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			For Taylor, Sam, and Kristine,

			my Flora, Fauna, and Merryweather.

			Thank you for making all my dreams come true.

		

	
		
			

			A world of lighte blessed across the Stones,

			A king doomed to fall at the hands of his second son.

			A city turned to ash and bones,

			The fallen star will mean war has once again begun.

			The final Fae of full blood born at last,

			Will find the Blade of the Sun inside her heart.

			Father and child will meet again in war a half century past,

			And with the rise of the phoenix will the final battle start.

			A king who can only meet his end at her hands,

			A girl who knows what she must choose,

			A sacrifice made to save both troubled lands,

			Without it, an entire realm will lose.

			A tragedy for both full Fae, as each shall fall,

			Alas it is the price to pay to save them all.

			Ligeia, the Seer of Lumera, 113 years ago
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			Prologue

			arwen

			Thirteen Years Ago

			“I’m not going in there.”

			I willed the words into reality by digging my heel into a balding patch of grass beneath my feet.

			Bad things happened in Powell’s work shed. Things that hurt my back and made me cry.

			“Fine,” Ryder allowed, releasing my hand to cross his arms. “Suit yourself.”

			Whatever “suit yourself” meant did not sound promising.

			My brother didn’t wait for my response. He raced into the brisk night after Halden and the two of them picked the shed’s rusty lock with ease before slipping inside the thatched structure.

			All the while, cold air licked at my face and shins. I shivered violently in place. My favorite nightdress was rife with holes and worn cotton. Too tattered to protect me from the night’s chill. I needed a coat. Or to go back inside. But if I ran home, Halden and Ryder would think I was scared.

			Which I was, ­but . . . 

			They didn’t have to know that. My brother and his best friend were never scared. Not when they got into trouble arriving late for classes, nor when lightning struck so loud it sounded like the crack of a belt. Not when they snuck out on dark, windy nights like these.

			Brave, strong, confident boys, my mother always cooed.

			And . . . me. Chasing after them. The runt of the litter.

			Why couldn’t they have just invited me to join them? When I’d heard their hushed laughter and tiptoed from my room to ask them what all the fuss was about. If they’d just invited me then, I could have uttered a polite Oh, no thank you and gone back to bed armed with the knowledge that I hadn’t been excluded.

			A wolf somewhere in the distant woods howled at the huge white moon above, and I ground my teeth together. I wanted to go back to bed. It was probably still warm. I could stay there, under my quilt, until the darkness was gone and it was sunny and morning and Mother was awake.

			I spun on my heel, crunching a dry leaf under my slipper to do just that. They could mock me tomorrow, call me a ­coward—­I’d let them. Or maybe the shed would swallow them whole and they wouldn’t make it home at all.

			I’d only made one stride toward our cottage when a loud clatter and a yowl of pain warbled out into the night.

			Owls hooted. Leaves rustled. My blood froze inside my body.

			Another agonized ­shriek—­

			And I sprinted without thinking.

			Not for my rumpled bed, but for that looming work shed. Like a little goblin’s house, stark and solitary in the starless night.

			“What happened?” I breathed, slamming the door open. “Wolves?”

			Sawdust and varnish filled my nose and my back hurt in phantom memory.

			“It’s ­Halden . . .” Ryder’s voice wobbled. “We were playing soldiers. Halden grabbed the saw. His hand, it’s . . .”

			I squinted in the darkness at the pool of blood. Slick, like oil. And above ­it . . . ­Halden—­the boy that was always ­smiling—­drenched in tears.

			I’d never seen anyone cry like that.

			“It’s all right,” I whispered, though I didn’t know why I’d said it. His hand didn’t look all right one bit. “I’m going to get Mother.”

			“Are you stupid?” Ryder snapped, yanking me back by the sleeve. “She’ll wake Father, and we’ll all be punished. Just stay put while I think of something.”

			Ryder’s eyes, illuminated in a shaft of moonlight, cut sidelong to Halden. Ire flickered off him like candlelight, and I thought he looked a lot like Powell when he wore that expression.

			It turned my stomach into tangles.

			Halden had cradled his injured hand up to his chest, thick tears and snot bursting forth from his face. “This is your fault,” he wailed at my brother. “I told you we shouldn’t have come in here.”

			And Halden was right. The shed was horrible. So rickety and small. Always locked. I was only ever brought in here to be punished. My heart was already beating too fast just standing inside its four dusty walls. My lungs felt tight, like I’d forgotten how to breathe.

			In, out. In, out.

			I wanted to run. As far from here as I could get in these muddied slippers.

			But my brother always landed on his feet. He always knew what to do.

			And Halden was sobbing like an animal, ­and . . . my fingers hurt.

			No, not quite hurt. They tingled. Like I’d spent an afternoon lying on them wrong, and now they were filled with sparkling needles.

			“Can I see it?” I asked my brother.

			Ryder contemplated my question. Halden held his tongue for a long, ­tear-­drenched minute before Ryder nodded once.

			“Come here,” I said to Halden.

			He didn’t argue. Under the bleary moonlight I inspected the gash down the center of his palm, jagged and torn like fabric. The needles in my fingers intensified. My heart was beginning to pound too hard, like a bird was trapped inside my chest.

			“I think I hear something,” Ryder said. “You both stay here, let me go ­see . . .” He maneuvered around Powell’s craft table in a rush, sending screws and bolts toppling onto the floor.

			My chest seized even tighter. Powell wouldn’t like that. Those screws were ordered by size. The bolts in a line to match.

			“Well?” Halden sniffed. “What does it look like?”

			“I’ve done this for Mother,” I told Halden, stretching on my tiptoes for the rickety shelf just out of reach and dragging him with me. “Sometimes her legs don’t work so well. She gets a lot of cuts and scrapes.”

			My hand found the rag I’d been aiming for, and I pressed the soft cloth into his wound and held it there.

			Halden’s sobs guttered into sniffles. That wolf howled once more beneath the blanket of night outside. “He’s not coming back, you know.”

			Ryder? Sure he would. I opened my mouth to tell Halden so, but those needles in my fingers had become so frenzied I couldn’t think. They stung and fizzed. Even though I didn’t particularly want to see the gore again, I found myself asking, “Can I look once more?”

			Halden nodded but turned his head as far as he could angle, back toward the ­dirt-­flecked windowpanes that nearly blotted out the moon. Then he screwed his eyes shut for good measure.

			The cloth had slowed the bleeding some, ­but . . . then it was back, spilling forth in rivulets and onto the floor. The cut was deep. I could see stiff white peeking out from underneath his skin. Bone, and layers of muscle. I touched the serrated edges gingerly, and a ­dawn-­pale glow emanated from my fingers and into his hand.

			Shock stilled my heart. I yanked my fingers back.

			Halden’s skin began to stitch itself together before my eyes.

			I blinked them closed. Once, ­twice—­

			But there it was. A wound, closing on its own.

			And that curious, panicky feeling in my chest, the one where I forgot how to breathe ­right—­it was gone, along with the pesky needles. I pressed my fingertips against my palm, searching for that absent tingle.

			“Are you done?” Halden’s eyes were still closed.

			“Almost.” I touched the wound again, and this time my glow was smaller, less like a star and more like a matchstick. But after a minute his palm held only fresh pink flesh.

			Was I a witch? Would Halden think so? Would he tell Mother and Powell?

			Oh, Stones.

			I cringed. We weren’t supposed to curse.

			I was doing everything wrong tonight.

			“Don’t look yet,” I said to him, suddenly very tired. I wrapped his hand in the cloth once more, tying it in a knot to hide the evidence. “I think it’ll be better by morning.”

			“Thanks, Arwen.” Halden wiped the tears from his cheeks with the back of his good hand. “You didn’t have to do that.”

			Did he know what my fingers had done? Did he know that whatever it was had made my whole body feel calm and on fire at the same time? I swallowed hard. “Do what?”

			“Stay. Help me. You could have run off  like Ryder did.”

			I wiped down the saw the boys had been playing with, sliding its bloodied edge along the hem of my nightgown. Then I placed it back on its nail, and knelt to pick up each screw and bolt Ryder had knocked to the floor. It would take me an hour at least to put them all back in their right order.

			“You were hurt,” I said around a yawn. “I couldn’t leave you.”

			“Yeah,” Halden said, though he was already moving past me for the door. “You could’ve.”

		

	
		
			Part I

			The Ashes

		

	
		
			1

			kane

			I knew this time it was my rib that had cracked.

			Each inhale sent the mismatched shards straining from one another and pain radiating into the pummeled muscles of my back. Sitting up was marginally less painful, and I sucked in a slow, bracing breath.

			The scent of pine and blood filled my nostrils.

			When I blinked my eyes open, they raked down the cascading wall of solid, glinting ice that I’d plunged ­from—its peak still hidden behind thick white clouds, the smooth face marred only by the cracks and dents where I’d jammed my fists and feet, unsuccessfully attempting an ascent.

			First you failed them. Then you failed her. Now you’re failing again.

			Anguish pierced my heart anew. Fresher, every fucking day.

			Wasn’t grief supposed to dull with time?

			I stood, chest still constricting with two very different types of pain, and brushed snow and dirt from my backside. The motion aggravated deep scrapes along my palms. Whatever protective ward the White Crow had cast around his home atop that glacial mountain was inhibiting all aspects of my ­lighte—­barring me from shifting into my dragon form, halting my accelerated Fae ­healing . . . 

			I trudged through ­near-­blinding white back in the direction of the town at the base of the mountain. I’d only made it a few feet when the bruises, scrapes, and blisters across my body began to fade. My toe cut across the snow, demarking where the ward appeared to end.

			I winced with the movement. The rib was going to take longer to heal.

			If I were smart, or patient, I’d retreat down to town, get a room at the unsavory, ­sleet-­coated inn, and lie still in devastating silence until I recovered.

			But I wasn’t smart.

			I wasn’t patient.

			And I didn’t mind the pain.

			I was so cold these days it was almost preferable, feeling something ache inside my bones.

			Pressing my palm to the radiating volleys of pain in my side, I appraised the ­ice-­cold mountain range for the hundredth time. Beyond bare ponderosa branches thick with hoarfrost, and snow prints from hares and caribou, that towering rise of jagged hunches rose and rose and rose, gobbling up the skyline.

			“You planning to become a dragon and fly at it again?” a crotchety old voice called from behind me. “That almost worked.”

			Gods damn it.

			“No,” I growled.

			And that hadn’t almost worked. It had only gotten me high enough into the air to spy the tiny stone cottage that topped the peak, observe the elderly sorcerer tending to a flourishing root vegetable garden, and then, as soon as I flew for him and through his wards, shift against my will midair and plummet to the ground.

			That fall had yielded me one crushed kneecap, a concussion, and two dislocated shoulders. None of which had rivaled the experience of waiting days for my ­knocked-­out teeth to grow ­back—­nothing humbles a man quite like teething in adulthood.

			My body shattering against packed snow hadn’t been all bad. In some ways, I’d welcomed the pain. It allowed me to feel what Arwen had ­felt—­that same gruesome powerlessness. Sailing through the air, instincts screaming at me to fly despite my brain’s roaring that I couldn’t—­

			“You’re not going to die.”  That’s what I had told her.

			A grimace twisted my face at the memory.

			So I’d tried again the next day. And the next.

			The second time I fell out of my dragon form, I’d broken my back in two places, and lost the use of my legs. I’d lain there for half a day, inside the White Crow’s wards, unable to heal, unable to move, until this mouth breather had stumbled across my prone form and, upon my very clear instructions, dragged me back toward town until a tingling in my calves told me I’d started to heal.

			I appraised him now as he stood expectantly with that yoke across his shoulders. The wrinkly, crumpled do-­gooder was named Len and had a long face and thin lips that he used to smile far more often than necessary. A dishwasher in the town’s only tavern, Len climbed up the hill for fresh water from the well each morning, and once told me he was all too used to seeing sorry assholes like myself up here, trying and failing to reach the White Crow.

			“Don’t beat yourself up,” Len said, eyes crinkling. “It’s a feat when someone can even track the old nutter down.”

			Pressing against my aching, splintered rib, I cut a glance at him. “On your way now, Len.”

			The older man raised his hands in mock surrender. “All right, all right. Come down to the tavern if you need to refuel.”

			“Will do.”

			But I wouldn’t.
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			“Fuck.” I grunted, sliding down the face of the mountain, hands clawing for purchase against the rocks I’d driven into the smooth ice to serve as handholds. My chest slammed into one and I spasmed for air, landing hard against the snow. Through my blurred vision, I watched several brown rabbits scatter for the powdery brush.

			“You’re going to kill yourself before you do whatever you came here to.”

			“Why are you always here?” I croaked to Len through a mouthful of ice.

			“This is where the damn well is!”

			I craned my neck. Len gestured at the water source, yoke balanced across his back, twin pails spilling water from either shoulder. “Help me bring these down the mountain and I’ll buy you a pint.”

			“There isn’t time,” I said, ragged, bearded cheek growing numb in the slush.

			It had been months. If Lazarus had destroyed the blade ­already . . . then actually I’d have nothing but time. A miserable, aching eternity.

			I swallowed a dry heave at the thought and sucked in more frigid air, rolling onto my back with a groan.

			Don’t think like that.

			That sick, wounded yearning took root in my chest as it always did when her voice resonated in my head. Like bells. Like sweet music.

			Arwen would tell me that I couldn’t know anything for sure until I made it to Lumera and found out for myself. And I couldn’t do that, couldn’t confront my father until I, too, was ­full-­blooded and had a chance of destroying him.

			Which was why I had to get up the fucking mountain.

			Up ­there—­where the impenetrable clouds met an icy summit.

			I squinted. If there had been a sun to see, it would have sunk behind those peaks hours ago. I could tell by the dim, cerulean light dulling the snow, and the cold seeping into my bones.

			In the first days of my journey to the Pearl Mountains, a few residents told me I’d just missed the bright, ­clear-­skied summer. It was cold ­year-­round in the floating ­kingdom—­something about the altitude, or the magic that kept the city hovering among the ­clouds—­but it was especially brutal in both fall and winter months, when there were fewer than eight hours of daylight and ­near-­nonstop snowfall. It was even worse here in Vorst, the region that served as home to the White Crow.

			Meanwhile, Shadowhold was probably just reaching the tail end of autumn, the Shadow Woods likely replete with toadstools and blackberries.

			Another swift kick to the gut. That’s what thinking of my keep felt like these days. Not because of how much I missed my people, or Griffin or Acorn. Not because I longed for the comforts of lilac soap and whiskey and cloverbread.

			But because even if this treacherous, ­frostbitten climb was possible, even if I reached the White Crow, convinced him to turn me ­full-­blooded, stomached whatever anguish that might entail, and somehow still arrived in one piece back to my shadowed, familiar ­castle . . . 

			Arwen wouldn’t be there.

			Her books, filled with flattened petals, unopened. The side of my bed I’d so foolishly hoped would be hers, eternally cold. I’d never hear that peal of laughter again, nor smell her orange blossom skin.

			I’d watch my home become a crypt.

			I rolled over, burying my face in the snow, and roared until flames ran through my lungs. Until tears burned at my eyes and my chest rippled against the ground, the agony, shredding me, the guilt, the untenable ­sorrow—­

			“Stones alive,” Len breathed. “You need a break.”

			“No,” I grumbled, spitting ice and pushing myself up from the ground. “It helps. I’m fine.”

			“It’s almost nightfall. You can’t scale a mountain of ice in the dark with a broken rib and a punctured lung. Are you trying to die, boy?”

			I’d asked myself that same question so many times I’d lost count. “Depends on the day.”

			Len offered me a flat expression. “One pint, a hot meal, and you’ll be back to falling off the mountain again by sunrise.”

			Perhaps he was right. I was slinking dangerously close to that tipping point. The one wherein my own death was looking just a bit too attractive. Where I’d either join her or stop having to live each despicable day without her. But then her sacrifice would have been for nothing and ­that—­that I couldn’t allow. In life, or in death.

			Dry wind bit at my skin as I limped toward Len with a grunt. Alarm erupted on his face as I drew near, but I only lifted the pails from his shoulders and moved past him, prowling down the mountainside. Len’s sigh of relief was audible as he stomped through the snow after me.

			Vorst was barely a town. It was barely a village. That aforementioned seedy inn, a nearly bare general store, a temple, and Len’s quiet stone tavern were all it had to offer. Populated only by those passing through, solitary lifelong merchants like Len, and the rare scholar or priest who sought remote corners of Pearl to study or serve the Stones in peace.

			Len’s ­tavern—­which he made clear to me three different times on our trudge over was not his tavern, but his cousin, Faulk’s—­was a frostbitten ­slate-­gray hovel on the outskirts. I had to duck to enter, and, due to the low, slanted ceiling, hunch once inside, which sent currents of pain through my ­still-­bruised abdomen.

			With few ­options—­the grim space had only a handful of mismatched stools and one bench with a man snoring beneath ­it—­I sat down in a back corner beside the tavern’s hearth. My table was built from an overturned pig trough. A single pillar candle melted atop it, stuffed into an empty wine bottle and flickering for its life.

			“What can I do you for?” Len asked, prodding at the crackling fire.

			The heat permeated through my stiff, wet clothes. Remnants of ice and snow were melting beneath the layers. I removed my gloves, brushing frost from my beard and flexing my hands closer to the flames. “I’ll take that pint. And whatever you have to eat.”

			Len nodded once, returning minutes later with a foamy ale and a lukewarm meat pie. One bite told me it was mostly gristle but I ate the entire thing regardless and then asked for a second. Being this far from the White Crow’s wards had bettered both my appetite and my injuries. I twisted to loosen my rigid spine.

			“Want to know what Faulk tried to name the tavern?” Len asked, pulling up a low stool across from me and draping some animal’s hide over his knobby legs.

			Irritation pricked at my neck. I couldn’t tell the elderly man to scram when he had offered me the first hot meal I’d had in days. But I really, really would have liked to.

			When I remained silent he said, undeterred, “The Frozen Yak.”

			“Yeah . . . that’s terrible.”

			“I told him every patron will think of ­rock-­hard vomit when they eat.”

			My eyes found the soupy pie before me, and I lowered my fork.

			“You’re obviously not from here, but in Vorst, ­yaks—­”

			“No offense, Len, but I’d prefer a bit ­of—­”

			“Solitude?”

			I let my silence answer his question.

			Len only leaned forward. His cracked lips spread with a curious grin. “What do you want with the old Crow anyway?”

			The fire popped beside me and the snoring man bathed in shadow rolled to his side. I sighed like an ox. “Is it even him up there?”

			Len sniffed, the wrinkles on his face creasing with ease, as if he did that all too often. A chronic dripping nose from chronic winter. “It’s him, all right. He’s come down once or twice. Bought seeds for his garden.”

			“Does anyone in Vorst speak to him? Is there any way to send word?”

			Len shook his head.

			“Not even ­for—­”

			“The king of Onyx?”

			I choked on a piece of ­lard-­laden crust.

			“People talk,” Len said, leaning back. “Even in towns as small as these. Your land’s been missing a king for the last two months. And not so many men can turn into dragons. Only two, by my last count.”

			Suspicion ground my jaw shut. “What do you know of my father?”

			Len made a face. “This whole kingdom is made up of scholars. He’s a Faerie, right?”

			I said nothing, back rigid, narrow fork mangled in my grasp.

			“Why’d you abandon your kingdom?” Len plucked the knife from beside me and twirled it across his crooked fingers. “Are you not at war?”

			The rage that spiraled through me nearly blew out my fists and into the thin man. He was only spared by the equal rage directed back at ­myself—­the truth in his words, all my mistakes, being forced to travel here and leave them all behind.

			“I didn’t abandon them,” I growled. “My men are preparing for battle. I’m here to retrieve something we need in order to win.”

			“And what’s that?”

			Len’s curiosity had graduated from mildly irritating to deserving of a fork through the throat.

			“C’mon,” he pried. “Who am I going to tell? The rodents?”

			I took a breath. “The man I seek to destroy can only be killed by a certain type of Fae. I need the White Crow to make ­me . . . able to beat him.” I said the next words very slowly, as to infiltrate Len’s feeble mind. “Can you help me reach the sorcerer?”

			Len’s eyes softened, and for a moment, I thought he might actually answer me. “Why now? When you’ve been at war for years?”

			I stabbed my warped fork into the soft center of the pie, ignoring him. Two more mouthfuls and I’d head back ­up—­

			“If you answer me, I might be able to help you contact the wizard. I have lived beneath him for sixty years.”

			I didn’t want to talk about her with this toad. I didn’t want to talk about her with anyone.

			Len’s eyes held my glare like he hadn’t a fear in the world. If I left now, I’d never know if a single ounce of kindness to this man might have made all the difference. It’s what she would have encouraged me to do.

			“We had someone else who could kill the man,” I finally said. “Someone very dear to me. She died.”

			Len nodded slowly, as if my coldness to him finally made sense. “My condolences, boy. I recently lost a woman I cared for myself. Hadn’t seen her in many years.” Len sniffed again. “Still hurts.”

			The unmistakable scuttle of rats’ claws tinkered against the low roof and drew a grunt from the man still sleeping under the ­rot-­holed bench beside us.

			Len leaned back again, even closer to the hearth. “What would you give to bring her back?”

			Anything.

			I only finished my ale.

			“C’mon, boy. What would you give?” Len pushed.

			This dishwasher’s hunt for companionship was grating my last nerve down to a fine thread. “Why ask such a thing?”

			“Why not?”

			“I don’t dwell on hypotheticals.”

			Len snickered, toying with the knife still in his hands. Then he reached for my supper, and broke off a piece of crust, crumbing it in his hands and scattering it at our feet.

			The fat, wiry rat crawled out of the floorboards, tentatively at first. Drawn to the scraps, but no fool. The rodent waited with practiced patience until Len scooted closer to the makeshift table and turned his back on the scene.

			“What are you doing?”

			“I don’t want you to dwell, boy.” Len had faced me, but his eyes were on that rat, grasping at greasy crumbs with reedy pink hands. Before I could stop him, Len lashed at the creature with his knife and speared the thing ­clean-­through in a gory crunch.

			“For Gods’ sake, ­Len . . .” The man was senile. And all alone in this icy, lonesome town. I stood to leave, wondering if there even was a Faulk.

			“Sit,” he commanded, laying the impaled rat on the table. Its meager blood pooled around my ­half-­eaten pie.

			Mists of shadow twined around my fists. Though irritated, I had no real desire to hurt Len. But this ­was—­

			“And none of that,” the old man said, jerking his chin at my hands. Len removed the knife, placed it on the table, and waited. I had no reason to stay, but some curiosity, perhaps some ­long-­buried loneliness of my own, kept my feet from moving, and I watched as Len drew one wrinkled hand across the rat’s plump corpse.

			With no incantation, no lighte, no otherworldly glow, the rat twitched. And twitched again. Len hadn’t said a single word when the rodent’s curved spine reattached with an audible crack. The ­long-­tailed vermin released a disturbing, harrowing squeak before rising and scampering across the table. It crawled to the ground and back through the gap in the floorboards from which it came.

			My heart rattled my broken rib cage. It was more than Briar Creighton herself could do.

			Necromancy.

			My eyes shot up to Len once more. That crinkle at the corner of his eyes. The smirk playing on his lips.

			“It’s you. You’re . . .”

			“Now answer me, boy.”

			Knees loose, I dropped back down into my seat.

			The White Crow had been with me all evening long.

			I was a fucking fool.

			And now I knew his question for what it was.

			A test. One which I didn’t have the right answer to. I knew the ­truth—­that I’d give anything, any limb, any life, any realm, to bring Arwen back. That I would shear the skin from my own bones, tear the world to pulp to hold her in my arms even just one more ­time—­

			But I had no idea if it was the response the White Crow sought.

			“I’d give ­more . . .” I managed on a breath. “More to bring her back than you could ever know.”

			“What if it spelled your own death?”

			“In a heartbeat.”

			“Yes, that’s an easy one, isn’t it? What about an innocent’s? What if her resurrection demanded an equal debt ­paid—­”

			Suddenly I was back aboard a ship in the heart of the Mineral Sea, reaching for a ­tear-­stained, ­blood-­soaked Arwen. “I knew I couldn’t go through with it. Not even for the good of all of ­Evendell . . . Do you hear me? I was willing to sacrifice the entire world to keep you alive!”

			“Yes,” I admitted. Shame thick on my tongue, eyes down on the drying river of rat’s blood, tacky and ­near-­black on the tabletop. “I’d kill for her. A thousand times over.”

			“And if I raised your lover from the soil, brushed her off and made her new, and gave you the full Fae blood that you seek? If I said neither of you had to die, then what would you do?” The White Crow’s teeth flashed in the fading light, breath swirling in a room now icy cold. I hadn’t realized my bones were chattering.

			“Would you still take your new skin,” he continued when I remained silent, “reborn as ­full-­blooded just as the prophecy required, and slay your father? Knowing you were fated to die, as she once was? Knowing you could have lived a near eternity beside her? Would you still sacrifice yourself for the good of the realm?”

			No.

			If the Gods were that cruel, and somehow this wily, wicked sorcerer could turn me ­full-­blooded Fae and resurrect ­Arwen . . . Then, no, I wouldn’t leave her side ever again. There was no use lying to myself. Pretending to be some selfless man I wasn’t, and could never be.

			“A great disappointment.”

			The breath shot from my lungs. “I didn’t ­say—­”

			Another swipe of that wrinkled hand and the old, nameless tavern of Vorst transformed.

			When the spots cleared from my vision, my hands were braced on a rich maple dining table. Clean, polished, sparkling in gentle candlelight. The room glowed with dozens of the waxy, lit pillars.

			Not a tavern anymore, but a bachelor’s den: plush periwinkle settees, layers of mismatched cream rugs, exotic bottles of wine, and crystal decanters filled with spirit. Wood and leather and the smoky, spiced aroma of incense.

			I hadn’t even noticed how earsplitting the endless howl of wind whistling through the mighty trees had been until it was gone. Until that roar was replaced by indulgent silence.

			And that veil of frigid ­cold—­gone. Instead, a light, warm breeze rustled loose curtains. It felt like honey in my lungs. Despite the elevation and season here in Vorst, Len’s magic had doused the entire hideaway in temperate air.

			And still, my blood chilled as my mind stuttered to a halt.

			Not magic.

			And before ­me . . . not Len. Or, still Len, but perhaps as he’d looked thirty years ago. Virile, wise, angular. The kind of man you’d trust with your life, but perhaps not your woman.

			Len, the White ­Crow . . . whoever he was, was no mere sorcerer.

			“What are you?”
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			arwen

			I screamed like a banshee, squirming and wrenching away from my guards, not bothering to contain a single ounce of my rabid, roiling fury.

			Not even because it hurt. It didn’t, so much. Not anymore.

			After all these weeks, having my lighte harvested was more of a violation, more mentally distressing than it was painful.

			“Hold still.” Maddox grunted, his silver armor rippling with his taut muscles. “You’re not making this any easier.”

			That was why I screamed.

			“Good,” I spat at the blockheaded kingsguard and his insufferable square jaw. I kicked my legs haphazardly and got Wyn in the kneecap.

			“Ow,” he groaned, soft dark hair falling in front of his baby face.

			“That wouldn’t happen if you knelt like I did,” Maddox hissed at his underling from his low position, holding me to the chair. Then, under his breath, “Feeble in more ways than one.”

			“Let me go,” I demanded. “Both of you sniveling, ­subservient—­”

			Octavia cut me off. “How greatly I despise that voice.”

			I could have said the same for the sorceress presently scraping the lighte from my veins. Somewhere between the first time she’d harvested me, when I’d sobbed like a little girl, and the ­fifteenth—­the day I successfully spat in her ­eye—­I’d decided Octavia reminded me of an aging female python. An apex predator whose scales had begun to lose their shine but who was determined to prove her power, the scope of her viciousness, to anyone who cared to listen. Sometimes even more fervently to those who didn’t.

			She also spoke with the same ­viper-­like hiss. “Imagine if I just snatched it.”

			I opened my mouth to swear at ­her—­but nothing followed. Silence, no matter how I screamed or rasped or whimpered.

			“Much better.”

			Octavia returned to the gory task at hand, adjusting the tubes affixed to the backs of my hands and creases of my arms. When I winced, I swore her smile bared fangs. She studied the pale white lighte that dripped through her contraption and into the great glass barrels at her feet. Her graying, ­hip-­length hair grazed my legs as she worked. The sound of Maddox’s sinister hums reverberated in my ears. Sick glee at my pain worming itself through his vocal cords. I wondered if he was even aware of the grating noise.

			I slouched back into my chair, strands of hair fluttering up from my face with my sigh of defeat.

			The same oversize velvet chair I’d sat in almost every day. In the same lavish room I’d awoken in two months ago. Which was perched atop the same suffocatingly high tower in the same palace in the same capital of the same nightmarish Fae Realm it seemed I’d never, ever leave.

			Once Octavia had purged every ounce of lighte from my veins, Wyn laid me, depleted and still unable to speak, across the deceivingly sumptuous bed. My arms collapsed across my body and I crumpled myself into a ball. I didn’t care who saw.

			And maybe it was that notion ­exactly—­that acceptance, that acquiescence to her ­power—­but as Octavia strolled from the room, she offered me a serpentine grin and a flick of her wrist. With my next cough I found my voice had returned.

			The kingsguards had walked in just as she’d left. Their armor reminded me of the exoskeleton of a rare silver ­crustacean—­no leather or steel in sight, but a shinier, scalier alloy rippling over their joints. The helmets so ­skin-­smooth it was as if their skulls had been dipped in the stuff. Only a sheer red visor covered their faces, and I had the errant thought that if I were ever in a position to fight one of these men, it would be the only entry point for my blade. I was sure no ­man-­made weapon could penetrate whatever their breastplates and greaves were made of.

			Maybe the Blade of the Sun could have. My blade, long gone now.

			The muscled guards carried weighty barrels of my lighte from the room, which produced a peculiar shame deep in my stomach. I tipped my head toward the ceiling and that floating, pearl-­crusted chandelier.

			When I heard the doors slam behind them, I finally allowed myself to sit up, my legs tangled in layers upon layers of gentle petticoats.

			My two shadows had lingered behind as always. Maddox, with his cold beady eyes, carved jaw, and cropped straw hair, stood ramrod straight by my door, same disturbing tune floating absently from his nose. Wyn had shuffled to the washroom and was just now returning with a cold compress for my forehead. His knee was worse today, since I’d kicked it.

			I turned my face from his offer. “I don’t know why you bother.” My throat was hoarse from Octavia’s spell.

			“I don’t know why you fight it every time,” he said, dabbing the cool rag across my head anyway, the damp fabric soothing my clammy temples.

			It was a strange order Lazarus had given my two guards all those weeks ago: keep me here, in this mighty looming tower, high above the rest of the ­palace—­even farther above Lumera’s walled capital city of Solaris, which I knew I was held within but hadn’t seen any of, aside from the staggering view from my one window. Even at the expense of my health and theirs, as I learned in my first few weeks here, when I’d nearly scratched Maddox’s eyes out trying to escape and he’d punched me so hard in the jaw it had taken a week for my face to regain its shape.

			And yet, also, serve me. Make me comfortable, ply me with quince tarts and juniper perfume and delicate fans of osprey feathers at the tail end of summer. Light those stifling, revoltingly sweet sandalwood candles each day. So long as I never left the suite, make sure I was pleased. Entertain me with repetitive card games and fruit wine and stacks and stacks of books rife with the same propaganda extolling the commanding and righteous Fae King Lazarus Ravenwood. A pinnacle of heroism, fairness, and vigor. As beloved as he is feared. What a load of shit.

			A bound captive and honored guest. The prisoner who was soon to be queen consort.

			Wyn was better at doting than his brutal counterpart. They might have made a good team, if only they didn’t despise each other almost as much as I despised them both.

			Wyn dotted the cloth along my collarbone with care. I would have shoved him off  had I had a scrap of strength left. To his credit, Wyn never allowed his caretaking to grow inappropriate. Or, he was as appropriate as one could be when imprisoning someone and allowing them to be drained of their bodily fluids against their will. 

			Even as Wyn kept his hands to ­himself . . . I still fought him ferociously. And Octavia, too, even knowing I’d never break her torment. Because ­stopping—­stopping would mean I’d given up. And I refused to lose hope that one day, even if it were centuries from now, I might know what it felt like to be free.

			And when doubt crept in as it had so viciously today, I thought of Kane’s crooked smile. When I screeched so loud they plugged their ears, or bit so hard I drew blood, his words were the ones that rang through my mind like a temple bell. That’s my vicious bird. Such claws. Such violent, gorgeous claws.

			I’d only resorted to actually hearing him a few weeks ago. Or, what I thought must’ve been a few weeks ago. I’d lost all sense of time here, holed up in this ­marble-­floored, scarlet brocade suite. Drained of lighte, lonely beyond fathoming, pale from lack of ­sun—­sleeping and scowling in a constant, dizzying ­rotation . . . Kane’s imagined voice in my head was all I had left.

			My suite door creaked open, and with it my blood froze in my veins. Maddox poked half his head outside to converse with someone, and I held my breath.

			A minute ticked by.

			Another.

			But in the end he only nodded and closed the heavy anthracite doors once more.

			I didn’t allow myself to ask what was coming next.

			“She’s arrived a few days early,” Maddox snipped to Wyn. “His Majesty requires more guards. Stay with her while I aid them?”

			“Of course,” Wyn said.

			But Maddox only scowled at him. “Without fucking anything up?”

			Wyn gave a single resolute nod, no eye roll in sight, which would have been hard for me, personally.

			The thickheaded guard deserted the ornate doors and the lock clicked outside as it did each night.

			My strength had finally returned a ­bit—­likely from the spike of adrenaline that came with the ­interruption—­and I snatched the compress from Wyn’s hands. Patting it along my arms and down to where my veins were wrapped in bandages, I willed my voice to be casual. “Who arrived early?”

			Wyn limped, favoring his right leg, over to the carnelian curtains, stitched with that gold-and-ebony detailing. He drew them open and allowed hazy afternoon light to slip in and glimmer over his ­warm-­hued bronze skin and ­pulled-­back dark curls.

			With some difficulty, I pulled myself to sit on the edge of the bed. “Early for what?” I pressed, still unanswered.

			Wyn only gazed out through the high windowpanes, clearly trying to spy whoever had arrived.

			“Why do you let him speak to you like that?”

			“He’s my senior,” Wyn said to the glass. “In both age and rank.”

			Flipping the now lukewarm cloth in my hands before patting it along my neck, I racked my brain for a question that might reward me with another real answer.

			Wyn winced as he maneuvered back to sit in the armchair across from the glossy fireplace, though he positioned himself to face me. With a grimace, he lifted his leg onto the velvet ottoman.

			I’d noticed the lame limb the first day we’d met. My heart lurched despite all the unfathomable things he’d allowed to be done to me. “I’m sorry about your knee. I wasn’t aiming for it.”

			“It’s fine.”

			I assessed him as he massaged the joint. “How young were you?”

			Wyn’s expression was one of great surprise. Lowering his brows again, he said, “Three.”

			“What happened?”

			“I fell from a cupboard. Never healed quite right.”

			“What were you doing in a cupboard?”

			The corner of Wyn’s mouth ticked up as he appraised his raised leg. “My mother sells hairpins.”

			My brows furrowed. I waited patiently for more.

			“She crafts them from metal, and solders little ­hand-­bent flowers onto them. It’s how she fed and clothed seven children.”

			“That’s a lot of hairpins.”

			“Indeed. I was sleeping when I fell. Sleeping in a cupboard because there was no room left on the floor.”

			My heart thumped again and I had to reprimand myself. Why should I have any sympathy for this man? Even if he was more boy than man, really.

			I told myself it was the principle of the story that hurt my heart, not Wyn’s suffering. Kane had warned me that the vast majority of the Fae Realm lived in poverty worse than anything I’d known as a ­child—­and Abbington was barely more than farmland and a handful of cottages. Based on the bits and pieces I’d gathered in my time here, outside the glittering walled city of Solaris were conditions worse than squalor.

			Years ago, Lazarus’s men had reaped both coin and lighte from all major cities until they were shells of their former ­glory—­mere ­slums—­and then used their yields to further fortify the king’s own capital from all those that would seek what he had stolen. Shelter, resources, safety. But also glamour, amenities, ­excess . . . He built another set of walls around the coasts of Lumera, prohibiting any mortal or Fae in the land from fleeing to Evendell. The ­channel—­the only route between realms if you weren’t lucky enough to know a powerful witch to portal you ­out—­was guarded day and night. Kane had said in passing once that Lazarus had plans to seal it off completely.

			“You must hate Lazarus as much as the rest of us, then,” I tried.

			Wyn’s eyes were sharp on mine. “He is my king.”

			I fiddled innocently with a loose thread on the duvet. “The two are not mutually exclusive.”

			“King Lazarus has given me the opportunity of a lifetime, despite my injury. A chance to bring my family to the sanctuary that is Solaris. If you’re in his kingsguard long enough, he allows your loved ones within his court. That is a leader of generous heart.”

			“I have a hard time believing Lazarus employed you despite your disability out of sheer altruism.” Don’t roll your eyes, bird, Kane’s voice rumbled inside my mind. I nearly sent chills up my own back. Maybe I was finally losing it.

			Wyn pursed his lips. “I’m a skilled fighter. I had to be, to survive outside these walls. Growing ­up . . .” His hazel eyes found his knee. “I’ve earned my place in his guard.”

			“Is Maddox also hoping to buy his family safe passage to Solaris?”

			“Maddox?” Wyn sneered. “Maddox was raised here, and by nobles no less. His first day in the regiment he wore gilded Solaris finery. He’ll lead the lot soon.”

			I looked out the lofty window. I couldn’t see much from the dizzying heights of the tower. All of Solaris’s industry and production clogged the cityscape with thick gray clouds that reminded me of clumps of lint you found in high cabinets and old drawers. An unpleasant reminder of all the grime you never knew was floating around your home.

			A knock at the door sounded and Wyn lifted his sensitive leg off the ottoman and hobbled to answer it. The knocks didn’t frighten me. Only the servants knocked. The guards weren’t that polite.

			Wyn returned moments later with a teacup and fresh pot of tea and, after placing them on a shiny, varnished armoire, poured me a cup and limped back over. I sipped the fragrant rooibos and licorice in silence, allowing it to soothe my raw vocal cords. All that soundless ­screaming . . . When the ivory was drained, the little tea leaves formed a blurry image in the liquid’s wake. I thought it looked like a lamb.

			“Why does she despise me so much?” Wyn frowned at me and I rolled my eyes. “I can’t imagine whatever vendetta Octavia has against me is some court secret. Is it my affiliation with Kane? Everyone in Solaris knows him as a great betrayer, right?”

			Wyn’s soft curls fluttered with his sigh. “Most have forgotten the rebellion ever even happened. Lazarus ensured that.” He adjusted his leg, clearly debating how much more to share.

			I held my breath.

			“Octavia, like Lazarus’s late wife, is more witch than Fae, but she does carry the blood of both. I ­think . . .” Wyn’s eyes met mine with a wince. “I think she coveted the role you’re being primed for.”

			That tea rose up like acid in my stomach. “She wanted to be queen?”

			Wyn only nodded. “But she can’t bear him ­full-­blooded heirs.”

			I almost asked what gave Octavia the idea she could rule beside Lazarus in the first place, but a new question had formed in my mind.

			“Why hasn’t Lazarus come for me yet?”

			I’d been here months, and hadn’t seen the Fae king since my first day in Lumera. Since I’d been impaled high above Hemlock Isle, stolen away, and awoken tethered to that luxurious, stifling bed.

			Wyn sighed. “Is this your last question?”

			“If I say yes, will you answer it truthfully?”

			He seemed to consider my question before saying, “You cannot conceive without your lighte.”

			“Why drain me then?” Wasn’t that the sole reason Lazarus was keeping me alive? To impregnate me with more true Fae that only the two of us could create? “What does he need my harvested lighte for so urgently?”

			Wyn remained quiet, though his eyes weren’t displeased. Maybe just tired. Either way, I knew my probing was futile. I’d squeezed every answer I could from him.

			My gaze found the golden spires peeking through smog outside my window. “Is it winter yet?”

			“I thought that was your last question.”

			When I remained silent his shoulders sagged. “No. The winter solstice is a week from today.”

			I nodded at my palms. “That means tomorrow is my birthday.”

			I would be ­twenty-­one.

			Twenty-­one, and a prisoner. Held in a tower so high I might never see the ground again. Awaiting a fate worse than death, each day dragging me closer, and without a bead of lighte, single ally, or even ­halfway-­plausible escape route.

			Twenty-­one, and wasting away.

			And later that night, like all nights, I fell asleep to nightmares so ferocious, so abhorrent, I’d come to resent my own mind for crafting them. Leigh, weeping over our mother’s body. Spiders with women’s heads and wolfbeasts and gray, scaled dragons. Kane, soaked in blood, sputtering for life.

			When I awoke, sweaty and panting, there was something new obscuring my vision. A nondescript brown box tied with twine, sitting atop my pillow.

			With less caution than I should have employed, I wiped the sleep from my eyes and pried it open.

			Inside was a delicate, carved hairpin.

			Two identical iron spears met at the top where three daisies of different sizes curved around the outstretched wings of a swallow in flight.

			The smile that cracked my lips was the first I’d felt in months.
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			kane

			My fists crackled with obsidian thorns and shadowed scales as I beheld Len, no longer on a ­worm-­rotted wooden stool, but now seated in a sleek upholstered leather chair. Fit for a king rather than a man. Or a witch or a ­beast—­I still didn’t know what Len was. He hadn’t answered my question.

			“What are you?” I snarled once more. My rage sent the flames of the white candles around us flickering.

			“Would it make a difference? I can’t help you.”

			Fury—­blazing ­fury—­radiated through my chest. “Why not?”

			“I serve the many realms. Not heartsick boys.”

			Serve the many ­realms . . . “Do not lie to me.”

			The man that wasn’t Len frowned as he stood, his chair scuffing along the luxe rug beneath us. “About which part? The heartsick boys ­or . . .”

			My mouth was inexplicably dry as I watched him pour himself a glass of whiskey from an ornate carafe. “A God? You’re a Fae God?”

			He dipped his chin. “Frankly, I thought you’d get there quicker, boy.”

			Was it possible that a God truly stood before me? I jerked my head around as if I could shake the shock away. “What is a Fae God doing holed up in Vorst?”

			Irritation crested in his depthless eyes. “Do you have no fear? Most used to bow before me.”

			Used to. My mind scattered and realigned itself twice over. “A disgraced God. A banished one,” I murmured. “What did you do?”

			The man that was not the White Crow took his seat once more, now with a swirling amber drink. “I interfered with the lives of ­mortals. Who knew compassion for lesser beings was an existential sin?”

			I had come all this way. Flown through hail and wind and ice. Topped clouds and peaks and pines higher than the stars. I’d scoured the Pearl Mountains for the White Crow. Scaled a ­mountain—­and plunged from ­it—­for days trying to reach him. And now I beheld a true Fae God. I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that this was the only chance I would get.

			“You know what I seek,” I said, so low I hardly heard myself. “Can you make me ­full-­blooded? I’m nearly so already. My father, ­Lazarus—­”

			“I don’t require your recounting, boy. I watched your father rock in his cradle.”

			“Then you know what a monster he is. You know that blade may be gone already. Turn me, and let me rid this world of him.”

			“The blade cannot be destroyed,” the God said, bored eyes on his drink. “Not by anyone.”

			“That won’t stop my father.” I would have tied a thousand weights to the thing and sunk it to the bottom of the Ocean of Ore. Or fed it to an ogre, the blade safe within its monstrous gut.

			“It didn’t stop him. But the blade always found its way back. If the Blade of the Sun cannot be with its master, it will find a new one, mortal or otherwise.”

			Adrenaline and lighte both recessing, I slumped into my own plush leather chair across from him. “Where is it now?”

			“With your father. In Solaris.”

			“Turn me,” I said, heart in my throat. “I will do anything you ask.”

			“I did ask. You answered incorrectly.”

			“Your questions don’t matter,” I bit out, slamming my hands onto the heavy table between us. “She isn’t alive.”

			The God only tsked. “Your intentions are what matter to me.”

			He had said he served the realms. Perhaps it was my integrity I needed to prove.

			“You can decree the future, I’m sure. See all, know ­all . . . Tell me I am not the best chance we have to rid this world of my father. Tell me I don’t wish to save the lives of those threatened by him more than anyone alive. Nobody’s intentions are more pure.”

			The God only laughed. “Hers were.”

			“Arwen’s?” I hadn’t said her name aloud in over two months. The syllables slid cruelly across my tongue. Profound grief I thought I’d buried rose up my throat and coiled around my jaw.

			And I couldn’t stand ­it—­couldn’t stand another moment on this earthly plane knowing she wasn’t here, too. Here was my only chance at giving her death an ounce of meaning and I couldn’t convince him my intentions were pure? “I carry her will inside my heart. Consider her virtue, her morality, my own.”

			Whether he detected the tenor of pain in my voice, I wasn’t sure. The God’s unflinching gaze only burrowed into mine.

			Despite how I was breaking, I pushed on. “Look inside my soul. Tell me I don’t mean it.”

			The Fae God considered me.

			His judging gaze seared across my tensed brows, my burning eyes. My fingers, splintering the wooden arms of the extravagant chair. A sensation stirred in my chest, and I wondered if the man had the ability to somehow dig his hands through my ravaged heart.

			The Fae God’s jaw stiffened. A breeze rustled the gauzy curtains. The wisps of smoke drifted from the incense over to the table until ash fell softly on the rich mahogany. I tried to draw in one single even breath.

			When his glare found mine again, a sliver of hope sparked in my chest.

			“You must swear on everything you own. Your kingdom, your coin, your people, that you ­will—­”

			“I will kill him. I swear it more ardently than anything I’ve ever sworn.”

			“Swear on her. That he will perish, one way or another.”

			The urge to bark out a laugh almost knocked me from my chair. “I swear on Arwen’s grave. I will do it for her. In her honor.”

			The Fae God only scowled, but triumph soared inside my chest. I had him.

			“I must warn you, boy, even if I were to try, I have never done such a thing. In the earliest days, when there was only Lumera, ­full-­blooded Fae were born when Gods copulated with ­mortals . . .”

			That was how Arwen had been conceived and born ­full-­blooded—­the mating of a Fae God and her mortal mother.

			“But,” he went on, shaking me from my recollection of that rainy night outside Mariner’s Pub, “I have never taken a Fae and rebirthed him for the sole purpose of turning him true.”

			I wasn’t clever enough to trick a Fae God. I was a mere blunt instrument. “Try.”

			“There may be grave consequences.”

			“I know what I am asking.”

			“The ­risk—­”

			“Do,” I gritted out, “your worst.”

			A single wave of that hand once more and an elegant, elongated wineglass appeared at the table before me. Not wine, but thick, ­bone-­pale liquid inside.

			His eyes were vicious. “Drink.”

			That ­color—­ “What is it?”

			The God only smirked. “You know what it is.”

			Lilium.

			I knew better than to say what echoed in my mind like a death knell: That will kill me. Instead, I took two bracing, fortifying ­breaths—­

			And I drank.

			It was as if I had guzzled liquid lightning. Charring my throat, seizing my body as it oozed down my gullet. I choked on most of it, sputtering half up, collapsing, knocking the chair out from under me. It clattered somewhere behind me, shattering some ­bottle . . . I didn’t know. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe as agony shrieked through me. As my soul fled my body, digging through layers of earth for ­her—­
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			Consciousness found me sprawled across the polished wood floor. Alive, it seemed. And still in that sleek den belonging to a God. Bergamot incense and pungent spirit filled my nostrils. I choked back a gag.

			My mouth ached. My very ­skin . . . weaker, somehow. The pulse sliding along my veins, so quiet I couldn’t hear it. I grasped at my body, my jaw, my thundering heart. “What did you do?”

			My muscles, as I stood, sore though I’d barely climbed today. My tongue, heavy in my mouth. My eyesight, ­blurred . . . 

			“It’s only ­temporary—­”

			But I couldn’t hear past my own horror. “I’m . . . mortal.”

			“All rebirth demands death. Now you are a slate, cleared and readied for a new inscription.”

			“How?” I hardly grit out.

			“A weapon forged with not only my own power but the other eight Elder Gods’ as well. A relic to grant you the blood you seek.”

			“The ­blade . . .”

			“Touch the steel once, and you will regain your lighte tenfold.” Len’s eyes gleamed with victory. “You will be reborn, ­full-­blooded.”

			Despite accomplishing all I’d set out to, relief evaded me. I was a mortal man. Mortal, until I got my hands on the blade. “That was not the agreement,” I breathed.

			The God stood from the table. “It’s already been done.”

			“You knew all along, didn’t you?”

			For the first time, remorse crossed his eyes. “I had an inkling.”

			I thought I might hurl myself at him. Claw the skin clean off his face. But I was no longer Fae. I shouldn’t have risked the wrath of a God when I was, and I certainly wouldn’t now.

			“And if I never touch the blade?” I asked around my splitting headache. “If I can’t find it?” A simple fall down the stairs could kill me now. I’d never make it through Lumera. I’d never locate the blade in the palace unscathed.

			“The realms will be doomed.”

			No, no, ­no—­

			Why had he done all of this? He knew I could never destroy my father if I wasn’t Fae. Why did I need to swear to complete the prophecy in her place? Why did my intentions matter to him at all? How could ­he—­

			A singular, ­near-­juvenile hope blazed in my mind. “Was this all a test? Are ­you . . . Will you bring her back?”

			Ice in that voice as he regarded me with less than pity. “No.”

			“Could you?” I had to know. “Are you choosing not to?”

			“I would have,” he said, pushing his chair neatly back into the table as if finishing up supper. “If it were possible.”

			“Why? Why isn’t it possible?” I was pathetic, and I knew he was sneering at me, and that nothing I said would work. Knew that I was weak and broken, covered in my own sickness and sweat, and still, I couldn’t stop the words from shoving past my lips. “I’ll bring you her body. I’ll scour the realms for it. I will pay any price you demand. Obey any request.”

			“Go, boy. Find the blade.”

			“Please.” I knelt to the floor, my mortal knees cracking against the wood. “Please.” My throat was so tight I could barely speak around it. Tears burned in my eyes. 

			“Please,” I begged, wrung out. “Please bring her back to me.”

			“Find the blade, Kane.”

			When I lifted my bleary eyes to him, the Fae God was gone. The polished walls replaced by that grim cobbled stone. ­Bone-­deep chill where there had been warmth. And my inedible meat pie, growing cold beside a dying hearth.
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