. I have no clue how to predict it. We don’t know him well enough to unleash who knows what that might be lurking in his genetics.”

      Charlotte is speaking quietly enough, but I still fight the urge to shush her.

      I don’t want people knowing I can turn off the magic-muting cuffs we’ve all been fitted with upon entry to Prigham’s. I didn’t know I could do that to begin with, until Charlotte guided us in a meditation that tapped into something I didn’t even know I had.

      Apparently, I can bring ancient magic to light, too. Abilities thought to be extinct are now swimming inside the four of us.

      Cass went from someone who was good at hiding to a full-blown shadowmelder. She can blend with the shadows, and with enough practice, Charlotte is certain Cass will be able to actually disappear completely at will.

      Charlotte was granted the ability to keep track of us. Wherever we go, we will not be lost to her. Her clairvoyance is more spot on than any I’ve ever heard of. Not to mention her numerous other odd telepath tricks I’ve yet to wrap my head around.

      Charlotte huffs through the effort of hefting her brick onto the wheelbarrow, still puzzling her way through the war she’s having with her insistent vision. “Secondly, I don’t know the prince all that well. Can we even trust this bloke? It’s his father’s bill that made this place. Even though Paxton’s serving time in here for a crime his father committed, it’s not a given that he’s ready to storm the patriarchy and stand up to dear old Dad.”

      My mouth goes dry at the notion of letting Paxton into our small clique. But I don’t have it in me to advise Charlotte to ignore fate.

      Cass turns to me, straightening, her face serious. “You know him better than anyone else. Can we trust him?”

      I snort, and go back to moving bricks. “I’m the person who probably knows him least. I’ve never been allowed to be around him, remember? All I know is the family line I’ve been sold, which probably isn’t all that accurate: Paxton’s his father’s son, which means he cannot be trusted. Then there are the headlines you all know: Paxton’s always doing charity work, kissing babies and whatnot, trying to make the world a better place. Other than that, I don’t know him from the next fae man.”

      Though, as I say this, I’m not sure how true it is. The snide comments around the house add up to fill in the details of a person I’m not supposed to know.

      “He hates getting his shoes dirty,” I say quietly, like I’m divulging national secrets. “One of our guards was laughing when Paxton stepped in a mud puddle on television.”

      Charlotte reaches out and cuffs her hand around my wrist. “I need more. Anything you know about him at all would be helpful.”

      I pick through my brain for anything else, and something intangible starts to form into a concrete picture I’ve never seen before. It’s as if Charlotte’s grip is clearing away the cloudiness that always comes when I try to remember a childhood long forgotten. “He’s an advocate for animal rights. Though, I’m sure everyone knows that, given his charity work. But it’s not just some platform that was set out for him by his advisors.”

      I pull back toward the recesses of my brain, picturing a little boy who seemed big and grown, though he couldn’t have been more than seven. Though the image tries to fade, I hold tight to it, forcing it to stay in place so I can make sense of what it means.

      I grip Charlotte’s hand, and the memory finally comes to light.

      Fat tears slid down little Paxton’s cheeks as he eyed his plate of food. “I can’t eat it,” he sniffled. “You murdered a pig!”

      “He’s a vegetarian, like me,” I rasp, my volume suddenly deserting me. I don’t know why I feel the urgency to run full-force away from this memory, but something chases my mind down too many corridors, demanding that the little boy’s tears be forgotten.

      Yet instead of letting this memory get shunted to the cobwebbed corners of my mind, I stand firm, gripping the scene so it doesn’t slip away.

      I’ve tried to remember Paxton loads of times to no avail. Now that Charlotte’s lending me her strength, maybe I finally have a fighting chance.

      I remembered him crying at our dinner table; that was my only memory from childhood of him. But the picture widens, and now I can see why he was sad. I feel how deeply his horror rocked my six-year-old mind. It was the first time I realized ham came from pigs, and that I was eating a plateful of death.

      I stopped eating meat after that dinner.

      After I saw Paxton’s tears and heard his agony, my own began to surface.

      When he cried, so did I.

      “Whoa. What was that? Your face went all white.”

      Gray nods, agreeing with Cass. “You’re sweating. Sit down, Arly-girl. Charlotte, whatever that was that you did to knock her memory loose, no more.”

      I shake off whatever that was as best I can, wishing I understood why I’ve suppressed that memory of Paxton, and why it’s starting to come back now.

      Then I begin wondering why I don’t have more memories of him. If I felt that strongly about his tears—I can feel the phantom ache now—then we were very much attached to each other. Why don’t I remember anything else?

      Gray’s hand on my back and my stomach guides me to my knees. I want to protest and power through, but my limbs are quaking with confusion. “I shouldn’t know that. Our families don’t get along. I’m not allowed in the same building as Paxton.”

      I can still see him, plain as day. Little boy, heartbroken that an animal was murdered for his meal.

      It’s my own heartbreak that I’ve nursed ever since. In that way, his heart and mine are the same.

      Gray’s voice is clear as he meets Charlotte’s eyes. “We need to be free. We need to get out of here. If your vision is saying that unlocking the prince is the way to go, then so be it. Tonight.”

      “Tonight?” Charlotte gulps. “But we barely know him! We don’t know what turns the magic will take if he’s added to the mix.”

      Gray kneels by my side, holding me gently while someone jeers “Shifter whore!” in the background. I shudder against Gray, swallowing all the things I don’t understand and can’t make my peace with. Whenever he’s gentle to me in public, it draws out anger from small minds who can’t understand that kindness comes in all forms.

      Gray doesn’t retaliate. If not for the tightening of his biceps, one would guess he didn’t even hear the slight on me. Steadiness is his strength. It’s even more potent than his massive muscles. He controls his temper, and doesn’t let the jeers define his mood. That’s a good man—one who can be the best version of himself, no matter the circumstances.

      I feel too many eyes staring a hole through my back, but I do what I can to ignore them, letting myself be in Gray’s arms and nowhere else. I’m not sitting across from seven-year-old Paxton. I’m not sneaking him an extra tart to fill his belly while his father berates him about the dangers of being so sensitive.

      My hand tingles as my memory finally stretches open the tiniest bit, and the scene plays out in my mind. While King Regis shames Paxton over dinner, I see my little self reaching under the table and holding tight to Paxton’s hand, bracing him through the humiliating discomfort.

      I shudder in Gray’s embrace as the rain that the clouds have been promising starts peppering down on our heads. I grip him tighter, scared of the dormant connection that’s only just now coming into my memories. What else has my brain been hiding from me?

      But now is not the time for this. I can’t look weak in front of the other inmates; they’ll amp up the abuse, and I just can’t take it today.

      I also can’t sit down during brick duty. The guards don’t let us slack off for more than a minute at a time so we can catch our breath.

      When I rise to my feet, Gray is glued to my side, and Cass is stuck to Charlotte. I meet Charlotte’s eyes, grateful our protectors never stray too far when we need them most. Rain is slicking off my lashes, and the wind picks up, chilling my bones with a sudden freeze.

      “Tonight,” I tell Charlotte. “I’ll unlock Paxton, and we’ll be one step closer to getting out of this place.”

      By the time the whistle blows, the four of us are beat and ready for sleep, but we know there’s more work to be done before any of us can close our eyes tonight.
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          Paxton

        

      

    

    
      I’ve never showered in the same space as a shifter before. I’m sure I’m not supposed to take notice, though every fae would.

      But I don’t want to be every fae. I want to be their leader. The constant thought in my mind is “Where do I want to lead my people?”

      There’s nothing wrong about bathing in the same room as a shifter, I remind myself. Gray is five stalls down, for crying out loud. Still, it’s strange, and I feel every ounce of that oddness as I rinse the hard day’s work off of me.

      I’ve never been covered in grime like this. My nailbeds are a disaster, and I have dirt between my toes. The tepid water sends a shiver down my spine, but at least I’m able to get clean.

      When I turn the spigot off and towel myself dry, I’m treated to the odd sight of the shifter in his underwear, brushing his teeth at the sink.

      Shifters are hairy, to say the least. The brown skin is populated by more hair than my stylist would ever permit on my back.

      I’ve not had a ton of exposure to shifters. Father doesn’t employ any, and their land is on the outskirts. They keep to themselves, mostly.

      The shifter spits into the sink. “You enjoying the view?”

      I swallow hard and straighten. “Sorry. I’m new at living near shifters.”

      “Shifter,” he corrects. “I’m the only one at Prigham’s, so you don’t need to get all worried we’re going to take over your land.”

      I can’t help my wince. “I guess I deserved that.” Father’s policies on making it harder for the shifters to live inland have won us all sorts of popularity with the fae, but not so much with the shifters, whose land sometimes grows crowded. “Maybe we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot.”

      His shoulders sink, which I wasn’t expecting. “Sorry. You don’t deserve that. I hate your dad, not you.”

      I cast around, looking for the clean uniforms. I’m still adjusting to my new life here. “Feel free to wallow in your hatred as much as you like. I’ll not rob you of it.”

      I learned long ago that I cannot make anyone like me, so I’ve long since stopped trying.

      “Over there,” the shifter motions, pointing toward a ledge on the wall. “Clean uniforms no shifter’s ever touched.”

      Great.

      “Do we have to hate each other? Is that already set in stone?” I try not to whine, but I’m certain it comes out like that.

      “Do you have to stare at me like I’m a circus freak while I brush my teeth?”

      Bollocks. “Fair point. I didn’t mean anything by it. I’ve just never been this close to a shifter, is all. I’m adjusting. I’ve never watched a man brush his fangs before. This is all new to me.”

      Gray turns around, resting his rump against the sink, his arms crossed over his wide chest. “And why is that? Are shifters not part of the kingdom? Are you not a servant to the people? Am I not ‘people’?”

      Fantastic. A political debate. “Could we at least go back and forth on this when we’re both dressed? I’m at a disadvantage, here.”

      Again, the fight goes out of him. It’s like he’s gearing up to tear me apart, but then feels too guilty to really dig in like he wants. “You’re right. I’m being mean. It’s just… watching everyone kiss your arse the second you get here? It’s getting under my skin. Your father’s the reason we’re all here, and they act like they can’t wait to see what kind of haircut you’re sporting. I thought I’d made my peace with fae vanity, but this is a whole new level.” He waves off the conversation. “But again, that’s not your fault. I shouldn’t wish for them to be terrible to you. It wouldn’t accomplish anything.”

      I’m not used to changing in front of another man, so I do it quickly, dropping my towel and sliding my white shorts into place, tugging my tank over my head, and then stepping into my orange jumpsuit. “And just what are you hoping to accomplish?”

      The shifter moves toward the exit. “Charlotte’s going to tell you all about it. You might want to hurry up.”

      Then he marches out, leaving me with more questions than anything else. I brush my teeth quickly, though I’ve dreaded each night I’ve spent in the cell thus far.

      I don’t know what to do about Arlanna. We’re not supposed to be near each other. There are around five hundred inmates at Prigham’s. The fact that her cell was the only one with an opening is a coincidence I can’t write off as nothing.

      It couldn’t be our fathers pulling strings, because if they were, they would have put us at opposite ends of the penitentiary.

      There are no mirrors in this place, so I have no idea what my hair is doing, product-less and unbrushed.

      When I finally move into the cell, the three of them aren’t doing their usual ignoring dance, where they avoid eye contact and slip into bed as quick as possible. On the contrary, they’re all sitting on bunks, staring right at me when I walk in.

      “Good evening,” I greet them, since that seems the polite thing to do.

      “We got off on the wrong foot,” Charlotte says in her mousy voice, which, up until now, has never been directed at me. “I mean, hi. I mean, we should talk.”

      I smirk at her discomfort as her ebony fingers twist in her lap. She’s tiny by comparison, yet I’m on the top, smaller bunk. At some point, that should be rectified. Though, perhaps being friendly first is the way to go, before I up and demand the larger sleeping arrangement. “What would you like to talk about, now that we’re speaking?”

      Charlotte angles her chin up at me. “I shouldn’t have ignored you. There are things going on that aren’t your fault, but I’ve been treating you as if they are.” Kindness beams off her features, and I wonder if she’s ever said a cross word in her whole life.

      “I’m sure it’s hard to have a newcomer thrown into your cell. We can start over, if you like.” I stick out my hand to her. “I’m Paxton.”

      I so rarely get to introduce myself to anyone. The entire kingdom was alerted when I lost my first tooth.

      She eyes my offer and finally takes my hand, standing to shake it. “Charlotte.” Then she motions to the other bunk. “This is Gray and Arly.”

      Gray shakes my hand with no hint of a threat or the need to establish dominance. Though, to be fair, the man is enormous. His dominance is sort of a given.

      I can’t get a read on this guy. I’ve never shaken a shifter’s hand before. I note the warmth in comparison to everyone else’s cold fingers. “Glad you’re here,” he mumbles, though I’m not sure how true that is.

      When I move to shake Arlanna’s hand, my arm stills inches from hers. I don’t know why, but it feels wrong to touch her in any way. We’ve been kept apart for so many years. I know it’s silly, but I feel as if my father knows when I’m breaking his rules, even isolated as I am in here.

      She makes the bold move and grips my hand, taking charge when I’m freezing up. “Hello, Paxton.”

      “Arlanna,” I breathe, staring into her blue eyes as if I might drown in them.

      It’s not desire, or maybe it is, but her allure isn’t the main player here. It’s that she understands me, or understands more than most what it is to be photographed from the time you were born. The weight we both carry to have perfect posture and appear poised at all times is a tax no child should have to pay.

      Now that we’re adults, I fear part of me might be stuck like this—proper and never allowed to make a decision on my own.

      Her voice is strong but not loud, carrying authority she doesn’t apologize for. It’s a breath of fresh air, listening to her speak. “I’m sorry you ended up at Prigham’s. I’m sure that wasn’t in your grand plans for your life.”

      I pause all movement, unable to look away from her eyes. As much as I try not to feel it, there’s no denying my attraction for her.

      She’s the highest paid model in the world, so I’m sure that’s a normal reaction to have.

      I clear my throat. “It’s the first time anyone’s said that to me. They’re all excited I’m here, but no one’s thought to ask if I wanted to be sent to prison.”

      She doesn’t let go of my hand, and I hope she never does. I’m aware she’s with Gray, and that he’s watching our exchange and parsing it for subtext, but I don’t care. It’s the first time I’ve felt human since my arrival at Prigham’s.

      “Well, I’m sorry, all the same. We don’t know each other, but eventually, I hope you can learn to lean on us. The three of us, plus Cass. She was our roommate before you got here.”

      “I didn’t realize. Why did she move out?”

      Charlotte speaks up from behind me. “To make room for you. It’s important you’re with us.”

      I turn to face the little mouse, dropping Arlanna’s grip and noting the tingling sensation that doesn’t leave my hand. “You’re a fan of my father’s?”

      Charlotte’s upper lip curls as if she’s smelling something foul. “Not hardly. I’m a clairvoyant. Sometimes I get these visions that tell me what to do. One of them was about you.”
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            The Deep End

          

          Paxton

        

      

    

    
      Gray exhales at Charlotte’s bluntness. “Throw him into the deep end, why don’t you.”

      I glance at Charlotte’s wrists. A vision about me? What is she on about? “But you’re wearing magic-muting cuffs. You can’t get visions in here.”

      The corner of Charlotte’s mouth crooks. “Arly unlocked us. I knew before they put the cuffs on me that she would be coming to Prigham’s someday. I could see it so clearly, that she would be part of the plan.”

      “What plan?” This is all going in a direction I didn’t anticipate.

      “We’re supposed to set everyone free.”

      Charlotte’s words drop a silence into the air that’s weighted with my confusion. “Come again? Free from what?”

      Gray moves to lean against the concrete wall and taps his foot to it. “From Prigham’s.”

      I’m not entirely certain what to do next. Should I laugh? The urge is certainly there. Should I request a change in roommates? “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

      Yes, Paxton, make sure you keep your manners above all else.

      I roll my eyes at myself.

      Charlotte takes the lead, and I can tell they’re all on the same page. “The people who commit the crimes should be the ones doing time for them. Passing your sins down to innocents isn’t any way to run the free world.”

      “Are any of us innocent?” I argue, though my mouth tastes sour at the sound of my father’s words tumbling out.

      Charlotte’s chin firms. “I am not a murderer.”

      “And I’m not a rapist,” Gray grumbles.

      Arlanna’s poise is nothing if not impressive. “I am not my father. And something tells me, neither are you. You don’t belong behind bars, taking a backseat while the world keeps on moving without you.”

      I run my hand over my face. “But this is how it is. I don’t see what you mean to do to stop any of it. All the protestors have barely made a dent in Father’s resolve. This is the way he wants the world to run, so this is how it is. I used all my pull to vote against the Sins of the Father bill, but it still managed to pass.”

      Charlotte offers a compassionate tilt of her head in her gentle way, like a little sister I always wish I’d had.

      Like Arlanna was supposed to be, before they took her away.

      Charlotte shrugs. “I don’t know the whole plan. It’s only revealed to me one piece at a time. Once I obey, we move one step closer. The last step was for Cass to switch cells to make room for you. My visions know better than I do what must be done.”

      “And what must be done next?” I swallow hard, not wanting to buy into any of this. “Not that I believe we can actually be set free.”

      Charlotte runs her thumb over my knuckles, which are scuffed now, thanks to hauling bricks like a layman. “Arly is going to unlock you. She can make your magic-muting cuffs decorative.”

      My head whips toward the woman with whom I’m not supposed to be in the same room. “What is she talking about?”

      Arlanna massages her forearm. “I didn’t know I could do it, but apparently, that’s my thing. I unlock people’s magic. Unlock and enhance.” She looks down. “Sloan said the magic in the house isn’t the same since I left. So, whatever you have, I make bigger. And in here, it’s possible for me to turn those cuffs into simple jewelry.”

      I shake my head, wishing we could go back to ignoring each other. “I don’t want to be unlocked, or whatever you’re calling it. These cuffs are the best thing that’s happened to me in all this mess.”

      The shifter frowns at the answer they’re clearly not expecting. “Explain.”

      But I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t want to ever talk about it.

      I rub my temples as a headache begins creeping up my neck. “Look, we don’t know each other all that well, so trust me when I say it would be very bad for my magic to be allowed inside these walls.”

      Arlanna’s gaze is so intense, I can feel heat where she’s staring. “What is your magic, Paxton? I assumed it was elation. You make all the kids you visit at your charity stops so happy. It’s elation, right?”

      My word, she’s sweet, assuming the best in me, even though I’m a right monster. “You really think that about me?”

      Arlanna shrugs. “It’s not an uncommon theory. If not elation, then what’s your magic?”

      Every exchange we have is so strange and exciting to me. She’s the forbidden fruit, and she’s standing right there, talking to me like it’s no big deal.

      But she’s asking me a question to which she should know the answer. I mean, it’s the crux of our families’ feud.

      “You truly don’t remember?”

      Arlanna’s mouth pulls to the side. “Should I?”

      Her words punch me in the stomach, as if all the tidbits about her that I’ve committed to memory were a waste.

      She doesn’t remember me at all.

      I feel so foolish, and utterly gutted.

      I shove my hands where pockets should be, but aren’t. “Look, I’m not trying to not be a team player, but some things are private. There’s a reason there’s no trace of my magic in the papers. My father’s gone to great lengths to keep my ability out of public view.” I motion between myself and the three of them. “We barely know each other. There are people on staff at the palace who still don’t know what my magic is.”

      Charlotte’s mouth pulls to the side. She’s adorable. “I’m not sure what to do, then. The vision needs you unlocked, but it seems mean to do that against your will.” She blinks up at me. “For the people to be freed, the path is clear: you need to be unlocked.”

      I run my hands through my hair, wishing I had better news for her. “I’m saying no for your own good. I’m just getting to know you, but I don’t want my magic to hurt you. You seem like a nice person.”

      Charlotte reaches out and does something so surprising, I can’t help but stare. She holds onto my hand, making contact in a small way that feels so very big. She’s not glomming onto me; she’s offering comfort. Solidarity.

      “I understand, and I trust your judgment.” She squeezes my fingers. “It’s not me being a pain about it; it’s the vision. Whatever your magic is, it’s needed if we’re going to set everyone free.”

      A heavy sigh escapes me. “About that. I’m not sure that’s the way I want to go. I’m not a fan of the Sins of the Father bill, but after my time is served, I’ll get out and go about my life. I only got a year in here.”

      Gray scoffs, irritation radiating off of him. “Bloody unbelievable.”

      But it’s Arlanna who speaks to me on the subject. “Are you sure about that?”

      My face pulls. “I think I remember the sentencing accurately.”

      “I got five years,” she says, swallowing hard. “But that’s just the start. Do you really think my dad’s hands are going to start being clean all of a sudden?” Then her gaze levels on me, heating me with things I shouldn’t feel. “Do you think your father’s criminal ways are behind him? Or could this open the door for him to do whatever he likes, now that he realizes you’ll pay the penalty?”

      An awful gavel of finality creeps over my shoulder, scaring me more than the heavy clink of the iron doors closing me off from the free world. The air suddenly feels too dense to drag through my lungs, the walls impossibly closer than they were a minute ago.

      My knees wobble, and before I know it, I’m grasping for anything to keep me upright.
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      Panic shoots through my bones. I’m not supposed to have to think about a longer sentence. One year is all I’m prepared to serve. To think Father could push the limits of the law over and over makes me sick to my stomach.

      The thought of staying in these concrete walls for five minutes longer than my year-long sentence steals the breath from my lungs.

      Of all people, Gray’s hands reach out to steady my swaying as he and Charlotte lower me to sit on the bottom bunk.

      “It’s not true. It can’t be. I’m serving one year, and then I’m out. I’ll go back to my normal life. Father made one bad decision. It’s not going to snowball into more.”

      My fingers are tingling, and even though I’m flexing them, they move robotically, if at all. My breath comes in uneven pants, my chest spasming out of sync with each inhale.

      “He wouldn’t do that. He’s learned his lesson. Father made a poor choice, but he won’t make a habit of it.”

      Gray grips my shoulder as he sits beside me. No shifter’s ever touched my shoulder. I’m not sure he actually wants to be near me. He’s more just a good person.

      A shifter is a good person? Huh. Never thought I’d come to that conclusion. Despite the fact that this shifter clearly isn’t fond of me, he’s reaching past that because that’s the decent thing to do when a man is falling apart in front of your eyes.

      Bollocks, I’m falling apart. My bodyguards always shove me into the car when things start to go south like this.

      The room blurs until an orange shape crouches in front of me. “Deep breaths, Paxton.”

      Arlanna’s voice is like an angel’s, sent here to ruin my resolve and tempt me beyond what a man can handle. I can’t get distracted by her blue eyes, her long chocolate hair, the softness of her voice that lulls me away from the edge of hysteria.

      Oranges. She smells like oranges—something sweet in this concrete nothingness where everything stinks of rock. The more I take in drags of her citrus scent, the more the walls seem to spread apart, giving me the space to breathe normally again.

      Her eyes are kind and brimming with empathy, beyond what someone who’s had every need seen to her whole life should possess.

      Whenever my mind wandered to her over the years, I wondered if we were the same, her and me. I wanted to know if she felt the pangs of isolation that came with the social expectations placed on us from birth. As far as social royalty goes, the two of us are the only ones on this stifling level. Too blessed to be able to complain, yet miserable in our positions of prestige that have pushed us away from anyone who can add real meaning to our lives.

      The shifter’s hand is on my shoulder and Charlotte’s fingers are still laced through mine. Yet when Arlanna takes a chance and touches my cheek, the band around my chest finally loosens. Her skin is ice, too cold for comfort, but the chilled touch centers me, clearing away the fog of anxiety I swore I wouldn’t allow myself to feel in here.

      “I went through acclimation. I don’t know why I’m being like this.” I’m embarrassed that I need this much help and attention. My fingers are still tingly and useless.

      “You raced through acclimation,” the shifter corrects. “That’s where you and Arly went wrong. You need that time to adjust, because it’s a lot more than your freedom being stripped away. It’s everything.” His voice turns gravelly, making me wonder if I’ve ever had a truly masculine moment in my life. “We’ll help you through it.”

      I turn with an unsteady swivel of my head to face him head-on to see if he’s joking. But his face is stony with seriousness.

      A shifter wants to help me?

      More importantly, I’m now the kind of man who needs help? From a shifter? My heart hammers with the revelation that yes, I might be more of a mess than I’m ready to admit to.

      I’ve never held a shifter’s hand before. Actually, I’ve not
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