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Apparently, I slept through the
apocalypse…again.

The first time wasn’t my fault. I was
sixteen, naïve, and far too unsure of myself to trust the tingle at
the base of my neck whispering ill omens. The last thing I remember
before falling asleep was meeting my sister’s bright green eyes
through swaying blades of grass. We were curled on our sides on two
thick beds of moss in the outskirts of a meadow, and my hands were
folded beneath my cheek. There was a twinkle in her irises I
couldn’t ignore, no matter how much my tired eyes yearned to close.
It promised mischief, but for the first time in our lives, I didn’t
know why. I wasn’t privy to her plan.

“Aerewyn,” I whispered.

She blinked and the light faded from her
eyes as she focused them on me. “Yeah, Nymia?”

“Please don’t do anything stupid.”

She laughed, the sound soft and melodic,
like summer rain on a still lake. “Me? Do something stupid?”

I frowned. Most things she did were
reckless, but at least she usually had me by her side to bring a
little bit of sense. Not anymore. Not since the day she met her
human prince, the day everything changed. He was like a phantom
over her shoulder, invisible yet there, sewn into her thoughts,
woven into her mind, ever present. She was going to meet him. I
knew it. But she usually told me, usually asked me for help. Her
secrecy sent a shiver down my spine.

“Promise me, Aerewyn.”

“I promise.”

I should’ve trusted my instincts. I
should’ve stayed awake to follow her. I should’ve known she
wouldn’t listen—Aerewyn never listened.

But I didn’t.

I went to sleep.

By the time I woke, it was too late.

I blinked and rolled onto my back, still
half-asleep when I noticed what drew me from my slumber. It was too
quiet. The world was blanketed in a hollow, vacant absence that
sent an uneasy twinge up my spine. The woods were never silent.
Even in the middle of the night, they teemed with life. The swish
of fur on leaves. The chirp of crickets singing to the moon. The
gentle coo of an owl nestled in the dark. But not that night. It
was as though the world were holding its breath. No breeze. No
movement. No sound. All the critters had gone into hiding. The only
thing buzzing was the magic simmering beneath my skin, across the
air, and in every fiber of nature. It thrummed, screaming
danger, danger, danger!

I came alert in an instant and jerked to a
seated position. Aerewyn was gone, but I wasn’t alone. Strangers
stood in the shadows at the edge of the clearing. I’d seen their
faces in the scrying water. They were human. They were royals. They
weren’t supposed to be here. It could only mean one thing. My
sister broke her promise. She did something stupid. She trusted her
human prince—and he betrayed her.

I opened my mouth to sound an alarm to my
faerie brethren asleep on the other side of the meadow. Before my
scream could burst forth, an invisible fist wrapped around my
heart, then squeezed tight and pulled. Claws scratched at my chest,
my legs, my arms, digging into my skin from the inside out, as
though trying to rip my soul from my body. I realized too late it
wasn’t my soul they were after, but my magic. In the last few
seconds of my waking life, I saw the golden spark of my power shoot
across the clearing and sink into another woman’s chest. Then I was
gone.

Awareness ceased.

Without the Mother’s magic to give us human
form, faeries return to their natural state as flowers. We’re her
children brought to life, given the gift of consciousness for one
purpose and one alone—to protect her. And we failed. Of course, I
didn’t realize how thorough the failure was until I woke in the
clearing years, decades, maybe even centuries later. I have no way
to know. All I know is the world was utterly transformed.

I opened my eyes to daylight, but even in
the dark I would’ve felt the shift. The magic that once lived in
the air and the earth, that flowed in every river and flew with
every breeze, that was woven into every fiber of life, was gone.
Oh, my magic was back. Its return was what brought me back to life,
back into the same body at the same age in the same place, but the
rest was gone.

I stumbled across the meadow full of flowers
too bright to be natural. They were blossoms fused with faerie
souls, exactly as I had been a few moments before. Every time my
fingers grazed a petal, I felt the little tug of life, the silent
whispers of my sisters pleading for help. I fell to my knees by the
pond on the far side of the clearing and held my palms above the
water.

“Show me the world,” I whispered, voice
hoarse.

Magic simmered at my fingertips and the
scrying water listened. Images flashed across the glassy surface,
vignettes of what the world had become. I’m not sure how long I sat
there with my tears dropping into the water, their ripples warping
the pictures my eyes couldn’t bear to see. Eventually it began to
rain, as though the Mother mourned with me.

Humans had stolen the magic.

All of it.

They’d ripped it from the world and locked
it inside their bodies. All the faerie priestesses were gone. All
the girls in training, as I had been, were gone. All the creatures
we were supposed to protect were either gone or in hiding. The
Mother had gifted us this power as a source of life and light, a
tool for peace and love. But the humans twisted her magic, caged it
and coiled it, until a force that had once been the most beautiful
and natural thing in the world was now ugly and cruel. They wielded
it like a weapon, a means for dominance. Kingdoms ruled by humans
with this stolen magic were scattered across the globe.

I vowed to see the atrocity undone.

The first human royal I killed had a
penchant for fire. He kept a wall of flames burning around his city
night and day, to keep people out, to keep more in. He burned alive
anyone who opposed him, laughing at their pain. Despite the magic,
his heart was ice cold, but it wasn’t frozen enough to stop the
blade I put through it. The moment he died, the power he’d stolen
returned to the world. I watched it float above his lifeless body,
only to disappear in the wind. Then I ran to the nearest pond to
scry for a faerie priestess, for a face I remembered, for Aerewyn,
but I didn’t find anyone. His magic had belonged to a different
being—a shifter maybe, or a mermaid, or a unicorn, or a pixie, or
maybe just the world.

The second human royal I killed had the
power to wield metal. She’d twisted her kingdom into a prison until
I set her people free. The third and fourth were much the same—both
horrible in their own way, both earning the endings I gave them. I
told myself I killed these humans so that more deserving creatures
could be reborn—with every human heart I stopped, a magical one
awoke. But I killed for vengeance too, driven by the memory of
everything I’d lost, with no intention of slowing down.

I was on my way to target number five when
the humans found me.

Well, stumbled upon me, more like.

I was sloppy, lazy. There were rumors of a
king in a desert land with the power to make his enemies
spontaneously combust—his people too. His kingdom was on the other
side of a mountain pass and it was the height of winter. I spent
three days trudging through snow. My feet were numb. My hands were
ice. I’m a summer faerie, and I thought I was alone, so I lit a
fire, just to warm my fingers and my toes. I must’ve fallen asleep
in my exhaustion, because I woke to the sound of unfamiliar voices
in a scene that was all too familiar.

“Who is she?”

“She’s beautiful.”

“Why does her skin glow like that?”

“She’s a witch.”

“She’s a siren.”

“What if she’s a magic queen?”

While they whispered, I kept my eyes closed
and gathered a wind beneath my skin. I could deal with a few prying
men.

Or so I thought.

The moment I heard the distinct ring of
metal sliding free of a scabbard, I rolled to my feet and unleashed
my tempest. A gust of wind blew them off their feet. A spike of
lightning made the ground explode. Hail rained from the sky.

“She has magic!”

“Get her!”

“Run!”

In the chaos, I turned to make my escape—and
ran right into the sword leveled at me from behind. The human
looked as shocked as me as the blade cut deep into my stomach. He
was young, a boy on the brink of manhood, eyes wide with innocence.
In an instant, he grew up. His eyes narrowed and the edge of his
lip curled as he twisted the hilt. Then an arrow landed in my back,
striking my spine.

I gasped and shot my magic deep into the
soil beneath the snow. A thorny vine erupted from the earth and
wrapped around his neck, his arms, his torso—a python suffocating
its prey. I’m not sure if those men lived or died. I ran before I
had time to find out, leaving a cyclone in my wake to make sure
they couldn’t follow.

I pressed a hand to my abdomen, trying to
keep my luminescent blood from spilling to the ground. It was no
use. My vision started to spot. My body grew too heavy for my legs
to carry. I was dying, though that wasn’t what I feared. Death was
never permanent for a faerie—but how long would I be gone before
being brought back? And without me, what chance did the world have?
If I slipped into the Father’s realm, there’d be no one left in
this world to do my work. I was the only one trying to free the
magic, trying to stop the humans. I couldn’t die. I told myself I
needed to stay alive for them, for the Mother and the Father and
all their children, for the creatures awaiting the return of their
magic. But deep down, I knew the truth.

I didn’t want to die without seeing Aerewyn
again.

Yes, she’d started this disaster——with her
impulsiveness, her unyielding curiosity, her stubborn faith that
nothing would go wrong. Yet I still loved her, even more than I
loved myself. She was my sister—not in the human sense, connected
by something so inconsequential as blood, but in a deeper sense. We
were family because we chose to be. Time and time again, no matter
what obstacle we’d faced, we chose each other, we helped each
other, we saved each other. Our souls were bonded. One mistake
didn’t undo all of that, no matter how large. And right now, I knew
her magic was out there somewhere, stolen by a human and held
hostage, leaving her stuck as a flower.

I needed to free her.

I needed to bring her back.

So I reached out with my senses. I wasn’t
strong enough to heal myself, and there wasn’t enough free magic
left in the world to borrow, but I knew of a place nearby where I
could find the power I needed. I’d seen an entire kingdom of
magical creatures in the scrying water—the home of the
shifters.

My strength was nearly gone by the time I
walked through their iron gates. I expected to be met by guards,
but the streets were quiet. Gently falling snow was the only thing
keeping me company as I stumbled over cobblestones, making for the
castle whose glass windows flickered with golden candlelight. As I
pushed the front door open, I was greeted by music and laughter,
the sounds of celebration—sounds more painful than my wound. This
agony came from deep within, stirred by the awareness that after my
visit, there’d be no joy left in these halls.

Still, I kept walking.

The ballroom fell silent when I entered. The
orchestra stopped playing. The shifters stopped dancing. Two
figures in the center of the room caught my attention—a man with
cool slate eyes and a woman with a warm, inviting smile, both with
gleaming crowns upon their heads. I gathered my magic beneath my
skin as I crossed the dance floor. No one tried to stop me. They
were all waiting and watching, the instincts of predators used to
stalking their prey.

“Please,” I whispered when I got close.
“Please…”

Then I collapsed. My legs gave out, but
while I fell, a single thought crossed my mind—they’ll only
trust me if they think I’m one of them. When my body landed on
hard tile, I wrapped myself in Father’s shadows and used Mother’s
light to cast the illusion of a magnificent striped tiger in my
place.

Someone gasped. “A lost tigress!”

“She’s wounded.”

“Quickly, we must help!”

The illusion fell and I returned to myself
as arms scooped beneath my shoulders and legs, then lifted me from
the ground.

“To the royal wing, now. We have an empty
room already made.”

“Send for the healers.”

“Arm the walls. She may have been
followed.”

They laid my body on a bed and tucked me
beneath warm blankets. A palm cupped my cheek as fingers gently
brushed stray hairs from my clammy skin.

“No healers.” I forced the words out, hoarse
and raspy. “Just sleep.”

“We need to tend to your wound—”

“No,” I urged, squeezing the hand that held
mine, unsure of who it belonged to. My eyes flickered open, finding
the reassuring smile of their queen as she stared down at me. Over
her shoulder, the king looked on with stern concern. By their side
stood a little boy with a crown too big for his head and eyes the
color of downy gray fur, soft and curious. His face was the last
thing I saw before darkness returned. “It’ll heal. I’ll heal. Just
sleep. Please. Just…”

Shifter magic had healing capabilities, a
side effect of being around so many beings with claws, and cats
were notorious for their solitude, so it wasn’t an unfounded
request. They had no idea of the real reason I wanted to be left
alone—if they saw my wound, my faerie blood, they’d know I was
lying.

“Okay,” the queen cooed. I wish I could say
the warmth in her voice made my frozen heart fracture, but my
resolve was steel. I needed to live, and I needed their magic to do
it. “We’ll honor your wishes. Let’s go.”

“Already?” the young prince whined.

“Yes, Cole. You can come back tomorrow, if
she agrees.”

He grumbled out an acceptance. Then a small
hand pressed against my cheek, cupping the space around my ear. “I
hope you feel better. And if you can hear me, please let me come
back tomorrow. Please. Please.”

There’d be no tomorrow.

Not for them. Not for me.

Still, I lifted the corner of my lip in
response and felt his exalted breath brush against my cheek. Then
they were gone. I spent the next few hours listening to the
celebrations wane and gathering my strength.

Then, in the dead of night, I cast my
spell.

I stole their magic, using the same
enchantment the humans had used to destroy the world. The
priestesses used to use it all the time, to borrow free magic from
the earth to cast enchantments far grander than their own magical
resources would allow. In the old days, it was like stealing a
glass of water from a lake—there was more than enough to go around.
But now, I ripped power from innocent shifters while they slept,
trapping them in their animal forms, just as I had been trapped as
a flower. I became the very evil I promised to protect them
against. It was only temporary, I told myself, as I wove their
borrowed power into a new spell for healing sleep. I’d never used
the incantation myself, but I’d heard the priestesses mutter the
ancient words and tried to recall them as best I could. It was
risky, I knew, to be so weak while wielding a spell I’d never used
before, but I had no choice. I had to believe that in a few weeks,
my body would recover and the shifter magic would be freed. A
worthy sacrifice for a worthy cause—saving the world.

I left the royal family with their magic so
they could watch over their people while I slept cocooned in their
power. It was my last conscious decision before all thought slipped
away and my mind was lost to the spell.

Time passed.

Days. Weeks. Maybe months.

I hovered in a dreamless state, protected by
the magic, unaware—until now.

Once again, I wake to a new world.

Awareness comes first, a little prickling of
life at the back of my mind. I take a deep breath, pulling air into
my lungs as my consciousness returns, and already I can taste the
change. My magic is attuned to any shift in Mother’s realm, and it
feels a difference in the earth, a transformation. Before I can
dwell on that too long, another scent catches my nose—power
whispering of saccharine sweet roses with the hidden bite of
thorns.

Aerewyn is here.

I feel her in my soul. Her magic sinks into
my heart, reviving it, restoring it, a touch far deeper than human
bodies could ever understand. Her power overwhelms my senses,
sending them into an excited frenzy as I fight the lingering hold
of my healing sleep. I want to see her. I need to see her for it to
be real. She’s always been the rebel, with me the follower. Typical
that I’ve been searching for her for so long, and now she’s
the one who found me. I force my eyes open, and—

A face I don’t recognize hovers above
me.

Not my sister, but a stranger.

Actually, worse still.

A human with my sister’s magic trapped
beneath her skin.
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Before my eyes, the stranger’s rosy cheeks grow
pale. She’s young with a sweet face framed by wild auburn hair,
reminding me of my sister in a way that makes me squirm. Her eyes
are closed and deep wrinkles cut into her brow. Her lips purse as
though she's in pain. As she wilts like a flower without sunlight,
I sense my own body grow stronger.

Her magic gives me life.

My life will be her death.

I open my heart to the power and pull,
ripping it from her thieving soul, draining more and more away. Her
body slouches, weakening, but I don’t care. It’s no less than she
deserves. Her ancestor stole this magic from my sister, stole my
sister’s waking life, so it’s only justice I steal it back.

Aerewyn.

I try to whisper her name, but no sound
passes through my lips. It’s been so long, I’d almost given up
hope, and now she’s so close. I can see her rose-red hair shining
in the summer sun. I hear her laugh like warm mist on my skin. I
see the woodland green of her eyes, bright with mischief. My best
friend. My other half. My sister.

Aerewyn, come back to me.

The magic floods beneath my skin and I close
my eyes, imagining she’s there. A single tear slips down the side
of my face. The power begins to fight me, begins to draw back, but
I don’t let go. I don’t want it to end. I don’t want her to leave.
I need to free Aerewyn’s magic so it can find her, wake her, and
bring her back to me.

I feel the stranger’s body collapse against
my chest. I feel arms shake us. I hear the shout of muffled words.
But I’m lost in the power and the past and the possibilities. I’ve
killed humans before. What’s one more if it will bring Aerewyn back
to life?

As the magic sinks beneath my skin, I’m
distantly aware that something else has worked its way there too—a
little piece of this stranger’s soul. Suddenly, pictures fill my
mind, flashing faster than I can control, colors and lights and
sounds I can’t process as they fly across my vision, stealing it
away. A little girl with a princess crown. A carriage ride. An
earthquake that sent her flying. A new world. A dark prison cell.
An underground home. A kingdom of beasts. A lost prince. Memories,
I realize. The girl’s memories. As her life drains into mine, I see
it flash before my eyes. Years of loneliness and heartache. Weeks
of bright love. All winding down to this moment.

The magical tie between us snaps.

In the whiplash, she stands and stumbles
back. I open my eyes, trying to blink her memories away as a
guttural scream pierces my confusion.

“Omorose!”

That’s her name. I know it like I know my
own, as though it is my own. But I’m Nymia—Nymia the faerie
vigilante, not Omorose the human scourge. I force the broken piece
of her soul away, down into the dredges of my mind, not entirely
sure what to do with it.

I know enough to know I need to deal with it
later as I sit up and blink, utterly confused by my surroundings.
When I stole the magic from the shifters and cast the spell for
healing sleep, I’d been in a small room of a large castle, on a
plush bed beneath heavy blankets, surrounded by stone walls as a
fire crackled in the corner. But that’s not where I’m waking
up.

The air is cold as ice. When I breathe,
white plumes billow by my lips before fading into the dim light.
I’m lying on a cot of some kind, in a tent. Through the slit in the
canvas flaps, I see snow illuminated by moonlight. When I drop my
feet over the side of the bed, they land on a thick wool rug, cool
against the frozen ground. Omorose’s body is draped lifelessly
across a man’s lap. She struggles to keep her eyes open as she
stares longingly into a face I can’t quite see. The man holds his
hand to her cheek, cradling her as though she might break while he
caresses her rapidly paling skin.

“What did you do?” he whispers.

There’s such heartache in his tone, my own
chest pinches witnessing it. Omorose tries to open her lips, but
she has no strength left. The strip of her soul that somehow
braided with mine cries out. Colors flash before my eyes, stealing
my vision for a prolonged second. Just like that, I know what she’s
done as though it’s my own life we’re discussing.

Before I cast the spell for my healing
sleep, I’d heard rumors that human magic was cursed. No one knew
exactly why or how. Some said the magic cursed itself as a way to
gain freedom. Others believed the faerie priestesses had cast a
spell cursing all human magic with their dying breaths. More still
that humans had accidently cursed themselves by using a spell they
had no right to know. To be honest, I didn’t care. As far as I was
concerned, if they were cursed, they deserved it, just as they
deserved the blades I plunged through their hearts.

But in these memories that aren’t my own, I
see the truth. The magic is cursed. It's a burden Omorose
has lived with for most of her life, a constant weight, a constant
fear. Her magic is beautiful. Visions flash through my thoughts of
flowers blooming to life, of trees growing taller, of vines
creeping up walls as petals unfurl, and of dried fields returning
to lush meadows. Her magic is to give nature life—such a faerie
gift it almost brings a smile to my lips, until I remember it comes
at the cost of my sister. Then a twisted sort of pleasure floods my
veins as I experience her curse in visions of pain and agony—bits
of her own life being stripped away.

The man’s question comes back to me.

What did you do?

Hardly a second has passed since he muttered
the words, and yet, I’ve lived an entire life behind my closed
eyes. The perverse glee I’d been feeling a moment ago fades away,
replaced by stilted disbelief as full understanding of her
sacrifice blossoms inside my mind.

What did she do?

“She saved my life.” The answer spills from
my lips, a soft whisper, surprising me as the words roll out,
steeped with undeniable truth. She used her magic to save my life,
knowing the entire time that because of her curse, it would kill
her.

I glance at Omorose in time to see her lips
twitch with a smile. Then her body goes limp as death takes
her.

The man cradling her in his lap trembles and
gently shakes her shoulders. He glances up, swiveling his head in
search of help, eyes bloodshot and strained. I recognize him in an
instant—those smoky gray irises, that onyx hair, the aura of
wildness saturating the air around him. He’s the shifter prince I
tricked, whose magic I left intact while I stole the power from his
people. He was a young boy when I cast the spell for healing sleep,
and something must’ve gone horribly wrong, because he’s a young man
now.

Did I fumble the words?

Was I too weak to properly cast?

Was the magic simply above my training?

The spell should’ve taken months, no more
than a year, yet it seems a decade could’ve easily gone by—a decade
in which I slept peacefully ignorant while his people remained
trapped as little more than animals, unable to shift, unable to
speak, captives to their baser instincts, leaving him and his
parents the only humans in a town of beasts.

Hatred spills from his gaze as he turns
toward me.

To be honest, I don’t blame him.

“Do something!” he demands, voice hoarse and
crazed.

Cole, I remember his mother calling him,
though it seems more from a dream than a memory. I’m having trouble
rectifying the change between then and now, between boy and man,
between hopeful and unhinged.

“Help her!”

Help her? I think, mind still on his
mother and her warm voice. Then I pause, remembering the girl
draped lifelessly in his arms, and recoil. Help her?!

I flick my gaze back to Omorose, suffocating
her foreign memories as they try to rise to the surface of my mind.
I bring my own to the forefront instead. Memories of laughing with
Aerewyn as we snuck through the forests at night. Memories of
dancing with Aerewyn during the summer solstice as magic simmered
and sparkled in the breeze. Memories of spying on the elders,
testing our magic, and dreaming of the future ahead—dreams that
were snuffed out when her magic was stolen, then mine, then the
world’s, all because of humans like this girl draped pale as death
before me.

“There’s nothing I can do,” I murmur coldly.
Someone of her bloodline murdered my sister and stole her magic,
then passed it down from heir to heir until it finally reached
Omorose. As far as I’m concerned, this is justice hundreds of years
in the making. “Besides,” I add to drive home the point, “I
wouldn’t help a human thief even if I could.”

“You’re no better,” the prince snarls,
offering a glimpse of the beast trapped beneath his skin. As his
arms tremble, I watch his hands, half expecting them to change to
claws. “You stole everything from me. Everything.”

“That wasn’t personal,” I snap, denial my
gut instinct. Doesn’t he realize why I needed to borrow the magic
from his people? Doesn’t he realize I’m trying to save beings like
us? Doesn’t he see I’m trying to free the magic? To stop the
humans?

No, I suddenly realize as I stare into his
broken eyes. He doesn’t. All Cole knows is that I showed up at his
castle in the middle of the night and stole his people’s magic. He
went to bed with an eager heart, and woke to find his entire
kingdom destroyed. Of course, he doesn’t understand my reasons—I
never explained. The healing sleep should’ve only lasted months,
but it lasted years. I shattered his childhood. I crushed his
innocence. I didn’t mean to ruin his life, yet somehow I did. No
matter how good my intentions were, I’m the bad guy in his story.
And now here I am, awake while the woman he clearly loves is dying
in his arms. She didn’t sacrifice her life to save mine. She did it
to save his—to bring his people back, to return their magic and
reunite them with their prince, to heal his lonely heart before her
curse inevitably killed her.

I sigh as all my self-righteous anger oozes
away, replaced with sympathy. Whatever brought us to this moment, I
don’t want to cause him more pain. I meant what I said—it wasn't
personal, none of it was. Voice softer, I clarify, “And this isn’t
either. There really is nothing I can do. I’m not strong enough to
break her curse, not by myself.”

“What curse?” The prince goes still. A
droplet of dread oozes down my spine. “Her curse is pain.”

I laugh. I can’t help it. The sound is dark
and disdainful and dripping with irony. Of course, the human lied.
That’s what they always do. That’s who they are. A long time ago, a
human prince lied to my sister, filling her head with beautiful
dreams that could never come true. And now it’s a different world,
a different age, a different game, but the players are the same. A
human with beautiful lies, and a magical being who fell for
them.

I want to hug him as I would’ve my
sister.

I want to shake him and shout at his
stupidity.

I want to cry.

Instead, I give him the truth.

“Dear prince, her curse is death.”

“No,” he whispers. His pale skin goes
positively ashen as the blood drains from his cheeks and his eyes
go wide. His face twists in pain as he pulls her limp body to his
chest. “No!” This time, the word erupts as a roar, tearing its way
free and spilling into the world ripe with anguish. “There has to
be something, some way, some…” He hunches over as his voice cracks.
With a gentleness I never would’ve expected from a man whose
wildness permeates the air, he brushes his fingers against her
cheek, staring down with such intensity I have to look away.
“Please,” he begs. “Please don’t leave me.”

Despite myself, I almost want to help
him.

Not her. Not the girl with Aerewyn’s stolen
magic.

But this prince who’s breaking right in
front of me.

I spent years hardening my heart so I’d be
prepared to do whatever it took—and I mean, whatever it took—to
return the magic to the world. I’ve lied. I’ve killed. I’ve turned
my back on all the principles of peace I was born to believe
in—though, to be fair, I sort of think those principles turned on
me first. I’ve become someone I don’t think my former teachers
would even recognize. But for the first time since I was a girl, a
crack works its way slowly across my shell, fracturing and
expanding as my chest swells with his plea.

Unfortunately, there really is
nothing I can do.

I wasn’t lying.

Faerie magic is only a shadow of what it
once was, and worse yet, I was never properly trained on how to use
it. I was still a novice when the world fell, still learning my
elemental power, still years away from understanding how to warp it
into the grand incantations the priestesses used to weave. I don’t
even know all the ancient words, only a limited few. Whatever or
whoever wove the curses into the human magic, they were far more
powerful than me. I don’t know how to break her curse, and I’m not
strong enough to bring back the dead.

Which she is.

I know it the moment the magic detaches from
her limp body. A subtle golden shimmer rises to the surface of her
skin, a faerie glow to match the one always emanating from my own.
All faeries have it—I never thought it was strange until the first
time I laid eyes on the dull, lifeless skin of a human. Ours
sparkles with magic, a mix of sunlight and stardust we can’t shake
away. For a moment, I swear I see Aerewyn before me as the power
lifts off Omorose’s body and, still glistening, billows in the air.
Then she’s gone. The magic whisks away, vanishing in the blink of
an eye and leaving me no chance to follow.

I’m left alone with the prince I’ve helped
destroy.

His cries fill the small space of the tent,
forcing out the air until I’m suffocated by his grief. My body
splits in two, divided by the worst side of myself and the best.
Half of me wants to do whatever I can to help fix this situation I
know I’ve inadvertently caused, to ease his pain. Half of me wants
to use the opening to escape, to run away and find my sister, who
at any moment will be waking to a world she doesn’t recognize,
confused and terrified and probably still wrecked by the betrayal
that will be fresh in her mind. I’m torn between this prince I
broke, and the sister I brought back.

Yet, the choice is easy.

Aerewyn needs me.

I turn toward the tent flaps, already
longing for the fresh air, but someone jerks the fabric aside
before I get there. A human man with hair that glows silver in the
moonlight stands in the entrance, holding it open. A human girl
with determined green eyes runs in and falls to her knees beside
the shifter prince. I jump back as a frigid wind strikes my chest,
chilling me to the bone. The tent flaps close, but the cold
remains. It’s in my skin now. A premonition. A sense of dread. The
two new strangers share words with the prince, but my ears are
ringing too loud to hear as I take in the object they brought with
them.

It’s not from my world.

It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen.

The front flashes with numbers. A blue line
moves and blinks as it zags across the black surface. Somehow, it
makes noise, a beeping sound that grates at the ears. The humans
settle Omorose on the floor and press two handles to her chest.
When they push a red circle, lightning shoots beneath her skin—it’s
the only way I can think to describe it. This strange little box
makes a blast of pure energy, as though they’ve bottled up a storm
from the sky. Her body jerks on the ground. A buzz hums through the
silence. Then they do it again.

“Come on,” one of them says with stubborn
defiance.

They can’t mean to…

It’s not possible…

She’s dead…

She—

The charge blasts her chest again, but this
time, her mouth opens and she sucks in a breath, suddenly alive.
The two humans cheer. The beast prince gasps. I do too, but I think
it’s for a different reason.

This wasn’t magic.

This was something human. An invention of
some kind, like the ones my sister used to be so enthralled by, but
so much more. It terrifies me. While the four of them laugh and cry
and hug on the ground, relishing in their victory, I shrink back.
My entire sense of the world tilts to the side, gradually slipping
away as I dart my gaze around the room. The humans know how to
cheat death. What else have they learned while I slept? What new
world have I been thrust into? And what about my sister?

Her magic is gone.

There’s no trace of her in the room, but
what if they’ve somehow destroyed it? Do they have an invention for
that too? Could they bottle her power up in a little beeping box
and keep her locked away for all eternity?

I close my eyes, trying to dredge up the
memories Omorose accidently flung into my mind, but my thoughts
whirl too much. They won’t settle enough to let me focus. Instead,
question after question rises to the surface, making it impossible
to concentrate, until a voice stops me cold.

“And she’s going to help us.”

A shiver rushes down my spine as I sense
multiple sets of eyes on my skin. I blink, feigning a sense of
confidence I don’t feel. My arms are crossed defiantly across my
chest, as though rebellion has become part of who I am—something
the meek little girl I once was never would’ve foreseen. I’m not
meek anymore, and no matter what power these strange humans have,
I’ll find a way to defeat it. I may be surrounded on all sides, but
I refuse to be backed into a corner. So I cock my hip, deepen my
scowl, and arch my brow in a silent dare.

“No, I’m not.”

“Yes, you are,” Omorose says, voice sharp
with conviction. I don’t know what she wants my help with, but the
demanding nature of her tone irks me enough not to care, especially
when she adds, “I saved your life. You owe me.”

Owe you? I want to scream. Owe
you!

She runs around with my sister’s stolen
magic beneath her skin, and now has the gall to think I owe her a
favor? For what—destroying everything I hold dear? My spell for
healing sleep would’ve worked eventually. I didn’t need her help. I
didn’t want it. It’s so typical of a human to take credit for
something that was never even asked for in the first place.

I roll my eyes, unable to stop the spiteful
response as it rolls from my tongue. “You just expedited the
process. I was going to be fine.”

“Are
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