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Abriella

Another day of searching for my sister. Another day of chasing ghosts.

Rage is my constant companion. I’ve stopped trying to contain the rumbling shadows that swirl around my feet and fingertips. I no longer care whether Abriella, queen of the shadow fae, appears gentle or brutal, kind or intimidating. My sister is gone. My court is falling apart. And if the winds don’t change soon, all will be lost.

“We are running out of time,” I say, spinning away from the setting sun to scowl at my visitors.

“You think I don’t know that?” When Hale Kendrick’s ice-blue eyes meet mine, they contain the fury of a tempestuous sea. “You think it doesn’t haunt me every day I fail to find her? Every day I fail them both?”

The ache in my chest intensifies at the reminder of my selfishness. I’m not the only one whose sister is missing. Kendrick lost the woman he loves and his sister, Felicity, in the same day. He hasn’t rested since, and the dark circles beneath his eyes hint at the exhaustion his posture never reveals.

Months. We’ve been at this for months and have nothing to show for it.

I thought this time would be different, but now I realize desperation was making me see what wasn’t there. The rumors of Jasalyn sightings hurt the stability of my court as much as they hurt my heart. Some say she ran back to the human realm. Some say she is hiding out in the Seelie Court. Too few believe she is with me, staying in the safety of the Midnight Palace until her eighteenth birthday.

Every rumor, every speculation makes me rage. And I can’t even defend my sister by sharing the truth because seers across the land have whispered prophecy about the shadow princess, and one hint of the truth of the ring and her blood magic connection to Mordeus would be the end for me. The end of everything good I’ve tried to bring back to these people.

Claim the princess and control the court.

“You said you had a lead. That someone had seen her. Was it lies?” I demand. That’s why they’re here, after all—to update me on their latest efforts to find Jasalyn.

Kendrick’s friend Natan nudges his spectacles up the bridge of his nose and steps forward. “It was more of the same,” he explains. “Someone knows someone who saw her—but tracking the rumors didn’t yield anything.”

Of course it didn’t. We can never find anyone who saw her with their own eyes. And I am unable to search for her myself because I have to remain at the palace and pretend she isn’t missing at all. We’ve had a trusted shifter take her form to make the occasional appearance on various palace balconies, but without Felicity’s special gifts, we can’t risk allowing anyone close enough that they might suss out our deceit.

I shake my head, the same questions that have haunted me for months spinning through my head. “If we can’t find her because of the ring’s magic, why are there any memories of her appearing at all?”

Natan shakes his head. “This ring—it’s a conduit to some of the most powerful and complex magic I’ve ever seen. Perhaps the magic is changing. Or perhaps the rumors are just rumors and that’s why we can never find a true source.”

My gut folds in on itself at the hopelessness of it all, but I keep my chin up, my face impassive. We haven’t lost this yet. Haven’t lost her yet.

“With all due respect,” Kendrick says, folding his arms, “finding her might prove futile without this mythical stone your seer claims can nullify the ring’s magic.”

My temper flares, my shadows surging alongside my rage. Because he’s right. The idea that we could have found her and simply don’t remember is as devasting as anything. And even if that hasn’t happened already, if I don’t track down the Stone of Disenchantment, that is exactly the challenge we have before us.

Finn, my king, my love, my bonded partner, places a hand on the small of my back, and I draw in my first full breath since Elora’s chosen king returned with more bad news.

“Misha is investigating a lead on Felicity,” Finn tells Kendrick, smoothly shifting the subject away from my futile search for the stone. I’m glad he’s clearheaded enough to share this latest bit of news. If someone could give me a small shred of hope regarding my sister, I’d want to hear it.

Finn looks to me and I give a subtle shake of my head. We won’t give this male more hope than that. Not until Misha brings Kendrick’s sister back safely.

“Misha’s team still believes she lives,” I tell Kendrick. Like me, he’ll have to sustain himself on scraps of hope, and when those scraps aren’t enough to put a dent in the fear and grief these months have planted in our hearts, we plow forward nonetheless.

Kendrick squeezes his eyes shut for a beat. “I choose to believe the same. About them both.”

“We’re running out of time,” I say. “On Jasalyn’s eighteenth birthday, she’ll be lost to us forever, and the future of the shadow court right alongside her.”





Chapter Eight

Jasalyn

The cottage is empty when Gommid brings me back. I’m already feeling weak in a way I can no longer blame on the long night, but I can’t bring myself to hunt the creature Fherna showed me.

I wish she were here so I could warn her away. I don’t know what will happen and I don’t want to endanger her if she returns while I attempt to tap into Mordeus’s consciousness. Unfortunately, waiting isn’t an option when I don’t know if she’ll be back in minutes or days.

Unwilling to waste more time, I settle right in to my conscious dreaming efforts—lighting a candle, pulling the curtains to block out the midday sun, and making a comfortable place for myself to sit in the middle of the small cottage living room.

The truth is, I was never very good at conscious dreaming. The two times the instructor successfully pulled me down into that state of consciousness, I clawed my way back out. I didn’t like what was lurking in my head. The shadows. The darkness. The pain. The rage and the fear.

Both my emotions and Mordeus’s, I understand now.

But today is different. Today I’m searching for something. Today I have a purpose and, if I’m successful, an escape from years of terror.

I cross my legs and let my eyes float closed, focusing on my breathing to remove my mind from my physical surroundings and turn it inward.

Here, you can visit memories you thought were long forgotten, the instructor told me. But I only found memories of wicked silver eyes and blood and pain.

This time, when those silver eyes appear in my mind, I focus on them, connect to them, remind myself of all the dreams I’ve had from those eyes and shift my consciousness into the other side of them.

The rage here whips around with such abandon, I nearly lose my grip on my own mind, but I hold tight, focusing a thread of my consciousness on myself, the smell of the candle in this room, the feel of the cushion under me, and I send the rest of myself slithering toward his darkness and rage, wrapping around it like a snake.

I see the Throne of Shadows, see my sister sitting on it, crave the feeling of taking it from her. Of ending her for stealing everything that I worked so hard for.

Seeing the world from these eyes, feeling Mordeus’s greed for power crawling beneath my skin, it makes me want to abandon my mission. But I can’t. I need the Sword of Fire.

The moment I lock my thoughts onto it, the images shift, and I’m standing outside a blacksmith’s hut just beyond the edge of the forest. It’s overgrown by bushes and trees and time, a relic of Oberon’s kingdom that was never rebuilt.

I take in all the details I can. The shape of the dilapidated building, the curve in the gravel road beneath my feet, the view of the palace in the distance.

My palace.

She doesn’t belong on that throne. She is a disgrace to the Unseelie Court—practically a human and residing over shadow fae.

Everyone who bows to her will lose their head when I take back what’s mine.

Maybe I’ll kill her slowly. I wonder if the sounds of her pleas for mercy will be as sweet as her sister’s were.

I jerk awake with a start, and a blade clangs to the floor at my feet.

“Jasalyn?”

Abriella sits up in bed and blinks at me, then at the blade on the floor.

How did I get here? Why was I carrying a knife?

“Jas, where have you been?” She throws back the covers with shaking hands, her gaze dropping to the floor before shooting back to me. I backpedal, trying to get away from her. Trying to get Mordeus away from her.

Every muscle in my body aches, the ring reminding me I’m cheating death. This pain is the cost of the power I craved when I made that bargain with the Eloran witch.

“What are you doing with my dagger?” Brie asks. She’s moving slowly, like I’m a timid, wild creature she doesn’t want to scare away.

I shake my head, taking another step back. Then another.

The room is dark except for the starlight coming in from the windows overhead, but despite her caution, there’s nothing but trust in her eyes as she pads toward me. Barefoot, half asleep, vulnerable. “Brie,” I whisper. I’m shaking. Trembling. “I don’t know how I got here.”

She reaches for me, dropping her hand before it can touch my shoulder. “What do you mean? Are you okay? We’ve been looking for you. Let me call the healer to look you over.”

What was I doing in my sister’s chambers with an iron blade? “Where’s Finn? Shouldn’t he be here to protect you?” Please tell me I didn’t hurt him. Please tell me he’s okay.

“He’s in the Court of the Sun. Sebastian needed help and since I didn’t want to leave . . .” She looks me over. “You’re sick. It’s the ring, right? Kendrick says it makes you sick.”

I was holding a knife over my sleeping sister. She needs to be hard with me. Not gentle.

“I’m fine.” I take another step back. “Brie, you need to have wards that keep me out.”

She shivers and wraps her arms around herself. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re not safe around me. You need to set up wards to protect yourself against me—against anyone who might be . . . using me.”

The confusion falls off her face. “You mean Mordeus.” She holds my gaze and sighs softly. “I know everything—even about the connection between the faceless plague and your blackouts.”

Shame washes over me—hot and heavy. The faceless plague. That’s what they called all the unexplained deaths throughout the court. It had been going on for months, and we had no idea that Mordeus was the one responsible. That I was the one responsible.

“I’m going to make it right,” I promise. “I know where to find the Sword of Fire, and I’m going to use it to get to Mordeus and kill him. For good.”

“How will you do that?” Brie asks, and the pity in her eyes makes me curl my nails into my palms.

I steel myself against the surge of emotion flowing through me. “It won’t bring all those people back, but I won’t let him take any more lives through me. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“Whatever it takes?” She ducks her head to catch my eyes. “Like trade everything for a magical ring that gives you death’s kiss?” The rage in her voice sends a chill up my spine. Brie doesn’t talk to me like that.

“I’m sorry. When she asked for the Grimoricon, I thought it would be worth it, but I know it wasn’t mine to take. I’ll get your book back too.”

“You think I’m upset about the book? You cut your life short for that ring!”

She really does know everything. I wish she didn’t. I didn’t want her to be burdened with the truth.

I’ve made so many mistakes.

But I don’t dare say it now. I don’t want her sympathy. Not when it could make me crumble. “It doesn’t matter. I only need to live long enough to kill him.”

Abriella’s nostrils flare and she shakes her head. “No. You need to live much, much longer than that.”

“I traded it all away,” I admit, but the truth is I’m only brave enough to say the words because she already knows. “It’s too late.”

“You are a child of Mab. There is no ring, no witch, no promise big enough to take away the magic that will feed your immortal years if you choose to live.”

She’s wrong. “It’s done, Brie.”

“Where have you been? We’ve been so worried. We’ve looked everywhere, but . . .” Her gaze drops to my ring.

But they wouldn’t remember even if they had found me.

“Stop looking. There’s nothing you can do for me. Just . . .” My chest aches. I miss her so much. I wish I could stay. “Protect yourself.”

I look down at my feet. My boots are caked in mud. I don’t know how I got here. I don’t know where I’ve been. I need to think, but my mind is too foggy, as if I’m still half trapped in the dream where I am the wicked king, and I want nothing more than to destroy the human girl who stole my life and then my throne. “When I leave, you’ll forget this,” I tell my sister. “We need to find a way to make you remember. You aren’t safe around me.” I could write a note, but would she take it seriously? I need to leave a warning she’ll remember. I can’t risk her ignoring it.

“I’m strong enough to protect myself,” Brie says. “And besides, your magic ring doesn’t work on me like it does on the others. Kendrick and I talked about it.”

I squeeze my eyes shut. The ring doesn’t enchant Brie or Kendrick because of how they feel about me, but their memories are still affected. “Even if you can resist my commands, that doesn’t mean you aren’t vulnerable—especially when you’re sleeping. And it doesn’t mean you’ll remember this.” I bite my bottom lip. “We need to leave you a message for after I’m gone.”

She shakes her head. “I don’t want you to leave.” But I can see that what I’m saying is finally registering, and she knows I’m right.

My mind races, trying to find the best way to get the message through to her once I’m gone. “It needs to be in blood. Your blood.” Finn won’t ignore a message written in Brie’s blood. Her bonded partner would do anything to protect her—even from me.

“Jas . . .”

“Please? Do this for me?” I’ve fed her so many lies in the last few years, what’s one more? “Just until I figure out a way to fix it?”

She gives a shaky nod, then pulls a small blade from beneath her sleeping gown. “I will ward my chambers against you but not the palace. We’re working on something that could help you. Promise me you’ll return, promise you’ll check in with me.”

I can’t promise her that, but does it matter? If she won’t remember this anyway? “So long as you ward anywhere you rest.”

She slices into her palm without so much as a grimace. I use my finger as the quill and her blood as the ink, then I paint the words on her bedroom wall.

WARD AGAINST JAS. MORDEUS IS USING HER.





Chapter Eleven

Jasalyn

The feeble old crone who occupies the chambers in the southernmost tower of the Midnight Palace doesn’t rise when I enter the room. I grit my teeth at the insolence but don’t let myself lash out against her. Good seers are hard to find, and Karmyn is one of the best. In return for her skills, I allow her to march to her own beat. Even when it makes me want to break her neck and watch the life drain from her eyes.

“It’s taking too long,” I say, fighting to keep my voice down. “Abriella should’ve brought me the book by now.”

“She will,” Karmyn says. “You simply need to be patient and she will bring everything you ask right to your throne.”

I clench my fists at my sides. The human peasant brought me the mirror already, just as Karmyn said she would. She took the bait when I bought her sister, just like Karmyn said she would. Now she will bring me the Grimoricon, and after that the crown. “Patience. Fine. If I can finally rule this court from the throne, I will find some patience.”

Her blue-gray eyes go unfocused and she slowly shakes her head. “No. You don’t live to rule from the throne.”

“What?” I throw my power out at her and lift her from her chair. “What did you just say to me?”

Only when she claws at her throat do I loosen my magical hold, allowing her to draw in breath. “I told you before I cannot control whether you will like what I see. You made me promise to give you the truth regardless.”

I did. I’ve executed half a dozen seers in the last year alone after discovering they were telling me what I wanted to hear instead of the truth. When I brought in Karmyn, this was the promise I asked. In return, I released her son from my dungeons and provide a meager allowance to feed her grandchildren. I release my magic completely and she sags, her body going limp with relief. “Tell me. When did you first see this?”

“Only now, Your Majesty.”

“Why not before? What’s changed?”

“The fate of a whole realm can change on something as small as a shift in the winds. I cannot tell why I get visions when I do.”

Death. Death before I claim what is rightfully mine. Death before I come into my full power by wearing my brother’s crown. “I won’t have it.”

I lost three more days to sleep before Fherna woke me again, or so she told me. This time, she dragged me to the dark forest while I was still groggy with sleep, the memories of my dreams making me feel like I was seeing the world through Mordeus’s eyes.

“I can’t keep breaking the rules for you,” she mutters as she leads me deeper into the trees. “Risking everything for a fool who would give in so easily to a bargain that’s still incomplete.”

“What rules? Bargain with whom?”

She jerks to a stop and turns her glare on me. “Bargain with that Eloran witch. Did you forget what you traded for that cursed thing?” she asks, waving to my hand.

“I can’t forget that,” I answer in a whisper. I want to know more—about what she means by “incomplete” in regard to the bargain, about what she knows about the witch. If the bargain isn’t complete, does that mean I can find the witch and get back what I traded?

My mind is swimming with half-formed questions, but it takes all the strength I have to follow her, and part of me already knows she’s right. I need to hunt. If I’m too weak to ask questions, I’m too weak to find Mordeus.

The forest is thick and not even the night’s bright moon can break through the tree cover. I pull a glowstone from my pack and let its light seep from between my fingers as I clutch it to my chest.

“I can only take you a little farther,” Fherna says. “You must trek through the forest alone and find the wolpertinger. Drink the blood from its beating heart and you will have the strength to do what needs to be done.”

The darkness of the forest feels like it might swallow me whole.

She holds aside a cluster of branches and turns back to me. “Just beyond these trees, you’ll find a grand redwood. She soars higher than any other tree in this forest, and at her base is the entrance to the wolpertinger’s burrow. The creature sleeps. When you reach it, make haste, for it will sense any hesitation. If it wakes up before you grab ahold, this hunt will turn much more difficult. Just remember: With your blood you can overcome the flame. You are built to wield the sword.”

“You’ll show me?” I ask, but then she’s gone. The branches she moved for me remain parted, as if the forest itself is inviting me to come deeper.

“Go, Jas,” I whisper. “Just go.”

Each step is a battle with my body and my mind, but I put one foot in front of the other until I’m standing before a soaring redwood, the promised burrow waiting at its base.

I slide my iron dagger from my side and fall to my knees.

Dropping my glowstone in the leaves, I take a breath, brace myself, then plunge my hand inside the burrow until it collides with a mass of soft fur.

Move quickly. Do not hesitate.

I grip my dagger in my hand, preparing to strike, and grab the creature. I wrench it from its den, but as I hold it in front of my face and prepare to plunge the blade into its chest, I freeze.

The wolpertinger is nothing more than a ball of fluff with a flat face, floppy ears, and a long tail that coils around my wrist. Its tiny tongue darts out and licks my palm, and round, innocent brown eyes blink up at me.

A sob surges up my throat and I make myself shove it back down.

Life gives life. Do this for your sister. Do this for all the souls who would be tortured under Mordeus’s rule.

I ready my blade and the ball of fluff begins to vibrate in my hand, like a purring cat.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

It opens its little mouth, as if to beg for its life, and the purring vibration intensifies until I can barely hold on. In the next moment, it shifts, and all the fluffy hair turns to spikes digging into my flesh, its soft brown eyes glow green and angry, and long fangs shoot out from its gaping maw.

It surges for my neck.

The spikes pierce my skin and my grip goes slippery with my own blood, but I hold tighter, bring my dagger to its throat, and slice, hard and fast.

The creature goes limp in my hand, soft and furry again. Was it ever anything else?

I can’t let myself wonder. I need to finish what I’ve started.

I drag the blade down and rip the creature’s tiny heart from its chest, thrusting it to my lips before I can think better of it. The first taste of its blood—coppery and salty, with an underlying sweetness too much like decaying fruit—is almost enough to make me abandon this mission, but I force myself to bite into the tough muscle. Blood squirts hot and viscous onto my tongue, and I gag.

Drink. You have to drink.

The words sound like they’re coming from Fherna. I don’t know if it’s my imagination or my memory or if this horrible act has made me lose my grip on reality, but I obey. Every swallow is easier as the weakness and misery of the ring’s curse ebbs. I need this strength. I need to find Mordeus.

Only when I’ve sucked the gristly muscle dry do I let myself stop. I drop it to the ground and then lie down beside the soft carcass of the wolpertinger, and I cry, big, jagged sobs that are gobbled up by the trees around me.

I’m stronger, and I’m not afraid of anything in this forest as much as I am of myself, as I am of what I’ve become.

I want to see Kendrick.

It’s risky and pointless, but I don’t care.

I don’t know if Death’s coming tonight—when I intend to get that sword and use it to kill Mordeus—or in a week, when my bargain for the ring will bring me to the end of my life. But I feel her hovering, her fingers a handsbreadth away, ready to steal the very breath from my lungs.

I ask Gommid to take me to Kendrick. I just want to see him one more time. I just want to say goodbye.

“He’s here?” I ask when the world materializes around us again. We’re in the gardens behind the Midnight Palace.

“Kendrick the Chosen is inside. He’s taken the chambers next to yours, but you’ll have to take yourself there. As threats have escalated, your sister has warded the whole palace against goblin travel.”

I knew Kendrick had spoken with my sister, but I didn’t expect he’d be staying here. “Thank you, Go—”

But he’s already gone.

The palace is buzzing tonight, the doors to the ballroom stand open and torches glow on every terrace, revealing the partygoers who mingle and sip on faerie wine. Something tugs hard in my chest at the normalcy of it all. This is what my sister’s life should look like—palace balls and hundreds of guests who adore her.

Every pair of eyes locks on me as I head inside. Gommid said she warded the palace against goblin travel. He didn’t say anything about her warding against me. She said she wouldn’t, and yet as I head into the palace I find myself hoping that she did more to protect herself than she promised when I woke up in her chambers.

I don’t reply to any of the fawning compliments or meet any of the longing stares of my sister’s guests. I head straight for the stairs, stopping only briefly at the landing that overlooks the ballroom.

My heart aches as I stare at the gathering below.

I spent three years dreading or outright avoiding my sister’s balls, and now I would give anything to stand by her side through just one. When the female at her side turns, my breath catches. A shifter pretending to be me? Would they dare around so many people? Or did they find Felicity?

Felicity makes a better princess than I ever did. I take a step back from the rail, not wanting to risk any of the partygoers seeing two princesses in one night. Not that it would matter for long, since they would forget as soon as I left their sight.

The halls seem bigger than before as I navigate my way through them toward the chamber next to mine. When I get there, I enter without knocking.

Kendrick’s sitting shirtless in bed, leaning against the headboard with a book in his lap. He jerks his head up, his eyes widening, his lips parting. He scans me as if he’s looking for injury, skimming over my riding leathers and taking in the sword at my back and the daggers on my hips.

The sight of him and the feel of his eyes on me make me warm deep in my stomach but cold in every part of me that remembers I can’t climb in beside him. Shouldn’t.

I do it anyway, removing my sword from my back and sitting right beside him, so close my arm’s pressed against his. My heart aches too much to deny myself.

He stares at me like he can’t quite believe I’m real. Maybe because I’m not. I’m not who I used to be, and I won’t live long enough to become anyone new. I’m not anyone anymore.

“Jasalyn.” My name, said with relief, with gratitude, with worry.

I curl into his side and rest my head on his shoulder. “It was just a bad day,” I whisper.

“Where have you—”

I shake my head. “Don’t. I don’t want to do this again. I’m fine. I’m working to fix what I broke. I just . . .” I wrap my fingers around his arm, reveling in the size and strength there. I’m safe. Right here. Right now. I’m safe. “I wanted to see you.”

“Like you did before.”

I lift my head. “You remember?”

Kendrick pulls me onto his lap, moving me like I’m no more than a child, but I don’t care. I let him wrap his arms around me and rest my head against his chest. Hands stroking my back, he buries his nose in my hair and breathes in deep. “I might not remember it, but I knew why I’d gone to the keep and when I found myself in the Ironmoore infirmary, the scent of you was still there. It’s clung to me since. And now . . .”

His chest shudders with his next inhale. “Tell me you aren’t going to leave this time.”

I can’t lie to him, but I won’t waste this night rehashing the same conversation we had in the infirmary. “I’m here now,” I say, hoping that will be enough.

“We have a plan for the ring.” He touches a finger to my lips and I shiver. “Once we have the Stone of Disenchantment, I’ll be able to kiss you again.”

I close my eyes. I’d like that. Just once before this is all taken away from me, I’d like to know Kendrick’s kiss again.

I lightly brush the pads of my thumbs on the bruises beneath his eyes. “You aren’t sleeping.”

He cocks his head to the side. “How could I possibly sleep when everything that matters is so unsure?”

“Crissa,” I say. They still don’t know what happened to their queen.

He huffs out a breath that was probably supposed to be a laugh, but there’s no amusement in the sound. “Yes. I should be losing sleep over my queen. I should be losing sleep over the fact that we haven’t had one hint of where she might be and over the future of the realm I’ve been tasked with saving.” His jaw works for a moment before his arms tighten around me, but instead of feeling like a prison, they’re like a blanket, offering warmth and comfort without trapping me. “But I’m losing sleep over you, Jas. I’ve been out of my mind trying to find you.”

His eyes are so blue. So pure. They are the eyes that saved me, his is the voice that saved me, even when his hands couldn’t.

“You didn’t have to pretend to be human.”

He stiffens because, of course, he still doesn’t remember that I know. “What do you mean?”

“You didn’t have to be a human for me to trust you.” I skim my fingertip across the delicately pointed shell of his ear and he shivers. “I would’ve needed your friendship in those dungeons whether you’d been fae or human or goblin. I’m not angry that you’re fae. I’m angry that you lied.”

“That’s why you left? Because you found out who I am?”

It hurts—being erased like this, knowing that in so many ways this ring took my life before the date I agreed to. “I don’t want to have this conversation again. I just want . . .” I close my eyes and breathe in the scent of him. Leather. Soap. Fresh air.

“Tell me.” His fingers are so gentle as he tilts my face to look at his. “Tell me what you want and I will bend the world to give it to you.”

I want to kiss you. I want to stay here in your arms and forget everything that’s broken—everything I’ve broken. I want to lose myself in this moment. In you. To feel like I did during our night together—to give you the same feelings you gave me. “I want to touch you.”

His nostrils flare and his lips part. “Jas . . .”

I slide my hand down his bare chest, relishing the heat of his skin, the tickle of his chest hair beneath my fingertips. “You don’t remember, but we spent the night together before I left.” I find the waistband of his soft sleep pants and skim a knuckle across that spot where skin meets cotton.

His eyes float closed and he shivers subtly beneath my touch. “I don’t remember”—his voice is the rasp of desire brushing against need—“but I have my journal. I know . . .” He swallows. “I would trade a hundred useless memories for the one from that night.”

“You don’t need to trade anything.” I slip my hand beneath his waistband and watch his eyes darken as I find him. I don’t know what I’m doing, not exactly, but my cousins whispered about this enough to give me an idea. And it’s easier than I would’ve guessed to know what he likes—what makes his lips part and his breath hitch, what makes his hips lift just slightly from the bed. “This?”

He releases an unintelligible sound that makes want and heat curl together low in my belly. “Gods.” He holds my gaze and traces my lips with the pad of his thumb. “I must be dreaming.”

I explore the warm skin tentatively at first, but then with more confidence. He fights to keep his eyes locked on mine, but when he loses himself to pleasure, head pressed into his pillow, neck arching, something like pride flows through me. I feel like I’m glowing.

He pulls my hand away and before I can wonder why, he’s wrapping an arm around my waist and rolling us so I’m on my back and he’s above me. He scrapes his teeth down the column of my neck, then kisses his way across my collarbone and down to my chest, pressing his open mouth to my breast and licking me through my shirt.

He draws back, throat bobbing. “You’re bleeding.” He searches with eyes and hands across my belly, over my chest, and down my arms before reaching my wrist and finding the bleeding punctures from the wolpertinger’s spikes.

I didn’t even notice I got blood on his pants. “It doesn’t hurt anymore,” I promise.

He brings my wrist to his lips and kisses the tender spot. “Let me get a bandage for this.”

If he leaves, he’ll forget this. I’m not ready for that yet. “I’m fine. I just want you to stay with me. To hold me.”

He scans my face like he’s looking for answers, like he might remember this if he just tries hard enough. “I’ll hold you as long as you’ll let me.”

I skim my fingers across the stubble of his short beard, making my own efforts to remember this moment, though there’s no chance I’ll forget.

He lies on his side and pulls me against him, my back to his front. I let myself stay in the warmth of his embrace until the candle beside the bed flickers in the last of its wax, until his breath falls into the shallow rhythm of sleep.

“You won’t remember this,” I whisper, and the truth of it is like the worst of the darkness on the loneliest night. I thought I knew loneliness in the depths of my despair, during those years before I got the ring, but that can’t compare to the loneliness of knowing nothing I say or do now will be remembered. I will walk away and be erased. “I love you,” I say softly. I slide off his bed, not letting myself hesitate, even when he reaches for me in his sleep.





Chapter Fifteen

Jasalyn

The three-headed beast snarls, long streams of saliva dripping from its lips.

Die before you can fix what you broke or die taking Mordeus with you.

I don’t let myself think. I plunge my hand into the flame and grab the Sword of Fire.

Flames snap at my flesh, devouring it and incinerating skin, but I force myself to hang on.

“Take me to Mordeus,” I demand of the sword with the last of my will.

A swirling black vortex opens as the beast lunges toward me. I hurl myself into the darkness and the old blacksmith’s hut disappears.

I drop the sword to the stone floor and clutch my ravaged hand to my chest. It’s bright red and raw and already covered in blisters and pustules. Seeing it makes the pain scream louder in my head. I tear away part of my shirt and wrap it up.

Blood oozes from my thigh onto the stone floor and my hand pulses with pain. The agony and the despair work together, trying to pull me under, but I fight it. When I draw in a breath, putrid rot hits my nose, and I jerk into awareness, blinking as I look around.

The smell is sickening, a scent so thick it shoves itself into my nostrils and clings to the back of my throat, threatening to make me lose the contents of my stomach.

I’m in a dark room open to a long corridor, and moonlight pours in through a high window, illuminating a corpse on a stone bed. Mordeus.

I push off the ground, stumbling when I try to put too much weight on my injured leg. Weakness from blood loss threatens to pull me back to the floor, but I limp deeper into the room, following the scent every instinct tells me to turn away from.

The sight of him is worse than the smell. His flesh hangs from his skeleton as if it’s no longer properly attached. The bone of his left arm protrudes from where the flesh has been cut away—or maybe even eaten.

His cheeks are gaunt and when I get close enough to look, there’s nothing but squirming maggots where those horrible silver eyes used to be.

He’s not resurrected. This body is the picture of death. How could any magic, great or small, bring him back in this vessel?

The moment I’m convinced that’s impossible, I realize his chest is moving. Barely. But slowly—lifting and falling with the telltale movement of shallow breath.

He lives.

A shudder racks my shoulders. He lives. How can such a horrific, pathetic creature make me want to run? Want to curl into myself and hide?

I don’t let myself back away or even take my eyes off him. Because his hands are folded across his stomach, and on one finger is a ring that’s a match to mine.

He orchestrated all of this. He’s been using me and manipulating me every step of the way.

I reach for my blade with a shaking hand. Maybe I should go back for the Sword of Fire, but I don’t think I’m strong enough to pick it up, and I can’t risk sacrificing my remaining good hand. There’s no way a body this ravaged, this weak, could survive my iron-and-adamant blade.

I might not understand how this corpse can ever become the fearsome faerie who will steal the throne from my sister and rule the shadow court, but I don’t need to understand. I will end him before he has the chance.

Every muscle in my body trembles as I lift the blade over my head, prepared to strike, to cut out his wicked heart and toss it into the sword’s flame so it can never be used again.

I swing the blade down, and it sinks too easily through rotted flesh and decaying bone.

Laughter sounds behind me, low and devious.

I yank my dagger from Mordeus’s chest and spin around, blinking as the shadows part to reveal a laughing fae male. His face is so familiar, but I can’t place him. He strides toward me, gobbling up the ground with his long legs until he stands before me.

“You can’t kill something that’s already dead,” the faerie says, nodding to the corpse behind me. His white hair is tied back, and he smiles as he watches me clutch my blade, adjusting my grip on the cool metal hilt, preparing to strike.

An eerie wind swirls around me, wrapping around me and lifting me from the floor before returning me to my feet.

“Look how pretty you are. A face that will win over the masses.” His smile is so patient, almost grandfatherly. I struggle but can’t escape the hold of the wind.

I’m wearing my ring. How could I forget my greatest strength?

“Back down,” I command, infusing my voice with every bit of the Enchanting Lady I can muster. “Let me go.”

“Not yet. We should talk first.”

Why isn’t it working? Is it because I’m so injured? Why would the magic work any differently now? I hold his gaze and try again. “Drop your shield for me. I need you to listen to what I have to say.”

His lips quirk and he chuckles. “Do you think I would create a magical ring and allow it to enchant me as it does others?”

Create. This male created my ring. He’s responsible for this curse. “Who are you?”

“He promised you would bring me that,” he says, nodding to the Sword of Fire blazing in the corner. “I’ve been waiting.”

I don’t know who he is, but I recognize his voice from my memories. No. Mordeus’s memories.

“Erith,” I whisper. I don’t know how I’m so sure or what memory this knowledge comes from, but I know the male smiling at me is the Patriarch of the Seven. The male Kendrick needs me to kill.

He cocks his head to the side. “I’m dying to know, though, how you overcame the effects of the ring—how you have the strength to be standing before me now.”

I only fortify my mental shields and glare in response. I’m not about to tell him about the wolpertinger or Fherna.

“Fate is a slippery beast, and sometimes you need to go to extreme measures to make it work in your favor.” He glances toward the sword and smiles again. “It’s been a long journey, but it’s all proving worthwhile.”

“You helped him return and now you’re protecting him.” I look to Mordeus and then back to Erith. I knew Erith was evil, but what does he stand to gain from making my ring? “All for the Sword of Fire?”

“Don’t worry yourself, little princess. You don’t need to know the details.” He lowers me back to the floor and flicks his wrist. A doorway appears. On the other side of it is my childhood bedroom, the place my mother tucked us in each night before the house was burned to the ground in a fire. “Don’t fight it. You deserve to rest.”

Everything will be better if you come home, it seems to say. Step this way and the pain will fade. The fear will melt away. You’ll be safe here.

“No,” I breathe. I came here for a reason, and I’m not leaving. I’m not giving up. I won’t let the people I love pay the price for my mistakes.

I tighten my grip on the iron-and-adamant blade in my hand, and I charge at Erith.

It’s only as the blade plunges into his chest that I realize he didn’t even dodge the blow.

“Do you really think I would’ve let you keep that blade if it was a danger to me?” he asks as we stand there, eyes locked, connected through this blade I refuse to release.

“How?” I say the word on an exhale, my body growing weaker by the moment.

“Isn’t it fun when prophecies come to pass?” he asks, eyes dancing with nonsensical delight. “Make sure you tell your friend who fancies himself the king of Elora. He’s been waiting for the moment you’d put this blade in my chest.” Then, as calmly as if he were brushing crumbs from his shirt, he wraps both hands around mine and removes the blade from his chest.

I let my hand drop to my side and stare. There’s no blood. No wound.

Is this a trick? Perhaps Erith isn’t here. Perhaps this is some enchantment Mordeus set into motion to protect his corpse from harm? Am I dreaming? Maybe I’m curled up in the blacksmith’s cottage, delirious from the pain









Chapter Eighteen

Jasalyn

Coming back into myself is like crawling to the surface from the deepest, darkest depths of soupy water. Like there’s a vortex pulling me back with every inch of progress I make.

Don’t you dare give up now. Fherna? My mother? Abriella? I don’t know who the words are coming from, but I listen.

I push. I crawl and fight, and the moment I shove Mordeus’s consciousness away and take control over my own body, I see it: Abriella with her hand clutched to her stomach, blood gushing through her fingers. There’s a bloody dagger at my feet, and Finn’s screaming for a healer, one hand stretched out as if he’s casting magic in my direction.

My wrists hurt, my hands trapped behind me, held immobile—Finn’s shadows, I realize, pinning them there. Because I was the one with the knife? Because I did that to Brie?

Someone’s holding me by the shoulders, saying my name, and I blink up to see Kendrick.

“Don’t you dare give up now,” he’s saying. “Come back to me, Slayer. You’re stronger than him.”

“What did I do?” Frantic, I look back and forth between Brie and Kendrick. Exhaustion hangs on every inch of my skin, willing me to close my eyes. To rest.

Kendrick’s grip tightens, like this alone can keep me in my body. “She’s back.”

“How do you know?” Finn asks. “It could be a trick.”

“I know,” Kendrick roars, the rage so heavy in his voice it rattles the windows.

One hand still clutched to her stomach, Brie reaches toward me with a smooth stone the size of her palm. “It has to be her,” she says. “This magic is tied to her life. She has to be the one to use the stone.”

“Release her,” Kendrick tells Finn. “She can’t try the spell herself with her hands pinned behind her back.”

“No.” I shake my head, trembling all over as I meet Finn’s silver eyes. They’re so much like Mordeus’s that I always avoid them, but I can’t risk that now. “Don’t release me,” I say. “We don’t know if he’ll be back.”

Finn’s eyes glaze over, and I realize the Enchanting Lady has her hold on him. He won’t disobey me.

“Thank you,” I whisper. Even words are hard. Whatever magic was in the wolpertinger’s blood, it’s gone now.

Kendrick shakes me gently, but I can’t take my eyes off my sister or the blood coating her hands. “Listen to me, Jas,” he says. “This is the Stone of Disenchantment. If you don’t want Mordeus to take over your body again, you have to get this ring off. It strengthens the connection between you and Mordeus and makes it easier for him to control you.”

I blink back up to him. Do I understand what he’s saying? That I could be rid of this ring? That I could be remembered again? That I could stop sleeping away the little that’s left of my life? “How?” Keeping myself upright is harder than ever.

You almost died, and this ring is holding you at death’s door.

“You have to ask Finn to free your hands so you can take the stone,” Kendrick says.

“Have you already tried this?” I look back and forth between him and Brie, ignoring Finn’s adoring, starry-eyed gaze, but I can see the answer in my sister’s desperate stare. “If it didn’t work for you, how do you know it will work for me?”

Kendrick strokes a thumb across my cheek, the touch so gentle it nearly brings tears to my eyes. “You have to try.”

“You have to want to be rid of the ring,” Abriella says, wincing as she takes one labored step toward me and then another. “You hold the stone and you ask it to free you of the magic.”

“I don’t want to hurt any of you.”

“Then it’s time to take off the ring,” Abriella says. She takes one more step, holding the stone before me.

“Finn,” I say, my voice cracking as I take in my sister’s bonded partner. “Pick up that dagger and toss it in the hall, then close the door.” He obeys. He’s fighting the ring’s magic, but I have him in my thrall. “In a few seconds, I’m going to ask you to release your hold on me. If I do anything to try to hurt Abriella, restrain me immediately.”

“If that’s what you want.”

“It is,” I promise. Tears prick the back of my nose. Finn is one of the strongest, most noble males I’ve had the honor of meeting. There should be no magic that takes away his will like this. I should never have sought out such a power, should never have given that witch what she needed to create it.

“You ready?” Kendrick asks.

What if it doesn’t work? What if Mordeus is in my mind, waiting for the right moment to strike again?

What if this is my only chance?

I give a jerky nod. “Release me, Finn.”

My wrists and hands fall free at my sides, and I reach for the stone. It’s slippery with her blood, but that only strengthens my resolve.

All eyes are on me as I grip it hard, feeling it pinch against the ring. “Free me of this ring.”

I can’t explain it, but I feel the moment it happens. I feel the magic loosen its grip—still there but more in my control than it has been in months.

I fumble to pull the ring from my finger and the stone slides from my hand and hits the floor with a thump.

When I pull the ring from my finger, it’s like being released from a tether. As if it was both reining me in and holding me up. I collapse.

When I open my eyes again, it doesn’t take the effort it did before. I’m back in my bedroom at the Midnight Palace. The curtains are drawn but a candle burns at my bedside and scatters flickering light across the room and onto Abriella’s face. She’s lounging in a chair in the corner, a book open against her chest as she stares out to the night sky.

“Abriella? You’re okay?”

“Jas.” She sits up and moves her book to the side. “How are you feeling?”

“Me?” I look her over, searching for signs of injury. “You were bleeding last time I saw you.”

“My healers do good work. And being fae . . .” She shrugs.

“You saved me,” I whisper. “If you and Kendrick hadn’t found me when you did . . .”

Her eyes well. “I hope you know by now that I’ll always come for you. No matter how long it takes.”

A soft knock sounds at the door. “It’s me,” Kendrick calls.

Brie swipes at her cheeks before standing. “Come in.”

The door opens and when Kendrick steps into the room, my breath catches. He still fills a space with his presence, still grabs ahold of my lovesick heart with both hands. Even when I know I’ve brought nothing but heartache into his life. Even when I know I have to let him go.

I don’t have much time left and Elora needs him.

His broad chest expands as he looks me over. “You’re better. Thank the gods.”

I shove aside the conflicting tangle of emotions. “Where was I when you found me?” I remember the ash, the charred beams.

Brie cocks her head to the side. “You don’t know?”

I shake my head. “I wanted to go back to the cottage where I’d been staying but the sword didn’t work right.”

“The Sword of Fire? You found it?” The hope in Kendrick’s voice crushes something inside me.

“I did.”

“What do you mean it didn’t work right?” he asks. “It’s supposed to take you anywhere you desire.”

I blow out a breath. This is the easy part. “I mean I don’t know where it sent me.”

“You were lying in the charred remains of our old house in Elora,” Brie says.

“Because that’s where I wanted to be,” I whisper. I may have been trying to think of Fherna’s house, but the moment Erith made my childhood bedroom appear, I wanted to be there more than anywhere else.

“So it did work,” Kendrick says, a bit sadly, and I nod.

Brie sighs. “We had to heal you in Elora—at least enough that the goblins would agree to bring you back here. We worked on disenchanting the ring the moment we arrived at the palace, but it turns out we needed you to do it yourself.”

I stare at my bare finger, waiting for relief that doesn’t come. Getting the ring off my finger doesn’t change anything. I can’t undo the deal I made. I can’t bring back those I killed in my futile search for vengeance.

“What did Natan say about the ring itself?” Brie asks Kendrick, and I realize they’ve been busy finding answers while I was sleeping.

Kendrick bows his head. “The ring’s magic remains. The only thing the stone nullified was whatever spell was holding it on Jas.”

“I don’t understand,” Brie says. “Do you think maybe the magic of the ring is too strong?”

“It’s certainly more powerful than any magical artifact I’ve seen before.”

“Do you have to have all of the magical items for the stone to work?” I ask.

Brie’s brow wrinkles. “What do you mean?”

Kendrick curses softly and drags a hand over his face. “The ring was one of a pair. We couldn’t nullify its magic because we only had half.”

“You’re sure there’s another?” my sister asks.

“I saw the other ring on Mordeus’s finger.”

Brie draws in a sharp breath. “You saw Mordeus. He’s resurrected? It’s real?”

“He’s a rotting corpse,” I say, breathing through the revulsion that shivers through me at the memory.

“For now,” Brie murmurs.

Kendrick looks to Brie and then back to me. “May the princess and I talk? Alone?”

I bite my bottom lip.

“It’s up to you, sister,” Brie says. “I can stay while you talk or I can go. Or I can kick him out, though if I get a vote I think you should listen to what he has to say.”

She’s giving me the most patient and understanding smile, and all I can think is that I don’t deserve that from her. I’ve let her down so many times and in so many ways. But now Kendrick is on the list of people I’ve let down, and I need to tell him what happened with Erith and the sword.

“You can go,” I say.

“I’ll be right outside if you need me.” She pads to the door and closes it gently behind herself.

I push my blankets aside and climb out of bed, surprised to realize my injuries are gone. Magical healing is incredible. But even more miraculous than the absence of lingering pain is the absence of that ever-present weakness I felt when the ring was stuck.

Though I haven’t found the courage to meet his eyes, I feel Kendrick’s gaze on me with every move I make. I pull the curtains wide, desperate for any moonlight I can get.

“You’re staring,” I say without turning around. Maybe it’s that I almost died or that I nearly killed my sister. Maybe it’s the date of my eighteenth birthday looming so close, or maybe it’s that I’m finally free of the ring but still feel trapped by my own choices. Whatever the reason, my emotions are humming at the surface, and I don’t know what I’ll feel if I hold his gaze for too long.

“When we found you . . .” His soft steps scrape across the floor, and in the window I can faintly make out his reflection as he stands behind me. He cups my shoulders and slides his warm hands down my arms. “Do you realize how lethal the Cerberus’s poison is? How close you were to death?”

So close I could hear her call my name. “Do you realize how close I am now?”

“Don’t say that. You’re here. You’re better.”

“Sometimes I feel like I’m already dying. And I don’t just mean the ring.” I stare out at the night sky and try to find the words, but I can’t. “It was like that before the ring too. Like the world was too loud, so I did everything I could to drown out the noise, and then . . . after a while, it was all muffled, even when I didn’t want it to be. It’s like what happened with my sister—I kept her at arm’s length because I was too broken for her to be any closer, but then I was so lonely it hurt because she was never close enough.”

“There have been moments, though.” He rubs circles on my back with one big hand. “Moments when you felt alive, even after Mordeus?”

I close my eyes. Remembering those moments. Most of them involve Kendrick. His smile. His hands. His mouth. “Yes.”

He turns me around and pulls me into his arms. “Then it’s not over. You’re still here. And we’re going to keep it that way.”

I nod against his chest. Maybe because I don’t want to hurt him any more than I already have. Maybe because I want to believe it. “You rescued me?” It comes out as a question because the memory is so foggy.

“We came for you as soon as we knew where to find you.”

“Do you remember?”

“The ring’s magic is strange. The memories are there, but you’re not. Abriella and I took turns keeping record of everything. We didn’t want to risk losing you.”

“There were parts . . . I don’t know if I was dreaming up things about you.” I look up at him and take in his pointed fae ears. The tattooed crown he’s shown me only once is glamoured away and there’s no sign of the wings I think I remember pulling us from the rubble.

He cocks a brow and I get a flash of dimples. “Do you have a question?”

“Were the wings a hallucination or real?”

“They’re real enough when I want them to be.”

I step out of his arms. “You hid those from me too.” I don’t mean for it to sound like an accusation, but it does.

His face falls. “They’re a gift I have to conjure. I don’t like revealing them unless I truly need to. They’re just another part of being fae, not another secret.” He lifts a hand, and just when I think he might pull me back into him, he drops it and leans against the wall. “I promise things won’t be the same as they were. I won’t hide from you. Not anymore.”

I study him for a long time, but I already know I believe him. I trust him. Maybe that makes me a fool or maybe it means I was a fool to ever leave.

“It must be a relief to have the ring off,” he says. “How did you navigate the sickness all these months?”

“The wolpertinger’s blood acts as an antidote to the sickness caused by the ring.” I risk a glance up at him, though I’m sure the guilt shows on my face. “I had to hunt it and . . . it was horrible.”

Understanding dawns on his face. “We’ve all had to do horrible things to survive.”

“I couldn’t go after the sword while feeling that weak.”

“You really found the sword?” he asks, and I nod. “You said so when we found you, but I didn’t know if that was the fever talking. Where was it? Where is it now?”

I fill my lungs, searching for courage. “It was just hidden behind that three-headed monster less than a mile from here, and when I found it I told it to take me to Mordeus.”

“You used it?” His face lights up, and my stomach sinks. I trust him and he saved me, and now I have to let him down. They need the Sword of Fire to get to Erith—possibly even to defeat him—and I lost it. I may have cost him his kingdom.

“Did you know the Sword of Fire is literally made of fire? I burned my hand on it when—” I lift my hand but it isn’t wrapped anymore, and when I examine my skin, I see no sign of the burns. “They healed my burns?”

Kendrick shakes his head. “You didn’t have any burns. Your hand was wrapped when we found you. We removed the dressing when we were cleaning your other wounds but there was nothing there.”

“It was burned. It was raw and blistered and . . .” I stare at it, as if the injury I remember might reappear if I look long enough.

“Did you go to a healer?” Kendrick asks. “Or perhaps it healed while you slept.”

“I’m human. I don’t heal like the fae. And if I somehow found a healer, why wouldn’t I have had them heal my leg?”

“Jas.” He steps forward and takes my hand in both of his, rubbing his thumbs along the sides of my palm and onto my wrist, where he traces a circle. “Didn’t you have a scar here?”

“I . . .” I blink at the smooth skin. With your blood you can overcome the flame. “I did.”

“The sword healed you.”

“Kendrick, it didn’t. I’m telling you, that sword nearly killed me. I would never have touched it a second time if I hadn’t been sure I’d meet my end in Erith’s presence.”

“What do you mean it nearly killed you?”

“It burned off my skin. I saw it with my own eyes. I felt it.”

He closes his eyes. “There’s so much about our history that even we don’t know.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I’ve been searching for the sword for years with no idea I’d be unable to wield it.”

“Not without burning yourself at least,” I say, but I don’t understand that look on his face, like he’s puzzling something out.

Suddenly, he strides for the door and flings it open. Brie is standing on the other side, pale and staring at us both. “It’s time to tell her,” Kendrick says.
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