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Chapter One

It was the night of the Winter Solstice. The portal was going to open, and I was about to either betray my people or my best friend. I was in an impossible position.

My mother smoothed down my long, dark hair, which mirrored her own. “You should have no fear. Even though you haven’t trained for this your entire life like Dawn, you’ve done well these last months. We always knew it would be a possibility, even if a small one.”

She was right. Every hundred years, the Summer princess, Faerie’s champion, went through their portal and returned with the heart of an Ethereum lord, stopping the curse that threatened our realm. If she failed, the task fell to the next princess. But that had never happened before. So there had not been much reason to train me for a job that was unlikely to come my way.

Six months ago, the portal to Ethereum opened in the Summer Court, and Dawn had traveled to the mirror realm, but she never returned. Princess Aribella, the Fall princess, then became the champion and went with the same directive. But she, too, never returned.

As the Winter princess, I was third in line.

I peered down at my bag, packed with maps and rations. I was as ready as I’d ever be.

I’d been surprisingly calm after Dawn’s ghostly apparition, along with Princess Aribella and the Ethereum lords, had come to see me. I knew Dawn at her core. She was not a woman easily fooled, and she would never give up on her people, so I had to believe that she had a plan to save us. I trusted her, which meant I could no longer trust Queen Liliana.

It had been hard to keep my questions buried deep inside over the past few months of training with the Summer queen. But I did. I trained with her, and I said yes, ma’am when she told me that I was Faerie’s only hope and ordered me to cut out the heart of the first Ethereum lord I saw.

I told my mother I would do the same.

Only I knew I had been living a lie, and it was eating at me. Negative thoughts crept into my mind. What if Dawn was wrong? What if it hadn’t been Dawn that visited me at all? What if it was someone pretending to be her in order to trick me?

But she knew about my birthmark and my first crush. Of course it was Dawnie.

I took a moment to really look at my mother. She was strong, emotionally and physically. She’d led our people well, with my father by her side, for twenty years. Until they ripped the illusion of a perfect marriage away from me and my sisters when I was fifteen by telling us they were divorcing.

Unhappy. Affair. I hate you. How could you? I’d heard my mother scream all of those things at my father one night when I was supposed to be sleeping. She wouldn’t stand for the betrayal, and I didn’t blame her. But I also still loved my father. It was a hard place to be: stuck between two people you loved. Now I felt that way again. Nineteen years old and I was torn again.

Between Dawn and all of Faerie.

“Your sisters want to say goodbye.” My mother gestured to the door.

I turned to her. “If I don’t make it back—”

“Nonsense.”

“Mother, if I don’t make it back in two days’ time, take everyone to the Spring Court,” I told her sternly.

She appeared a little shaken then, but the truth of the matter was that Dawn and Aribella had both been in my position and hadn’t returned. The same could happen to me, especially if Dawn’s plan to save Faerie was going to take a long time to execute. In that case, I wouldn’t be returning right away.

“I will get the heart immediately, or something has gone wrong,” I lied. I had no intention of killing one of those men. Not after Dawn claimed one was my mate.

Mate. That word was foreign to me, and I wanted nothing to do with it, but I recognized that I might have been lied to my entire life. That there was a chance the Ethereum lords weren’t evil like we’d been told, but rather that they were just men with families and people who depended on them.

She nodded once, and we both left the room.

Seraphina, Elowen, Aria, Freya, Thalia, and Amara were waiting outside the door to my dressing room, standing stiffly with their arms at their sides. I knew they were trying to be brave, but their misty eyes and quivering lips betrayed how they really felt.

After me, Seraphina was the eldest at seventeen years old and the one I was closest to. The rest of my sisters were born two years apart. My mother planned her heirs perfectly, as she did everything else in her court.

I looked Seraphina in the eyes and grasped her shoulders. “Be strong.”

For weeks, I’d agonized about whether or not to tell her about Dawn and what she’d said, but in the end, I decided it might endanger her life and my plan. So instead, I sent a letter to Lorelei, the Spring princess who was next in line to travel to Ethereum if I failed to destroy the curse. In the letter, I told her about Dawn and the Ethereum lords who had appeared in my bedroom. If I didn’t return, she needed to know there might be another way to save our worlds that didn’t involve carving a heart from someone’s chest. Lorelei was the gentlest and most kind-hearted fae I’d ever met. Her gifts were rooted in bringing forth life, not ending it. Even with Queen Liliana’s training, she wouldn’t be able to kill an Ethereum lord. Of that, I was certain.

“Come back to us,” Seraphina growled, and I grinned. There was the sassy sister I knew.

I pulled her into my arms, and then all the rest of my sisters pressed in around me, holding on to me and pushing me into the center of a giant sister hug.

Emotions clogged my throat, but I kept it together for them. When everyone pulled away, I was looking down at little seven-year-old Amara. She was missing one of her front teeth, and her hair had some streaks of red, like my father’s. She was the sensitive one of us who had yet to fully control her power, which was evidenced by the snow now falling on my head even though we were still inside.

Reaching out, I brushed my fingertip along the falling tear on her cheek and froze it. She smiled, and it fell to the ground like a tiny shard of ice. Amara constantly asked me to freeze things. Fruit. Flowers. The annoying birds that chirped early on Sunday mornings. I, of course, ignored that last request, but she loved to see my power on display.

“You be good for Mother and Father, okay?”

She nodded and I gave her one final hug.

I had to leave before I lost my nerve.

I nodded that I was ready to Mother, who was patiently waiting for me to say goodbye to my sisters, and we continued down the hall to the throne room, stopping at the closed doors. My father stood there in his finest black velvet suit and gave my mother a nervous glance.

“Can I say goodbye?” he asked timidly.

Even after four years, he wasn’t sure where things stood with her. She was the queen, and he was no longer the king consort now that they’d divorced. She’d allowed him residence on palace grounds in a guesthouse for the sake of my sisters and me, but it was a constant strain on our family when they were both in the same room.

“Of course. I’m not a monster, Leif,” my mother said defensively.

“I never said you were,” he added.

“Can we not?” I asked.

Always fighting. I’d vowed to never marry, just to avoid such a thing.

My father pulled me in for a hug. “Do what you have to in order to survive and come home,” he whispered to me.

If only he knew. In order to do that, I’d have to slaughter Dawn’s husband or one of the other handsome and seemingly kind men who had been present that night.

They weren’t monsters. They were our mates, whatever that really meant.

It was a good thing the only one I’d truly been attracted to was already engaged. That would make all of this easier.

I hoped.

After my father released me, I took his hand and squeezed it. “I love you,” I told him and pled with my eyes for him to get along with my mother while I was gone.

He must have learned to read minds because he nodded and said, “We’ll be fine.”

With a relieved sigh, I dropped his hand. My mother stepped up next to me, chin held high.

“Ready?” she asked.

I traced my fingers over the blue kyanite faestone dagger at my thigh and nodded.

Would I even use the weapon?

For a wild second, I had a dark thought. What was the heart of one man to save an entire kingdom? Even if he wasn’t a monster, even if he was my mate, if he could save my people, maybe the sacrifice was worth it.

I’m pregnant. Dawn’s words filtered back to me, and my heart pinched.

The princesses of Faerie were marrying the lords of Ethereum. Having children with them. I couldn’t just take one of their lives, not when there appeared to be another way. A way that wouldn’t just delay the curse for a hundred years, but actually destroy it once and for all.

I strengthened my resolve. I’d already made my choice. And that was to trust Dawn.

The doors opened, and the cavernous throne room broke into applause as I smiled and waved, following my mother to the dais. Everyone who was anyone in the Winter Court was here.

My mother’s most cherished advisors and courtiers stood around us, dressed in their finest attire. I nodded to the Honeyworths and then Mr. Thorpe before making my way past the Larkins. I’d grown up around these families, played with their children, and had dinner parties with them. It warmed my heart that they’d all come to wish me well.

We were Winter. We were resilient. We survived above all odds. This would not bring us down.

Suddenly, one of my mother’s messengers ran forward, breaking through the crowd, alarm evident on his face. He was holding a scroll between his fingers.

A messenger would never interrupt my mother during a big event like this for something trivial. It must be urgent. She took the scroll with a smile, as if she’d expected it, and waved him off. Then she clutched it in her hand as we moved quickly around the room, thanking people for coming and accepting their well wishes.

Once we got to the stage, we stepped back into the small private alcove behind which was the ancient mirror portal. It was covered in dust yesterday, but now it shone.

Queen Liliana was there and greeted me as I gave her a small bow. My mother ripped the seal from the paper and scanned the message, her lips pursed as fear crossed over her face.

“What is it?” I asked.

She folded it and stuffed it into her pocket. “Nothing we can’t handle. Let’s get you off to the mirror world so that this entire nightmare can end.”

Chills rose on my arms. I was a Winter fae, so that was saying something. “Mother, what does it say?”

I’d been preparing to take over from her for the past few years, she shared all matters of state with me.

Mother shared a look with Queen Liliana and cleared her throat. “The curse has started at the western edge of our lands. A deep freeze hit in the night and killed a dozen fae. They are frozen solid, and it comes this way.”

I gasped. It was eerily similar to my power. Okay, it was my power, but without any intention behind it. It was just moving forward, killing everything in its path. It took a lot to freeze a Winter fae to death. This was frightening.

“It doesn’t matter,” Queen Liliana said. “You are about five minutes from stopping this curse and bringing harmony back to all of Faerie.”

Right.

Crap.

I gave her a small smile, but I didn’t like the way she scanned my face, as if trying to ferret out something I was hiding. Her gaze went to the dagger at my thigh, and I grabbed it, gripping it tightly like she taught me.

She relaxed a little then. “Remember, dear. Don’t even let him speak. Get the heart, get home, and this is all over.”

I nodded, my mind a whirlwind of anxious thoughts. What if that whole thing with Dawn was a trick? What if she’d lied to me? What if—

The mirror began to swirl in front of me.

“Okay, clear your mind. Just focus on the heart. The black heart of an Ethereum lord,” she said.

I closed my eyes, taking in a deep breath, and doing as she said.

Black heart.

Black heart.

Tan skin, dark hair with honey-blond highlights, and bright teal eyes.

No. Don’t think of the engaged guy, you idiot.

Black heart.

Before I lost my nerve, I opened my eyes and looked over at my mother.

“I love you. Forgive me,” I said, and then jumped through the swirling portal before Queen Liliana could stop me, but the echoes of her furious screams followed.




Chapter Two

There was a tug at my navel as dizziness washed over me, and then my boots landed on white sand. I was temporarily blinded by the bright sun, something we barely saw in the Winter Court. My eyes adjusted and I gasped when I came face to face with a shirtless man. Beads of sweat rolled down his neck and onto his abs, cascading over each knot one by one.

Bless the stars.

I glanced up at his face and swallowed hard. It was him. Long hair. Honey-colored highlights. Engaged.

It was him.

We were on a sandy beach right in front of a giant castle as waves rolled in and out on the shore behind him. He had a basket full of fresh crabs at his feet.

For a moment, he looked as stunned as I felt, but then his eyes flared as they raked over me from head to toe and back up again. I reacted to that look like a physical touch and flushed under his inspection, but then his gaze caught on the blue faestone dagger clenched in my hand, and he seemed to come back to himself.

Taking a step backward, he held up his hands in defense. “Don’t kill me, Isolde. Remember me? We’ve already met.”

My heart did a somersault at the way he said my name. It was like there was music in his voice for a split second. Hearing and seeing him in real life was so much more potent than the ghostlike version of him that appeared in my room, and for a moment, it overwhelmed me. But then his gaze dropped to the faestone dagger again, reminding me of who he was and why I was here. And for a wild minute, I considered just killing him and going home, saving everyone. It was the easiest solution, even if perhaps not the moral one.

“Dawn said you might come. She sent a letter. It’s inside,” he said as he pointed to something behind me.

At the mention of Dawn, my murderous thoughts dissolved. She’d begged me not to hurt the Ethereum lords, and even though I didn’t know this man’s true character, I trusted Dawn. I couldn’t kill this man. He was someone’s family.

I sheathed the dagger, my hand slightly shaking with defeat. I was sweating gumdrops in my fur cloak, and I was pretty sure I would quickly get a sunburn from this mild exposure.

I peered over my shoulder at a giant white stone castle and then looked back at him.

“I’m Adrien,” he said a little breathlessly and held out his hand. “This must be really weird for you.”

I relaxed a little, realizing I hadn’t spoken yet and probably seemed like a spooked animal. Or a rabid one, considering I’d just held a blade for half of our conversation.

“I’m Isolde,” I said, even though he already knew that. When our fingers touched, a slight tingle went through my palm, and his brows drew together in confusion. His gaze then snaked slowly down my body, and my stomach heated.

“Adrien,” a woman shrilled behind us. “Who’s that?”

He yanked his hand away from me like he’d been burned.

“Elisana, darling,” he laughed nervously. “Isolde has arrived, just like Dawn told us she might. We should give her Dawn’s letter.”

I spun and came face to face with a tall woman with long chestnut hair who did not look very pleased to see me. The fiancée. It had to be.

“Oh . . . interesting,” she said, but her gaze was calculating. “Darling, why don’t you put a shirt on and have your afternoon tea? I’ll give her Dawn’s letter.”

“Yes, my love,” Adrien said, and stepped away from me. I watched as he lugged the fresh crab basket up the beach and into the castle.

“Sorry about the intrusion.” I gave a nervous laugh, expecting Elisana to tell me that it was no trouble, but instead she just stared at me with cold, unforgiving eyes.

I wanted to give Adrien’s fiancée the benefit of the doubt. I didn’t know her after all, but after only a few moments in her presence, I already greatly disliked her. Perhaps she was an acquired taste and would grow on me.

“This way,” she said, leading me toward the castle and then through the same door Adrien had disappeared into moments before.

Despite everything, I found myself looking for him as soon as I crossed the threshold, but with a shake of my head, I forced my gaze forward as I followed Elisana through an open sitting room, down a hallway, and into what looked to be a kitchen.

The basket of crabs that Adrien had carried inside was sitting on a counter next to a portly woman who looked up from where she was filleting a large fish as we passed. Her eyes grew a little wide when she saw us. She dipped her head and murmured a quiet, “My lady,” to Elisana, who breezed right by without acknowledging her at all. The chef’s gaze shifted to me, and I gave her a warm smile that she returned before continuing with her task.

We exited the kitchen and passed a food storage room, before popping out into a large open foyer and taking a winding staircase up, up, and up. I tried to shrug off my heavy cloak, but Elisana wouldn’t slow her steps as we ascended, and I didn’t want to fall behind.

By the time we reached our destination, a small library on one of the upper floors, I was huffing and puffing and coated in sweat. I was sure my face was red, and after finally freeing myself of my cloak, I wiped the wetness off my brow with my sleeve. Unfortunately, taking off my cloak only offered a small measure of comfort, because my pants and long-sleeved tunic were both fur-lined. This served me well in the Winter Court, but here, which I assumed was the Southern Kingdom based on the map and journals from the previous champions that had been given to me, I was struggling with my wardrobe.

Without explaining herself, Elisana went over to a desk and pulled a key out of her pocket. Then she unlocked a drawer and pulled something out.

I was parched and swayed a little on my feet. I needed to get out of these clothes and into something lighter, if for no other reason than to be able to think straight again.

“Do you have anything more appropriate to the climate that I could wear?” I asked, feeling like I was standing inside a furnace.

Elisana turned, looking down her nose at me even though we were both around the same height. “No, my clothes would be far too small on you.”

My mouth dropped open. Yes, Elisana was a slender woman, but from the disgusted look on her face, it was clear she was insinuating that I was twice her size, which I was not. I may have a few more curves than she did, but if she had a loose-fitting dress, I was certain it would fit me.

I was about to give her a piece of my mind when Adrien swept into the room, fully clothed this time. He’d pulled his shoulder-length hair back, and the sleeves on his shirt were rolled up to reveal strong forearms that I hadn’t noticed before.

Much to my disappointment—or perhaps secret delight—covering up his chest did little to dampen his attractiveness. I was used to the pale complexions of the Winter fae in our realm, but I found Adrien’s bronzed skin particularly appealing and had trouble tearing my gaze from him.

“You look like you are melting,” Adrien said, snapping me out of my trance. “If you like, Elisana can get you something else to wear.”

I shot him a look as I self-consciously pushed back the black hairs sticking to my forehead. Did he know his fiancée at all?

Elisana sauntered over to Adrien and slipped her arm through his. “I already informed her that there was no way any of my clothes would be large enough for her,” she said as she stroked his arm, a small smirk on her mouth.

“Oh, well, I don’t think that . . .” Adrien glanced back and forth between his fiancée and me, and even more warmth infused my already overheated cheeks.

It was one thing to insinuate I was large in private, but in front of someone else was a whole other matter. I didn’t care that I’d only known her for less than an hour; I hated the woman and was already convinced that would never change.

Adrien cleared his throat. “I’ll instruct my lead housemaid to find you something more comfortable to wear, Isolde. The Southern Kingdom’s climate isn’t for everyone, and coming from the Winter Court, I know this heat must be particularly uncomfortable.”

The smirk quickly dropped from Elisana’s face, and the sour look that replaced it brought a smile to my own.

“That would be greatly appreciated,” I said sweetly, purposefully batting my lashes at Adrien to further infuriate his dreadful fiancée.

A look came upon Adrien’s face as he stared at me, almost as if he was seeing me for the first time. It made me feel a little lightheaded, but maybe it was just the heat playing tricks on me.

“Darling,” Elisana’s shrill voice cut through the air as she tugged on his arm. “Have you had your tea yet?”

He shook his head, his gaze shifting to the woman at his side. “Oh, no, I was just about to do that, but I wanted to make sure Isolde had seen the letter.”

“I have it right here,” she said, holding up a piece of folded paper in her other hand that I hadn’t noticed before. “Why don’t you have your tea, and I promise I’ll get this issue sorted out.”

Issue? I was an issue now that needed to be sorted?

I brushed my fingers over my faestone dagger, imagining burying it in her instead of Adrien. The mental image was oddly comforting.

“And there is no need to alert Fiona, my love. I’ll make sure to find Isolde something to wear,” she went on. The evil smile on her face should have worried me, but at that point, I’d happily don a potato sack if it meant getting out of those sweaty clothes.

Adrien smiled down at the wench. “Thank you, my love.”

My love? Please. I rolled my eyes as they stared at each other. How did he like this woman, let alone love her?

I couldn’t fathom what he saw in her, but reminded myself that I didn’t care who this Ethereum lord bound himself to. He could be engaged to a broomstick as far as I was concerned. I was here for one reason and one reason alone.

To end the curse and then go home.

Elisana finally released her grip on the lord when Adrien started to leave, but right before he left the room, he turned back. “Isolde, I’m glad you made it here safely. Dawn has been quite worried. I’ll see you for dinner tonight?”

“Oh, no, darling,” Elisana started. “I’m sure the princess would much rather eat alone in—”

“I’m looking forward to dinner with you very much,” I said, cutting her off, which earned me a glare that gave me nothing but pleasure.

When Adrien was finally gone, Elisana thrust the folded letter at me, slamming it into my chest. I met her glare with one of my own and had to take several deep breaths to keep my cool. I peered down at the letter. Even though my name was scrawled across the front, the seal had already been broken. I ground my teeth at the invasion of privacy but pushed it from my mind when I saw Dawn’s handwriting.


My dearest Izzy,

I’m so sorry that I can’t be there to welcome you to Ethereum. I’ve missed you terribly, but the curse that plagues Faerie has also spilled into our kingdom in the northern section of Ethereum, and Zander and I are doing all we can to keep it from destroying the people and the land.

If you are reading this message, it means two things. First, that you have arrived in the Southern Kingdom rather than the Western Kingdom. For that, I am truly sorry, because I surmise that you won’t get as warm of a welcome as you would have if you’ d arrived in Zane’s kingdom.



I glanced up at Elisana, who was impatiently watching me with her arms crossed over her chest and a frown pulling down her features. Dawn wasn’t wrong about that. There’s not much about my arrival that I’d call welcoming so far. Maybe except for Adrien.

As if to punctuate the point, a drop of sweat rolled off my forehead and landed on the page, smudging my name. I swiped the sweat away and continued to read.


Secondly, it means that you have chosen to trust me and haven’t tried to kill Adrien. For that, I will be forever grateful. I want to assure you that I believe with my whole heart that we are doing the right thing and that we will succeed in destroying this curse on our lands once and for all.



In the letter, Dawn went on to describe a crystal called the Shadow Heart that Princess Aribella and her new husband, Stryker, the Ethereum lord of the Eastern Kingdom, had found. They all believed this Shadow Heart would play a part in destroying the curse, yet they didn’t know how. She wrote that I needed to collect the Shadow Heart, which they’d given to Zane in the hopes that I’d arrive in his kingdom instead of here. Then I had to travel to see some sort of prophetic unseelie fae called the Wise Ones, who lived in the Northern Mountains near where Dawn now lived. She assured me they would set me on the right path toward ending the curse. The letter ended with . . .


As soon as we have things stabilized here in the Northern Kingdom, I will come to where you are. My thoughts are with you, but I know how strong you are and that you will be able to overcome anything in your path.

Your friend,

Dawnie



Refolding the note, I stored it in my bag. Elisana didn’t bother pretending not to know what it said.



“We had hoped you’d appear in the Western Kingdom. Terrible timing that you are here because Adrien and I are set to marry in three weeks. We don’t need the intrusion.”

She paused, as if waiting for a reaction from me. But I didn’t have one to give her. Besides the rudeness of the comment, what did I care that they were getting married? Better them than me.

“But I suppose there’s nothing to be done about it now,” she went on when it was clear I wasn’t going to respond however she expected. “The important thing is to get you out of our kingdom as soon as possible. We’ll send word to Lord Zane to let him know you are here, and then you can be off the moment he arrives to collect you.”

“I’ll gladly leave the second he gets here,” I said, meaning it. I didn’t want to spend any more time in this woman’s presence than I had to.

“Then we agree,” she said, her smile looking sickeningly sweet.

“In this, we do.”

“Well, then, I’ll show you where you can stay until I come get you for dinner.”

And with that, I followed the wench out of the room, trying not to second-guess all of my decisions up to this moment. Killing the handsome Lord Adrien would have been easier.




Chapter Three


Elisana put me in a servant’s room, of that I was certain. The only things in the room were a sleeping pallet in the corner and a chamber pot. There wasn’t even a washbasin for me to clean up.

After two hours, a maid finally appeared with a dull brown dress so large I had to rip a strip off the bottom of the skirt to create a sash to keep it in place. It couldn’t have been less flattering. I should have just gone ahead and asked for a potato sack because it would have had more shape. But at least it was light and flowy and allowed air to breeze through it.

The sun had set, offering a little bit of reprieve from the oppressive heat by the time Elisana showed up to bring me to dinner. We ignored each other as we walked the halls of the castle and toward the dining room. Not speaking to this woman was fine by me, but I was curious about her relationship with Adrien, especially since Dawn had hinted that the Ethereum lords were our ‘mates’. I had already taken that to mean that this Zane fellow must be mine, but where did that leave Adrien? Where did that leave Lorelei, the Spring princess?

I shook my head to dislodge the thoughts. It didn’t matter anyway. Even if Zane was my mate, there was zero chance I was ever getting married.

“How long have you known Adrien?” I asked her as we approached a set of open double doors that led to a dining table. I saw that Adrien was already seated with a lavish display of food out before him.

Elisana gave me an annoyed side glance. “A while,” she said shortly and then stepped ahead of me to rush over to her fiancé.

“Sorry I’m late, my love. I had to look my best for you.” She pulled her shoulders back, puffing up her cleavage and turning just so to show off her expertly done hair and make-up, but his gaze only rested on her for a second before it flicked past her to me.

I wore no make-up, my hair was messily tied back, and the dress was not flattering, yet the way he looked at me lit a fire inside of my chest that burned all the way to my belly. It felt like the air was sucked from the room as I was caught up in those blue-green eyes.

“Glazed pork,” Elisana shrieked, and both Adrien and I jerked our heads in her direction.

“Darling, you know that’s my favorite.” Taking a seat next to him, she reached out and stroked his upper arm. And for some wild reason, I felt something ugly flare to life inside of me.

Calm down, Isolde. He’s taken, and you’ve sworn off love.

Adrien sat at the head of the table with Elisana to his right, and so I took the seat to his left, which put me directly across from her. She kept her hand on his upper arm and gave me a glare, letting me know she was marking her territory.

Our meal server entered the room then, and I caught my breath as I stared at the small horns protruding from his forehead.

Unseelie.

I didn’t want to be rude, but I couldn’t stop staring. I’d never seen an unseelie before, obviously, and even knowing this world was filled with the fae folk, I still wasn’t prepared.

The fae came over, poured me a glass of wine and gave me a kind smile. “Enjoy your meal, my lady.”

“Thank you.” I returned the smile, hoping my interest in him wasn’t obvious, as I had no desire to offend him.

When he left the room, we began to eat, and Adrien directed a question at me. “Is it true in Faerie that there are only seelie fae?”

So he had noticed.

I nodded. “It’s true. Our land seems set up similar to yours but instead of north, south, east, and west, we have summer, spring, fall, and,” I pointed to myself, “winter.”

He returned my smile with ease. “I’d like to see Faerie one day.”

I opened my mouth to respond, when Elisana interrupted.

“Darling, did you hear the dreadful news that the floral designer is ill? Could we send the royal healer over to her to make sure she’s ready for our big day?”

He smiled fondly at Elisana. “Of course.”

Then he looked back at me. “May I ask what your powers are? I’ve always wondered—”

“Darling,” Elisana said with a sharpness in her tone, and for the first time, I saw a flash of annoyance appear on Adrien’s face as he glanced over at her.

“Yes?” He asked her with the same sharpness.

Her mouth popped open in shock as if he’d slapped her. “Did you have your tea?” she asked in a tone that made the hair on my arms raise.

What was with this tea? Was he ill? Maybe it was medicinal.

The realization shone on his face, and he laughed. “I totally forgot.”

She relaxed, rolling her eyes. “You are so bad. I’ll just have to make it for you so my love stays healthy for our big day.” She stood, and leaning forward, she planted a slow kiss on his lips.

Nausea roiled in my gut as I watched them. My fingers curled around the meat knife I held, and I envisioned driving it right into her eye.

What was going on with me? Why was I acting like this?

I forced myself to release the knife and looked away to give them privacy.

When they finally broke apart, Elisana sauntered from the room, her hips swaying seductively with every step. Just before leaving, she cast a glance over her shoulder at me, a sly smile curving her lips.

I cast my gaze to Adrien. “So this tea sounds pretty important.”

Something was not right here. It was weird, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

Adrien nodded. “Elisana has been a lifesaver. I was sleeping horribly and dealing with a lot of stress. I would toss and turn, grinding my teeth, and not even the royal healer could help me relax on a nightly basis. Elisana is from the Northern Mountains and grew up learning about herbs and tinctures. She’s studying to be a herbalist. She created a tea that’s taken away all of my symptoms.”

I relaxed a little after hearing that. Okay, so this tea was important, and it made sense, but I still didn’t like her.

“That’s nice,” I said just as Elisana appeared with a steaming mug of tea. The scent hit me, and I inhaled. Notes of rose petals and jasmine tickled my nose. “Oh, that smells lovely. Can I have some? I often have trouble sleeping, too.” And since I was in a foreign land, it would be nice to have some help.

She glared at me. “Sorry, fresh out of this batch, and by the time I make another, you’ll be long gone. So sad,” she mock pouted.

I ate the rest of my meal in silence, shooting eye daggers across the table at Elisana.

* * *

My sleep was fitful, I was nervous about meeting Zane and this whole Shadow Heart thing, and I couldn’t stop thinking about those blue-green eyes and how they bore into mine. It was good that I was leaving soon. Staying here might get me into trouble with Adrien. Or more correctly, Elisana.

After rising, I ate a quick breakfast alone, as Elisana had it delivered to my room and did not invite me to eat with her and Adrien. Even though it might take days for Zane to get to the Southern Kingdom from the Western, I was still ready with my bag packed, hopeful I wouldn’t have to remain in Adrien’s castle for very much longer. After my morning meal, I waited for hours before Elisana finally sent a maid with a note. Apparently, Adrien had somehow contacted his brother directly through some magical means after dinner the night before. Zane was coming down from the Western Kingdom to pick me up but wouldn’t arrive until after nightfall.

I had no idea how Adrien had been able to talk to his brother from a long distance, but maybe that was how the Ethereum lords’ magic worked? In Faerie we didn’t have the means to communicate across long distances besides sending ravens or messengers, but however it was done, apparently, it left Adrien drained. In her note, Elisana complained about the strain, blaming me for Adrien having to recover all day. She said that it would be bothersome for me to be wandering about the castle, and so I should stay in my room for the day.

I prickled at the authoritative tone in her note. I was a princess of Faerie: who was she to order me to stay in my room? But on the other hand, I had no desire to run into her and be forced to endure her sour presence any more than necessary. So I spent the day in the tiny room, pacing the floors until my feet hurt, my mind swirling with thoughts of Zane and Adrien and the curse.

No one had come out and said it, but it was clear the assumption was that Zane was my mate. I could claim I didn’t believe in mates as much as I wanted, but what if it were true? What did that mean? Was I going to be expected to marry him? Because if that was what he thought, he was going to be in for a surprise. I was happy for Dawn and Aribella. They seemed content with their new lives, but I wasn’t going to just shack up with the first Ethereum lord who paid a little extra attention to me because we were supposed “mates”. Especially not after seeing what my own mother and father went through.

Mate or not, my mind was made up. I was only here to help end the curse, then I was going to do everything to get home to my parents and sisters. My life was in the Winter Court, not this foreign land with one of its
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