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      “Thus with a kiss I die.”

      

      William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
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            Chapter One

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      The quiet was so jarring it could wake the dead.

      Midnight darkened the ruins of Dolinska. There was nothing left of the city besides crumbled buildings and piles of rubble. Amongst it all was the scent of blood, and corpses buried beneath the concrete. We moved as a small group through the disaster, specters congregating at a mass grave as a light snowfall coated the once-perfect streets. Arthur and Finlay roamed beside me, my only companions within this dark night. We’d taken a portal to the forests outside the city, and snuck our way into Dolinska in order to search for our missing friends that might’ve survived the destruction.

      I was losing hope that there were any.

      As I surveyed the carnage, a lullaby I knew as a child struck me, such a distant memory that it almost seemed like someone else’s recollection.

      
        
        Droga, Droga, master of night

        Came to eat my soul

        Slipped in at night to take a bite

        And swallowed me up whole.

      

      

      We remained close together as we continued on our mission. We couldn’t afford to lose each other in this mess. We forged in the direction of the palace, shivering as a winter breeze rushed through the husks of trees still standing in the local park.

      There was a depraved snarling up ahead. Hunched forms loomed over frozen bodies, accompanied by the tearing of flesh. As we neared, I took in their bare naked humanoid bodies, soulless eyes and gnashing teeth. They ran on four-clawed paws, bits of jagged flesh hanging off their forms.  

      Ghouls. Dozens of them. I readied to defend myself, but the monsters merely hissed and ran away, fading into nests they’d created out of rubble. 

      Ghouls were vile creatures. They were disgusting monsters that fed on carrion. They loved digging up graveyards to devour those who’d been laid to rest. They were always violent. They hadn’t attacked us, which meant there were plenty of bodies for them left to feed on.

      I grimaced, and we moved onward. I heard screeching up above, and we ducked behind a fallen building for cover.

      Skeletal figures in dark cloaks flew overhead, faces shielded by hoods. They made wicking screeching sounds that pierced the night and turned my blood cold.

      Wraiths. I hadn’t seen one in years, since the last time I’d banished one from Dolinska as the Phantom. Wraiths were formed from the souls of those who’d been wronged… and there were many fae who’d been cheated out of life, killed off here during Dolinska’s seige. 

      “Best to avoid them,” Finlay whispered. I nodded, and we crept as quietly as possible in the opposite direction the wraiths had flown. One wraith we could take, two, maybe, but a whole host of them like that would certainly mean our doom. We’d come here to do one thing only, and dammit, I planned on accomplishing something other than our deaths.

      
        
        Droga, Droga, stag of wrath,

        Took his teeth and chomped,

        His antlers smashed my bones to bits

        Cut and sliced and chopped.

      

      

      Monsters were running reckless here. Even if the city managed to repair itself, somehow, it’d take a legion of fae to clear all of them out…

      Everything had been ruined.

      I saw a thin outline in the distance. Nearly appeared like a crowd. They almost looked like fae, but they were so still, and too far off the ground. I didn’t see any wings.

      “What’s that…” Finlay asked, but his voice died with horror as the image came closer into view. 

      Lining the city streets was a fence made of bodies. The limp forms of sorceresses and shifters hung suspended on pikes. They’d been impaled with stakes, mounted along the city’s barren streets. I recognized them as the same soldiers who’d fought for me and lost their lives at the fortress.

      I sneered. Gabby had put the corpses of her enemies on display, to serve as a warning against anyone who dared to rise up again.

      The image of the hanging soldiers reminded me horribly of my father, run through and hanging on the leshane’s root.

      
        
        Droga, Droga, dark lord of death,

        Bury him so deep,

        Leave him to rot beneath the ground

        And put him back to sleep.

      

      

      I turned my back on them— hard to do, for it felt like a betrayal— and looked to Arthur. “Anything?”

      “I don’t see any recent tracks with my shifter sight, and I don’t smell anyone, either. The last person who came through here had to have run by weeks ago,” he said.

      “It’s not a sure thing they won’t come by now,” Finlay said.

      I shifted into a wolven. “Stay low to the ground. We don’t want anyone to see us coming.”

      The ruins weren’t heavily guarded, if at all— there wasn’t anything left to guard. All that remained of Dolinska was rubble. Over the past month, Gabby and Droga had made their residence at Arcanea University, and their most devoted followers lived inside the school walls. Their soldiers and other general supporters lived outside the university, in elaborate new complexes that had been built in the woods beyond. Thus, all the action was on the other side of the city. Here, everything had been mostly deserted.

      That didn’t mean the occasional soldier didn’t wander by every now and then, and the last thing we needed was him sounding the alarm and alerting Droga to our presence. The dark god still wanted Emma— I would not allow myself to be taken as a hostage and used as a weapon against my wife. If we were caught, we’d all agreed to end our lives first before we allowed ourselves to be captured. I had a dagger to do so, though I sincerely hoped I didn’t need to use it. 

      We came to the sight of the collapsed palace. Sorrow overcame me like I’d never felt before. The jewel of the city had been smashed to rubbish. Heaps of stone lay where the fallen towers were. The gardens that had been enchanted to be forever spring lay black and dead, spells broken beside ruined courtyards and demolished rooms.

      The three of us changed back to start sifting through the wreckage. We were looking for anything, really. Traces of the living or dead, scraps of clues. I’d promised Arthur and Finlay we’d get their girls back, whether that be alive or just to give them a decent burial. 

      I wasn’t sure if there was anything out here to find. We’d found a couple of bodies amongst the rubble, kept preserved by the extreme cold, but nothing else. Finlay overturned a couple of boulders while Arthur and I moved a large beam, searching for hints underneath. We kept finding corpses, corpses, and more corpses. Nobles and servants alike lay in a stone grave beneath the fallen castle. I located a couple of my council members amongst the stones— Lord Gray, Lady Raelinn. The Circle had been at the palace when it fell inward. I doubted any of them were alive now, and if they had managed to escape, Gabby had probably run them down and killed them.

      “Vara could be anywhere,” Arthur said in an aching way. 

      “She might not be here at all,” I said, though I doubted it. “We won’t return until we find something.”

      “Can’t you feel through your bond if she’s still alive?” Finlay asked.

      “Our bond is weak. We’ve been so far apart for so long, I can’t tell.” Arthur gave a saddened sigh.

      I walked to the east, to where I believed our quarters had been. I shifted through the rubble. I found some of our old clothes, and a couple of books I’d been reading before our wedding.

      Somewhere near the top of the pile, I located our handfasting cord, along with the gold rose I’d given Emma as a wedding present. I pocketed them in my cloak before sifting through the rest of the bricks. I wanted to find Emma’s grimoire, as it had been in her office when the palace collapsed.

      I didn’t locate it. It was probably buried at the bottom. I gave up searching, and sighed as I stood over the remnants. If anyone had survived the collapse of the palace, they’d either suffocated or starved to death in the meantime waiting for help. Dolinska had been flattened over a month ago. There couldn’t be anyone who still remained in this—

      There was a buzzing by my ear, like insect wings, and a soft mewling. Astonishment flooded through me as a tiny faekin levitated out of the stones.

      “Tygrys! You made it out.” I opened my hand, and the malyudwy landed on my palm. He purred as he rubbed himself against my skin.

      “Emma’s going to be thrilled,” Arthur said, peering at Tygrys. “How did you survive?”

      Tygrys gave a little growl before he let out a sneeze. He fluttered his wings impatiently and soared off my hand, doing little circles before he tugged at the edge of my cloak with his teeth.

      “I think he wants us to follow,” Finlay said.

      “Lead the way, Tygrys.” We maneuvered around the wreckage and followed Tygrys. He buzzed ahead, bringing us to a pile of boards lying on the ground. 

      He flew in manic circles, and Finlay said, “Must be something underneath here.”

      Arthur and I moved the boards aside. Below us was the familiar sight of the spiraling staircase that went down into the basement of the palace. It was still standing.

      “The Hall of Wonders,” I marveled. I shifted aside the rest of the rubble and took the stairs downward. Arthur and Finlay followed me. They creaked under our weight, and I worried the whole structure might collapse.

      We finally got to the bottom floor. The door to the Hall of Wonders stood before us. I opened it cautiously, wondering if the magic still worked.

      The Hall of Wonders had been transformed into some kind of shelter. The walls were fortified metal. There was a group of small beds inside, as well as a radio sitting on a nearby table. A group of four people were huddled around a lantern for light. Tygrys zoomed forward, whizzing over their heads, and they all looked up.

      “Vara!” Arthur cried. He rushed forward to embrace his mate, weeping tears of relief. Vara hugged him back, clutching her stomach. She was heavily pregnant now with their twins. 

      “Fin!” Amantha screetched his name as she tore across the length of the hall to throw herself on him. He squeezed her tight and rocked her back and forth, muttering something in Gaelic.

      Jasper rose from his seat, grasping Ozzie’s hand. “About time you showed up.”

      “Yeah!” Ozzie said. “I thought we’d be waiting down here forever.”

      I could hardly believe it. We’d found Vara, Amantha, Ozzie and Jasper, and what was more, all of them were alive. They were filthy, covered in cuts and dried blood with clothes that looked near rags, but they’d survived the collapse.

      “It’s good to see all of you made it,” I said with a sigh of relief. “But how?”

      “When Gabby’s troops infiltrated the city, we knew we’d never get out, so we decided to hide,” Jasper said. “Vara had the idea to go to the Hall of Wonders, and it was a good thing she did. Once Droga destroyed the palace, the Hall turned into a bomb shelter, and the magic that Lady Magdalina used to built it made the illusion real. It protected us from the building caving in.”

      It didn’t get past me that Vara had made the suggestion to hide in the Hall of Wonders. It’s like she knew the attack was coming, but I held my tongue… for now.

      “How did you make it this long?” Finlay asked, squeezing Amantha to his side.

      “We’ve been sneaking out every so often to gather food and water,” Amantha said. 

      “When we came back we put things over the staircase, so no one realized it was there,” Ozzie said. “That was my idea.”

      “Jasper has been using the radio to try and get in contact with someone, or at least to find out what’s going on out there,” Vara said. “The only broadcast we could tune in to was one run by Gabby’s supporters.”

      “I can’t imagine they’ve been saying kind things,” I said sarcastically.

      “No.” Vara shook her head. “The broadcast has been repeating for days that you and Emma are both dead and Gabby’s the last rightful ruler of the Arcanea. We feared they were right and you were all gone.”

      “But we had hope that you weren’t, when she failed to display the bodies,” Jasper added. “It’s the only thing that kept us going.”

      “Did the broadcast say if Droga has undergone the ritual to turn Gabby into a goddess?” I asked.

      We’d been worrying about that for weeks. We had no sort of intelligence anymore. We couldn’t spy on what Gabby or Droga were doing.

      “They didn’t say anything of the sort,” Vara said. “Though that doesn’t mean it hasn’t happened.”

      “Has the broadcast mentioned what they’re planning on doing next?” I asked.

      “We don’t know what he’s up to. Things have been quiet since they took over,” Jasper said.

      “I mean, what is there left to do anymore?” Ozzie said with a shrug. “They won the war. What more do they want?”

      “Droga always wants more,” Vara said, haunted. “He’s just enjoying his time back in the mortal realm after being trapped for so long, ordering fae around and consuming their souls. Once he gets bored, he’ll start conquering again.”

      “Why didn’t you try to escape the city?” Finlay asked.

      “We thought about leaving, but weren’t sure where everyone had gone.” Amantha dropped her gaze. “None of us are strong enough to create portals like the rest of you.”

      “Doesn’t matter now. We’re together, let’s make a portal and go,” Finlay said roughly. He hadn’t removed his arm from around Amantha’s shoulders since we’d gotten here.

      “Portals won’t work inside city walls. Droga’s put a ward around Dolinska to prevent them,” Amantha said. “Another reason why we couldn’t leave. We agreed that it’d be better to wait for a rescue instead of trying to get out of the city ourselves, but so much time passed, and no one showed up…”

      Tears marred her gaze, and guilt sucked me inward. We’d been recovering in Ireland, but the four of them had been barely surviving out here for the past month. Weeks had gone by with no sign of us returning. I wish we’d come sooner, no matter how dangerous it had been.

      “I’m sorry we took so long,” Arthur apologized. “Gabby’s troops surrounded the perimeter of the city until just a few days ago. We weren’t able to break through the line without getting caught.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I always knew you’d come,” Vara insisted, and she kissed Arthur. “You wouldn’t leave me or your babies behind.”

      “We portaled in outside of Dolinska. Looks like we’ll have to make it back to the woods if we want to escape,” I noted.

      Sneaking a group this large out of the city stood a great risk of attracting attention, but what choice did we have? We took the spiraling staircase upward, and returned to the ruined streets. Arthur and Finlay shifted into wolves, boosting their sorceresses onto their backs. Jasper shifted into an alicorn.

      “Gods, I haven’t gotten to stretch my wings in about a month,” Jasper moaned. He let out a groan as his wings unfolded at his sides.

      Ozzie tried to change into a dragon, but couldn’t manage. He stumbled forward and said, “Jas, I’m weak. I haven’t eaten in—”

      “I know. Get on my back,” Jasper ordered. Ozzie pulled himself onto Jasper by use of his mane. I counted quickly and scowled.

      “The rest of you should fly out of the city. It’ll be the quickest way,” I said.

      “We shouldn’t split up now,” Finlay growled.

      “Arthur doesn’t have wings, and I can’t carry him and Vara both,” I said. “We’ll proceed on foot.”

      “Are you sure?” Amantha asked.

      “It’s the only way. We can’t waste precious time arguing about this. Finlay can make a portal once you’re in the woods,” I said. “He knows where to go.”

      Finlay nodded, though reluctantly. He spread his wings and flew Amantha into the air. Jasper and Ozzie followed him into the gray clouds above.

      Arthur turned to me with a low growl. “You have wings now, Ethan. You can go with them,” He was the only fae among us who couldn’t fly, as he hadn’t earned his wings, and his mate wasn’t able to fly herself… she was just too weak.

      I gave a humored smile. “If I come back home without her brother, my wife will have my head. I’ll stay with you.”

      My time as the Phantom gave me expert knowledge of these city streets, even ruined as they were. I could get Arthur and Vara out of here quicker. Tygrys hummed at my side as we proceeded toward the eastern gate.

      We had to pass by the impaled soldiers again if we were to get out of here. My gut grew hollow as their lonely forms loomed above us. Vara gasped as she saw the mounted bodies and turned her sights away.

      “I never left the Hall of Wonders because I was too pregnant to hurry through the streets quickly,” she hushed. “I didn’t think—”

      “Don’t look at them, Vara,” Arthur rumbled. He set his gaze ahead, as if he too could not bear the sight.

      I could see the trees. We could escape, and leave this cursed city behind us. 

      There was a loud noise, and Vara let out a wail of pain behind me. I spun around— a spell had knocked her from Arthur’s back. She clutched at her belly, face twisted in pain.

      “Vara!” Arthur struggled to help her up. I turned in the direction the spell had come from. Black Claw enforcers prowled out of the shadows, black cloaks and skull masks streaked with blood. These streets were ripe for picking sacrifices. 

      Hatred unlike anything I’d felt before erupted inside of me. I wanted to take the anger of losing my city out on the first unlucky bastard that strolled in my path. I’d been waiting for weeks to get such an opportunity, and now that it was presented, my grief became unbound— and uncontrollable.

      I snarled and changed into a wolven. My teeth ripped out the jugular of the first cultist I got my paws on before I plunged my teeth into another. Unseelie spells began flying against the night, but I dodged them all and ripped apart whatever cultist was closest bit by bit.

      Tygrys flew forward, giving a yowl. His magic exploded out of him, and when it hit the nearest cultist, immediately blew him to pieces.

      Vara remained curled on the ground. She clutched her belly and didn’t get up— she was too weak. Arthur gave a vicious snarl, and his form became a dark shadow. His body turned into black smoke as he flew forward, slamming into the cultists one by one. They gave dying gasps as they hit the ground, Arthur’s Unseelie magic stealing their lives the moment his shadowed form made impact. 

      We killed them all. There could be no witnesses left alive. I stood over their corpses, dripping with gore and heaving with bloodlust.

      I felt manic. Nearly like a monster. But this was a small taste of revenge. It wasn’t quite enough.

      “Can you stand?” Arthur had changed back into a man, and went to help Vara.

      “No,” she gasped. “I don’t have the strength.”

      Arthur hefted Vara into his arms. “Ethan, we need to get out of here now.”

      “We’re almost there.” I kept my eyes, ears and nose on the lookout for cultists as we fled through the eastern gate. We hurried through the trees, to create some distance between the city and us before we dared making a portal.

      Arthur and Vara were terrified, but not I. I felt a kind of madness overtake me as my wolf raged inside. Where were Gabby’s soldiers, more cultists, Droga himself?

      As foolish as the thought was, I wanted them to find me. I wanted to kill more— kill them all.

      “Here.” Arthur put Vara down. She slung her arms around his shoulders to keep herself standing as he conjured a portal. The sights of Ireland and the mansion formulated inside.

      I changed back into a man, and opened up my cloak. Tygrys flew inside to hide in one of my pockets as I observed the portal.

      I hesitated to step on through. I wanted to remain here. Go back into the city and see who I could find. Slaughter them. Execute them all.

      “Ethan!” Arthur insisted. He shoved me through. I stumbled through the portal, though not of my own choice, and Arthur followed me with Vara.

      I felt sour once the portal closed behind us. The sound of the rushing sea filled my ears, though it was barely distinguishable from the roaring of rage within my soul.

      I hadn’t realized I was this angry.

      “Vara needs help,” Arthur said roughly. He started toward the estate, and I didn’t have anything else to do, so I followed.

      Jasper, Ozzie and Amantha were gathered around the fireplace in the main foyer. They all had mugs in their hands and hot meals on their laps. They’d be safe, and they’d heal.

      I wasn’t so sure about Vara. She looked deathly pale. Arthur looked at me desperately, wanting help.

      I didn’t know what to do. All I wanted to do was destroy. 

      Stefan came rushing in from the other room. He glanced at Vara, then shouted, “Mom!”

      Miroslava Slasky threw back the doors to the kitchen. She frowned as she placed a hand on Vara’s forehead, then said, “Get her to the bedroom.”

      Arthur carried Vara up to his quarters. He laid her on the bed, and Miroslava began rustling for things in her bag. She placed pills on the wardrobe, and potions. 

      “My babies…” Vara said weakly, head lolling.

      “The babies will be fine,” Miroslava said, though she worked quickly. “Arthur, I need you to remain by her side. She needs rest, and medicine.”

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      “Stay out of the way.” Miroslava’s answer was brusque. I felt cowed. I stepped out of the room, to give her the room she needed to work.

      Stefan was waiting for me outside. “It’s amazing you got everybody back. I thought for sure… well.”

      He shrugged. I leaned against the wall and said, “I thought we’d find them dead, too. Though Vara took them to the Hall of Wonders before the palace collapsed. It’s the only reason they survived.”

      I crossed my arms. “It’s like she knew the assault was coming in advance.”

      Stefan raised an eyebrow. “You really think she’s the traitor, after all this? She’s practically on death’s door.”

      “I can’t be sure. But things just aren’t adding up,” I said. “Regardless, she’s here now, and so are the others. Whether they be enemies or friends, we need to keep both close.”

      “Ethan, you can’t go distrusting the people around you. We’re all each others’ got now,” Stefan scolded.

      “Somebody turned their back on us,” I hissed. “I need to find out who.”

      Stefan stared at me. “I think you just want somebody to take your anger out on,” he said slowly. “And if you want to go a few rounds to get some pent-up aggression out, I’m all for taking this outside and tossing a few punches. But throwing around accusations at a time like this is uncalled for.”

      I huffed. “I don’t want to fight. I want someone to take some godsdamn responsibility for what happened out there.”

      “What are you gonna do? It’s all our fault, if we’re honest,” Stefan pointed out.

      I ground my teeth together. “I’m more responsible than the rest of you.”

      I’d been king, and my disastrous rule had resulted in all of… this.

      “I know you want vengeance, but that isn’t going to mend what’s been done,” Stefan argued. “The only way we can fix the past is by preventing the future.”

      I gave a harsh scoff. “Thanks for being my voice of reason.”

      “I’m always your voice of reason.” Stefan paused. “Which is actually terrible, because I have the worst judgement. No wonder you’re such a fuck up.”

      He meant it in jest, but I didn’t laugh. I hadn’t laughed for days now, not since my wedding. That seemed so long ago now. His face fell when I failed to respond.

      “I have to check on Emma.” She needed me. Though it was past midnight, I could feel through our bond she was awake. I left Stefan behind me and proceeded toward my own quarters, feeling watched by the portraits in this old house.

      I’d thought the ghosts of my past had haunted me. They were tricks of the light compared to the monsters that plagued me now.

      Our room was dark. I failed to turn on a light, and instead navigated the area by the moonlight coming through the window. 

      I sat at the edge of the bed. Emma looked out at me, eyes glossed over. I stared down at my mate. Emma still hadn’t healed from the battle a month ago. She’d sustained three broken ribs, a cracked hip bone, not to mention several bruised organs. My mate had been on bedrest for most of the month, as ordered by Miroslava, though I worried she wasn’t getting any better, but worse. Not even healing potions were working to mend her body.

      “Did you find them?” Emma rasped. I could tell by her voice she was in a great deal of pain.

      “Everyone’s back. They survived.” I went to move her hair out of her eyes, but she cringed at my touch. Even my fingers against her skin was too much pain for her to bear. The very act of being touched was torturous to her.

      “Good.” Emma grimaced and shifted on the bed. The rustling in my cloak became frantic.

      “Someone’s excited to see you.” I opened up my cloak. There was a thrilled humming as Tygrys flew out of it.

      “Tygrys!” Emma’s expression was delighted. She stroked his fur with one finger as Tygrys cuddled up to her cheek.

      “Found him in the wreckage. It’s a miracle he got out,” I said.

      “Oh, I thought he was dead.” Tears rose in her eyes, and she kissed his tiny form. “Thank you for bringing him back.”

      “Of course.”

      Tygrys nestled in her hair, and Emma’s eyelids fluttered. She gave another wince of pain. “I wish I could sleep.”

      “This will help.”

      I placed two fingers on her temple and drew them down her eyelids. She immediately was out of it. I watched her carefully as her chest rose and fell, though her nose still scrunched in pain, even deep within her dreams.

      I’d been having to bewitch her to sleep every night. She just couldn’t get any rest.

      She felt guilty. And responsible. I was past the point of blaming her for it, more so myself. I just wanted her to get better. She hadn’t cast a single spell since she’d been here. She hadn’t been able to, though she’d tried.

      Emma needed time to rest, and that was time she didn’t have as the Worldweaver. The Crystals of Harmony needed to be united in a year’s time, otherwise, the portal to Edinmyre would close and the fae would turn to dust. She couldn’t afford to take time off.

      But seeing her like this… she couldn’t fight even if she wanted to. We couldn’t spend our time searching Malovia for the Unseelie stone if she could barely make it out of this bed. She’d barely left this room in weeks, sustaining herself on broth that she choked up the moment she got it down.

      Part of me wondered if we would have to do this without her, and I knew that wouldn’t work. This was dependent on her, but Emma had never been at a weaker point.

      “I wish I could just take you away from all of this,” I whispered. I’d never felt like a bigger failure as a husband, and we hadn’t been married that long. So much for newlywed bliss.

      Droga was looking for her, and though he hadn’t found her yet, I wasn’t certain the estate would remain safe forever. Once Droga located Emma, he’d send his minions and his armies to retrieve her.

      They can come. I’ll enjoy mutilating every last one.

      I failed to curl away from the cruel voice within. It was eerily similar to the leshane’s during my time of possession, but I knew the person who was speaking to be no demon.

      It was the beast inside. The part of me that festered for some sort of justice, and a way to make this right.

      I thought the only way to do so was to make our enemies pay with blood. 

      And I thirsted for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Emma

        

      

    

    
      Dying couldn’t be as painful as this.

      There wasn’t a part of me that didn’t ache. The strands of my muscles felt like they were being pulled apart bit by bit whether I was moving or not, mashed and crushed underneath my own weight. I constantly checked the mirror for bruises, but saw nothing, though I was certain that if my body was to show what I felt like, every part of me would be purple and yellow.

      My broken ribs and cracked femur sent quaking jolts of agony through my body whenever I took a step. My skin was sensitive to every shift of my clothes. It nearly felt like I was being scratched whenever the cloth drew across it. When I inhaled to breathe, each gasp of air felt like fire pouring down into my lungs. The feeling was constant, a mixture of someone beating you up with a baseball bat and stabbing you, everywhere and in all places, all at the same time.

      Even the follicles of my hair hurt. My scalp tingled and twinged, like I had a variety of needles sticking into it and drawing blood across the surface.

      I’d never been in more pain. I was used to flare-ups… with my illness, they weren’t unusual. But this one had already lasted more than a month. I hadn’t dealt with such immense pain for such a long time before. I’d put up with this kind of pain, at most, for a week or so.

      This seemed like endless torture, and there was no escape. The pain was all I could think about. It consumed my every thought and followed me even in my sleep, where I’d have dreams about it. The agony made me delirious and left me broken into pieces, someone who wasn’t even a person, but a nameless thing that was deliriously hanging on to life.

      I knew pain. I recognized it, and dealt with it every day.

      But this wasn’t any regular pain… it wasn’t living at all.

      I had the thought one too many times that if I had a poison I’d drink it, just to put myself out of my misery, and it frightened me.

      It was sometime in the afternoon. Ethan had gotten up a while ago, though he hadn’t left my side until I’d begged him to go. Being in pain was hard, but having someone watch you suffer was humiliating, especially when it was someone you loved. It was easier to be alone than it was to look at the sympathy in someone else’s eyes as they realized they could do nothing for you. I felt obligated to pull myself together instead of fall apart when I had my loved ones around me, and there was nothing to pull together, which only made it that much more unbearable.

      I had a goal today. Walk to the end of the hallway and back. It seemed like a tremendous task, but I’d made it halfway there yesterday, so I was determined to beat that goal today.

      As I prepared to swing my legs out of bed, thoughts downpoured over me. What if I can’t make it? What if I fall? Shit, what if I faint and hit my head on something? What if I fall down the stairs and break my neck? What if…

      Weeks ago, I’d been one of the fiercest warriors the fae had ever known. I’d been able to summon monsters to my command, overpower the minds of other fae, and cast incredible magic as I swung my sword and eliminated my foes.

      Now, I was terrified to walk around my own house. I didn’t think I could perform a powerful spell no matter how hard I tried.

      I forced myself to sit up, and let out a cry of pain as I did so. The room spun. I reached for the bucket Ethan had left by my bedside and heaved into it, but nothing came up.

      I must’ve done something to deserve this. I'd offended the gods, in a past life or otherwise, to earn this pain. There was no other explanation.

      Tygrys, who’d been sleeping on the pillow beside me, flew up and anxiously pulled a few strands of hair out of my eyes. He yanked too hard, and ended up tumbling onto the mattress.

      I opened the side table drawer and rummaged through it for my pills. I choked down some morphine, along with a sip of water.

      The morphine was nearly like taking candy. It made me functional, but didn’t relieve the pain, only dulled it.

      But at least with it, I could pretend like I wanted to survive.

      Miroslava, along with her husband, Jonathan, had relocated to the estate to help us out. Miroslava had been obtaining my medicine by getting help from doctor friends she knew, but everything I needed had to be smuggled, as we couldn’t risk Droga catching wind of where I was. She was putting her medical license on the line for me, and I felt as grateful as I did guilty.

      I wanted to recover. I hoped my medicine would help me do that, but it’d failed to provide a miracle cure.

      I’d really messed my body up this time. I’d pushed myself too hard when we’d fought Gabby, and I’d been paying for it ever since.

      My legs wobbled and felt like water underneath me as I forced myself to stand. The world rocked like I was on a boat, but I remained conscious, so I took it as a good sign. I shuffled forward and put a hand on the wall to steady myself.

      To think that I’d been chosen to be an Olympic athlete, and now, I was this. I couldn’t reconcile the two. It was like that girl before was a stranger. I couldn’t remember the gravity-defying jumps I’d performed once upon a time.

      To be honest, I couldn’t remember a time when I didn’t feel like a walking corpse. Existing itself was tormenting. It erased all thought of who I’d been and who I was. I didn’t have an identity when I was like this. I was reduced to a life form that was less than animal, my only thought being when this might possibly end.

      I hobbled like an old lady down the hallway. I was held captive upstairs— I didn’t think I could make it back up here if I made it down to the first floor, so I was too afraid to try. Tygrys coaxed me onward, bobbling ahead of me like a coach training a world-class runner.

      Ethan brought me food, or at least, he tried. I could take down water, and that was it. Even my grandmother’s delicious food couldn’t touch my lips without sending me into nausea.

      I’d spent most of my time here lying in bed, slipping in and out of it. I was so exhausted that I was hardly ever coherent, but when night came, my anxiety kept me awake. I stayed up worrying about what would happen if Droga found me, and what he would do after he captured me...

      The room blacked out for a moment, and my knees buckled, but I managed to stay on my feet. Good. I was proud of myself.

      I heard a cute little snuffling noise ahead. Tygrys grumbled, and my eyes flashed up. There was some sort of creature. It walked on two legs, and was covered in a mess of long brown fur, with big green eyes and cute, soft paws. It looked kind of like a sloth.

      When the creature heard me take a step, its big brown eyes widened at me. It tottered out of the way before it began wiping off a window with a little towel.

      Such a strange creature. I didn’t know what it was, but it seemed harmless— and very intent on getting a smudge off the window. Maybe my grandmother had summoned it to clean. I moved past it and then slipped into the library.

      The library at the estate was beautiful, as most libraries were. It had grand, open windows with seats that overlooked the ocean. It had a lot of natural lighting, and the shelves were painted white. There was a fireplace in the middle of the room, and lots of cozy armchairs to read in.

      I collapsed into the nearest armchair. I flicked my fingers to try and summon a book from the shelves, but nothing happened. I sighed. Tygrys hovered the book off the shelf with his magic and set it in front of me.

      I couldn’t use my powers whatsoever. I hadn’t cast a single spell since I’d arrived at the mansion.

      I mean, it made sense. If I couldn’t remain standing long enough to go downstairs, no way would I be able to perform a spell. I just had to wait to get better so I could use my magic again.

      I feared terribly that I’d never get better. That very idea made me want to throw myself off the nearby cliffs and into the raging sea. I couldn’t live the rest of my life reduced to a shadow of who I’d been before.

      Tygrys perched on my shoulder as I turned pages aimlessly. The words on the page were written in English, but I couldn’t comprehend them. Might as well be written in a language I didn’t know.

      Tears beaded my eyes as I thought of the powerful queen I had been before, and what I’d been reduced to now. Encaptured by these memories, under my breath, I began humming the words of the Malovian National Anthem.

      
        
        “From a place there far beyond

        We defend this glorious land

        For our children and our people

        For our country we will stand.

      

        

      
        We raise up our sword and shield

        We seek war within our mind

        Victory be ours and conquering shall be mine!

      

        

      
        All shall bow their head and pledge allegiance to the king and queen,

        In every nation round the world shall our glory be seen,

        All people before us will surely fall down to their knees.

      

        

      
        From a place there far beyond

        We defend this glorious land

        For our children and our people

        For our country we will stand,

      

        

      
        From a place there far beyond

        We find our bravery in this song

        Emerging from the pale

        A battle dawns.”

      

      

      A tear slipped down my cheek as I mumbled the words. The anthem was so powerful and strong. It was everything I felt like I wasn’t, and could never be again.

      There was a click as the door opened, and I hastily wiped my tears away. Odette, Kiara, and Delmare stepped in. Odette was holding a cup of coffee, while Delmare had come to return a book. Kiara was following them, though she didn’t seem to have a reason to be here.

      Odette said something. I recognized her voice, but didn’t truly hear her words.

      Whenever someone spoke to me now, there was always static. A buzzing accompanied their words that made everything so hard to understand.

      “Sorry, can you repeat that?” I felt stupid. I didn’t comprehend what she’d said. I set the book aside and looked up at her.

      Odette clutched her coffee mug, and her fingers turned white. In a small voice, Odette said, “I hate you.”

      “What?” I blinked. I must’ve misheard again.

      “She doesn’t mean that,” Delmare rushed to say, giving a harsh glance at Odette.

      I hadn’t spoken much to my friends since we’d gotten here. I’d spent so much time in recovery I didn’t have much energy left for conversation. “I don’t—”

      “This is all your fault!” Odette stamped her foot. “We shouldn’t be here. Not in this country, not in this place— Dolinska is gone, and you ruined it, Emma!”

      “She’s just upset,” Kiara added. “We hadn’t seen pictures of what was left of the city yet, but they were on the supernatural news today, and—”

      So they’d been confronted with the terrible truth. Here in Ireland, so far away from Malovia, they could continue to pretend that the news they’d been given was all a bad dream. Confronted with footage of what the city looked like, they were no longer able to ignore reality.

      My mouth flattened. “I’m sorry. I knew you’d have to see it someday.”

      “It never should’ve happened at all,” Odette hissed. “I’m so furious that you allowed Gabby to take your blood and raise Droga from the dead!”

      She wasn’t the only one. I was pissed off about how dumb I’d been and how my reckless decisions had destroyed lives.

      “It wasn’t like I had a choice,” I growled.

      “Bullshit. You knew it was going to happen! You had forewarning, and a prophecy, but you did what you wanted anyway!” Odette snapped.

      “Did what I wanted?” I repeated. “Nothing that went down that day was easy!”

      “You could’ve made it easy if you’d just stayed behind, like we told you!” Tears were brimming in Odette’s eyes now. “We were so devoted to you and were willing to do everything to make sure you didn’t put yourself in danger, but you didn’t care about that. You didn’t think about your friends, only what you felt like you had to do.”

      “Guys,” Delmare said, trying to break us up, but her cry fell flat. In her tone, I noticed something.

      Deep sadness. A part of her, even small, blamed me for what I’d done, just like Odette did.

      “I was a queen. I made a decision that I felt was best for my nation,” I said, seething. Accompanied by the pain now was anger, and it was so overwhelming it wanted to burst out of me and consume everything in this room.

      “If you hadn’t snuck off, Droga wouldn’t have destroyed Dolinska! Lady Magdalina would still be alive!” Odette cried.

      A pang ran through me at the mention of her name.

      Her face… I couldn’t get it out of my head.

      “You think I don’t know that?” I screamed. “Don’t you think I’ve paid for what I’ve done?”

      “Girls—” Kiara said, attempting to calm us.

      “Fuck you, Emma!” Odette threw the cup at me, and it shattered against the wall next to my armchair. She slammed the door as she ran out.

      I wanted to follow her, but there was no way in hell I was getting my ass out of this chair. It’d taken me all morning to prepare for the journey down here, so it’d take all afternoon to get back to my quarters. I leaned forward over my knees and huffed, pissed off I couldn’t do so much as storm out. I had no control over my body or how I felt.

      Then I knew. I wasn’t angry at my body for feeling this way.

      No. I was grieving. For Lady Magdalina, for Dolinska… but most of all, for the person I had been. For that once noble queen was dead, and there was no bringing her back. Gabby might as well have killed me. It would’ve been more merciful than this fate.

      “It’s not your fault,” Delmare said. She went to lay a hand on my shoulder, before she drew it away.

      “But it is. I’m the reason this happened,” I said miserably.

      “We’re all upset about Dolinska, but being sad over it won’t change the fact that it’s gone now,” Delmare insisted. “We can rebuild it after we defeat Droga.”

      I gave a skeptical noise. “You’re acting like it’s a sure thing.”

      “One more Crystal left to find. That’s what we promised,” Delmare reminded me. “We can’t lose faith now.”

      I forced my feelings to shut off. The more upset I got, the worse the pain became. It was easier to keep myself flat and emotionless, otherwise, the pain would become so white-hot and blinding that I’d lose my mind.

      “You’re right.” I gave a deep sigh. “I hope she can forgive me. I sure as hell can’t.”

      “She’ll apologize once she gets her feelings out. That footage wasn’t… easy for any of us to watch.” Delmare’s voice was heavy.

      Kiara didn’t say a thing. I think she’d followed Odette in here because she knew what was going to happen, and wanted to run interference, though her words had died against Odette’s anger.

      “Did you find out what happened to Siona?” I asked. We hadn’t been able to locate Kiara’s sister since the collapse of Dolinska, and I was worried about her.

      “I actually got in contact with my parents. She was one of the few people who made it out. She’s living with them in the griffin village, but her store is gone. She lost everything,” Kiara said sadly.

      Enchanting Whispers had been one of my favorite stores in Dolinska. I knew the shop had been Siona’s life. “I’m so sorry.”

      “She survived. She knows she’s lucky for that alone.”

      Kiara nibbled on her lip. “I should find Odette. She needs someone to talk to right now.”

      Kiara dipped out. Delmare dropped a hand to her pregnant belly and rubbed the top of it.

      “Not long now,” I told her as she took a seat across from me.

      “No.” Delmare stared out the window. “I wish it wasn’t so soon. We need more time. This world isn’t safe for my child.”

      “I don’t think it ever was safe, for any child,” I stated. “But the estate is protected. Droga hasn’t found us yet, and he would’ve by now if he had any idea where we’d gone. As long as your baby stays here, they’ll be okay.”

      Delmare nodded. “That’s what I’m counting on.”

      The door swung open again. I cringed, thinking it was Odette coming back to give me another piece of her mind, but it was only my grandparents, accompanied by my brother and Lord Lucien.

      “Would the lot of you mind keeping it down?” Babcia said crossly. “This is a home, not a boxing ring.”

      “Sorry,” I said sheepishly. My brother took a seat across from me, and I asked, “How’s Vara?”

      “Much better, now that she’s got some food and medicine in her. She should be fine in a few days,” Arthur told me.

      That was a huge relief. Puck the dog wandered in, laying his head on my lap. I gave him a few pats on the head before he laid down at my feet.

      Bapa was carrying a tray. He sat it on the coffee table in front of me and said, “Thought some tea might help your stomach.”

      “Thank you.” I sat forward, and took a cup and a saucer. Bapa poured me some tea, and I set it aside to let the leaves stew.

      Lucien gave me a smile. “It’s nice to see that you’re up and around.”

      “In a way.” I hadn’t left my room in days. I knew my father was worried about me.

      “Things have been busy here.” Lucien poured himself some tea. “Sheep tore through the fence just yesterday. I had to replace it for the second time this winter.”

      The estate was a working farm. Babcia and Bapa had hired farm hands to tend to the animals in their absence, but had let them all go once we’d gone into hiding, as we didn’t want some servant running off and telling everyone where we were. That meant the share of the farm chores fell to all of us.

      It was a good thing. We needed a distraction. We’d promised to go searching for the Unseelie stone, but to be honest, with me out of commission and things being what they were, we’d all been too depressed to start looking for them, even while on a deadline. The various farm creatures around the property had given my friends something to do in the meantime.

      “I have to say, none of you would make very good farmers,” Bapa grumbled.

      Lucien gave a chuckle, and I realized now how similar their accents and mannerisms were. They sat in the same way, moved in similar ways, even had similar expressions.

      How hadn’t I figured out Lucien was my father? I should’ve known the moment I met Bapa. I just hadn’t put two and two together.

      “Yes. Stefan nearly smothered himself with wool trying to pick up that ram. And just this morning, Ethan fell on his face trying to wrangle the cows into the pasture.” Delmare laughed.

      A noise burst up from my belly and out my throat. I didn’t recognize it, because it wasn’t familiar, until I realized what Delmare had said was funny. It was the first time I’d laughed since… well.

      But it was funny. The thought of my dignified mate clumsily clomping through the muck after a herd of bovines only to go splat in the mud was hilarious. It made me crack a smile, though it didn’t last.

      Lucien chuckled. “I daresay your mate didn’t find it as funny as the rest of us did.”

      “Speaking of the cows, we should leave out some cream for Bumble,” Babcia added. “The good stuff, from the best cow.”

      “Bumble? Is that the funny creature in the hallway?” I asked. “It was some big brown furry thing.”

      “Oh, yes, that’s our brownie. He’s taken care of this estate for ages,” Babcia said.

      Brownies were a type of faekin. They were obsessed with cleaning things, and usually bound themselves to one family for generations. But I didn’t think they still existed.

      “I thought brownies were extinct. Didn’t they disappear after the Seelie and Unseelie war?” I asked.

      “When the Unseelie left Malovia and went into hiding, they took many of the other faekin with them, including brownies, and others,” Babcia explained.

      “Bumble keeps the house tidy, and helps with the cooking and laundry,” Bapa said. “He kept things up while we were living in Malovia.”

      “You mean there are other faekin here in Ireland?” Delmare asked in surprise.

      “And Scotland,” Bapa replied. “The Unseelie were worried the Seelie would try to exterminate the other faekin like they had the dark fae, so we hid them in Celtic lands— brownies, sidhe, and many other types of faekin.”

      Ethan had told me long ago that no fae knew if our distant relatives— the brownies, and other faeries— had survived the Seelie and Unseelie conflict, and no one knew if they still existed. That they were indeed still alive gave me a tiny bit of hope that the world could get better, for as terrible as it seemed right now.

      “Bumble is a gentle soul. We pay him in milk and honey. Brownies are usually loyal to one family their whole lives, and being immortal, that is quite a long time.” Babcia sipped at her tea. “Though they remain at the houses they clean out of their own free will. If you put them out of sorts, they leave. We make sure not to cross Bumble. He does this own thing, and we do ours. Giving orders to a brownie is a sure way to find your china rearranged.”

      “Or broken,” Bapa added with a huff.

      “What about the sidhe?” I asked. “You said that the Unseelie brought them here, but what are they, exactly? Ethan told me once that they were fairies of the underground, but failed to say more.”

      “The sidhe are descendents of the Seven Gods themselves,” Bapa explained. “They’re a noble race of great beauty and power.”

      “Aren’t the sidhe technically demigods?” Arthur asked.

      “Yes. Sidhe is the fae word for demigod,” Babcia said.

      I’d rarely heard about demigods. We’d touched on them as a topic at Arcanea University, but demigods were rumored to be extraordinarily rare, so we hadn’t covered it much. “Demigods don’t have to be descended from an actual god, right? One can be created by two powerful supernaturals.”

      “That is true, but the sidhe are different, as they directly have god-blood and are born of one of our goddesses, being Milonna, Neva, or Vesna,” Babcia replied. “The sidhe have a goddess mother and a mortal father, but they still identify as demigods.”

      “But demigods aren’t limited to the fae,” I said.

      “From what I know, demigods can be from any supernatural race, but to be a sidhe, you must have fae-goddess heritage. And the sidhe are more powerful than any fae alive. Even you, Emma,” Bapa said around his pipe.

      “I can’t even imagine,” Delmare said. “More powerful than Emma? The sidhe’s power must be legendary.”

      “Are there sidhe in Ireland or Scotland?” I asked.

      “They’re rumored to be,” Bapa said. “We Unseelie hid them centuries ago, but who knows if there are any still around. They’re not known to be immortal.”

      “It is said that the sidhe hide in the fairy-forts around Ireland and Scotland. That’s why they’re called fairies of the underground, because they live beneath the mounds scattered across traditionally Celtic regions. Yet your Bapa and I have searched them, and we’ve come across nothing.” Babcia scowled as she set down her tea.

      Her words prompted bitterness inside of me. I hadn’t asked them the question yet, but the burning inside my chest told me I couldn’t avoid it any longer. I clutched onto my teacup and averted my eyes as I asked, “Why did you leave Malovia when I was crowned queen? I needed you.”

      It felt like my entire family had done that to me all my life… my mother, my father… now my grandparents. I’d been abandoned by all of them. I wanted to know why.

      Babcia frowned. “We’re sorry, Emma. We didn’t wish to leave you, but we had… obligations.”

      “Obligations to what?” I snapped.

      “To your prophecy,” Bapa replied simply. “What else would we travel for?”

      I paused, and Babcia went on. “We knew that you were on a mission to unite the Crystals of Harmony, but once you had them, what were you to do with them? Your quest was to bring them together to open up the portal to Edinmyre, but where and how would you do such a thing?”

      I was aghast. I’d never even thought of that. I don’t know what I was thinking… that we’d get the Crystals and everything would magically be all right?

      How silly. I should’ve realized there’d be a ceremony to open up the portal. Everything else in the fae world required one.

      “Did you find out anything?” I asked. Puck was drooling on my socks— I moved my toes out of the way, and he gave a bark.

      “Indeed,” Bapa replied. “As you know, we’ve been here for several months. We’ve spent our time in Ireland looking into any bit of information we could get about the Crystals of Harmony. Through our research, we’ve concluded that the Crystals must be united at the Sacred Gathering. That is the original portal to Edinmyre, and where the Crystals were first formed by the gods.”

      “How’d you find out about this?” Arthur’s eyes narrowed as he adjusted his glasses.

      “We figured if anyone had information about the druids, it would be the Unseelie. The library here is very old,” Babcia said. “Dumncha de Rosanna was one of the first Unseelie manors in Ireland. It’s been passed down through our family for generations.”

      “It was also a refuge for druids when they were alive. You see, the druids didn’t write down their history. Most everything they taught was passed down orally, but we were lucky enough to have Unseelie historians write down what they’d learned from the dryca through the ages,” Bapa said. “We figured somewhere in this library there had to be knowledge of the Crystals of Harmony.”

      “But even with the two of you, how’d you manage to find the right information? There have to be hundreds of dryca scrolls and books here,” Arthur said.

      “You forget that I was here with them, hiding out for many months while faking my own death,” Lucien said. “I devoted a lot of time to going through the dryca records. What I found was… extraordinary.”

      Lucien went to a nearby shelf. He pulled out a tome that appeared very old. He sat back down and opened it up on the coffee table, rifling through the weathered parchment pages. The words were fading— they’d been inscribed with a quill and ink, and were written in a language I didn’t know.

      “This is a transcription of how the Crystals of Harmony were made,” Lucien said as he turned the book toward me. “The gods put some of their power into the stones, then gave them to the fae so they’d have the ability to travel back and forth from Edinmyre to Earth. The druids were in charge of the stones, until Tomir scattered them once the Seelie and Unseelie conflict came to a head many years ago.”

      “That’s when the portal to Edinmyre was shut. The gods didn’t agree with the war between the fae, so they cut off our connection to our homeland completely. The fae should’ve died right then, when they could no longer go back and forth,” Arthur said.

      “But Neva, the goddess of time, put a time loop on Edinmyre so that didn’t happen. That’s why time passes differently in Edinmyre than Earth, because it doesn’t really move forward or backward. Days come and go, but the year remains the same, and that’s why fae are still able to draw their magic from Edinmyre today,” I stated.

      “That’s about to come to an end. If the portal isn’t opened in time, a thousand years will pass in the blink of an eye, severing the connection between Edinmyre and Earth forever,” Delmare said. “Then the fae living here on Earth will all die at once. That’s what Milonna told us.”

      “Very good. All of you have done your research,” Lucien said. “At the Sacred Gathering is the original portal to Edinmyre, and it’s there the connection has to be re-forged by Emma. The record that this historian left insists that the Crystals may only be united at the place where they were first created, and that would be the Gathering itself.”

      “Do you have any information on the ceremony to reopen the portal?” I asked.

      Lucien sighed. “Unfortunately, that information was sealed in a different scroll. We managed to locate it, but it won’t be easy to obtain. The scroll is actually locked up in the Darragh College archives.”

      Darragh College was one of Ireland’s oldest universities, but it was also an institution for humans. “How do you know it’s there?”

      “During my research, I found that the historian who left this document behind also wrote another scroll pertaining to the Crystals of Harmony, but the only living copy came into the acquisition of a professor many years ago. Before he died, he donated his existing library to the college,” Lucien said.

      “Do humans have a lot of supernatural items in their hands?” I asked.

      “More than we think. Darragh College actually has loads of fae historical items, though they’re regarded as medieval lore. Humans have no idea they’re in possession of magical artifacts,” Arthur said.

      “Good thing, too. They can’t use them against us if they have no idea what they are,” Delmare said.

      Lucien sighed. “We offered the university a generous donation for the scroll, but as it is a thousand-year old document, and therefore priceless, they refused to part with it.”

      “Which means we’re going to have to be sneaky fae and steal it,” I stated flatly.

      “Precisely,” Lucien replied. “There is no other way.”

      Excitement stirred within me for the first time since we’d found the Seelie stone. If we could get into those archives, we could learn the ceremony to unite the Crystals. Then, once we found the Unseelie stone, we could go to the Sacred Gathering and reopen the portal. Only then this nightmare could end.

      It sounded so simple. I feared it was going to be anything but. If there was one thing I knew about fae history, it was always more complicated than it appeared at first glance.

      “So how do we plan on stealing the scroll?” I asked. “It won’t be easy getting into those archives.”

      Lucien smiled. “Do not worry, my child. I already have a plan in place.”

      Gods, I hoped so. I needed the help, because all my energy went to my health these days. I knew I was out of ideas.

      I spent most of that night tossing and turning. The pain coursing through my body was so fierce that I couldn’t sleep, not in any position.

      Ethan was still up, talking with Lord Lucien. I wanted him at my side, and at the same time, I didn’t want him to see me like this.

      The burning sensation spreading through my muscles and bones was so terrible that it brought tears to my eyes. I managed to cast a halfway decent silencing spell around the room before I rolled onto my stomach, buried my face in a pillow and screamed as loud as I could. It wasn’t a scream like any I’d ever heard before. It was rattling, and came from a tortured woman… someone who pleaded with death to take her. As I sobbed into the pillow, Tygrys gave concerned whines above me, shoving his nose into my hair and making sad little mews.

      I couldn’t take this anymore. I’d rather die than feel like this. I raised my head off the soaked pillow as my mind desperately searched for a solution. Any solution.

      My mind grasped at the Crystals of Harmony. They had healing abilities. Delmare had used the dragon stone to restore Stefan’s heart, and bring him back to life after he was near certain death.

      But she’d had to stab him in order to do so— in the heart, no less. I had decided not to use the Crystals to try and heal my own disability, because using one of the Crystals to take my life, in the hope that it’d end up healing me instead, was too great a risk.

      That was then, and this was now. I was desperate. I closed my eyes and willed myself as hard as I could to get to Edinmyre, transporting my spirit to my hearthfire there.

      I found myself standing in the living room of my cottage in moments. I felt relief— here, my spirit didn’t feel the pain that my body did, so I got a bit of a reprieve.

      I’d be in agony once the meditation ended, though, and I swore that I wasn’t going back to that. I’d either be dead, or I’d be healed. I couldn’t take being sick any longer.

      I hurried to the armory. I flung open the door, and reached for the dagger that held the dragon stone that was mounted on the wall. I snatched it, then placed the tip of the blade against my chest.

      I took a few steadying breaths. All I had to do was push the blade into my heart, then rip it out, like I’d seen Delmare do to Stefan. It would hurt, but not as badly and not as long as the endless torture my disease provided.

      I’d get it over with quickly, and then, I’d be all better. Or, I’d be dead.

      At least I had tried.

      I began to push it in, until I heard someone utter, “Put down the blade, onawilke.”

      Ethan was standing in the doorway of the armory, in his wolf form. His ears were perked up, and his dark eyes bore into me. He appeared calm, although nothing about this situation was okay.

      “How did you know I was here?” I rasped out. I was pissed he'd interrupted me.

      “I could not wake you from your sleep, and realized you had to be meditating. I sensed something was wrong,” Ethan said. “I understand what you’re feeling is unbearable, but this is not the way.”

      “You don’t know what it’s like to live like this! None of you do!” I yelled. “If I have to bargain with my existence to get a chance of having a normal life, then it’s worth it!”

      “It’s not,” Ethan insisted. “You don’t know what that Crystal will do. Their power is unpredictable. It could kill you as easily as it could heal you.”

      “How is this any different than me trying an experimental treatment or surgery?” I snapped back. I didn’t want to listen to him. I just wanted a way out.

      “Because that’s not what you would decide. It’s not what you want for yourself,” Ethan said. “You’ve told me time and again that you can live with this disease. That it doesn’t define who  you are.”

      “Well, I can’t live with it anymore!” I shouted. “If I can’t get better, I want it to be over with! I’m no use to anyone this way!”

      “I don’t need you to be useful to me. I need you to love me, and that means you need to stop this,” Ethan pleaded. “What will happen if you use that blade on your spirit here, in the astral realm, and your body remains on Earth? It could be cataclysmic.”

      “Then I’ll take the dagger back to Earth and use it there,” I said firmly.

      “No, you won’t,” Ethan said, and he crouched down as he prowled forward. “We’ll find another way.”

      “There is no other way,” I said weakly. But already, my resolve was failing. I couldn’t do this while Ethan watched. The dagger slipped out of my hand and clattered onto the floor as I let my arm drop. I sank to my knees, and Ethan rushed forward to catch me.

      I wasn’t sure if there’d ever be a cure, or a way out of this pain. I couldn’t resist it, fight it, or end it.

      All I could do was find a way to endure it.

      Losing all hope, I collapsed into Ethan and wept.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      “Emma, you can’t go.”

      We were preparing to set off for Darragh College. I planned to take a small group with me, in order to locate the archives and find the document that would unveil the ceremony Emma needed to perform in order to unite the Crystals.

      My wife was insistent upon coming, even though she could barely stand.

      “This is my duty. I refuse to let you go alone.” She stood from our bed, but wobbled as she fell back upon it. I could see the semblance of pain written across her features.

      “How do you expect to help us search when you’re too weak to travel across the room, let alone through a portal to another part of the country?” I crossed my arms. “I understand your pride, but it needs to be set aside.”

      She sighed and gave in. “You’re right. I’ll just slow you up.”

      “It won’t always be that way,” I said. “Stay here and keep recovering your strength. Once we have the documents, we’ll return here immediately.”

      “It shouldn’t take long,” Emma mumbled under her breath. “Arthur will be able to find them quickly.”

      I immediately balked. “I can’t take Arthur. We don’t know if we can trust him.”

      More appropriately, I wasn’t sure we could trust Vara.

      But Emma gave me a glare. “You’re going to need Arthur’s expertise in fae lore and history. He’s the best chance we have of locating those documents.”

      “We have Kiara. She’s a good researcher,” I objected.

      “It’s better if we have two scholars than one. The archives at Darragh College are huge. They’ll take time to search through,” Emma insisted.

      “I need to be sure I can trust him!”

      “Ssh,” she insisted, casting a look at the door. She dropped her voice before she said, “This is important. Arthur is the best chance you’ve got of finding the scrolls quickly, before you get caught.”

      “If you insist upon him coming, then we need to acknowledge the obvious,” I said dryly. “I have to confront Arthur about Vara’s strange behavior.”

      “You can’t piss him off now,” Emma said in exasperation.

      “Watch me.” I stormed out of the room. I heard Emma shuffle behind me, doing her best to follow. I immediately headed to the library, where I knew Arthur would be.

      He was there, reading by candlelight. And speak of the devil, Vara was there with him. She looked up when I entered. Her expression paled, as if she could read on my face what this was about.

      Already caught in the act. How could she deny it? She looked so guilty.

      “I must speak with the two of you,” I said. I forgoed sitting, choosing to take a wide stance in front of their table.

      “What about?” Arthur looked tired. He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. Vara remained quiet and shifted in her seat.

      “We know there’s a traitor in our midst,” I began. “Someone who has been ferrying information back to Gabby for months now.”

      “Did you find out who it was?” Arthur sat forward, looking interested.

      The innocence upon his face was clear. So he had no idea. How cunning Vara had to be, to keep this hidden from her mate.

      “I’ve known for months, but I’ve failed to comment,” I said through clenched teeth. “I can hold back no longer. The betrayer is none other than your mate.”

      Vara’s mouth dropped open in shock. I expected Arthur to pale, to realize the facts.

      But instead, his face turned red as he jumped up from his seat.

      “Are you serious?” he questioned. “How dare you—”

      “I have evidence,” I seethed. “Vara became Emma’s handmaiden almost immediately after we were crowned. She had access to Kiara’s room, where she planted the doll that nearly killed her. She could get into Emma’s office, where she destroyed her hearthfire and left my wife weak, at the exact time Gabby needed her to be,” I spat. “She saved the others by leading them to the Hall of Wonders, but how would she know what to do and where to go unless she already knew the attack was coming?”

      “Those are merely suspicions. They are not proof,” Arthur raged.

      “Then why did she seem so confident when she sailed to the Spring Princess’ island?” I accused. “She acted like she knew the Spring Princess personally. She was far too confident on our journey to achieve the Seelie stone.”

      “And how does that have anything to do with Gabby?” Arthur asked, throwing a hand out.

      “I haven’t figured it out yet,” I said lowly.

      Arthur let out a cruel laugh. “Because you’re a dullard. One who apparently loves spewing out false accusations before getting his facts straight.”

      Arthur was blinded by loyalty to his mate, as I expected him to be. It was a fool’s hope to expect him to see the light.

      I instead turned on Vara, placing my hands on the table and leaning in to sneer. “What did Gabby promise you, in exchange for betraying us? Safety for your children? To not take your mate’s life once she won the war? I demand an answer!”

      Vara said nothing, but her lip quivered as I towered over her. Arthur’s hand was rough on my chest as he shoved me back. He came around the table and stood between Vara and I. “My mate is pregnant. I won’t have you upsetting her like this.”

      He was quite a bit shorter than me, but his push had been rough. He was giving me a warming.

      There was a creaking sound behind us as the door opened. Emma had finally caught up. She leaned against the doorframe as she said, “Arthur, I’m sorry. He’s not being rational.”

      “You’re supposed to be taking my side,” I raged. “How can you defend him when the answer is so blatantly staring you in the face?”

      “This is an absolute mockery. If Vara was working against you, I would be as well. By accusing my mate, you accuse me,” Arthur hissed.

      “And how do I know that you aren’t?” I snapped. “You have children and a mate to protect. Forgive me if I think you might sell your sister out to defend them.”

      “If I wasn’t on your side, I wouldn’t be working my fingers to the bone, doing my best to learn how we can defeat Droga!” Arthur roared, and Vara cringed. He shoved me again, and I pushed him back. Emma’s face fell as she watched us prepare to trade blows.

      There were hasty footsteps behind us, then unexpectedly, Jasper was between us. He must’ve been listening out in the hallway. He forced himself between Arthur and I, creating a wall.

      “Jasper, get out of the way,” Arthur said as he struggled to move Jasper’s arm aside. “I need to belt this ballbeg!”

      If Arthur wanted to fight, so be it. A couple of punches might get him to see reason, if nothing else would.

      Jasper pushed the two of us apart. “If you two are going to do this, you need to go outside,” he insisted. “The books in here are too precious for you to ruin with your bickering.”

      “He needs to admit fault!” I stuck a finger in Arthur’s face. “His mate needs to confess!”

      “You’re acting like a crazy person!” Emma shouted. “Ethan, stop!”

      I heard a couple more people come in. Stefan and Theo put a hand on my shoulders and dragged me back.

      My chest was heaving. Why couldn’t anyone admit the obvious? Vara was a traitor, and continuing to keep her here was putting us all in danger.

      “You two need a time-out,” Stefan said. He kept a firm grip on me, but I’d already lost my will to fight. Brawling wouldn’t solve this; not unless Arthur was willing to face the truth.

      “Just keep that gobshite away from me and my mate. He’s gone round the bend,” Arthur growled. He put an arm around Vara as he led her out of the room, giving me a look that could curdle milk. The rage I felt when they left the room shook my entire body.

      “What’s gotten into you?” Emma said in disgust. “Have a little self-control.”

      “She didn’t admit guilt,” I spat.

      “Of course! Why would she? She’s not guilty of anything, and if she is, you can’t prove it!” Emma insisted.

      “Give me one shred of evidence it’s not her,” I snarled.

      “How about the fact that we're still here? If she was the betrayer, why isn’t Droga banging down the door?” Emma questioned. “She wouldn’t have a reason to conceal us if she had joined up with Gabby, because giving us up would be safer for her children, and for Arthur, than remaining in hiding!”

      I took a few breaths, to calm myself before speaking further. “Perhaps I overstepped—”

      “You think?!” Emma screeched.

      “—But it had to be done,” I insisted. “In time, the truth will come to light, and we’ll have to do something about Vara’s actions. At least then, Arthur can’t deny that he knew.”

      “If Vara was working for Gabby, she would’ve told her where we are,” Theo said. “What sense does it make for her to keep concealing Emma’s location, if she’s truly on Gabby’s side? The traitor can’t be anyone in this house, otherwise, we’d be dead by now. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Perhaps this is the first safe place she’s found where Gabby can’t intimidate her,” I stated.

      My knuckles cracked as my fingers clenched tightly. “And if that’s the case, I understand. I wouldn’t be so angry if she’d just own up to what she’s done.”

      “This is going too far,” Jasper argued. “You can’t be sure Vara is the traitor. To accuse her without iron-clad proof…”

      “I know the truth,” I insisted. “I feel it in my gut. I just wish she’d admit it.”

      Emma sighed in frustration. “Whatever the truth is, you’ve pissed my brother off royally. He might refuse to help us tomorrow.”

      “He’ll help,” Jasper said. “His sister is more important to him than some silly argument.”

      “What do you think?” I asked, and I turned to Jasper. “You’ve known Vara longer than we have. You must have some inclination behind all of this.”

      Jasper paused. He ruminated on the question before he said in a low voice, “I don’t think so, Ethan.”

      It baffled me how they refused to acknowledge the obvious. After all, who else could be behind the betrayal?

      One day, I’d get Vara to admit her role in our defeat. No one would be able to defend her actions once I discovered proof she really had betrayed us all.

      My only concern was what Arthur would do then.
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      I was due to head out to Darragh College with Lucien, Alexei, Kiara, and Arthur. We waited past midnight, when we hoped most of the college would be asleep, before we gathered in the main foyer to craft the portal that would take us to the campus.

      Arthur was barely speaking to me, and refused to look in my general direction. Mention of Vara hadn’t come up since our argument, and I figured he wouldn’t see reason until I had hard proof I could shove in his face, so I didn’t bother to mention her name.

      He was still bitter, though.

      “Sure Ethan should come along?” Arthur said to the room at large as Lucien crafted the portal. “He might accuse one of us of trying to keep the scrolls hidden while we’re looking.”

      “I don’t believe anyone among us would do such a thing,” I said fairly. I heard Arthur let out a disagreeable noise.

      “That’s enough from the both of you,” Lucien said. “Come.”

      I knew Lucien was there to help us search, as his wealth of knowledge was indisposable, but part of me wondered if he was coming along merely to keep the peace between Arthur and I. We walked through the portal, and I found myself in some sort of alleyway. Lucien had conjured us there for secrecy. I left the alley, and the others ventured behind me as I walked into the area of the main campus.

      The buildings were a mixture of marble structures with Corinthian columns and neo-Gothic Victorian structures. The monuments were old, most likely constructed in the late 1800s, and all the main buildings looked inwards on the large quadrangles lining the campus. It was a beautiful space, filled with tall trees and broad lawns students could enjoy. The streetlamps lining the sidewalks provided the only light.

      It wasn’t quite like Arcanea University, but all colleges had the same comforting feeling of academia. We’d dressed casually— to most onlookers, we were nothing more than a group of college students walking around campus at night. Lucien was the only one who’d draw attention, but as he had been a professor, he could play the part of a teacher well. Anyone who noticed us wandering around would assume we all belonged there.

      “The scroll will be somewhere within the library, locked up in the archives,” Lucien said. “There are thousands of documents to sift through, so we might not find it tonight.”

      “We must,” I insisted. “The more we return, the more suspicious it seems. We find the scroll tonight and be done with it.”

      “Patience,” Lucien told me. “We have only one mission now, and so, we can devote everything to it.”

      I had no patience. My country had been destroyed. I longed to salvage what was left of it.

      Lucien led the way to a long building at the edge of campus. The spiraling towers of the brown brick library loomed formidably overhead. It was a massive structure. There were potentially millions of books inside.

      The main doors were barred, so Lucien used his magic to unlock them. An alarm went off as we entered, but Kiara cast a spell to disable them, and the space went quiet. Our shoes made echoing sounds across the marble floor, and we summoned balls of illusion magic to our hands to illuminate the space. The light shone across the massive shelves circling the library, hovering all the way up to the high ceiling.

      I don’t think I’d ever seen so many books in my life. Not even the library at Arcanea University could compare.

      “We start at the back,” Lucien said. “The college keeps all its most treasured files in a private archival room accessible only to professors.”

      He strode forward. Arthur turned on the spot, jaw dropping open at the amount of information that was provided here.

      “Come on, Arthur. We’re not here for a field trip.” Kiara grabbed his arm and dragged him along, though he kept glancing over his shoulder at the giant shelves.

      The archives were contained on the other side of a glass wall at the end of the building. Lucien got that door open as well. This room was nearly as large as the first one we’d entered, but this time, the shelves were lined with stacks of hand-written books from the Middle Ages, as well as scrolls and parchment that dated even earlier. I handed out rubber gloves, so none of us would leave any fingerprints behind.

      We began shuffling through pages. I rifled through old accounts of marriages to nobles and ledgers of merchants who’d sold things like silk from China several hundred years back. I scanned books and scrolls, and set them aside quickly the moment I didn’t find what I was looking for.

      I gave a sigh as I watched everyone sift through the archives. My heart fell as I looked around at the massive shelves of the private archives. Each row contained hundreds, if not thousands of tomes. How would we locate what we were looking for in this?

      “Isn’t there a spell we can use to make this go faster?” I complained.

      “I’m trying,” Kiara insisted, and I watched her attempt to cast a spell. Gold sparks flicked from her fingers, but nothing happened.

      She shook her head. “What we’re looking for has to be protected by a ward. Otherwise, it would’ve come to me by now.”

      “Someone probably cast a concealment spell on it before the humans obtained it, to ensure it remained hidden,” Lucien stated.

      My jaw tightened. This was infuriating.

      Arthur was delicately handling each scroll like it was an infant. Impatience swelled within me. “Arthur, pick up the pace. There’s no time for you to dawdle.”

      “We need to be gentle. Some of these books are over a thousand years old. We shouldn’t ruin any of them,” Arthur said sharply.

      “We’ll be gentle and quick,” Kiara insisted. Alexei was putting away each book she’d finished skimming, so she could research without wasting any time on re-organizing.

      The sound of papers fluttering and turning filled the room. I felt like we were moving through these rows at a snail’s pace. Wasn’t there a better way to do this?

      “These books have to be organized by subject,” I insisted. “Can’t we narrow it down?”

      “The instructions for the ceremony are elusive. A human wouldn’t understand what it meant,” Arthur insisted, a twinge of irritation in his voice. “Perhaps it’d be with the articles on witchcraft, but—”

      “Then let’s start there,” I insisted, already looking for the section— wherever in this godsforsaken library it was.

      Arthur grabbed my arm. “We can’t afford to not be thorough.”

      “Thorough?” I said. “We’re wasting time!”

      “If we skip around, we’ll lose our place, and we might have to go back through some things twice!” Arthur hissed.

      I went to say something harsh in reply, but Lucien held up a hand. “Ssh,” Lucien said, and all of us froze.

      We weren’t the only ones in this library. My shifter ears picked up the sound of heels clicking across the library outside the archives, and the scent of humans drifted across my nose.

      There had to be two; a man and a woman. We scampered to hide behind the shelves as two figures passed on the other side of the glass wall.

      “Professor, I’m sorry, but I don’t think this is appropriate.” The woman had spoken. She was walking away from the man, who was pursuing her at a quick pace.

      “It’s merely a meeting between colleagues,” the man replied. “Don’t turn it into something it’s not.”

      “I agreed to meet you here at this hour because I thought the archives needed organizing, and with how busy the library is during normal hours, I assumed this was the only time to do it. Now I see I’m mistaken,” the woman replied.

      The man cleared his throat. “You might want to consider joining me for coffee tomorrow morning. I would be interested in giving you a better performance report.”

      The woman gave a short sigh. “Sir, you are the curator of this library, nothing more or less. Your opinion on my work here has no standing on whether or not I earn my degree.”

      “Then perhaps I will discuss things with Professor Brannen. She already finds your research inadequate, and I’m sorry to say, your internship here at the library hasn’t left me impressed.”

      “I’ve done everything you’ve asked and more,” the woman protested. “I’m always on time, I stay later than I should, and I do more than anyone else here.”

      “But unlike the other girls, you haven’t agreed to put in the extra work,” the man replied. “And we both know how important this program is to you. So, again. Coffee?”

      There was a pause, and the woman said, “I’ll think about it.”

      “I suggest you don’t take your time. I’m a very impatient man.”

      “Goodbye, Professor.”

      The woman hurried off. The man gave an annoyed sound before, horrifyingly, he entered into the archival room and turned on the lights.

      The shelves couldn’t hide us. I expected the man to call for an alarm the moment he saw us crouched behind the tomes, but instead, he froze.

      He was a short, stout man, balding and well into his sixties. There was a bout of recognition in his eyes as he observed us all, but I was certain that I’d never seen him before.

      “Finally,” he breathed. “This is my lucky day.”

      Lucien rose. Without any semblance of explanation, he said, “We are looking for something. A document, rare. We’d be willing to make a trade.”

      The man licked his lips greedily. “What are you searching for?”

      “A description of a very old ceremony, and seven stones with a strange name,” Lucien replied.

      The man nodded. “I know of the document. Studied it well in my youth, though I never understood it. I assumed it was related to your kind. Should’ve known you’d shown up eventually to retrieve it.”

      The man gestured for us to walk through the door. “What you’re looking for can’t be found here. This way.”

      We left the archival room. I floated to the back of the group as the curator led us through a set of shelves and down a stone staircase. I didn’t trust him, nor did I understand what was going on.

      “He knows what we are,” I whispered to Kiara.

      “Yes,” Kiara replied. “Humans in Celtic regions have respect for the fae. We’re a big part of their culture, and have been for centuries.”

      “Doesn’t that break supernatural laws of secrecy?”

      “Not really. They don’t know about our world, only that we exist. And after all, how are they supposed to prove our existence to the rest of their kind? No one would believe them.”

      “But how does he recognize us for what we are?”

      “He must’ve been taught somehow. His family could have history with the fae of some sort. Remember, we made a lot of deals with humans back in the day.”

      The curator took us to the basement of the library. The walls and floors here were nothing but plain stone. When he got to the edge of the hallway, all of us halted. There was an iron door ahead, made completely out of the harsh substance. The rich metal rang in my ears and gave off a nauseating quality that made me uneasy. I couldn’t get any closer than five feet to the door.

      The curator faced us. “Wait here. You won’t be able to go in,” he replied. “Iron and all that.”

      The curator took a key out of his pocket. He unlocked the iron door, then went inside the room. I couldn’t tell much from this angle, except that the room he’d entered was small and stuffed with papers that seemed even older than the ones we’d been going through in the archives.

      When he came back out, he was holding a tiny rolled piece of parchment in his hands. The curator looked up. He locked eyes with me first. “If you want this scroll, I need something in return.”

      “Ask it.” I wasn’t an advanced sorcerer, but I was certain I could provide whatever trivial desire this human asked for.

      “I want a date with the girl that refused me. You must’ve heard us quarreling,” he insisted. “She will be mine. I only need help getting her to succumb to my advances.”

      I scowled. “You shall receive what you ask for. The scroll for your desired wish.”

      “Done,” the curator said instantly. He shook my hand, and I cringed at how slimy it was. I felt my magic work, sealing our deal as he placed the scroll into my extended fingers. I unrolled it immediately. It was a gorgeous work from the Dark Ages, the letters on the page surrounded by the elaborate Celtic drawing of a tree, its roots wrapping in a circle around the words. At the top of the page was the depiction of a large cauldron, ivy wrapping around the base. I recognized it as a picture of the Sacred Gathering.

      Kiara looked over my shoulder. I struggled to comprehend the harsh cursive scrawling of the beautiful scroll, but I felt her nod behind me.

      “This is certainly it,” Kiara said as she read over the scroll quickly. “We got what we came for.”

      I handed the scroll to Lucien, who carefully pocketed it. “Be gone,” I told the curator sharply. “You’ll recieve what is just due.”

      I hated the way his beady eyes sparkled as he scrambled away. Alexei frowned and said, “Wish we hadn’t thrown that poor girl under the bus to get the scroll.”

      “He wanted a date with the intern, and he’ll get one. A date at the courthouse,” I said bluntly. “He’ll be receiving a notification for charges of harassment in a few days, and I’m certain, a letter of discharge from the university.”

      “Brilliant, Ethan.” Alexei smiled. “Quite a manipulative use of meaning.”

      “He should’ve known to use his words carefully with the fae.”

      Alexei gave a coy smile. “I mean, we are famous for fucking people over.”

      “I would’ve rewarded him if he wasn’t such a perverted ass.” I turned to Lucien. “We have what we need. We should go, before any more humans come round asking for more favors.”

      “Indeed.” Lucien cast a portal, and we left the library behind us. I shook off a shiver as we returned to the main foyer of the manor. I didn’t like being in a place full of those who weren’t my own kind, and humans particularly bothered me.

      Kiara sighed as the portal closed behind her. “Too bad other supernaturals aren’t as easy to trick as humans.”

      “Or that we can’t really trick other fae,” Alexei added.

      “The human served his purpose. We got what we came for,” Lucien said. “I need to take the night to study this scroll. I’ll notify you once I’m certain of what it says.”

      “I’ll help you,” Kiara offered, and she set off with Lucien. Alexei was left standing awkwardly between Arthur and I.

      Arthur didn’t hesitate to leave the room the moment he was able to. “I’m off to bed. Goodnight, Alexei.”

      I ignored the snub. We didn’t have to like each other right now, just work together. I took a seat in the armchair in front of the fire. “Now we wait, I suppose.”

      “Now we wait,” Alexei agreed. “Hopefully there will be good news in the morning.”

      I grunted. Getting the scroll had been the easy part. I was sure performing the ritual the scroll entailed would be difficult, as everything else on our quest had been.

      But I couldn’t say for certain. Only time would tell.
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      I felt someone shake my shoulder. My eyes opened. The fire had dwindled down to smoldering embers. Emma’s green orbs peered back at me, and I startled. “You’re—”

      “Yes, I made it downstairs today. I’m very proud of myself.” Emma drew herself up. “Looks like you two chose to crash down here.”

      Alexei was passed out in the seat across from me. He didn’t even stir at the sound of our voices.

      “You should let him sleep until Kiara returns,” I suggested. “Last night was very… interesting.”

      “I heard you got the scroll. How did it go?” she asked.

      We left the main foyer and walked to the kitchen. I filled Emma in on what had happened over breakfast, which Faylin had just made. We were finishing up our meal in the dining hall when Finlay slid in the seat across from us.

      “How you faring?” he asked.

      Before we could reply, Finlay said, “Now, there’s been something I’ve been meaning to tell the both of you, and I think I’ve waited long enough to say so, so—”

      “I’ve read the scroll.” Lucien burst into the room, bags under his eyes and looking tired. He sat beside Finlay and placed the scroll on the table. “Kiara has gone to rest, but we’re both nearly certain of the ceremony it describes.”

      Finlay scowled at being interrupted. He put his head in his hand as Lucien unrolled the scroll between us.

      “So? What does the scroll say?” Emma insisted.

      “Once the Crystals of Harmony are found, they can be united at any time, on any day,” Lucien began. “The Worldweaver must bring the Crystals to the Sacred Gathering, and place them in a circle around it, in the exact order in which they were found.”

      “There’s got to be more to it than that,” Emma said, narrowing her eyes as she peered at the scroll.

      “There is an incantation,” Lucien said. “When the stones are in alignment, you must speak the following.”

      Lucien’s voice became even deeper as he spoke the incantation. I hung on to his every word, preparing to commit the incantation to memory.

      
        
        “Loyalty, bravery, faith and compassion,

        In perfect harmony.

        Crystals united here as one

        To restore our history.

      

        

      
        Edinmyre and Earth married true,

        No longer may we roam

        Light and dark now join together,

        Guiding our way home.”

      

      

      Lucien cleared his throat. “You must be aware that uniting the stones will render them useless. Opening the portal with the Crystals will destroy them. We’ll be unable to use them once you complete the ceremony.”

      “But so will Droga, and that’s what matters,” Emma said firmly.

      This was far too simple. I didn’t believe it. The thought of Emma’s prophecy and the words the hag had spoken came to me.

      “Will this ceremony… kill Emma?” I asked.

      Lucien hesitated. “There is a sacrifice… a blood offering… that is mentioned before the incantation is spoken. Though it’s not clear what the Worldweaver has to offer to make the portal permanent. The wording itself isn’t clear.”

      Emma rolled up the scroll and handed it back to Lucien with a stoic expression. “Thank you. At least now I know what I have to do.”

      “I’ll keep this somewhere safe, and try to figure out what the scroll means as far as the blood offering,” Lucien said. “Don’t worry, my child. I’m sure it’s nothing too serious. I would never let anything happen to you.”

      Emma was silent as Lucien tucked the scroll back into his pocket. She didn’t make a sound when Lucien retreated to put away the scroll— only sat back against her chair and appeared hollow.

      “Fucking finally,” Finlay grumbled as Lucien left the room. “Anyway, I thought now might be a good time to tell you that Lady Magdalina and I found the Unseelie stone.”

      Emma and I both started. “What?” Emma gasped. “How did you—”

      “You found it?” There was a deadly growl to my voice. “Why didn’t you tell us sooner?”

      “I might be getting ahead of myself. We don’t have it, per say, but know of it,” Finlay responded. “After all, realizing where something is doesn’t mean that it’s in your possession. Sad thing is, you two had it all along.”

      “Quit speaking in riddles. Where is it?” I demanded.

      Finlay gave a roguish grin. “Do you remember the dark necklace from the King’s Contest?”

      The heavy realization nearly made me fall out of my chair. Finlay hadn’t touched me, but still, I felt winded.

      Awareness crossed over Emma’s face like a beacon, and she put a hand to her forehead as she leaned over the table. “Of course. We should’ve realized.”

      “You’re saying the Unseelie stone is the gemstone within the dark necklace we stole from Lady Korva?” I asked.

      “The same one I used to cheat,” Emma emphasized, like she couldn’t believe it.

      Finlay nodded. “The very same.”

      “No wonder it wounded you so,” I said, looking at Emma. “You were utilizing the power of a Crystal of Harmony, not just any Unseelie object.”

      “Where is it now?” Emma’s words were urgent as she reached out to grasp Finlay’s arm. “Please tell us you know where it is.”

      Finlay made a sheepish face. “Uh, well, no. After the Unseelie stone was taken from you once the Contest was over, the Circle took it to their archives and tried to destroy it. But as we know, a Crystal of Harmony can’t be destroyed, especially not by normal means of magic.”

      “So what happened to it?” I asked.

      “It was eventually abandoned by the Circle. Gabby and Elijah wanted to get their hands on it, but they couldn’t do so without drawing suspicion to themselves. Only one with Unseelie blood could wield the power in the necklace, and besides Lady Korva, none of the other council members could do anything with it. Luckily, they never figured out why they couldn’t use it. They just assumed Emma had drained the power in the necklace during the Contest, and therefore, the item was useless.”

      “Why didn’t the Circle immediately suspect Emma of having Unseelie blood, then, once they’d learned we’d cheated? They knew the power in the necklace was full of dark magic,” I replied.

      “Because they’re right morons,” Finlay stated. “Most people don’t understand how dark magic works, because Unseelie lore isn’t taught at Arcanea University, or anywhere else. The knowledge was forbidden for so long, most fae don’t know anything about it. They think any old Seelie fae can harness dark magic for themselves whenever they wish, and as we know now, that’s not how it works. You have to have the ancestry to even attempt dark magic.”

      “The necklace was Lady Korva’s. It was in her family for ages,” Emma said. “She must’ve known I had Unseelie blood before I did, if all this is true. I can’t believe she didn’t try to smuggle it back to her mansion somehow.”

      “She was too afraid to steal it, for fear of it being linked back to her,” Finlay said. “She was trying to keep her son’s Unseelie heritage, and her own, quiet, because she knew if word got out what he was, it would be controversial. After all, why would she steal a necklace the council thought she couldn’t use?”

      “But Lady Magdalina had to have known about it. Why didn’t she take it herself?” Emma asked.

      “She did her research, but unfortunately, Magdalina didn’t realize that the gem inside the necklace was the Unseelie stone until it was too late,” Finlay said with a sigh.

      “Too late?” I asked.

      “Lord Radcliffe,” Finlay said grimly.

      Ah, that explained it. The man had a love of coin. I had already guessed what had happened. “He saw an opportunity to line his pockets.”

      “Yes. He used his place on the council to repossess the necklace, then sold it to someone in Scotland. It got passed around to a lot of different hands. No one truly knew what they had,” Finlay said. “Lady Magdalina and I spent many months going back and forth from Dolinska to Edinburgh, tracking down who the necklace was sold to, though the trail eventually went cold. From what we know before she died, it’s still somewhere in Scotland, probably Edinburgh.”

      So that’s why Finlay and Magdalina had missed so many Circle meetings during our time as king and queen. “Why didn’t the two of you clue us in?” I asked, irritated. “We had the right to know.”

      “You two were busy locating the Seelie stone and governing the nation. We didn’t think it was a good idea to distract you until we had a solid lead on the Unseelie stone, and so far, everything we found was just a smoke screen.” He shrugged.

      “We need to pick the investigation back up in Edinburgh,” Emma said. “Do you know who had the necklace last?”

      “I can look into it,” Finlay said. “But I hate to tell you, our last lead wasn’t promising, and we’re fighting against time to find it before Droga does.”

      Emma slammed a fist on the table. “I don’t even understand why Droga wants the Crystals. He’s a god. He has infinite power. What use are they to him?”

      “Lady Magdalina might’ve told me, before she died,” Finlay said regrettably. “But she made me take a vow not to tell you until you were ready for it.”

      “Fin, just give it to me straight,” Emma said tiredly. “I need to know what we’re up against.”

      Finlay gave a heavy sigh. “Well, ready for it or not, I think you have the right to know. No point in continuing to wait.”

      We waited anxiously on his words, before he said, “Droga wants the stones because he can use them to create portals to other worlds.”

      “Worlds?” I asked.

      “Yes. Different planes of dimensions, different universes,” Finlay said. “Even as a god, he can only travel between Earth, Edinmyre, and the Underworld. He doesn’t have the power to go anywhere else… at least, not without the Crystals.”

      “So he’s not just interested in taking over this plane of reality. He wants to conquer others,” Emma said, her voice growing with impending fear.

      “That is his main goal,” Finlay agreed. “As fae, we know there are other supernatural planes of existence— other magical realms out there that exist separately from our own. We haven’t discovered them yet, but it’s certain that Droga wants to rule over all of them.”

      I couldn’t imagine the kind of chaos and grief that would cause. To not only destroy our world, but to ravage others… his greed truly knew no bounds. There was more at stake than just Malovia, or the fae. Entire universes could be in jeopardy if we failed to stop Droga in time.

      “We can’t let that happen,” Emma insisted. “We’ll use the Crystals to stop him!”

      “It won’t work. They’re not tools for mortal fae, even talented supernaturals,” Finlay insisted. “During our hunt for the Unseelie stone, Lady Magdalina was certain of one thing, and she made sure to ram it into my head; the power within those stones is uncontrollable. You get those Crystals anywhere near Droga, he’ll take them. Every time you use the stones, some of their power is drained. They don’t have infinite power. The gods only put so much magic into each stone, and although the power they hold is immense, if they’re pushed to their limit, they will eventually run out of magic. Then you won’t be able to use them to open the portal.”

      “So we never can learn how to use the Crystals of Harmony,” Emma said in defeat. “They’re not meant to be wielded for any other purpose but to reopen the portal.”

      “Exactly. Only a god or demigod can use their power without draining them— which is why Droga can’t get his hands on them. You’ll be able to use the stones to open the portal to Edinmyre, because you are the Worldweaver and that is your ability alone,” Finlay said. “But as for using them to fight… forget about it.”

      “The girls used the Crystals to fight at the battle of Arcanea University, but we didn’t know at the time that using them was siphoning away their power,” I said grimly. “We were lucky we didn’t completely spend their magic.”

      “But the Unseelie stone still works, and I used it in the Contest. I’m a stronger sorceress now,” Emma objected. “I bet I could—”

      “You could utilize the power in each individual stone for a short time, like you did in the Contest, and like your friends did when Arcanea University was attacked,” Finlay said. “But if you used them against Droga, the power required to defeat him would be immense, and drawing from the stones to do so would render them useless. Therefore, you wouldn’t be able to use them to reopen the portal, which makes the entire thing pointless. In fact, if used improperly, they might even kill us.”

      “Like what nearly happened to Delmare,” I said. “She tried to defend Stefan using the dragon stone during the battle of Arcanea University, and it backfired on her. She still has the scar on her face.”

      “What use are the Crystals if we can’t use them to defeat Droga?” Emma snarled. “If I go down, I’m taking him with me!”

      I hurried to calm her. “It’s all right, onawilke. We’ll figure something out,” I said.

      She crossed her arms and looked away from me. I felt sympathy for her, but worse was the terror that we could be helpless. We couldn’t allow Droga to obtain any of these Crystals, including the Unseelie stone. If he did, he’d hop from universe to universe taking over different worlds, until there was nothing left free and everything was under his control.

      We were fighting against more than the end of all fae. If Droga remained in power, the end of all life, on this planet and others, could be a reality.

      And we were the only ones standing in his way.
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      The revelation of how to unite the Crystals of Harmony was darkened by what Finlay had told me. Droga wanted to control more than the fae— more than this planet. His sights were set on being the ruler of dimensions and planes of reality we didn’t even know about.

      It was too much to fathom— my mind shut off whenever the possibility was brought up. If the weight on my shoulders had been the world before, it was entire realms now. I didn’t know how I managed to keep going under that kind of pressure, but somehow, I survived.

      I’d improved considerably over the past few months. I was able to walk most places now, and take the stairs a few times a day. I could take down little meals without throwing up, and I didn’t sleep all hours of the day like I did before.

      I could even do small spells. I’d worked on casting here and there when I felt like I had the energy, and I was able to do easy illusions. My ribs and bruised organs had healed, although I still moved gingerly at times, as I could feel the remnants of their aftereffects.

      I hoped within the next few months I’d be able to cast great magic like I could before, though I was beginning to worry I’d never get back to normal. It was taking me such a long time to recover.

      What if I never did?

      Lucien and Arthur had been hard at work searching for the location of the Unseelie stone, with Finlay’s help. Though Finlay was certain the stone was still in Scotland, he wasn’t sure where it’d been taken, or by who, and that led to nothing but frustration for everyone.

      The days passed slowly here at the estate. Everyone helped with the farm work, save for me, who couldn’t do more than pet the animals. Kiara and Alexei busied themselves in the library, researching Droga and doing their best to learn how to defeat him. Delmare and Stefan were busy preparing as much as they could for the arrival of their baby, who was due next month, while Amantha had found a local rink close by. She snuck off at night to practice after all the other skaters had gone home. I longed to join her, but I knew that’d be stupid, in my condition.

      Ethan helped me. Whenever he wasn’t at my side, he was lurking in the nearby woods. He said he was going hunting, trying to keep his mind off things, but to be honest, I didn’t know what he was doing out there. He spent nearly all his time in the forest, and we were running out of room to put the game he caught each night.

      I was starting to wonder if he was killing for sport instead of survival. I felt the rage inside of him quivering against our bond. The man became more like an animal every time he shifted to head into the wilderness, irrational and hard to reach.

      Odette and Theo practiced ballet, as if they were still holding onto their dream of opening up a dance studio, and vanished for long periods of time. Odette and I had made up after our little argument, though things still felt complicated between us. We weren’t as close as we’d been before. It was clear she still held resentment against me for running away, and I was upset she couldn’t find it in her heart to forgive me for what happened, though I certainly deserved her anger. I didn’t know what to do about it.

      Babcia and Bapa kept the estate running. They’d offered to keep teaching me Unseelie magic, but I’d turned them down… I wasn’t ready right now. My mother did gods only knew what whenever she couldn’t harass my father, and sneered at my grandparents each time they walked past. In kind, they ignored her.

      They really needed to figure their shit out. The house was huge, so they could avoid each other, but I was tired of the tension whenever they crossed paths. I was aware they hated each other, but they needed to put their differences aside, if only for me and Arthur’s sake.

      Vara spent a lot of time in her room, like I did. Her recovery after her rescue from Dolinska had been slow. Her children were due very soon. Miroslava had prepared for the labor as best she could, and yet, there was a sickening feeling in my gut that told me this birth was about to go very wrong.

      I put it off to my horrible nerves. Everything was a threat in my mind, these days.

      Jasper and Ozzie mostly kept to themselves and did their own thing. They rarely came out of their room. Jasper didn’t even venture out for ice practice with Amantha, and it was really weird. It was like both of them were too scared to leave the grounds.

      Everything was so gray and dull. It felt like we were waiting around for something to happen. I would’ve said it was boring, if our impending doom wasn’t pressing down upon us.

      Ireland rarely got snow, so I considered it a treat when there was a light snowfall over the estate at the end of February. It made me miss Malovia, where it snowed nearly every day. I sat in the foyer by a window, resting in an armchair with a journal of poetry opened up in front of me, a quill resting upon the page.

      I’d come down here to write, but it seemed I had to force the words to come out these days. I hadn’t managed to compose a single line of a sonnet, and I’d been here for at least two hours. I stared out the window, watching the gentle snowflakes coat the endless green.

      The sound of my brother’s footsteps approached. He placed a massive leather-bound book on the table in front of me— one that I considered a murder weapon more than a tome.

      “Weather’s odd for this time of year,” Arthur said, casting a glance out the window.

      Maybe everything in the world was changing now that Droga was back. He sat down on the other side of the table, and handed me a hot chocolate.

      I took it kindly. I couldn’t drink coffee anymore, though I really missed it. The caffeine messed with my system, when it hadn’t before. It sent me spiraling into panic attacks and made me nervous and jittery.

      It was such a small thing, but it crushed me. I couldn’t even have my favorite drink. Nothing about the world made sense anymore.

      “How are you feeling, Em?” Arthur’s words were cautious, but I didn’t wish him to coddle me… though I felt more fragile than a china doll at the moment.

      I shrugged as a response, and he frowned. I could focus on two things at a time right now; breathing, and whatever was in front of me. Putting my attention on more than one task sent me spiraling into hyperventilations. At the moment, this conversation was taking all of my energy.

      “You can talk to me, you know that, right?” Arthur prompted.

      “I know,” I responded, but he wasn’t the one I wanted to talk to. I hated to say it, but there was only one person I thought could help me through this, and she was dead.

      I wish Lady Magdalina was here. She’d help me get over this. She wouldn’t let me mope around— she’d whip me into shape, tell me to keep my chin up and soldier onward, because come hell or high water, we’d have victory.

      But she wasn’t here. I was at my weakest point when the world needed me most. There had never been a more important time for me to be at the top of my game, and here I was, unable to even have a sip of coffee.

      I was aware of Arthur keenly studying me, and I couldn’t stand it, so I changed the subject.

      “Did you find anything that could be useful to us?” I asked. I’d tried to help Arthur research, but whenever I came across anything that mentioned the Crystals of Harmony, Droga, or something relating to our fate, the words became blurry on the page, and I nearly passed out.

      I felt so weak.

      “I went off on a bit of a tangent, actually,” Arthur confessed, sounding guilty. “You wanted me to research CVID in our family line, but I never got the time. With the babies coming, and us having so much trouble with the Unseelie stone, well… I thought now would be appropriate.”

      “Did you find out anything?” I asked. I was interested to discover our heritage in regards to our genetics.

      “Well, we know your disease is a result of a genetic mutation,” Arthur said. “And that family inheritance only arises in about ten to twenty-five percent of cases. Most doctors are baffled about what your disease really is or how you develop it.”

      “So am I one of those random cases, or is there an ancestor in our family line that passed it down to me somehow?” I asked.

      “It’s quite proficient, actually,” Arthur said, sounding somewhat shocked. “It stems from our father’s side. We have at least two distant cousins in our ancestry with the disease, along with a great-grandmother— that would be Babcia’s mother, who passed the carrier gene down to Babcia, who passed the gene down to Lucien, who then gave it to you. Though CVID wasn’t discovered as a condition until the 1950s, so the people who had it back then didn’t understand what they were going through. Due to lack of treatment, none of them lived that long.”

      “So Lucien was a carrier. He didn’t have it himself, but he passed it down to me,” I said.

      “I’m afraid so,” Arthur said. “CVID is extremely rare. That it’s so strong in our bloodline is quite an extraordinary case.”

      My mouth grew dry as I asked, “What about you? Are you a carrier, like our dad was?”

      “Miroslava tested me. I’m not a carrier of the gene that causes CVID,” Arthur said. “I won’t pass it down to my children. As fraternal twins, we developed from two different eggs in the womb, so I don’t carry the same genetics you do.”

      I let out a breath. “Well, that’s a huge relief.”

      “Of course.” Then Arthur paused. “Your chances are a bit different. We know you’re a carrier, so the chances of you producing a child with CVID are at least twenty-five percent, with the chances of producing another carrier another twenty-five percent. There’s a fifty-fifty shot you’ll produce a child that isn’t affected in any way, and won’t pass on the disease…”

      I gave a grim nod. “I understand. It’s what I was expecting, anyway.”

      “I don’t want you to give up hope of being a mother,” Arthur said gently. “There are other ways, and you’re still so young.”

      “I know.” I dropped my head and took a sip of my drink. “Find anything else interesting?”

      “Not particularly, but it has been interesting, researching family history with our dad,” Arthur said as he pushed up his glasses. “We keep losing focus on what we’re supposed to be doing. Both of us are interested in so many things.”

      “Like?” I put an elbow on the table and leaned forward.

      “While looking into the Crystals, I’ve also been researching the gods and goddesses,” Arthur explained. “I find I’m really drawn to Neva.”

      “The goddess of time?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Yes. Did you know I swore myself to her at Vara and I’s Choosing?” he asked.

      “I didn’t. It’s unusual for a shifter to swear fealty to a sorceress.” Usually, fae stuck to worshipping a god of the same gender.

      “I did. I found this massive book on her in the estate’s library— how she can stop time in place, hop from one point in time to another, even redirect the path of fate by returning from a place in the future to correct the past.”

      “Doesn’t that mess with the timeline and screw things up?” I asked.

      “See, time doesn’t happen the way you think it does. It’s all happening at once instead of in a straight line, so really, moving from one place in time to another for Neva is very similar to how we leave to go to the store, and come back— or like leaving one room to enter another,” Arthur explained. “It’s just a different place, not a different moment, so things end up working out the way they’re supposed to whether you modify them in the past or not.”

      “I find that very hard to comprehend,” I said. My brain was hurting just thinking about it.

      “It’s not meant for mortals to understand. I think it’s similar to the way prophets in our world work, and how we’re directed to follow the journey prophecies foretell. Your choices and decisions affect the future, and you have the power to change it, but certain events are written in stone and cannot be diverted from no matter how hard you try to avoid them.”

      “I still don’t get it. Do we have the power to change the future or not?”

      “It’s a little of both, really.”

      I gave an impatient huff, and Arthur blushed. “Well, we can talk about the theory of time all day, but my point is that Neva is incredible. I can’t get enough of learning about her incarnations here on Earth. She’s gone all throughout time, choosing mates from different periods and bringing them back to Edinmyre for her enjoyment. That aspect of her is fascinating.” His green eyes sparkled.

      “You sound enchanted by the idea.”

      “I wouldn’t mind being a part of Neva’s harem,” Arthur said with a wry smile. “I think it would be wonderful to serve her, and an honor to share the affection of such a powerful being. If only I had caught the eye of such a goddess. She could teach me so much about the theory of time.”

      “You’re not like most shifters, then.” They got jealous easily. I think Ethan would share me if I was interested in someone else, but he’d probably pout about the whole thing.

      Hardly. One werewolf was more than enough for me to handle, thank you.

      “Well, there is a bit of a downside to being chosen by a goddess. Once they leave this plane of reality as mortals and go back to their main forms, the shifters that fall for them become so lovesick they waste away, until they die of grief.” Arthur frowned. “It’s one of the side effects of loving someone so powerfully endless.”

      “Sounds more like a curse than a blessing,” I mumbled.

      “Perhaps the pain would be worth the short time you’d get to spend being loved by a deity. I wouldn’t know.” Arthur sighed and scooped up the book he’d been carrying. “Anyway, I should really get back to Lucien. He’s been wanting to go through this with me.” He waved the monstrous title in the air.

      “You should take a break,” I suggested. “You’ve been reading day and night.”

      Arthur hesitated. “To be honest… it’s good for me. Keeps me distracted.”

      “From?” I raised an eyebrow.

      He frowned. “Vara’s been sleeping a lot lately. Miroslava has her on bed rest.”

      I’d never felt more guilty. Arthur should be excited and happy, getting ready for one of the biggest moments of his life… the arrival of his children. Instead, he was helping me with these damn Crystals. Gods, it felt like I’d taken everything from everyone I cared about.

      “You should be at her side,” I insisted.

      “I’ll only wake her. I can’t sit still, not when I’m so nervous about the babies coming.” He took a shivering sigh. “We’ve prepared as much as we can, but I can’t help but feel we’re missing something.”

      I ignored the wriggling in my gut telling me that Arthur’s intuition was right, and said, “Take the day off. Seriously. You should spend some time with your mate, before you’re too busy with the babies to get any alone time.”

      He hesitated, before dropping the book to his side. “You know what? You’re right. One day of rest will do me good. Thanks, Em.”

      As he walked off, I finished my cup of hot chocolate, and took it back to the kitchen to place in the sink. As it was Friday, I had to do my infusion. I gathered my things and trekked slowly across the mansion, where Miroslava had set up a small medical room in one of the parlors.

      It was more or less a sitting room converted into an area to hold supplies. I took some pain reliever and an allergy pill before I got a jar of plasma out of the fridge, then retrieved some syringes and tubing with needles from the supply cabinet. Once I filled the syringes up with plasma, I prepared the tubing.

      I scowled as I poked the needles into my stomach, noticing a new line of pudge. I’d barely eaten anything in the past three months and I’d still gained weight as a side effect of my treatment.

      I was slower, heavier, and in more pain than I’d ever been. When was this shit going to end?

      I slipped the syringe into the infusion pump, turned it on, then sat down on the couch to watch TV. I was channel-scrolling mindlessly through Irish reality shows when Odette came hopping in. She was holding some kind of small box in her hand. It looked like a deck of cards.

      “Hey, Emma. I was hoping I’d find you here,” she said— not quite eagerly, but sweetly enough. “Would you like me to give you an oracle reading? I’ve never tried before, and Theo’s too chicken to be my first experiment.” She made a silly face.

      We hadn’t done anything together since our fight. I didn’t care if Odette wanted to rob a bank, so long as she wished to include me. I turned toward her as I shut the TV off and said, “Sure. You can give me a reading.”

      “Ooh, goody.” She sat on the couch across from me and took the cards out of the box they came in. They were a lovely deck, cards that were sketched with beautiful drawings of unicorns, pegasi, and alicorns. They were rainbow colors, and had designs of magical equines with butterflies entangled in their manes, forms made of fire, water, and other elemental qualities.

      “Are these cards supernatural?” I asked. The designs were so close to things I’d actually seen in the fae world.

      “I’m not sure. I felt them calling to me.” She let out an oops as she tried to shuffle the cards. They fell out of her fingers and into a pile on the floor.

      She scooped them up and scrambled to put them back in order. “I’ve been using most of our time here to practice my dryca powers, with Theo’s help. We’ve been looking into the history of the druids and learning as much as we can. I need water to scry, but I’ve found I can employ my powers in different ways, too.”

      “Like reading tea leaves?” I asked.

      “Yes. I picked up this deck of oracle cards the other day when Theo and I went into town. I thought I should try them out.”

      We took turns heading into the nearby village for supplies, based on who was going the most stir-crazy. We tried not to leave often, because it was a risk we'd be seen, but we still needed stuff.

      I hadn’t left the mansion since we’d gotten here. I’d turned down the chance to go every time.

      Odette splayed the cards out in front of me. “Go ahead. Pick three— past, present, and future!”

      This should be good. I was expecting nothing but bad news as I picked three cards from the deck and handed them to Odette. She laid them out in front of her on the couch cushion between us.

      “I’m supposed to interpret them without the book,” she said, tongue sticking out as she observed them all. “But— oh…”

      She hurriedly shuffled through the pages of the book that had come with the oracle deck. I observed the cards I’d pulled— the first was a picture of a dark-haired woman leading a white unicorn through a stone gate. The second was an image of a black unicorn and a white unicorn running together against twilight. The third was the depiction of two unicorns floating along a magical surface, their horns glowing and forms mirroring each other.

      As she read the contents, she let out an em-hm sound and said, “It’s just as I thought. In the past, you were willing to listen to your heart. You followed your intuition and did what you thought was best at the time.”

      Yeah, I sure fucking did. Following my intuition was what had led to all of… this. I didn’t trust myself anymore to make the right choice.

      “Now, in the present, you’re struggling to face your shadow side,” Odette went on. “You’re willing to embrace the light side of you, but not the dark. You’re not going to progress further unless you learn to accept yourself as you are, and be comfortable with the choices you made.”

      These cards were pissing me off. It’s like they were rubbing it in my face that I hadn’t mastered shadow manipulation yet, and at this point, it didn’t feel like I ever would. I didn’t want to accept my dark side. Why couldn’t everything be good, instead of being so horrible all the time?

      “The last card…” Odette tapped her chin. “If you’re going to succeed, you need to depend on your friends, because you won’t be able to do this alone. This card indicates that you need to sit back and rest, and rely on the help of other people in order to achieve your goal. Relaxation, restoration, and partnership with other people is how you’ll find the support you need to succeed.”

      I’d hardly been so frustrated about my destiny. “But how am I supposed to do that?” I complained. “Everything is depending on me. I’m the Worldweaver. I’m supposed to save the fae, no one else can. I can’t just sit back and relax waiting for someone else to come save me.”

      “That’s what the cards tell me,” Odette said.

      “Well those cards are wrong,” I shot at her. “We should do it again, because I need better advice than— oh, fucking hell!”

      The line on my infusion pump had broken off right where it attached to the syringe. The split tubing soaked my clothes and the chair I was sitting on. Odette jumped up, giving a squeak.

      I panicked for a few seconds. This had never happened to me before, so I didn’t know what to do. I snapped back to attention when I realized thousands of dollars of medication was leaking out all over my clothes and onto the floor. I immediately turned the pump off, while Odette rushed to get a towel to sop up the ruined plasma.

      I removed the syringe from the pump and found that the tip of the syringe had somehow broken during the infusion process, shattering the tubing. I wouldn’t be able to use the rest of the medication in that syringe, which had almost been full.

      Not only that, but since the tubing was ruined, I needed to put new needles in, too, so now I had to poke myself eight times instead of four. Freaking fantastic.

      Odette nervously watched me as I connected a new line of tubing to my secondary syringe. I took the old needles out, and swore as I put new ones in. I was running out of space on my body where I could put these things. I avoided bruises from old infusions and slipped the second syringe back into the pump, only to find that when I turned it on, the pump didn’t do anything.

      Anger festered within my gut. “Great. My pump’s not working,” I said. I shook it a little, but it refused to operate.

      “We should get Miroslava,” Odette said anxiously.

      “No, I don’t want to bother her. I can handle this myself,” I insisted. I didn’t put new needles in for nothing. “I’ll just manually infuse it.”

      “Are you sure?” Odette nervously played with her hands.

      “Yeah, it’ll be fine.” With effort, I used my hands to push the end of the syringe down, so it flooded the medicine into my system. I watched as the plasma within the syringe was emptied into my body, from one-hundred milliliters, to ninety, to eighty, in moments.

      This was great. It was way faster than using my pump. I could get this whole syringe done in ten minutes, compared to an hour with the pump. Why didn’t I do this all the time?

      It only took a couple of minutes for me to realize why this wasn’t a great idea. My heart rate jumped so it was beating against my chest, and a line of sweat broke across my forehead. My body felt hot, and I took deep breaths to try and cool myself down. Was I having a heart attack? Because it felt like it. My thoughts became long and drawn out, my mind groggy, like I was drunk. I felt the world bend and dip underneath my seat, like I was about to pass out.

      I stopped pushing the medicine in and waited for the side effects to abide, but they only got worse.

      Oh, shit. It felt like I was going to die. Was I going to die? I was probably overreacting.

      But I must’ve looked bad, because Odette paled as her eyes wandered up my form.

      “I’m getting help!” Odette scurried out. I laid back on the couch and tried not to roll off of it. The room was spinning and I couldn’t keep my head up right now if I tried.

      Miroslava’s disapproving gaze was all I needed to know I fucked up. She removed my needles with flat lips, checking my vital signs.

      “Emma, there’s a reason your medication is supposed to be infused slowly. It can cause dangerous side effects if it’s injected too quickly into your system,” Miroslava scolded.

      “I sure as hell figured that out,” I slurred. My tongue was thick and dry in my mouth.

      Odette poked her head back in as Ethan hurried inside. My husband might as well have been a fucking alien. I barely recognized him. Man, this shit was really fucking with my brain.

      He knelt by my side and took my hand. “Will she be all right?” he asked.

      “She’ll be fine, but I think she’s learned her lesson,” Miroslava said. “A lot of sleep, rehydration and an easy weekend will help her feel better. She’s set her recovery back a couple of days.”

      “I’m sorry,” I slurred. “I’m just so frustrated, and nothing is going right—”

      “I understand,” Ethan said, and he squeezed my hand. “I know this is discouraging.”

      It was all very dramatic, and I was over it already. Miroslava fussed around me for another half-hour before she put her hands on her hips. “I think you’ll be fine, so long as you rest up, but we’ll have to monitor you closely. You’re in for a hard week ahead. You barely got any medicine out of this treatment, and I won’t be able to get you more plasma until next weekend.”

      “Great,” I mumbled. That was just what I needed, a low immune system to slow me up even more.

      Miroslava hastily tied back her hair with a handkerchief she had in her pocket. “I must be off. I wasn’t finished with Vara.”

      Miroslava hurried away, and I found myself worrying. She’d been spending a lot of time in Vara’s room lately.

      As Miroslava left, Ethan also rose. “I’ll get you some electrolytes. Stay put.”

      “Sure, I’m just going to crawl off,” I mumbled.

      “You might.” Ethan gave me a wink, but his smile was worried. Odette sat at the edge of the couch by my feet as Ethan shut the door.

      “See?” I told Odette— as if I had proof to show her that my life sucked. “How can I trust myself when bad things keep happening?”

      Odette put a hand on my leg. “The cards want you to rely on your friends. I know you’re a strong person, and don’t want to ask for help. But the only way you’re going to get better and beat Droga is if you rely on all of us. You don’t have to do this alone.”

      Her words were friendly and warm, but they caused tears to brim my eyes, because I felt alone. I was surrounded by everyone I loved at this estate, but I’d never been more lonely. I didn’t think I deserved the help. More than that, I felt like a burden upon everyone I came in contact with.

      I’d had help before as a queen— I had an army, and servants, and countless numbers of people who were devoted to me, and all of them were dead because I’d failed them.

      Odette was wrong. It was better to go at it alone. At least then, no one else would get hurt.

      The only casualty would be me. And that’s exactly how I wanted it. To suffer alone.
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      March passed by in a blur. I’d hardly registered we’d been at the estate for three months until the morning of Vosna-En.

      It was beautiful, that particular morning of Neva’s holiday. The Spring Equinox had come in full force. Ireland rarely got any sun, but that day, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Fresh green grass was blooming over the hills, accompanied by the sight of little white flowers. There was a fresh smell in the wind nothing could replicate. A rainbow hovered in the sky, as it had just rained that morning. It felt like something special was about to happen, though I couldn’t imagine what.

      I was on the porch of the estate, wrapped in my robe and watching the newborn lambs frolic in the fields when Babcia slid up beside me. “We’re due to visit Trua Gleann. Get dressed so we can be off.”

      She hadn’t asked if I’d wanted to go to town. It was more like a demand. “Is it safe?”

      “Of course it is safe,” Babcia said. “We’ll take the carriage. It’s not more than a few miles down the road.”

      “But…”

      “You’re well enough to make it,” Babcia said, and she patted my arm. “Now hurry. You haven’t lived until you’ve had breakfast at The County Clare.”

      If someone asked me before if I wanted to see how the hidden communities of Unseelie lived, I would’ve jumped at the opportunity. Fuck, I was scared to leave the house now. Just going into town for a breath of fresh air felt like the most terrifying thing. I wanted to remain in my cocoon of safety, where things were predictable and I had everything I needed in case something went wrong.

      All my medicine is here. What if I need it, and don’t have it? What if I pass out in the middle of the street? What if there’s nothing for me to eat and everything sets off my allergies? What if I get really weak because I can’t eat, then I get sick, and I end up making a big scene? Gods, what if I throw up, or what if I can’t walk far enough, or what if there isn’t any place for me to sit down and rest? I shouldn’t be too far from Miroslava, just in case I have an emergency. Going into town is too far. I need to stay home and take it easy, because then nothing bad will happen and I’ll have everything I need if it does.

      But I really wanted to get out of the house, though. I told myself nothing bad was going to happen, and steadied my courage. I went back upstairs and got dressed in a green tartan skirt with a long-sleeved white shirt and a wool shawl. It was still a little chilly out, and more layers of clothing helped me feel… I don’t know, more protected. I slid on my leather boots as Ethan greeted me at the doorway.

      “You look nice.” He ducked in to give me a kiss.

      “Something different than pajamas and yoga pants.” I knew I hadn’t been taking care of myself lately. I did my best to run a brush through my unruly red locks before I gave up and threw it into a bun on top of my head.

      I didn’t think I’d gotten ready for something in… gods knew how long. It was progress.

      The carriage was open-top, and pulled by a bay plow horse. I was intrigued to see that Vara was sitting inside the carriage with Arthur. She was due any moment.

      “I’m surprised you’re coming along,” I said as I took a seat on the other side of her.

      “Well, it is difficult for me to get around,” Vara confessed. “But Miroslava said a change of scenery would do me some good, and I am completely bored of sitting in that room she has me trapped in.”

      Her cheeks were rosy, and her voice in good spirits. She seemed well today. I grabbed her hand, which felt very warm, and gave a squeeze as I said, “I’m glad you’re here. Maybe this is a turn-around for the both of us.”

      “I’m hopeful. I think things will be very different after today.” She smiled.

      Ethan knew how to be polite and diplomatic, so I was grateful that he hid his true feelings as he moved around Vara to take the seat on the other side of me. I just wanted to have a good day out with my friends and my family. He would respect that.

      Arthur cast an illusion to disguise our faces. I checked myself in a hand mirror I had— I’d become a curly-haired girl with a round face. Everyone else in the carriage looked the same to me, but when I passed the mirror to Ethan, his reflection mirrored back a man with higher cheekbones and longer hair. We could identify each other, but anyone who didn’t know us would see a completely different person.

      I let out a sigh of relief. No one would recognize us, at least.

      Babcia and Bapa bickered as they embarked the carriage. Bapa took the reins, and we began the trip down the winding country road.

      The sound of the horse’s hooves clopping against the dirt was soothing, but I didn’t like that the carriage wasn’t covered. I pressed closer into Ethan, and he put his arm around me for comfort.

      The carriage rolled into town, and the gravel beneath the horse’s hooves turned to cobblestone. We passed thatch-roof cottages painted white, and stone houses covered in ivy. As we headed into the merchant district, we observed sorceresses pushing carts, who were selling things like cheeses and vegetables straight from the farm.

      The businesses here were tiny, and packed together in two-hundred year old buildings that were three stories tall. We crossed a street that was full of nothing but pubs, and I smelled the faint remnants of fish and chips that had been cooked the night before.

      The celebration for Vosna-En was in full swing. Rose garlands hung across the streets, and there were flower wreaths on every door. Children tossed petals everywhere from wicker baskets, while sorceresses handed out flowers to everyone who passed by.

      The whole world seemed to be reborn after a very dark winter. It brought a little light into my heart.

      I didn’t know what I had expected, but I figured the Unseelie would look… different. I don’t know why, but I figured their features would be more prominent— perhaps differently toned in hair or skin color. I’d been taught that there were so many differences between the Seelie and Unseelie fae that I was expecting them to be a separate group entirely.

      It was silly to think. The fae here looked like any other fae back in Dolinska. The conflict between the Seelie and Unseelie fae seemed even more ridiculous.

      “There are so few of them,” I commented. Trua Gleann was much smaller than I expected.

      “Yes,” Babcia said. “The conflict with the Seelie certainly depleted our numbers.”

      “Are there any full-blooded Unseelie here?” I asked.

      “No. Some have more Unseelie in them than others, but all of us have mixed blood. It is the way it went, after the war happened.”

      My emotions became mixed. It was nice to see this community for the first time, but it shouldn’t have been the first time. I should’ve grown up here with Arthur. Babcia and Bapa had done an amazing job of hiding me from Droga— they could’ve hidden me and my mother from the Black Claw, too. If Mom had just gotten over her bullshit with my grandparents, the life I could’ve had would be so different.

      I pushed that out of my mind, because there was no use in regretting the past now, especially choices that I’d had no control over.

      “Do the Unseelie here attend— I mean.” I swallowed. “Did they attend Arcanea University?”

      “Yes, but under Seelie disguise, of course,” Arthur replied. “Just as I did.”

      Bapa stopped the carriage in front of a crooked restaurant with an old wooden sign half-hanging off the building. He tied the horse, and we went inside.

      The County Clare was packed with people. It was one of those restaurants that was full of natural light, but was sparsely decorated. The wooden tables were adorned with potted flowers, but not much else. The loud clinking of glasses and conversation filled the room as waitresses wearing aprons served heaping plates of potato pancakes.

      We took a table by the window, and I was served a traditional Irish breakfast of eggs, bacon, sausage, beans, mushrooms, halved tomatoes, and fried potatoes.

      I was so excited that I could actually eat everything on my plate. The restaurant served food that was safe for my gluten allergy. It was so annoying— and embarrassing— making everyone accommodate my dietary issues all the time. I knew it was a hassle and hated making things difficult for others… not to mention the fact I sometimes went hungry, because there wasn’t a lot for me to choose from when we went to most restaurants. That The County Clare could accommodate my illness and make things easier for everyone, alongside ensuring that I had a full stomach, absolutely made my day.

      Every bite tasted more amazing than the last. Before, I would’ve cleaned my plate, but I wasn’t able to eat more than half. I finished what I could and gave the rest to Ethan. He’d finished his food, and the rest of mine, and still looked like he wanted more.

      “I haven’t had meals at the palace that were this incredible,” Ethan said as he put down his fork. “My compliments to the chef.”

      I nodded. It was good, what little I’d been able to take down.

      Over another refill of tea, Arthur and I had a very adamant argument about whether to call sliced potatoes chips or fries (they were fries— he was freaking nuts), while Vara rubbed her belly.

      “You all right, my dear?” Babcia asked.

      “The twins are rambunctious today,” Vara said eagerly. “I’ve never felt them move so much.”

      “Maybe today’s the day,” Arthur said. His entire countenance brightened as he squeezed Vara’s shoulder and kissed her cheek.

      Their affection warmed my heart. I was excited to see the twins, too. Babies running around the estate sure would bring a bit of cheer back into our lives. No matter how bad the world got, life always moved on.

      Ethan was pretty quiet. I took it that he was being rude over Vara, and I couldn’t have that, so I said, “Something you want to voice aloud?”

      “Just things on my mind,” he said. “Nothing to be concerned about.”

      Well, that was bullshit. “You know when you lie, your back gets rigid? I can always tell.”

      I straightened my shoulders and deepened my voice to make an impression of my mate. “Oh, nothing to be concerned about, Emma, I just have a stick up my ass that’s straighter than usual.”

      “I don’t wish to upset you,” Ethan said gently. “It’s best not to talk about these things while having a nice meal.”

      Okay, so it was about Droga’s general crap of the day. Nobody told me anything about what was going on outside of the estate anymore. I knew they cared about me, and didn’t want me to  worry… but still.

      I could read what Ethan was thinking without having to reach across our bond. It’d been a lot of work getting me out of the house. He didn’t want me to freak out when he’d come so far in making me stable enough to be in public without panicking.

      But that wasn’t what we’d promised in our marriage. We’d agreed to share our burdens, and something was weighing heavily on Ethan today… I could tell.

      “I want to know,” I insisted. “Just give me the bare details, and nothing else.”

      “She’s your wife. Word of advice; best to be honest,” Bapa grumbled.

      Arthur shared a wary glance with Vara, but Ethan spoke before they did. “From what we can tell, Droga has begun his assault on the rest of the cities in Malovia. He’s conquered Vashtyn. It won’t be long before he moves on to others.”

      “Isn’t Vashtyn a human city?” I questioned.

      “It is,” Ethan replied. “He’s using the usual techniques; curses and enchantments to bewitch the humans, and put them under his control, much like Elijah did. It’s taking longer than we thought… he’s being slow to take over each city one by one, instead of leveling them to the ground all at once.”

      “That seems rather practical of him.” I sat back and crossed my arms.

      “He’s experimenting,” Arthur said. “Trying to see what the best strategy is for getting the rest of the world under his control without humankind interfering. He has magic, but the humans have technology, along with numbers. He needs to devise a plan to conquer them with the least amount of effort possible, and using his soldiers to trick the humans is easier than slaughtering them all. His forces remain strong in each city, and once the human population is sufficiently enchanted, he takes over without much struggle from the fae.”

      “And Gabby?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “She’s sitting very comfortably in Arcanea University with that little brat of hers,” Babcia commented. “No need for her to get involved when her new mate can do all the dirty work.”

      “Is she a goddess now?” The words made a sour taste fill my mouth. I was glad I was done with breakfast.

      “They must be joined in a ceremony, much like marriage,” Bapa replied. “She must become his wife officially if she is to be a goddess.”

      “And why haven’t they done it yet?”

      “They will,” Ethan said darkly. “I’m sure when he’s done conquering the rest of Malovia, he’ll return to make Gabby his bride.”

      “Let’s not talk about such dark things,” Vara insisted. “It’s a beautiful day. Let’s make the most of it.”

      My anxiety wavered and dipped inside of me. Ethan immediately froze when he noticed the shift in my emotions, and placed his hand on my thigh underneath the table. My frustration immediately squared off against my fear. Why did I have to be this way, so scared all the time? I’d told Ethan I wanted to know, so I needed to show him I could handle it. I had to take several deep breaths to calm myself down, though I felt myself unraveling quickly. My heartbeat quickened, and my throat felt like it was being squeezed like a viper.

      It’s not happening here, I told myself. Everything’s fine right now. You’re okay. You’re safe.

      It’d become a little mantra that I repeated over and over whenever I got scared… which was all the fucking time. I did feel safe here, in Trua Gleann. Bad things were happening back home… but you know what? This was home now, and everything was fine.

      But what if Droga came here? What if he ruined this place, too?

      Don’t spiral, onawilke, Ethan said across our bond, and he squeezed my knee lightly. There is nothing here for him in Ireland, nothing that is interesting or powerful enough for him to conquer. Small towns mean nothing to him. This place will remain a safe haven.

      I didn’t allow myself to object that it would only remain safe if Droga ceased to find me. He hadn’t located me yet, so he wouldn’t. He and Gabby could suck my dick.

      Either way, I reached out and held Ethan’s hand tightly, focusing on the pulse in his hand until my heart rate slowed and my breathing became normal again.

      It took at least fifteen minutes.

      After breakfast, we wandered the streets, going from shop to shop to look at all the different things that were for sale. Bapa and Babcia picked up a few things they needed for the estate, while I enjoyed smelling all the different scented candles and observing the pretty emerald jewelry that was on display. Around me was the sound of laughter, and the scent of blooming roses.

      Trua Gleann was more simplistic than I expected it to be. Life here was quiet and gentle. I wanted it to be like that always.

      “Look, Emma.” Vara pointed, and my eyes wandered up to a sign that said, The Wil O Wisp. In the window were a variety of items— tarot cards, wands, and a variety of crystals. This must’ve been the place Odette got her oracle deck.

      “It’s a magic shop for Unseelie,” I said in wonder. You would’ve never seen something like that in Dolinska.

      “Let’s go in.” Vara waddled ahead of me, and Arthur opened the door for her. Inside, the room was swathed in colors of dark purple and black. There was an entire wall full of wands, as well as stacks of oracle cards behind a glass case, and a table lined with crystals.

      There was more within the shop— pewter statues of the gods lined the walls, above cauldrons and bundles of cedar incense. There were dried flowers, powders for spells, and even potion ingredients. But even more curious than these were all the old items scattered about. There were ancient books, old lamps and photographs, decades-old furniture, and farming supplies that hadn’t been used since the 1700s.

      “It looks like an antique shop,” I said, peering at an unusual clock with crooked hands.

      “Unseelie fae can draw energy from anything, as long as it’s magical,” Arthur said. “In the past, Unseelie fae were known to gain energy from darkness. They’d go to battlefields after the fight was done, or famine-inflicted areas, and gain power from the negativity there.”

      “So… I could actually increase my power by drawing energy from negative things?” I asked.

      “Oh, yes. It’s quite possible,” Arthur said.

      There was always more about the Unseelie world to learn and understand. I didn’t think if I lived a hundred years I’d comprehend it.

      Arthur and Vara took longer in the store than we did. When they came out, Vara was carrying a small brown bag at her side.

      “Here, Emma. This is for you.” Vara looped a thin black rope necklace around my neck. I looked down. Attached to the necklace was a circular black stone, locked inside a type of bronze cage.

      “It’s called black tourmaline. It’s very good for protection against negative energy, even your own,” Vara said. “The crystal should absorb some of your anxiety and help with the pain.”

      I was touched. “Thank you, Vara. Everyone’s spoiling me today.”

      “Well, we didn’t get much of a Christmas,” Arthur said. “So consider this a holiday.”

      Babcia and Bapa had met up with a couple of old friends in the park, so we were stuck in town until they were done chatting— and with old people, that could take forever. We got some ice cream from a cart nearby. Vara and I sat on the edge of a water fountain and ate our ice cream while Arthur and Ethan kept themselves preoccupied by tossing a frisbee back and forth that they’d conjured.

      I finished off my ice cream and said, “At least they’re getting along.”

      Vara sighed. “I do wish Ethan would believe me. I’m not a traitor.”

      “You know I don’t think that, right?” I said. “I know the evidence looks bad—”

      “I understand where Ethan is coming from. You don’t have to apologize,” Vara replied. “He’s doing what he can to protect his mate. I’m sure Arthur would do the same if our positions were switched.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Ethan has an issue with jumping to conclusions.”

      “He’s lost a lot. We all have,” Vara said. “Give him some grace. I’m sure everything will come to light eventually.”

      “Do you really think someone has betrayed us to Gabby?” I asked her. Out here, in the birds and the sunlight, treachery seemed like a foolish thing to discuss, even though I knew it was certainly something that happened.

      “I do, but whoever it is, they probably had no choice,” Vara said sadly. “None of us would betray you willingly, Emma. You know that.”

      I dropped my head. “I don’t know what to believe.”

      We were quiet for a moment, before Vara’s fingers brushed against my skin. “That’s a very special bracelet you’ve got there,” Vara said, nodding at the key around my wrist.

      “Oh, this?” I lifted my arm up to show her. It was the bracelet Odette had made me. The key Professor Calliope had given me was attached. Scattered around it were the three charms that my friends had gifted me the night before my wedding. “It’s one of my favorite things.”

      “It is very special. You’ll want to keep it safe,” Vara said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything quite like it, and I’m not sure I will again.”

      “It’s definitely unique.” The bracelet wasn’t worth much, but it was meaningful to me, a gift from my friends. I wouldn’t part with it for a fortune.

      Vara squeezed my fingers. “Emma, you’re one of my closest friends. There’s not a person like you in all the world.”

      I gave a small smile. “Yeah, I know. The prophecy, and all that.”

      “It’s not because you’re the Worldweaver. It’s because of who you are,” Vara insisted. “Not many fae would give themselves up for their friends, but I’ve seen you be willing to, time and again. I know this is a tough time right now, and you’re not sure how you’re going to make it through. But you will, and everything will be better than it ever was. Just surrender, and let the seasons pass as they will. I promise you, time heals all wounds.”

      Her words made me choke up. I didn’t want to break down in the middle of this park, so I wiped my eyes and said, “Wow, Vara… that really means something.”

      “I’m glad,” Vara said. “I’ve done my best to be a good friend to you since I’ve known you. We all make mistakes, and I know you’re still beating yourself up for the mistakes you’ve made in the past. But sometimes, those mistakes can lead to the correct outcome. Nobody, not even you, can truly know what the gods have planned. And I know they’ve got big dreams for you, Emma. We all do.”

      I sniffed as a tear rolled down my face. “I’d just like to be able to get through the day.”

      “Take one step at a time. Before you know it, you’ll be on top of the world again. You’ll see.”

      Vara gave me a wink, and hope lifted in my heart. If she could be this optimistic, after all she’d seen, and still be excited to be bringing two children into the world, I could get through this. I just had to keep holding on.

      We spent the entire day shopping, until night settled over the village. Once it got dark, tiny lights hovered over the area and all around us. I thought they were fireflies, but on closer inspection, I saw that they resembled balls of lights with dragonfly wings.

      Ethan caught me peering and went to explain. “Fortune Fairies are a type of faekin. They’re more or less sprites. They’ve been known to grant you good luck, if you catch them.”

      I reached out and grasped one of the glowing lights in my palm. It dimmed before shining vibrantly again. “They’re not hard to catch.”

      “Not unless they don’t want to be caught, but they’re fair-tempered things. They love being chased by children. If you plant the right kind of flowers, sometimes they’ll hang around your house permanently and bring you luck.”

      “They sound like malyludwy.”

      “They are similar, but Fortune Fairies don’t bond with a particular fae. They’re more fickle, and will move from place to place even if they like where they’re living. They get bored staying in one location too long.”

      “Don’t other supernaturals sell them?” I asked. I’d seen a couple of carts in Dolinska pawning Fortune Fairies off at a low price.

      “It’s a scam. Fortune Fairies can’t truly be caught,” Ethan stated. “Even if you trap them in a jar that’s magically bound with a ward, they can vanish from it at any time. Vendors who sell Fortune Fairies have made an agreement with them. They’ll pose in the jar to sell, and once the buyer brings them home, they’ll vanish and return back to the seller. The seller gets to keep the money, and he gives the Fortune Fairies some shiny coins in return.”

      “Oy, you’re keeping us up!” Babcia’s voice echoed across the village— she and Bapa had retrieved the carriage. “We best be on our way, if we’re to start supper!”

      Vara giggled. I helped her up, and we walked toward the carriage together as the boys trailed behind. Arthur had to boost her into the carriage— I needed help, too, as I was too tired to take the step up, so Ethan lifted me into it. Bapa shook the whip and clucked his tongue, and the horse pawed his hoof before we set out of town.

      I’d had a nice day. I found myself falling asleep against Ethan’s shoulder as the moonlight streamed gently across my face. The wind whispered through the leaves of the trees, and everything felt right again in the world. It’d been so long since that happened, I could hardly remember what it felt like.

      Just as I was settling into a gentle sleep, there was a loud slamming sound, and the carriage rocked sideways. Vara let out a scream. My eyes violently shot open and my stomach dropped out just as the carriage tipped over onto its side. We all went sprawling out of it, rolling into the dusty road.

      What had happened? I hadn’t seen. The horse that had been pulling the carriage let out a high-pitched whinny, which died out mid-cry.

      My heart stopped cold. I felt blood underneath my fingertips. It was streaming out of the horse. Ethan let out a growl as he changed into a wolven, and I dared to lift my eyes to see what faced us.

      They were deer… stags made of shadow, their velvet horns dripping blood and eyes burning like coals from hell. They were the size of horses, but had gnashing teeth and hooves sharp like razors. They resembled Droga so closely it made my gut churn.

      “Karkans,” Babcia hissed as she staggered to her feet. “Demonic minions of Droga.”

      So that’s it, then. He’d found me. We were surrounded by them— there was a group, too many for me to count.

      I attempted to use my powers to take control of the creatures’ minds. They were monsters, after all, so I should’ve been able to control them.

      I couldn’t. My magic backfired on me as I invaded the minds of the karkans. I was immediately pushed out.

      Droga already had a hold on them. Which meant any attempt I could make to take over their minds was useless.

      “Run, Emma!” Bapa moved in front of me to protect me from the karkans, summoning Unseelie magic to his hands. He used his power to latch on to the karkan nearest him, ripping it apart with his power.

      I couldn’t. I was frozen. I hunched over and put my hands over my ears, rocking back and forth.

      This couldn’t be happening… not again.

      Ethan snarled, lashing out with his teeth and claws. The karkans kept their distance, but shook their antlered heads angrily. I knew if they managed to touch me, they’d take me back to Droga. And what could I possibly do to stop them?

      I attempted to summon a battle orb, but it fizzled out. Nothing. I could do nothing. Even before I’d become a student at Arcanea University, I was stronger than this. Ethan felt my magic struggling and pressed closer to me, daring the karkans to take a step closer.

      “Please work,” I pleaded with my magic, but it didn’t. Despite trying desperately to cast a spell, my magic just wouldn’t come.

      I thought for sure they’d set in on us, before the forms of my grandparents planted themselves between the monsters and I. Babcia had joined Bapa, and were keeping a number of karkans away from us with their magic. Their Unseelie power was unbound, picking the demonic deer apart bit by bit every time their magic touched them, leaving black blood spilled all over the area and across tree trunks. I would’ve been impressed if I wasn’t so terrified.

      Arthur had transformed, and was battling the karkans with all his might. One of the demons latched their sharp teeth into his shoulder. He gave a painful howl just as a second karkan jawed his pelt.

      Kicking and screaming, Arthur was dragged around the other side of the carriage by two karkans. I couldn’t see what was happening, but I heard the whining whimpers of a wolf as the karkans tore into him.

      “Ethan, help my brother,” I begged. I dug my hands into his pelt and pulled at his fur. They were killing him, I just knew it.

      “My duty is to protect you,” Ethan insisted, but his tone wavered. He danced on his paws, as if he wasn’t sure if he was making the right move.

      “Arthur,” Vara breathed. She winced as she shakily stood, and ambled around the carriage to help her mate, one arm wrapped protectively around the children inside her.

      “Vara, don’t,” I whimpered, but she still went anyway. She summoned a spell into her hand and shot it out before her as she disappeared behind the other side of the carriage.

      There were a few flashes of light, and the noises of spells exploding. Then there was a horrible screaming sound, accompanied by the tearing of flesh. My heart hollowed out as Vara’s cries filled the air.

      The karkans threatening us had their heads lopped off by Bapa’s spell. With the threat ebbing, I found the courage to stagger against the carriage, using it to hold me upright as I dragged my feet around to the other side.

      My eyes refused to process the scene. I couldn’t comprehend it. My entire mind, body… everything went numb.

      Around me, I was aware of Babcia’s magic latching onto the last two karkans. Their forms collapsed against the ground as her Unseelie magic ended their lives. The moonlight came back, banishing the clouds and the night, but it seemed a cruel setting for what was coming next.

      Ethan let out a low groan. A choking noise, like the sound of someone drowning, overtook my senses as my eyes fixated on the mangled body on the ground.

      Vara was swimming in her own blood. She gasped for air as gore trickled out of her mouth. Chunks of flesh had been ripped out of her, and there were puncture wounds where their hooves had shredded her. All around us were the body parts of the demons. My grandparents had destroyed the karkans, but Vara was badly wounded… gravely wounded. Her blood poured from her chest, streaming out onto the ground like a fountain.

      They’d injured Arthur, too, but not as badly as his mate. He crawled to her and pulled her onto his lap, lip trembling.

      “You made it,” he gasped out. “You will survive.”

      Somehow, my intuition acknowledged what Arthur refused to accept. Vara had been completely mutilated by those demons. Babcia and Bapa had barely stopped them before they’d torn her limbs off her body, but even then… they were too late to save her. It was only a matter of time, now.

      Arthur refused to give up hope. He lifted Vara onto Ethan’s back and said, “Help her.”

      She was too weak to cry out in pain. I forced myself onto Ethan’s back behind her, and whispered, “Hurry.”

      The next few moments were such a blur. It was as if I wasn’t living this moment in time, but rather, revisiting it from another point in my memory. I couldn’t recall how we’d gotten from that place in the woods to the estate, but we did… somehow. All I could remember from that mile-long run was that I’d steadied Vara on Ethan’s back and urged him to go faster.

      Perhaps it wasn’t too late. Maybe I was being pessimistic. Miroslava was an amazing doctor. She could fix anything.

      I called out for help the moment we approached the porch. People knew there was something wrong right away. I saw Lucien first, who paled at the sight of Vara. He reached out to carry her into the house, and as her lithe weight left Ethan’s back, I noticed his white pelt was soaked red by Vara’s blood. It felt like I’d been wading in a very warm pool as I fell off his back, and he changed back into a man to catch me before I hit the ground.

      I couldn’t help it. I had to see… I wanted to know if anything could be done. I followed the trail of blood upstairs, to Arthur and Vara’s bedroom.

      Vara was lying on the bed, staring up at the ceiling as if she was barely aware of her surroundings. She took shallow breaths in a daze as Lucien knelt by her side, stroking her hair and murmuring things in Malovian to calm her.

      I heard the tinkering of surgical instruments. My throat seized up as I witnessed the scalpels and clamps splaying across the metal tray that Miroslava had placed at the end of the bed.

      She wasn’t preparing to stop the bleeding. She was getting ready to operate.

      There were so many people filling this room. I was aware of the sharp and quick tones of my grandparents in the background as they barked orders. I didn’t know how Babcia and Bapa had gotten there so fast, nor Arthur, but he was there— he staggered to Vara’s bedside and fell to his knees, grasping her hand as tears trailed from his eyes.

      “The rest of you go into the woods. Find the bodies, burn them and scatter the ashes far away,” Babcia barked. “Take a portal to another country to get rid of them. Droga cannot find the evidence here.”

      Stefan and Theo hurried out the door, but I barely registered. I was too wrapped up in the sight of Vara as Arthur clutched her weak fingers and sobbed.

      My mother was crying. I wished she’d stop wailing right now. Couldn’t she see there was nothing to be done? All I cared for was my brother’s comfort, his sorrow. Why wasn’t she being strong for him?

      Suddenly, my heart gave a stutter, and I felt something in the room physically change.

      “Kazim,” Vara wheezed from the bed. “Kalina.”

      That’s all she said. Her eyes dimmed, and her mouth fell open as her head dipped back.

      “Vara?” Arthur nearly suffocated on her name. He grabbed her shoulder, and shook it lightly. “Come back. Come back.”

      Miroslava didn’t stop. She moved quickly as she peeled back the folds of ruined clothing around Vara’s body and said, “I’m sorry. We must operate immediately.”

      “Anesthetic—” Arthur choked out.

      “She’s already gone, Arthur,” Miroslava said, as gently as she could with as much urgency as she could allow. “The infants are losing oxygen as we speak. I need to get them out. Ethan, Emma, help me.”

      I moved as if electrocuted. My limbs jolted as I crossed to the bed— I maneuvered like I had strings pulled by a puppeteer, my body orchestrated by fate and not by my own mind. I wasn’t sure what she wanted me to do, but the next thing I knew, Lucien was laying a clean towel across my outstretched arms.

      Miroslava didn’t seem to need any help, and she moved quickly. Vara had lost so much blood that she didn’t even bleed when Miroslava cut into her. Something warm and wriggling was laid into my arms, and the sound of a baby’s cry filled the room.

      It was a little girl. The firm weight of a newborn child, screaming for all the world to hear, pressed against my chest. Instinctively, I wrapped the baby in the cloth Lucien had given me, and tucked her close to me. I could feel my heartbeat connect against her skin as her tiny fists angrily waved in the air. I looked down at the baby, to take in her features. Vara’s pale blonde hair stuck up in a mess along the top of her head, and I caught a glimpse of Arthur’s nose. Beyond that, her features were lost to me.

      I think Miroslava had cut the cord, but I couldn’t be sure. I wasn’t aware of much else but the sight of this tiny baby kicking in my arms, and her stone-cold mother on the bed. Emotions should’ve been coursing through me, but I felt next to nothing. I think I was in shock.

      Ethan’s face was completely baffled as Miroslava placed a little boy in his arms. His eyes took on a visage of wonderment as he looked over the child, who was crying just as loudly as his sibling. The boy looked nearly identical to the daughter I held. Fraternal twins, just like me and Arthur.

      I had the feeling something wonderful would happen today, and it did. But something terrible had happened, too. Arthur’s head fell against Vara’s mottled chest as he wept. I clutched Kalina closer to me, feeling my brother’s aching grief for his mate. He’d become a father in the worst possible way. Just this morning, he had hope for a bright future ahead with a brand-new family.

      What was left of that future was dust. These children had no mother, and Vara was gone.
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      I was very tired of attending the funerals of friends.

      How Arthur had wept. I’d never forget it. The sound of his wails as Vara’s body burned on the pyre became a permanent soundtrack in my mind as the days dragged on. I think the loss destroyed him. Even after Vara’s ashes were scattered to the wind and the remains of the pyre were buried, he moved around like a ghost. I had the thought that since Vara had died, Arthur had gone with her, and his body remained as a lonely, empty vessel here on this earthly plane.

      I feared his fate, because if Emma’s prophecy came true, I would be in his place. I promised my wife I wouldn’t lose myself in her loss, but seeing it firsthand happen to someone else made my worst fears amplify. I’d fall apart in her absence, and if there was a chance of recovery, I didn’t know if I’d be strong enough to accept her passing and move on.

      Stefan and Theo had taken the bodies of the karkans to Spain and burned them there, spreading the ashes over the countryside. When they’d gone back in a week to check, Droga’s demons were swarming the area, searching for Emma’s location. Faylin had very quick thinking to get rid of them far outside of Ireland. If we hadn’t, Droga would’ve been here by now.

      The only hope we had in all of it was the children, and they were a blessing. The infants required constant care, and were a good distraction.

      “Arty, are you sure you don’t want to hold her?” Emma lifted Kalina in her arms. We were in the nursery, a room painted yellow and decorated with white lambs and newborn chicks.

      Vara had picked everything out. There were countless reminders of her here.

      Arthur took a step back, giving an agonized glance at the child in her arms. “N-no. In a bit, I suppose.”

      He hastily left the room. Emma boosted Kalina up and gave a sad sigh.

      Since Vara had died, Arthur had thrown himself into his research, to get away from it all. He rarely saw his children, preferring to hole himself up in the library for hours at a time.

      I couldn’t say Arthur was a poor father, because that would be wrong. I just don’t think he knew how to cope without Vara.

      “We need to step in,” Emma had said privately to me, moments after the twins were born. I immediately accepted. Without a mother, and a father too grief-stricken to go on, these children needed someone to look after them, and who better than family? Emma and I were their aunt and uncle, as well as their godparents. It was our duty to provide for them if Arthur emotionally couldn’t.

      I’d never changed a diaper or made formula, but Evonna showed me how. Emma’s mother was distracted by the arrival of her grandchildren, which gave Lucien more free time to search for the Unseelie stone… although I think he spent so much time in the library in order to support Arthur. Someone had to bring him out of it, and I hoped his father would be the one to help him out of this terrible spot. Lucien had roused me from my grief over the death of my father, after all… though the loss of a mate was entirely different.

      I sat in a rocking chair, swaying back and forth. Kazim cooed in my arms and latched on to the stuffed lamb I’d given him. He nibbled on the ear, while Kalina cried violently for food.

      Emma grabbed a warm bottle Evonna had dropped off and slipped it into Kalina’s mouth. She sucked at the milk with vigor, nose wrinkling as she observed Emma’s face.

      Kazim was an easy baby, gentle and sleepy. His sister was a riot. She was constantly kicking her legs and arms, crying out about something. She seemed permanently disgruntled with the world and everyone who lived in it.

      “You want to switch?” Emma asked.

      “Of course.” We switched off. Emma took Kazim, who was about to drift off, and I nestled Kalina into my arm. She finished off the bottle and then pushed out her arms, tossing it onto the floor and giving a loud yell. I burped her, but even then, she began to fuss louder.

      By how red her face was getting, I knew she was about to start screaming again. Evonna told me babies liked skin-to-skin contact. I unbuttoned my shirt with one hand and put Kalina against my chest, so she could hear my heartbeat.

      Her eyelids fluttered. I could tell she was trying to stay awake, but ultimately lost the battle as the rocking chair put her out of it.

      “How do you do that?” Emma asked, a bit of jealousy in her tone. “She likes you.”

      “She likes you, too. You’re just not patient enough.”

      I parted back a bit of Kalina’s blonde hair with my finger. I liked being around them. There was a certain light and newness about children that couldn’t be extinguished by the nastiness of the world.

      Emma took a seat in the opposite rocking chair and flung her head back against the headrest. “Ugh. These kids are gonna kill me.”

      “They are fun, though.” Kalina had grasped for my finger in her sleep, and I let her hold on to it. She had a firm grip, even as a baby. She’d hold a sword well when she came of age.

      “They are.” Emma gently wiped Kazim’s nose. “Just wish I could keep up.”

      Emma still wasn’t feeling well, but Evonna subbed in when she had to rest. We had friends, too— there were plenty of people who were all too eager to lend a hand if one of us needed a break.

      If I was honest, privately, I wanted these children all to myself, and I didn’t want to share. It made it easier to pretend that life was different.

      Emma stared at the stuffed lamb on Kazim’s chest. “Do you think my brother will get better? These kids can’t grow up without him.”

      I wanted to tell her he would, but I couldn’t promise it. “It’s been so short a time. I don’t think we can know, at the moment.”

      “It’s just… I’ve heard of fathers who can’t stand their children after they lose their wives. Most move on, but what if Arthur never does?”

      “I don’t think he harbors any resentment toward them. It wasn’t their fault she died. She was gone before they were even born. Vara would’ve had a normal labor if—”

      “I know.”

      Kalina let out a soft snuff. A familiar wave of regret rolled through me, and I said, “I wish I could apologize. I know it wouldn’t change anything.”

      “You can’t,” Emma said bluntly. “It’s over.”

      Her words were stinging, but true. I knew Vara wasn’t the betrayer now. It made no sense for Droga to kill her if she was working for Gabby. Guilt wasn’t the right word when I’d considered my cruel words to her. Shame was more like it. I had no right to accuse her like I did, and she’d died thinking I considered her a traitor.

      Emma patted Kazim’s shoulder lightly and said, “You know, I wonder every day if Vara would still be here, if she hadn’t made that contract with the Spring Princess.”

      My jaw tightened. When we’d been on the Spring Princess’s island to retrieve the Seelie stone, the her vila had put Arthur under a spell. He would’ve danced himself to death if Vara hadn’t bargained with the Spring Princess to let her and her mate go free. Years off her life, in exchange for their freedom. I thought Vara had more time… I was devastatingly wrong.

      “Didn’t Lucien have a similar agreement with the Spring Princess when she kidnapped him as a child and put a changeling in his place?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Emma agreed. “An identical one, right down to the last word.”

      My lips flattened. “I don’t understand. Lucien and Vara made the same deal with the Spring Princess— years off their life in exchange for leaving the island. But Lucien is far older, and he’s still around. Why is he alive and Vara is not?”

      “I don’t know,” Emma said miserably. “Fae magic is so complex. Illusions are intentions, but that can mean almost anything. Just because Vara and Lucien took the same contract doesn’t mean the terms are the same. The wording the Spring Princess gave them could mean anything. We don’t really know what they promised.”

      “Perhaps Vara was fated to die young, and her deal took what was left of her life,” I murmured.

      “It’s what I concluded,” Emma said. “Nothing else makes sense.”

      It was hard to comprehend the actions and words of the Spring Princess, a being who was nearly as powerful as a deity. Lucien and Vara had made an identical agreement. But somewhere along the line, the contract each of them had made with her was wildly different… and so were the results.

      “Is Arthur aware of the contract she made?” I asked. “She made that bargain with the Spring Queen to save his life.”

      Arthur had been bewitched by vila at the time. I don’t think he remembered much about leaving the island, or many of the details surrounding what had come before.

      “He doesn’t know about the deal. Vara never told him, and what point is there in torturing him with the facts?” Emma asked. “He’d blame himself, say Vara sacrificed herself for him. Whether she did or not, tormenting my brother with the truth will only hurt him now. It won’t bring Vara back.”

      I nodded solemnly. I didn’t like keeping secrets, but sometimes, lying to someone was necessary to prevent harming them further. Arthur was heartbroken enough.

      The door creaked open lightly. It was Ozzie— there was flour streaked across his clothes, and powdered sugar flecked over his cheek. He’d been baking, as always.

      Ozzie made a giddy sound when he saw Kalina and Kazim sleeping in our arms. “Ooh! They’re so cute,” he whispered, bending over to take a look at Kazim. “Now I want one.”

      “You’d have to talk to Jasper about that,” Emma said, giving a quiet laugh.

      At the mention of his mate, Ozzie frowned. He drew himself up and said, “I feel for Jas. He’s not eating. I even made him his favorite dessert the other day, and he barely touched it. I can’t make him smile anymore.”

      If anyone was a mess besides Arthur, it was Jasper. I knew he’d been close with Vara, and he was taking her death very hard. “It’s not you. He’s just grieving.”

      “I know.” Ozzie pouched out his lip. “Anyway, I came by to tell Ethan that Finlay wants to speak with him in the foyer. Urgently, if you please.”

      “Why didn’t he walk up here and tell me himself?” I asked, cross.

      “He’s not good with babies,” Ozzie said, shaking his head. “His clomping around bothers them.”

      Well, that was a good point. Finlay must have elephant shifter blood in his ancestry, because he never did anything quietly. “Would you like to hold Kalina while I go talk to him?”

      “Would I ever!” Ozzie held out his arms, and I slipped Kalina into them. Kalina snuggled into his shirt, and Ozzie brightened.

      “She thinks you’re sweet,” Emma offered with a smile.

      “I smell like cupcakes. I’ve been in the kitchen all day,” he said with a giggle.

      Emma and Ozzie chatted quietly while I did my best to walk out without waking the twins.

      Finlay was leaning against the wall when I entered the foyer. He jerked his head to tell me to come near, and the movement irked me.

      Finlay and I weren’t quite friends, but we were allies. Didn’t mean we got along spectacularly well.

      “What is it?” I asked in a bruske tone.

      “I think I’ve found it,” Finlay said eagerly. “The Unseelie stone.”

      “Great. Why isn’t it here?” I asked.

      “Because we have to go get it, you doaty bampot.” Finlay scowled. “The stone was sold to a warlock in Edinburgh who peddles magical objects. As far as I’ve found, he hasn’t gotten rid of it yet. I say we head there tonight and give him an offer.”

      “And if he doesn’t accept?”

      “We batter him round the head till he sees things our way.”

      An easy job. “Very well. When do we leave?”

      “After midnight, obviously. For a former vigilante, you’re not very bright. The cover of darkness helps with all that, you know.”

      I mumbled something rude under my breath before I turned my back on Finlay and retreated out of the room. He wanted to rough up the trader who had the stone, but in my mind, it was more realistic that Finlay and I would be trading blows by the end of the night.

      Emma noticed my foul mood over dinner. “How are things with you and your boyfriend?”

      Her jibe hardly affected me. “Finlay and I are going to Edinburgh tonight. The Unseelie stone might be there.”

      “That’s good news. You should be happy,” she insisted.

      “I’d be happier if I didn’t have to go alone with him,” I complained.

      “You two have to keep it together. Should I be sending someone to babysit?” she asked.

      “No,” I grumbled. “A big group looks suspicious, and will attract attention. It’s best if it’s just the two of us.”

      “Why can’t you guys just get along?” Emma asked. “It’s for the good of the world.”

      “I’m very certain he wants to be the boss on this excursion, and I’m not used to someone telling me what to do, especially him. Finlay and I aren’t chummy.”

      “Because both of you have to have the biggest dick in the room,” Emma shot at me. “Look, I know you used to give him orders, but it wouldn’t kill you to listen to Fin every now and again. He’s upset about Vara, too. Cut him some slack and just do what he says. If it gets us the Unseelie stone, you can afford to swallow your pride for one night.”

      I gripped my fork tightly. “I suppose.”

      “It’d make your wife happy, so it’s in your best interest,” Emma said as she took another bite of shepherd’s pie. “We know how to perform the ceremony to open the portal. If we get the Unseelie stone, we can put all this to rest. Don’t you want to be done with this?”

      I really did. I wished to get back to a normal life, whatever that would be once the portal to Edinmyre was open for good.

      If that meant traipsing around Scotland and taking orders from a cocky Gaelic bastard, so be it. I was ready for this to be over.
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      Edinburgh was a town that looked like it came straight from a storybook. The buildings were colored charcoal and brown, Gothic in design, and very majestic. The streets smelled like rain, and history seemed to resound from every corner.

      It was a beautiful city. Emma would love to visit, but we weren’t here for sightseeing. I resolved to take her here for a romantic getaway once Droga was dead and done with. Finlay and I walked along the sidewalk, our heads ducked against the light drizzle.

      “Tell me again how you located the stone,” I asked. “I still don’t understand.”

      Finlay gave a sigh, as if it was tiresome to reiterate. “I told you. Lord Radcliffe stole the Unseelie stone from the Circle’s treasury, then sold it to a man named Hackett Hughes in Scotland for a quarter of a milly. Hughes had it for some time, nearly a year, as he was a collector of Unseelie artifacts. But for some odd reason, as badly as he’d wanted it, Hackett decided to sell. Once the dark necklace was out of his possession, he died shortly afterward in a freak accident.”

      “Interesting.” I raised my eyebrows.

      “Very. The Unseelie necklace passed through three different hands before it finally landed in the possession of Atticus Zigler. Each of the owners died within weeks of selling it, all very gory deaths. And if you remember correctly, Lord Radcliffe died as well, crushed after the catacombs collapsed in the city.”

      “That can’t be a coincidence,” I said. “There must be some sort of magic at play.”

      “That’s something we haven’t found out yet, but I’m sure we’ll decipher the mystery once the stone is in our hands,” Finlay said. “We know Zigler had the necklace for a month before he sold the stone to an auction house. He died too, you know— another accident. They put the necklace up for auction, and it was sold to an unscrupulous bidder. There were no receipts of who it sold to… the business itself was an illegal buying ring for contraband magical objects. They peddled things like indigenous relics that were stolen from the Hawkei tribe, or rare items from Atlantis, so they didn’t keep any paperwork in case the United Supernatural Union caught word of what they were doing.”

      The United Supernatural Union was an international magical council with a representative from every race. Their authority overruled everyone, even a king’s decree. Getting caught by them would result in the worst possible punishment. “What’d you do then?”

      “Magdalina and I tried raiding the place, looking for a record of who the stone might’ve gone to, but there was nothing to find. Then the auction house moved locations, and we lost the trail yet again. That’s when the case went cold.”

      “So if there were no records, how’d you find out who bought it?”

      “A stroke of luck, that,” Finlay said. “My parents live in Edinburgh, in the Seelie community on the far side of town. I still come back to visit them from time to time.”

      “Do they know where we are?” I asked, my voice a low growl.

      “Keep your trousers on. They know I’ve fled Malovia, but I haven’t told them where I’ve gone, and they know why I can’t say.” Finlay poked his head around a corner. “I was stopping in for a moment last weekend, to tell them Vara had died. They gave condolences… Da put down the paper to give me a hug, and sure as shite right on the back page was an advertisement posted by a man named Septius Squalum.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “The ad described an elusive necklace for sale. I couldn’t believe my eyes— right on the back of the local news was a black-and-white picture of the Unseelie stone.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “I’m not. I believe the gods must be on our side, because I saw that photograph at just the right time,” Finlay said. “The advertisement said the necklace was for sale at a pawn shop in the shady part of town. I reckon it’s still there.”

      “How well have you studied this individual?” If he sold black market goods, he could be dangerous.

      “I don’t know much about Septius, other than he’s a warlock— a necromancer, to be exact. But if we confront him, I don’t think we have to worry about backlash from the Miriamic Coven. They exiled him years ago, for crimes that are too gruesome to go on about when we’re short on time.”

      Witches were hardly a fae’s favorite topic, but I really didn’t like the ones who dabbled in death magic. Necromancers were nothing to toy with.

      “Do you think he knows what he has?” I asked.

      “Naw,” Finlay said. “Hardly be trying to sell it in the paper if he did.”

      “And how can you be sure he’ll sell it to us?”

      “He’d sell his own mother for the right price,” Finlay said distastefully. “See, from what I could tell, Septius fled to Darke Island the moment he got his hands on the necklace. He’s lived on Darke Island for a long time, has a shop in Shade Hills that’s still running called Cursed Collectibles. But here’s the odd thing… a couple weeks passed with the stone in his possession, before he came back to Edinburgh. With the necklace in tow, I should say.”

      “Why would he do that? Darke Island’s neutral territory for all supernaturals.” No one group owned it, and since the supernatural world’s prisons were based on the island, it’d mostly become a place for the outcasts, criminals, and degenerates of the magical world to gather. If this individual was peddling contraband objects in a place where it wasn’t illegal to do so, why would he return here?

      “Beats me.” Finlay gave a shrug. “We can ask him questions once we get what we’re after. Come on.”

      Finlay opened the door to a shop on a very shady-looking side street. We went in. It surprised me that the store was open this late at night… but then again, this man was obviously dealing in things no upstanding members of society wanted to be involved in.

      My suspicions mounted as I observed the shelves. This wasn’t your average pawn shop. Bones of werewolves and horns of alicorns were placed beside jarred griffin eyes and dragon claws. A dried mermaid tail was on display, alongside vampire fangs and… I realized with horror… a leather purse made out of Elementai skin.

      A shiver rolled over my spine as I saw there were fae wings for sale. They were pegged to a board behind a glass case, in the same way you’d mount dead insects. I felt sorry for the poor sorceress who’d had her wings removed to make a decoration for sick bastards like this guy.

      Oh, yeah. If the Union ever came in here, Septius would be arrested on the spot. So why hadn’t he remained on Darke Island, where he could get away with this sort of thing?

      Behind the counter was a balding man. He had sagging, wrinkled skin, and a toothless mouth that curled my insides. His clothes were clearly dirty. I don’t think he’d washed in days— I could smell him from here, and his scent was identical to the corpses the necromancer no doubt played with. A parrot sat on the man’s shoulder, squawking obscenities and flapping its wings.

      That had to be Septius. I’d never seen a person so unjarring.

      “Good evening, gentlemen,” Septius said in a croaking voice. “You look like a couple of boys who know how to have fun. What’s your interest? Powdered wyvern eggs? Flesh-eating slugs? I can assure you, I have it all.”

      I wanted to deck him immediately, just get right to the brawling, but Finlay was more diplomatic than I was willing to be. He leaned on the counter and said, “Saw your ad in the paper.”

      The man’s gum smile instantly dissolved. “Sorry. I parted with that necklace some days ago.”

      Internally, I wanted to scream, but Finlay remained cool. “Where?”

      “I don’t believe that’s any of your business,” Septius replied. “I’m afraid you must leave. The shop is closed for the evening.”

      “We need to find that necklace. We’ll pay any price,” Finlay insisted.

      “That isn’t the issue,” Septius hastened to explain. He’d noticed I was getting angry, and licked his lips anxiously. “You see… I can’t recall where it might’ve went.”

      I was done playing games. I reached out and grabbed Septius around the neck, squeezing tight. The parrot flew off his shoulder with a squawk, and Septius wheezed as my fingers tightened around his throat.

      “Who did you sell the stone to?” I bellowed. “Where and when?”

      “I did not sell it!” Septius choked out.

      “Was it stolen?” I asked.

      “No! But it was here one minute, gone the next… you must believe me!”

      How could that be the truth? I didn’t believe this snake for one minute, and I was willing to do what I had to if it meant getting the truth out of him.

      Finlay, though, had come prepared. “Take this.” Finlay fished in his pocket, and placed a small bottle on the counter. I smelled the ingredients from here— it was a simple truth-telling potion, like they’d used on me during my trial. “Then we will know you aren’t lying.”

      I tossed Septius away from me. He clutched at his throat before scrambling for the potion. He uncorked the bottle, and the liquid trickled down his throat. I noticed a slight change in his eye color, and his panicked voice became more monotone as the potion took effect.

      “I put an advertisement for the necklace in the paper two weeks prior,” Septius rattled off. “I was polishing it to put on display the next morning, when something strange happened… it was just before lunch. I was on my feet one moment, the sun shining through my window with the necklace in my hands. The next, I was on the floor, covered in snow with the night all around me. My clothes were soaked, and my fingers were frostbitten, as if I’d been in the coldest snow of my life.”

      He lifted his hands. I saw strange markings crossed over his fingers… scars remaining from treated frostbite. I’d seen it a time or two, living in a freezing climate like Malovia.

      “I looked everywhere, but the necklace was gone,” Septius said. “I checked with a client… two days had passed, and I couldn’t remember they’d gone by.”

      Septius shivered, but the tale had failed to convince me. “Your story has quite a lot of holes,” I said through my teeth.

      “I’m just as clueless as you are!” Septius barked. “My mind was here one minute, and then gone the next… you can’t imagine how odd that felt. I swear, I’ve told you everything I know.”

      “Did you look for the necklace after that? Were there any clues to where it might’ve gone?” Finlay asked.

      “No. I don’t want anything to do with that necklace ever again,” Septius hissed. “If you find it, don’t bring it back here.”

      “We’ve no intent on ever dealing with the likes of you again,” I sneered. “I suggest you return to Darke Island, and stay there permanently. Europe doesn’t suit your interests, now or in the future.”

      Septius gulped. I knew he took my warning seriously. “I promise I’ll get out of town. If you leave now.”

      “Let’s go, Ethan.” Finlay grabbed my arm. “We’re not getting anything else out of this guy.”

      I forced myself not to wrench Finlay’s arm off, and let him guide me out of the store. I heard the lock to the store click behind us as we returned to the street.

      I laughed under my breath. Like that would stop me. I’d rip the door off with one hand if I wanted to. I had the capability.

      “This is bad,” Finlay mumbled. He’d let go of my arm, and shoved his hands into his pockets as we turned into a nearby park. “Worse than I thought, actually.”

      “Are you sure we got everything out of him? What if he was able to overpower the truth-telling potion, and still lie? Witches can break our spells,” I pointed out.

      “Lady Magdalina brewed it herself. It was the last of her stock that I still had to use,” Finlay fumed. “I don’t care how good of a warlock he thinks he is, he’s not strong enough to overpower a potion created by the strongest sorceress of her time.”

      “Then what was all that rubbish?” I demanded. “He says he had the stone, but can’t recall where he took it or why?”

      “He was bewitched,” Finlay said. “That’s why he doesn’t remember.”

      “By who, though? Who did he give the stone to?” My voice was too loud, but at the moment, I couldn’t be bothered if I woke up all of Scotland.

      “I don’t think it’s a who, rather than a what,” Finlay said.

      I paused to consider the possibilities. “Do you think the Unseelie stone is sentient?”

      “It’s possible. I bet all the Crystals are,” Finlay said. “You have to prove yourself to them in order to have them in your possession. They give themselves to people, it’s not the other way around. You all had to go through trials to earn the others. The stones choose you, you don’t choose them.”

      “Is that why the other owners of the dark necklace died in accidents?”

      “Very possible. The stone might’ve cursed them.” Finlay sat on a nearby bench to think.

      “Then why didn’t the stone kill Septius as well?” I pressed.

      “His necromancy magic must have something to do with it. I’m unsure.” Finlay rubbed his chin.

      “We should go back.” I turned on my heel, already set on the idea. “We can interrogate Septius until he tells us everything he knows.”

      “We won’t get anything out of him. If he doesn’t remember, the Unseelie stone erased his memory. There’s nothing in his brain for us to purge, even with magic.”

      I sat beside him, slamming my fist on the arm of the bench. “Dammit. This is another dead end, like you hit before.”

      “Nay, it’s worse,” Finlay said darkly. “If we’re right, and the Unseelie stone has a mind of its own, we’ll be hard pressed to locate it.”

      “We just have to prove ourselves to it, like we did all the others,” I argued.

      “That’s going to be difficult when we know the Unseelie stone is willing to use its magic to influence fate. None of the other stones did that. It could lead us around in circles trying to find it.”

      “So how do we outsmart an extremely powerful magical object?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. We could be at a loss.” Finlay clasped his hands and stared at the wet ground. “We know from what Septius told us that the Unseelie stone is purposefully manipulative.”

      “But we have dark magic,” I insisted. “Unseelie blood runs through my veins, as well as Emma’s. We can show the stone we deserve to have it!”

      Finlay fisted a hand in his curly locks. “All I know is, unlike the others, this particular Crystal is willing to yield its power against the people who want to use it. If the Unseelie stone doesn’t want to be found... it won’t be.”
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      Having children in a dark and terrible world like this one seemed like such a mistake. But I couldn’t deny the light of hope that ignited in me each time I looked into Kalina’s eyes.

      I’d just put Kazim down for a nap and was giving Kalina a bottle. She sucked at it gently, lids lulling closed. I clutched her to my chest, as if holding her closer would prevent her from dealing with such a destructive existence.

      I knew it wouldn’t help. Eventually, Kalina would face— and be put through— terrible things, just like all of us. There was just no telling what kind of ruin she’d have to face once she was out there on her own. But at least now, as a baby, I could protect her.

      Tygrys buzzed around the room, flying in little circles above Kazim’s crib and acting like a mobile. He loved the babies, and never left their presence. We’d moved a bunch of plants in here from the greenhouse, so he had all the nectar he could eat, and could sing to the babies whenever he felt like. I guess malyludwy were particularly attached to children. It was so sweet.

      Kalina waved her little hands. Her fingers grasped on to the key dangling off my charm bracelet. She latched on to it, and within her palm, the key began to glow.

      I gasped. The key had never done that before.

      I wrenched Kalina’s fingers away from the key, and she let out a wail before going silent. The key stopped glowing at her touch. When she reached out to grasp it again, the key emitted that same faint glow. The magic inside of me went off in alarm, emitting a sort of faint hum. Tygrys noticed, and he began to sing along with the song of the necklace.

      I frowned. “Strange.” The key was definitely reacting to Kalina’s presence. Since Professor Calliope had given me that key, I hadn’t been able to do a single thing with it, nor sense if it contained any power. It’d been reduced to a simple trinket on my wrist.

      With Kalina here, however, the key felt… powerful.

      And dangerous.

      Vara had said the key was special. Had she known something about it?

      I waited for Kalina’s eyes to close before I placed her back in her crib. She drifted off. I placed the key against Kazim’s skin as an experiment, but it didn’t react. Tygrys nestled on Kalina’s nose and fluttered his wings slowly, like a butterfly.

      “Come on, Tygrys,” I whispered. He gave a tiny mew before following me.

      I hobbled to my room and took off the charm bracelet, placing it inside a drawer within my jewelry box before I locked it tight.

      That’s where it would stay, until I could figure out what was going on with it. Both twins were asleep. I figured I might as well get some lunch while they were down.

      I took the stairs to the kitchens at a snail’s pace. To be honest, Ethan and I took care of the babies more than anyone else. My mother and Lucien helped often, along with Babcia and Bapa, but if it came down to an investment of time, it was my mate and I who were doing the feedings, the changings, and rocking them to sleep at night.

      Arthur just couldn’t help. There was nothing left in him, and how could I blame him for that? He was lost without Vara.

      I knew he loved his children, but he couldn’t connect with them. And how could he? It would be so hard, since they’d been born in such a traumatic way. There was little I could do to ease his pain. I could barely comfort myself.

      I cut myself some fruit and warmed up a bowl of chicken broth. I ate both slowly, giving Tygrys drops of honey from my finger. It was all I could manage to take down these days. It felt like a feast.

      I managed to crawl my way back up the stairs. I was planning on returning to the twins, but the harried turning of pages as I passed the library made me cringe.

      I poked my head in. Arthur’s glasses were askew, his hair stuck up one way as he frantically pored over books. His shirt was rumpled. I didn’t think he’d slept or showered in days.

      I opened the door and took a gentle seat beside him. Tygrys landed on my shoulder to observe. “Arty, you need to get some sleep.”

      His one eye twitched. “I think I found it, Emma.”

      “Found what?” He was scaring me.

      Arthur plopped a book in front of me, one that was illustrated with all kinds of beautiful drawings. “Babcia used to read me this story when I was a wee babe,” he began. He shuffled through the pages until he came to the middle of the book. “Listen to this, now. I’m sure you know the story of Evanam Faolin and his bonnie lass, Oriana Faire?”

      “I wouldn’t know Malovian fairy tales,” I said apologetically. Mom hadn’t told me any.

      “Ah, right, no matter,” Arthur said. “Well, in the story, Oriana died young, a very terrible death, and Evanam was cursed to live without her.”

      I knew where this was going. “Arty…”

      “But Evanam couldn’t do it, so he made a deal with the gods,” Arthur rambled. “A life for a life, his in exchange for hers. He went through a ceremony that enabled him to cross over into Edinmyre, to plead with the gods for her return. And she did return to life, through their mating bond!”

      I looked over the pages skeptically. On my shoulder, Tygrys purred in appreciation. “Arty… this is just a children’s story.”

      “Legends are nothing more than carefully concealed fact,” he spat out. “It says right here; six nights after the first new moon upon her death, Evanam took Oriana’s body and placed it on an offering table beneath the waxing sky. He formed a circle of rose petals, and placed out lavender, cedar, mugwort, and an elder branch. He lit all aflame, calling out to the gods to accept his sacrifice and open the way, proclaiming his love for his mate and his desire to give up their bond to restore her to life. The portal was made, and as Evanam stepped on through, an exchange was given, one life for another. Oriana returned to life, and Evanam died in her place.”

      “This verges on necromancy,” I argued. “That’s witch magic. It’s not something a fae should mess with.”

      “You don’t understand,” Arthur insisted. “I’ve looked into it, and witch magic isn’t so much different from ours—”

      Tygrys’ tail swished as he took in every word, but I blocked out most of Arthur’s ranting. He was so far away right now.

      “— I have a soul connection with Vara. That bond isn’t broken just because she’s… not here. I can bring her back, and the gods can take me in her place,” Arthur insisted. “Our children need her more than me. They need their mother.”

      His eyes were mad behind his glasses. I took a sad breath. “Even if the story is true, the time to perform the ceremony has already passed,” I said gently. “Vara’s body has been burned to ash, and one moon cycle has already come and gone since she passed. Only the gods could restore her now.”

      Arthur was silent, and my gut plummeted. “You’ve already tried it, haven’t you?” I asked.

      “I just didn’t perform the ceremony right!” he raged. “There must’ve been something that I did wrong! I didn’t wait for the right moon cycle, I didn’t have the body, and it wasn’t the right time—”

      “You’ve got to stop torturing yourself like this. Vara is gone.” My voice cracked on the words, but they were true. Nothing— not magic, the gods, or any of us, could make Vara return after she’d already been dead so long.

      Arthur’s lip wobbled. He couldn’t control himself any longer. He threw himself against my shoulders and sobbed. I held him, wishing I could tell him that children’s stories could bring his beloved back to life.

      “I can’t do this.” Arthur wept. “I don’t know how to live without her, Emma.”

      “None of us do.” I straightened his shoulders and fixed his glasses. “But Kalina and Kazim need you. You have to be strong, for them.”

      Arthur wiped his nose. “I suppose you are right. It’s not serving them, carrying on like this.”

      “No. But you know what you need? Sleep, and a bath,” I insisted. “It’s not going to fix everything, but it’s a start.”

      I forced Arthur back to his bedroom, where he promised me he’d clean up and get some rest. I sure hoped so. I didn’t want him sneaking off to the library again to torment himself with more false hope. Tygrys remained with Arthur, curling up on his pillow to take a nap.

      A door snapped shut behind me in the hallway. I flinched, but it was only my friends. Delmare, Kiara and Odette approached me, looking concerned.

      “Something’s wrong,” Delmare said immediately. “I can see it on your face.”

      “Everything’s falling to pieces,” I said bitterly. “And I just don’t have the stomach to face it anymore.”

      “What do you mean?” Delmare asked.

      “I used to be brave,” I spat. “I used to rule everything. Now look at me. I’m scared of every shadow that graces my doorstep, terrified to take one step outside and into the light.”

      “But that’s a choice. You can be confident again!” Odette said.

      “You don’t understand,” I said in frustration.

      They didn’t get it. I used to be such a hardass about everything because skating had hammered it into me. You fall, you get back up again, no matter how much it hurts. Then you try again.

      Yet Droga’s return had sucked that right out of me. I’d lost so much that I was worried to lose anything else. Everything felt like it was going away. And that fear of being abandoned and alone at the end of the world was more terrifying than anything I’d experienced. I’d sacrifice who I was to not feel that kind of agony again.

      Perhaps that was the problem. I’d lost myself, and I didn’t know how to get me back. I didn’t even know who I was anymore.

      Delmare conjured a handful of sand. She slipped it into my palm and said, “If you clutch tightly onto something, and grasp it within your hand, you’ll end up losing it.”

      She enclosed my fingers around the pile of sand, and grains dribbled out from within my fingers. “But if you merely hold it…”

      She unfurled my fingers and made it so my hand cupped the sand gently. Not a grain slipped out.

      My voice wobbled. “But how can I not hold on so tightly if I’m so scared to lose it?”

      “By knowing that it won’t leave,” Delmare replied. “What you chase will run away, Emma. What you allow to exist freely will be drawn to you.”

      A tear slipped out of my eye and ran down my cheek. “It hurts to care this much. I just wish I didn’t. All I am is a timid mess.”

      Odette shook her head. “That’s no good. We need to bring Bitch Emma back!”

      “Okay… how?” I asked weakly. The sand vanished out of my hand as I conjured it away. I could remember what I was like a long time ago, and that Emma felt like a totally different person compared to the spineless woman I’d become today. I’d say anything to anyone, do anything to anybody. I didn’t run from a fight, or hold back what was on my mind for fear of setting somebody off. I would’ve rather delivered a punch than turned tail and ran.

      Nowadays, I looked in the mirror and was disgusted with my reflection. All I ever wanted to do was curl up on the couch underneath a blanket and hide. I’d spent days like that here at the estate; not doing anything, just lying in a ball and letting my tears seep onto the pillows.

      Kalina and Kazim were bringing me out of that, because you couldn’t mope around all day when you had babies to take care of. But the terrible emotions still stayed. It was like I couldn’t get rid of them.

      That wasn’t me. I wasn’t this depressed girl who couldn’t pull herself together most days. I wanted to be Emma again.

      But maybe that Emma had died when Dolinska fell. That was the scariest thing of all to consider.

      “What you need is a warm cup of tea,” Kiara offered. “Come on, I’ve brewed a new pot in the parlor room.”

      Tea sounded comforting. I took a seat in the parlor room near the window, and sipped at the cup of hibiscus tea that was placed into my hands. The other girls settled into seats around the empty fireplace as I looked out the window, watching the sheep graze below.

      “The estate is so beautiful in the spring,” Kiara said with a lovely sigh. “We should really make an effort to get outside more often.”

      “It nearly reminds me of Arcanea University,” Delmare said. “There are so many halls and rooms here. It’s like being back at school again.”

      “Kind of.” I loved my grandparents’ estate, but it couldn’t replace my true home. “Arcanea University was gorgeous. The blossoms should be blooming on the trees in the gardens right about now.”

      “Arcanea University wasn’t all beautiful,” Odette protested. “It had a few ugly buildings. Do you guys remember that one tower on campus that looked like a giant dick?”

      “Do I ever.” I’d never had classes up there, but everyone on campus had used the infamous tower as a waypoint, since it was such a memorable building.

      “I bet you don’t remember that tower as much as Odette,” Kiara teased, sipping her tea with a smirk on her lips.

      “Ah, the Brick Dick,” Odette said with a dreamy look on her face. “Aptly named. Theo and I must’ve slept on every surface that tower had.”

      “You and everyone else on campus,” I stated. Ethan and I had never gone up there, but that was because we’d found better places to do the deed.

      “It was a good place to fool around,” Delmare admitted. “More often than not, the classrooms were usually empty.”

      “Yes. I heard a rumor your front half was seen hanging out one of the windows one evening, Odette,” Kiara said.

      “Imagine where her back end was,” Delmare cracked.

      I couldn’t help it. I snickered.

      “That’s nothing.” Odette wiggled in her chair. “This one time, Theo put it up my butt, and—”

      “Gods, Odette!” Kiara nearly fell out of her seat laughing.

      “What? It was an experience!” Odette protested, putting a hand on her hip.

      “Not one we want to hear about!” Kiara argued.

      I laughed. This felt normal. Like we were college girls back at the university again. Gods, how I missed those days.

      “Quit acting so virginal, Kiara. I caught you and Alexei in the laundry room the other day!” Odette cried.

      “So? I like the way the dryer vibrates,” Kiara stated.

      “We all have to dry clothes, you know!” Delmare burst. Odette howled.

      “Come on, Mare. You can’t tell me you’ve never put it up there,” Odette insisted.

      “We might’ve,” Delmare replied. “Pregnancy sex is hard, you know. Sometimes you have to get creative. A lot of positions are a pain in the ass.”

      “Literally,” Odette cracked, and I snorted.

      “It’s not like I mind it, but I don’t want it in the ass all the time,” Delmare complained. “But since my last trimester started, Stefan’s paranoid about doing it the other way.”

      “Why?” I questioned. “It’s not like you can get knocked up twice. Not currently, anyway.”

      Delmare’s lips flattened. “He’s worried he’s going to poke his kid in the head.”

      “Oh my gods!” Kiara slapped the armrest, tears pouring out of her eyes.

      “I told him he was a moron, and that he’s not that big,” Delmare replied. “He’s just being ridiculous.”

      “Looks like someone needs to go back to anatomy class,” I added.

      “Or get his ego checked,” Delmare replied.

      Odette opened her mouth, but she was silenced when the door opened behind me.

      It was Babcia. Trust my grandmother to walk in when we were having a conversation about butt sex. Gods, had she overheard anything?

      Meh, it wasn’t like she was some pure saint. I bet she and my grandpa had been wild back in the day, with her fiery attitude. Maybe she’d like to join in on the conversation and give us a few pointers.

      “Your father wishes to see you,” Babcia said. “It’s been some time since you’ve practiced Unseelie magic. He feels you should get back on it.”

      “But what about Kazim and Kalina?” I asked. “They’re going to wake up soon.”

      “Great-grandchildren are always a blessing,” Bacia said. “I will watch over them until your lesson is done.”

      The last thing I wanted to do was practice magic right now. But Lord Lucien was right. I hadn’t conjured an Unseelie spell in weeks, and if I was going to improve, it wouldn’t happen with me sitting on my ass.

      Or… talking about asses.

      “Okay.” I gave a gentle wave to my girlfriends, and made a mental note to continue the conversation we were having later. I headed to my bedroom to grab the key before I returned downstairs.

      Lord Lucien was in his study. It was quite the massive room, with enough space to practice magic in. I took the seat across from him, and he said, “Glad to see you moving about so well. We can use that energy for today’s lesson.”

      “Before we start,” I began. “Do you know anything about this?”

      I placed the key before Lord Lucien, and he observed it carefully. “It reacts to Kalina’s presence,” I said. “She touched it, and it lit right up.”

      “Fascinating. I can’t sense any magical power,” Lucien said as he touched the key.

      “Neither could I, until Kalina held it.”

      “Hm.” Lord Lucien’s mouth downturned. “Very curious.”

      “You must have some suspicions,” I insisted.

      “Some, but nothing substantial. Where did you acquire it?”

      “Professor Calliope gave it to me.”

      “I see.” Lucien’s lips tightened. “She has a proclivity for collecting magical items, but this isn’t any like I’ve ever seen.”

      “How can it seem unmagical to us, then display its powers when it’s near Kalina?” I questioned.

      “It means the power within the key is beyond our own magic,” Lucien stated.

      My mouth dropped open. “But I’m the Worldweaver. I’m supposed to be the most powerful sorceress there is.”

      I wasn’t really living up to that name, at the moment.

      “If this key is any indication, Kalina may have surpassed you,” Lucien replied.

      “But how can that be?” I insisted. “She’d have to have exceptionally magical parents to inherit that kind of power. Arthur’s talented, but not stronger than I am, and Vara was—”

      I hitched a breath. Lucien let out a musing sound and said, “Vara could be the missing link to this mystery.”

      “She didn’t appear that strong when she was here with us,” I argued.

      “Perhaps it was a ruse, and she was hiding something,” Lucien mused. “Either way, we cannot ask her now, and I don’t believe Arthur had any idea.”

      I bit my lip. “If I’m the Worldweaver, and yet Kalina is stronger than I am, that must mean she’s—”

      “A demigod. Yes.”

      “If that’s true— and we don’t know that it is, we’re just guessing— people will come for her. They’ll want her for her magic.”

      “Indeed, and that includes gods as well,” Lucien said. “Droga will be interested in capturing and raising a demigod child for his own, which means news must not get out about what she is. You can’t tell anyone about this, Emma. Not even Ethan.”

      I nodded. Kalina’s safety came first. The fewer who knew about how strong she could be, the better.

      “I will tell Arthur, but in time. I fear he wouldn’t be able to handle the news if we were to break it to him now,” Lucien said sadly. “That Vara kept secrets from him would tear him apart.”

      “He’s doing horrible, Dad.” My heart broke for my twin.

      “It appears the loss is driving him mad.” Lucien’s eyebrows knitted together.

      “You have to talk to him, and bring him to his senses. Today he was raving about some children’s book that had a ritual to raise Vara back from the dead,” I blurted. “This has to stop.”

      “I know the tale.” Lucien rubbed his eyes. “I will speak to him, but it will not deaden his grief. Losing a mate is the most painful loss a shifter can endure.”

      Lucien sat forward. “But that is not why we are here. Keep that key safe, Emma. We’ll discuss it in time, perhaps when Kalina is a little older. For now, you have to practice on advancing your Unseelie skills, and we are running out of time before you must perform the ritual to unite the Crystals at the Sacred Gathering.”

      “If we even get them all,” I mumbled.

      “Ethan will find the Unseelie stone. Have some faith in your mate,” Lucien replied. “For now, your entire focus needs to be on your recovery, and pushing your powers to their greatest potential.”

      “Am I even strong enough to try?” I was worried about setting myself back, and spending the next few days in bed.

      “Unseelie magic will not drain you as Seelie magic does, as you must pull it from a source here on Earth, and not in Edinmyre,” Lucien replied. “That source can be anything, even something inside yourself that you wish to draw out.”

      There were a lot of things inside of me that I wanted to get rid of. “But I don’t believe that I can anymore,” I said. “If I don’t believe, the magic won’t come, right?”

      “Emma, if this is all I’ve taught you about magic, I apologize,” Lucien stated. “At its core, illusion magic— that is to say, Seelie magic— must be done with belief, but Unseelie magic doesn't. It works on its own whether you believe it or not.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I’m not explaining correctly. I am a poor teacher.”

      “Don’t say that. You were the best,” I insisted, reaching out to grab his hand. “I’ve never had a better teacher than you.”

      “Well, you always were my favorite student, but that’s a bit biased to say, considering you’re my daughter.” He squeezed my hand back.

      “You never lost faith in me,” I continued. “Just… teach me how to regain faith in myself, so I can do this.”

      “I know what happened with Droga was a great wound to you, but we lost the battle, not the war,” Lucien said firmly. “We must press onward. You can’t lose hope before the end has even arrived, Emma. You must push through until it is certain all is lost.”

      I hadn’t been doing that lately. I’d given up and been preparing to lose since Dolinska had fallen.

      That wasn’t right. There were still fae out there who hadn’t given in. I couldn’t, either. “Okay. So what’s the difference between Seelie belief and Unseelie magic?”

      “Unseelie magic is a much more difficult craft to master, because it works primarily with the powers of fate,” Lucien instructed. “You see, this kind of magic relies on the will of the gods to work, and the will of time. We all have choices over our destiny and our lives, but at the same time, our destiny is designed for us, and we cannot diverge from the path that we have been chosen to take.”

      “How can both be true at the same time?” I questioned. Arthur had said something similar, and I still didn’t get it.

      “Imagine life like a winding road, heading toward one destination,” Lucien said. “The path splits into many side streets, and you can take any road you’d like to get there, but in the end, you will always end up in the same place. You cannot avoid fate, for it will always come to pass, even though the way it may take place can change.”

      “So, in that sense…” I sat back and mused on it. “Ethan used his wolven tooth to cast the Unseelie magic that killed Elijah. If it wasn’t the will of the gods that Elijah die that day, the spell wouldn’t have worked. Ethan’s will was aligned with the will of the gods, and the will of fate.”

      “Exactly.” Lucien nodded. “You’ve got the idea.”

      “But Droga is a god, and his will is different from the will of the other gods. He wants to rule over everything,” I pointed out. “Doesn’t this contradict the idea that Unseelie magic comes from fate?”

      “The gods are eternal beings outside of the control and laws of nature,” Lucien replied. “Only they can choose to rewrite fate as it has been decided. Droga is not the only god who gets an opinion.”

      “So Seelie magic relies on belief, whereas Unseelie magic comes from trusting fate.”

      “Of course. You don't need to believe for Unseelie magic to turn out like it should, like you do with Seelie magic. Seelie magic relies on your own will, on having faith in yourself. Unseelie magic is its own power, because Unseelie magic works with what is meant to be, not with what you create within. Thus, it is the power of destiny and fate. You cannot avoid it. You can only follow the path the magic chooses to craft for itself. In order to perform it, you must put aside your own will, and accept the fate that has been chosen for you.”

      “Does that mean that I’ll potentially succeed? No matter what happens?” I asked hopefully.

      “I believe you will succeed, Emma, though in what way, I can be unsure,” Lucien replied. “And there can be no guarantees on the outcome of what that victory will cost us.”

      I understood what he was getting at. I could win. But that victory could turn out a hundred different ways. My friends could all end up dead at the end of it. I could banish Droga, but by then, the fae could be wiped out.

      And, as I was reminded, I was destined to die. If the gods had decided that was the path for me to walk, I wouldn’t be able to avoid it. Not if what Lucien said was true.

      “Can you tell me more about the distinctions between Seelie and Unseelie magic?”

      “In the past, the fae were divided into different seasonal courts, the Seelie court being spring and summer, and the Unseelie court being fall and winter,” Lucien explained. “This is an important distinction, because spring and summer are times of action. They are the seasons where preparation and activity is held. In fall and winter, the expectation is to rest and wait. Seelie magic requires a lot of personal energy, while Unseelie magic requires trust and patience.”

      “Those aren’t my strong suits.”

      “And yet you’re still accomplished at Unseelie magic,” Lucien stated. “They have different uses for different times. Our lives change like the seasons. What we need in one time isn’t always what we need in another.”

      I nodded. “Okay. So what are we working on today?”

      “You know you can pull Unseelie magic from objects,” Lucien replied. “You also know you can pull Unseelie magic from yourself if it becomes too dire, although this results in dire consequences.”

      “Yes. The dark necklace nearly killed me when I harnessed its energy during the King’s Contest.”

      “There is another way,” Lucien said. “You can take certain dark qualities inside of yourself and use it to channel your Unseelie magic.”

      “Like?” I sat back and crossed my arms.

      “Certainly there must be something inside of you that you’re looking to get rid of.”

      Gods, was there. All the pain. All this suffering. If I could get rid of it by transforming it into power, I was all for it.

      “There’s a ritual where you can channel your emotions into salt,” I said. “Babcia taught me.”

      I hadn’t been doing it lately, because… why hadn’t I been doing it lately? It was like I’d forgotten all my teachings in the midst of my depression. As if I thought they wouldn’t work to make me feel better, even though I knew they would.

      It wasn’t laziness. It was depression. I was in such a dark hole I couldn’t harness the energy to do things I knew would make me feel better. Somehow, I had to find that strength again.

      “The salt spell is useful for getting rid of energy you don’t wish to carry and are overwhelmed by, but this method is more powerful, because it enables you to convert those dark feelings into magic,” Lucien described. “I will give you an example. After your mother left for America, I used my grief over her absence and converted it into power. Using this method, I was able to pull off incredible feats of Unseelie magic.”

      “But isn’t that just… ignoring your pain?” I questioned.

      “Emotions and feelings are important, Emma, and we shouldn’t ignore them. But what we need to ask ourselves is if our emotions are helping us, or getting in our way. And if it’s the secondary option, then we need to do something about them, because if we stay down for too long, we will convince ourselves that what we’re trying to do is impossible. Once that happens, we give up.” Lucien gave me a wry look. “You aren’t the kind of person who submits. I don’t wish to see you lose yourself.”

      Ugh. He knew me so well. “I’m afraid it’s already happened.”

      I was tired of analyzing my feelings and trying to get to the root of all my problems. There came a time when talking about your inner demons just led you around in circles, and believe me, I was there.

      I was sick. I was always going to be. I had a hard destiny, and I was trying to accomplish some entirely impossible things. I knew I had the capability to do them, but I was denying myself the chance, because I was tired and scared.

      “When do you think this shift happened?” Lucien asked.

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Somehow along the way, I convinced myself that what I wanted just wasn’t worth fighting for anymore. And I don’t think it was a conscious decision, either. I think that life wore me down, over time, and I forgot about what was important.”

      “Have you considered listing off everything you’re thankful for?”

      “Gratitude doesn’t work,” I said in frustration. “I hate listing off everything I’m grateful for. It feels like a chore.”

      “And why is that?”

      “I don’t know!” I threw up my hands. “Because I’m an ungrateful bitch, I guess?”

      Lucien shook his head. “That doesn’t work. Go deeper.”

      I sighed. I had no idea, really, but as I considered the idea, it came to me. “Because I don’t think I deserve it in the first place,” I mumbled.

      “Explain.”

      I mused on the idea. “I mean… it’s hard to feel grateful for everything I have, because I feel obligated to be thankful, but on the inside, all I feel is guilty— like I shouldn’t have those things in the first place. Maybe other people do, but I… don’t. So sitting here trying to be grateful for what I have just leads to guilt. Because I have something other people don’t, and I didn’t do anything to earn the things I have, or the people I love. I’d do anything to avoid blaming myself, but I do every time I sit here and try to be appreciative of what I have… because I’m just reminded of all the mistakes I’ve made, and that there are other people out there who are suffering, when I’m the one who should be experiencing that pain. I condemned all those people in Dolinska. I made the mistake, they didn’t. They should have a home, and be safe. Not me.”

      “This doesn’t sound like it’s a recent development.”

      “It’s not.” I nearly had to turn away from Lucien as I admitted the truth. “I would’ve put off marrying Ethan if I could, to tell you the truth. But I had to go through with it, because we were royals and it was expected of us.”

      “I’ve never heard you admit anything like this before,” Lucien said in shock. “Do you doubt how you feel about your mate?”

      “No. It has nothing to do with him.”

      “Then why consider moving the wedding?” he questioned. “Why would that ever cross your mind?”

      “Because I don’t think that I deserve to be his wife. Or that I deserve his love,” I admitted. “And if I didn’t then, I definitely don’t now, after everything I’ve done. And secretly, inside, I feel like one day he’s going to wise up and realize just how much of a shitty person I am, and end up hating me.”

      “Ethan would be pained to hear this.”

      “Why do you think I don’t tell him?” I put my feet up on the seat of the chair and wrapped my arms around my legs. “Ice skating was different. There were days my feet bled because I refused to get off the ice. By the time that gold medal was placed around my neck, I knew I’d earned it, you know? I could feel appreciative, because I’d already sacrificed so much, and I knew people couldn’t take it from me, because of what I’d given up.”

      “Life isn’t a competition, Emma. Especially not a competition to see who can sacrifice the most.”

      “I know. But it feels like it is.” I didn’t know if anyone else on Earth felt this way. It was a weird way to think. I felt so alone.

      “If you feel like you belong in the gutter, nothing anyone does or says is going to convince you otherwise,” Lucien said. “And your accomplishments won’t fill the hole, either. It’ll just feed the void within.”

      Didn’t I know it. I’d owned a castle and had a crown on my head, and I’d still felt completely unworthy of it at the time.

      Maybe that’s why I’d lost it. That feeling had only festered and gotten worse since we’d been kicked off the throne for the second time.

      Lucien sighed. “This is a regret I battle with; not being there when you were a child. I might’ve been able to teach you things as a child that could’ve fostered your self-worth early on. Correcting things as an adult is much harder.”

      “I know you probably don’t want to hear this, but Mom didn’t exactly make that easy,” I mumbled. “She was always expecting more of me. She put pressure on me to be her entire, perfect world. To be honest, she kinda made it worse.”

      Lucien gave a soft chuckle and nodded. “Evonna is who she is.”

      “Fuck yeah, she is.” I huffed and let a leg hang off the chair. “So how do I fix this mess? How do I find myself worthy again when I feel so unworthy?”

      “You must make the decision that you are worthy. Act as if you believe that you deserve what you desire, even if you feel that you do not,” Lucien replied. “And eventually, as you modify your thoughts, control your mind and have discipline over your actions, your mindset will follow. There is no magic phrase or key I could give you that will convince you of your worth, Emma. It must be slowly built upon over time, in your own mind. You are my daughter. Your mere existence is all the worth you will ever need, in my eyes. Yet you must convince yourself of that. It could be a lifelong process. You need to accept that.”

      I nodded slowly. I got it. Sometimes, you just couldn’t get rid of what was wrong with you. If I had a bunch of broken parts to work with, then godsdammit, I was going to put them back together and use them somehow, because staying in the same place and hoping I’d magically get better when the gods decided it was time wasn’t working.

      There was a knock at the door. Ethan poked his head in. “The perimeter around the estate is clear,” Ethan said. “No signs of any enemies, as far as Stefan and I could tell.”

      “Excellent,” Lucien replied. “Come, sit with us. I was just about to instruct Emma in some Unseelie magic, which I think you’ll find useful as well.”

      Ethan moved to the seat beside mine. Lucien didn’t go to tell Ethan all the shit I’d just vomited out. I was grateful for that.

      “As we all know, Unseelie magic is harnessing energy from other sources,” Lucien began. “Emma, think of an emotion— preferably a dark emotion— that you have which you wish to yield power from.”

      That was easy. I was sad. I was grieving for Vara, grieving for the loss of my mobility due to my advancing illness, and grieving for the loss of the city I loved. I wanted to release some of it.

      “I’ve got it. What do I do with it?”

      “Sit with it. Hold it in your chest and see how it feels,” Lucien said. “Then, like you’d draw energy from a crystal, imagine redirecting that energy toward a purpose, a spell. Any Unseelie spell. The energy, depending on how powerful the emotion is, will funnel into the magic and cast it naturally, without any effort from you.”

      Sitting with the feeling was the hardest part. When I considered how miserable I was— actually acknowledged it instead of trying to ignore it— it made me want to cry.

      But then I thought of how I could change that. What kind of spell could sadness make?

      I’d used my sadness as a kind of shield lately, trying to keep everyone else out. Maybe I could change it to be something beneficial, instead of something harmful.

      I opened my hand, and a spell bloomed outward from it. It had a blue tone to it, and shimmered like diamonds. The spell expanded outward, wrapping around the three of us like cellophane until it faded beyond what the eye could see.

      This was magic I could do when I was still sick, because it didn’t take any energy from my body. Hope started to grow in the pit of my stomach, and the sadness I’d felt when getting up this morning felt significantly less.

      “Very good, Emma,” Lucien praised as I ended the spell. “This is a very strong protection spell. It should last for days.”

      “Days? Wow.” I raised my eyebrows. Seelie shields only lasted a matter of a few moments, minutes, if you continued to sustain them. I wasn’t putting any energy toward the spell at all, and yet, I still felt the shield’s defenses hold strongly around me.

      Lucien turned toward my mate. “Ethan, what’s an uncomfortable feeling you have that you could channel?”

      “Rage,” he growled.

      O-kay. Guess things weren’t hunky dory with my husband, either.

      We waited a few moments, before Ethan’s eyes flashed violet and he cast his hand out. A fizzing sort of firecracker flung out of his hand. It bounced around the room, burning papers and causing books to fly off the shelves. Cinders began to burn into the carpet as they flew off the spinning explosive, and I wondered when it would erupt. I’d thought he’d put it out, but Ethan just let it simmer, allowing the firecracker to grow larger and more inflamed. I had to duck as it soared over my head, burning off the edges of my hair.

      Lucien floundered out of his seat. He staggered toward the window, which he unlatched and pushed open.

      “Ethan, you need to control it, before it backfires and hurts Emma,” Lucien said sternly. “Direct the spell out the window.”

      Ethan seemed to wake up. He sent the firecracker ricocheting out the window. The spell soared upward and exploded outside like a mortar, setting off fireworks above the estate.

      “What the hell was that?!” I heard Stefan shout somewhere outside. The chickens in the barnyard were going nuts.

      “Impressive, if yet untamed,” Lucien said. “Remember that if you do not control Unseelie magic, it will control you. Unseelie magic isn’t evil, but it is dark, and dark magic can have dire consequences if it’s wielded in an irresponsible way.”

      “I understand. I apologize,” Ethan said stiffly.

      I was still staring at his eyes. “What?” Ethan asked.

      “I don’t know why your eyes do that. Flash violet whenever you cast a spell,” I said.

      “I forget that it happens sometimes,” Ethan said with a shrug. “It’s of no consequence to me.”

      “I’ve noticed it before, but I figured I was seeing things,” Lucien said, sounding like he’d seen a marvel. “This is very unexpected.”

      “Do you have answers?” I asked, sitting forward.

      “Only speculation,” Lucien said. “It’s rare Unseelie knowledge. I doubt most know of it.”

      “Tell us,” I said. Fringe stuff always came in useful to us, it seemed.

      “There were certain Unseelie long ago who could channel exceptional dark magic,” Lucien explained. “Powers beyond what any other normal Unseelie could do. This was long before we left Edinmyre. Whenever these talented Unseelie performed magic of any kind, their eyes would flash violet. These exceptional dark fae became the monarchs the Unseelie needed. Ethan, I believe you must be descended from this line, and perhaps are the first to wield this kind of dark royal magic in centuries. This directly connects to the research I was compiling on the Hidden King during Elijah’s short rule. I abandoned it after his death, since I no longer considered it important to winning this war. But it has become relevant now.”

      “What about it?” Ethan leaned against Lucien’s desk.

      “We know the Black Claw proclaims the Hidden King to be their leader, but the cult was originally begun as an activist group to obtain Unseelie rights,” Lucien said. “Within that lore is the tale of the Hidden King. You see, a Hidden King can only come from the line of the first original Unseelie king, who ruled hundreds of years ago. This must be a bloodline that Ethan and Elijah both share.”

      “It makes sense. Elijah was the Hidden King. Our shared bloodline through our mothers must trace back to the Unseelie kings of old,” Ethan replied.

      “Lady Korva must’ve known about this. It’s why Elijah knew he was the Hidden King. His mother must’ve told him the history,” I said. “But why is he called hidden?”

      “Because, as you’ll recall, the Seelie and Unseelie were often at war. The Unseelie monarchs were often hidden away or on the run, to avoid being killed or conquered by Seelie forces. That is where the name comes from,” Lucien said. “An Unseelie king never makes their identity known, for the safety of his court and his people. He makes moves and gives commands from the shadows. Oftentimes, these kings were even unknown to their own people. The only ones who knew of the Hidden King’s identity were his own inner circle, from which he used to rule and make his decrees. Therefore, if they are to be true leaders of the Unseelie, these Hidden Kings must remain out of sight, and unproclaimed. That’s how the royal magic passes down, from one Unseelie monarch to another.”

      “Fae wordplay means everything, because our intention becomes our illusion magic. Proclaiming yourself to be the Hidden King would remove any inheritance of royal dark magic, even if you obtained it from your bloodline. Got it.” I nodded.

      “Perhaps that is why Elijah died, in the end. He rejected the title, his right to rule over the Unseelie, and the dark magic entitled to him, by proclaiming himself to be the Hidden King. He was supposed to remain concealed,” Ethan theorized.

      “I believe you are right,” Lucien said.

      “What about his daughter?” I asked. “Could Signe have inherited Elijah’s powers, and this royal dark magic she’s descended from?”

      “Possibly,” Lucien said.

      “Like that child needs more power,” Ethan grumbled.

      “Quite correct. Signe will already become a powerful sorceress because of her mother. She won’t need any help in that area,” Lucien said, waving his hand.

      “It would seem my cousin’s dire need to be praised and revered resulted in his downfall,” Ethan mused.

      “Unfortunately. But we all have weak points we need to consider,” Lucien said. “Make sure the two of you know yours. Before others learn to exploit them.”

      Ethan and I practiced Unseelie magic under Lucien’s guidance, until we took a break for the evening. Babcia asked me to bring my brother to the dining room, as he hadn’t eaten all day— or anything the previous day, either.

      “Arthur, come down to dinner.” I knocked on the door to his bedroom before cautiously opening it. I let out a soft scream that was muffled by my hand as I saw what was inside.

      It was Vara. She looked as beautiful and as healthy as ever, perfectly strong, her features delicate and absolutely breathtaking. My chest tightened as I hovered on the verge of tears, happy to see that my friend was alive and well.

      But… she looked a little too beautiful. Her perfections were off putting. I realized that this wasn’t truly Vara, but how she’d appeared to someone else.

      Her form rippled, and I knew… she was an illusion. This wasn’t real.

      I looked around the room for who was casting the spell. Arthur was sitting in a chair, tears pouring down his face as he reached out a hand to touch the gorgeous illusion, which did not become solid. His fingers brushed through Vara’s form like she was a ghost.

      I stormed through the illusion, and it vanished into smoke. “Arthur, what the hell are you doing?” I yelped. “This isn’t healthy!”

      “It’s the only way I’ll get to see her again!” Arthur blurted, leaping up from his seat and angrily kicking his chair back.

      “Arty, this kind of magic is forbidden!” I shouted. “We’re not supposed to make illusions of dead people! It’s against fae law!”

      “I don’t give a damn about the law,” Arthur snarled.

      “There’s a reason! We can’t bring back the dead, and you’re torturing yourself like this by making yourself see illusions of her that aren’t there! She can’t talk back to you, Arty! She can’t touch you, can’t even look at you!”

      “But I can look at her,” he demanded. “It’s all I long for, sis.”

      “And what happens when your illusions of Vara start to take over your mind? What happens when you’ve completely lost it, because you can’t stand to be without her?” I pressed.

      “I’m already there,” Arthur snapped. “You think that this will make me crazy? I died with her, Emma. The only difference is my body’s still walking around. In my soul and in my heart, I was done for the day we buried her. You might as well let me go, too, for I have no desire to remain in this world any longer.”

      Arthur stomped past me. I was standing in the same spot the illusion had been with a lump in my throat.

      Lucien was right. This grief was driving my brother mad.

      I wasn’t so sure we hadn’t lost him for good.
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      There was the sound of arguing coming from the kitchen when I came back from my usual perimeter sweep around the estate one April morning.

      I’d become somewhat obsessive over scouting the area daily since Vara had passed. Paranoid, perhaps, would be a better word. We couldn’t afford to be discovered here, and if we were, I wanted us to know about it before Droga could launch any surprise attacks. Things had been quiet.

      Seemed they were no longer. The voices increased in intensity as I strode down the hallway. I caught a glimpse through an open door. Arthur was arguing with Finlay, seemingly in a fit. Emma stood between them, trying to calm them down, while her grandfather loomed off at a distance, leaning over his cane and suckling at his pipe.

      Well, he didn’t seem too disturbed, so it couldn’t be that bad. But nothing rattled the old shifter besides. The estate could come crumbling down around his ears, and Vocheck Ignacy would consider it any other Tuesday. He wasn’t a good gauge for determining a crisis.

      “What’s going on?” I asked as I entered the kitchen, preferring to get straight to the point. Emma had told me her brother was conjuring illusions of his lost mate. I hoped they weren’t arguing about that again. I knew what Arthur was doing would only make his pain worse, but I didn’t want my wife getting involved. Fixing Arthur’s devastation could not be done. She needed to allow him to do whatever he needed to, to recover from his loss.

      However, it seemed they were fighting over another issue entirely.

      “My mansion in Edinmyre was raided,” Arthur groaned. “The books were burned, and the place was completely overturned.”

      “What?” I asked. Arthur had his own hearthfire, a personal home within Edinmyre that he’d crafted with his illusion magic, but we’d considered it completely untouchable. No one but us knew it was there.

      “I meditated there this morning, to look for documents I’d stored there,” Arthur explained. “And the place has been completely sacked.”

      “Calm down. It’s not the end of the world,” Finlay insisted.

      I was with Arthur. This wasn’t a good situation.

      “Like hell! I found hoofprints, and that rank smell that always comes with karkans,” Arthur seethed. “I was up all night running across Edinmyre, tracing their steps and trying to catch them. Gods, if I had caught up. I’d have torn them apart for what they did to Vara.”

      “And?” I pressed.

      “The trail went cold, abruptly. Droga must’ve summoned them back,” Arthur spat.

      “How could they even go there?” I asked. The portal to Edinmyre was becoming narrower everyday. It was more difficult each time to transport ourselves there, even with Emma’s magic.

      “Droga’s a god, and therefore, has the power to transport whoever he wishes back and forth between Earth and Edinmyre, whether the portal is open or not,” Vocheck said.

      “What about Emma’s cottage?” Panic was mounting within me. We kept the Crystals of Harmony there.

      “They didn’t find it. All of the stones are still there,” Emma said breathlessly. “We just checked.”

      “But they could find it,” I insisted. “The cottage is compromised. We can’t continue to keep the Crystals there any longer.”

      “My magic protects the Crystals. There’s a ward on the door guarding the Crystals of Harmony. No one can get in there but us. They should stay put,” Emma insisted.

      “Emma, your powers are great, but we’ve seen before that your hearthfire can be attacked and vandalized, and when that happens, you become vulnerable,” I said. “What if they ransack your cottage and your wards protecting the Crystals fail, because you’re not strong enough to keep them up?”

      “Aye,” Arthur said dully. “I haven’t been able to cast a decent spell since I got back. Them tearing apart my mansion did my powers in for a day or two.”

      “But where are we going to put them?” Emma put a hand in her hair. She was stressed.

      “We have to bring them here,” I insisted. “At least for the time being.”

      “Ethan, that’s so risky.” Emma bit her lip.

      “We don’t have a choice. The estate is the safest place to keep them, for now,” I said. “Droga hasn’t yet discovered us here. It’s a reasonable assumption that the stones will be safe at the mansion, so long as we are.”

      “There’s an armory downstairs,” Vocheck said. “It’s bolted, and has wards around it preventing anyone outside the house from opening the vault. Even if Droga’s minions did manage to overtake this estate, they’d have a hell of a time trying to get through the wards of three different fae and into that armory.”

      “Then let’s go get them,” Emma stated. “I’ll summon the girls, and I’ll make us a portal. We’ll transport the stones here immediately.”

      Relief eased the tightness in my chest. It felt better to have the stones nearby, in a place we could keep an eye on them. We couldn’t be in Edinmyre at all times— we couldn’t even go there to check every day. It was draining on our magic. This way, at least we’d know for certain where the stones were at all times.

      I didn’t feel at ease until all five of the Crystals that we had were safely locked behind the armory’s thick door. I knew we’d made the right decision to bring them here. It was the only decision we could make, after all.

      Emma put an additional ward on the armory door, just to be extra careful. I wasn’t the only one around here who was paranoid.

      Finlay approached me once the others were gone and the vault was shut. “We must speak. I’ve tried talking sense into Arthur, but he won’t listen. Perhaps you will.”

      “What are you going on about?” I couldn’t imagine what hare-brained idea Finlay had gotten into his head now.

      “Pruska is currently defenseless,” he babbled. “When Gabby took it, she filled it with Black Claw enforcers, but a significant number of them have been moved from the city and into the area protecting her palace. Pruska’s forces are only a fourth of what they were. If we took everyone and put up a good fight, we could take it easily.”

      We’d lost Pruska when Gabby had attacked it last year. The entire town had ended up in shambles, and the lives lost during the battle had been numerous. It’d been a heavy blow to our war effort as king and queen, and had started our downfall until we’d lost the crown completely.

      Now it was practically open for the taking. Why would Gabby leave such a stronghold to defend itself?

      “How do you even know?” I asked.

      “I’ve been taking portals back to Malovia to check. Surveying the country here and there, trying to determine Droga’s weak spots.”

      I forced my arms to remain at my sides, because if I didn’t, I’d wrap my hands around his neck. “You leaving the estate on a consistent basis is going to lure them straight here!”

      “You don’t win wars without intelligence,” Finlay threw back at me.

      “Yes, and it would seem you don’t have any.”

      Finlay gave a short breath. “I know my past actions have been a bit careless—”

      “They’re dangerous!”

      “— But this needs to be done. Emma’s still weak. While she’s recovering, we need to be utilizing situations as best we can. Gaining Pruska back is more important than uniting the Crystals of Harmony.”

      “There’s nothing more important than uniting the Crystals of Harmony. You know that,” I said flatly.

      “Yes, but that isn’t working. We’ve hit a dead end,” Finlay insisted. “We must try another way. This is our chance! We can liberate the city!”

      “And do what?”

      “Fill it with refugees!” Finlay burst. “There are fae outside Dolinska’s borders waiting for a chance to revolt, and raise the flag against Droga! Pruska could become our stronghold!”

      “Even if we managed to conquer the city, Droga would flatten it once we took it, like he did with Dolinska,” I insisted. “Think with your head instead of your prick.”

      “You don’t understand. Pruska can be seen as a beacon. This is our chance to restore hope!” Finlay said.

      “Or get ourselves killed,” I replied. “The answer is no. Perhaps there will be a time to utilize Pruska, but it is not now.”

      “There won’t be a better time,” Finlay rattled. “The city is exposed now!”

      “Then go liberate it yourself,” I said sarcastically. “None of us will be there to help you.”

      Finlay swore under his breath, and left me there. I shifted immediately and headed outside to get a good run in. I needed to cool off before associating with anyone else. If Droga didn’t ring Finlay’s neck one day, I would.

      I was pouring sweat when I got back from my run. My fur felt suffocating, so I shifted back and went upstairs to our bedroom to take a shower.

      I was sitting underneath the steam of water in my shower chair when I felt Emma’s cool hands stroke my bare chest. She pressed her breasts to the back of me, and I let my head fall against their soft weight.

      “Hello, you.” I lightly grasped her wrist.

      “Hello me.” She twirled around me until she was standing naked before me, allowing the water droplets to cascade down her pale skin. The beads of moisture on the ends of her pink nipples looked delicious.

      Being intimate had been somewhat of a challenge lately. We’d both been too stressed to be in the mood, and even if we wanted to, Emma was usually too sick to try. This wasn’t the intoxicating honeymoon period of being unable to keep our hands off each other like I’d been promised before our marriage. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d had sex.

      Looks like that changed today. I was a lucky wolf.

      “How do you feel?” I asked.

      “Like I want to fuck you from sundown to sunup.”

      That was forward. “Are you sure you’ll be all right?”

      “I know my limits. I’ll stop if it gets to be too much.” She sat on my lap and began stroking my dick, which had gone rock-hard in a matter of moments. “Besides. I think I want you to do most of the work. Claim me, alpha.”

      I was more than willing. I kissed her breasts, licking the moisture off of her with my tongue. She moaned, and continued to stroke me as I moved my fingers inside of her. We fell into a rhythm that was comfortable and known, me massaging her clit with my thumb as she continued to squeeze my cock.

      It nearly felt like a relief, this. Even if the world was falling apart, we could always get lost in each other.

      She opened her legs and draped them over my thighs. I went to slide myself inside of her, but she put a hand on my chest to stop me. “What if I want to try something a little different?”

      “Like?”

      She grabbed my hand. She maneuvered my fingers to her backside. My eyes widened. “Um, okay. Wow.”

      “Wow.” She fluttered her eyelashes. I felt like I was being cornered by a very hungry tiger.

      I took a gulp. “We should probably get out of the shower.”

      “Maybe for the first time.” She gave me a wink, then shut off the water. I barely had time to towel off before she was yanking me up out of my chair. She helped me hobble out of the bathroom and to the bedside. Once I fell on it, she was on top of me. She took my dick down in her mouth with one stroke, which made me gasp, before she went to the bedside table and rummaged through the drawer. She tossed me a bottle of lubricant before she slid beside me.

      “What’s gotten into you?” I laughed.

      “It’s just… you make me happy, and sex makes me happy,” she said. “And I kind of realized I haven’t been doing things that give me joy, lately… mainly, doing you.”

      “You put it very eloquently, onawilke.”

      “I want to experiment. We only have so much life to live, so why not try everything?” she insisted.

      “You’ve made your point.” And even if she hadn’t, it’s not like she had to beg me. I was curious, too.

      She wiggled her ass against me. It made the temptation in my dick swell. “It probably won’t go in the first time,” I told her.

      “No big deal. It’ll be fun anyway,” she said.

      That she was acting so casual made everything feel comfortable. I used a generous amount of lubricant to coat my fingers before I began massaging her. The area was tight, but as she relaxed, I found I was able to slip a finger in. I kept going on this way until I was able to insert another finger, and then three.

      I eased Emma’s mind by dragging my lips along her neck and kissing her skin. Her eyes lulled closed, and she began to make soft noises of pleasure that drove me wild as I moved my fingers in and out of her. I waited for her to tense up, or tell me to slow down, but she didn’t. She totally trusted me, and was going boneless in my arms as a result of my touch.

      After I’d been playing with her for a while, I felt that she was relaxed enough that we could try going further. I coated my dick with lubricant, then positioned myself against her. I rocked instead of pushed, trying to gently nestle my dick inside instead of thrust it in.

      I couldn’t get much in but the tip, but gods, it felt amazing anyway. Her ass clenched around me in a way other parts of her didn’t, making a tighter fit.

      Emma let out a little moan. I continued rocking until I felt resistance, then let my dick nestle there. She wiggled her ass against me, and I started thrusting, being gentle with my movements even though her cries insisted that I go deeper.

      Emma was bearing down on me, wanting me to pick up the pace. I went at a steady rate as my hand snaked around to stroke her clit. She gasped, and I couldn’t help but let out a deep sound of satisfaction. At this point, half of me was inside of her, and I was going to lose it. Light burst in front of my eyes as I came, and Emma let out another moan, climaxing again just before I pulled out of her.

      We took a few breathy moments to come down to earth again before she turned toward me. There was a dazzling look in her eyes, like the pleasure she’d experienced had taken her far off. “How was that for you?” I asked.

      “I definitely came,” Emma said with a sigh. “Like, a lot.

      “I could tell. Did it hurt?”

      “Not how you did it. I think we went slow enough I was able to really relax, and that helped.”

      “I’m wondering where you got the idea from.”

      “Odette brought it up a couple of times when we were all having girl talk. It kind of snowballed from there,” she confessed.

      “Ah, I see.” Theo acted very proper in public, but behind closed doors, he was just as filthy as the rest of us.

      “The other girls said they weren’t really fans, but… I certainly am.” A smile broadened across her face.

      I was, too. “I think we need another shower.”

      “Agreed.” Emma helped me back to the bathroom. As we washed up, my eyes were on her perky little ass the entire time.

      Hot damn. I couldn’t wait to do that again. She’d just made my entire fucking night.

      I was in a good mood for the first time in ages when Emma and I joined the others for supper that evening. Not everyone was there— Emma’s grandparents, as well as her parents, were noticeably missing.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked.

      “Gone into town,” Stefan said. “They’ll be back later.”

      Ozzie raced around the room with a side dish in his hands, giggling as he was chased by Jasper. He’d made shepherd’s pie alongside beef wellington, and both smelled amazing.

      I had consumed a full plate when Amantha came hustling through the door, followed by Arthur and Kiara. All three of them appeared frantic.

      “Ethan,” Amantha said. “Fin’s gone!”

      “Gone? What do you mean, gone?” My eyes narrowed.

      “He went to Pruska,” Amantha all but wailed. The cheerful demeanor in the room immediately became ice cold.

      The stupid bastard. He’d taken my offhand comment about liberating it himself seriously. “What exactly happened?”

      “What do you think? He went in like some kind of hero, put on a good show for a moment or two, then they captured him,” Arthur said spitefully.

      Damn Finlay. I should’ve beaten the revolutionary out of him when I had the chance. “Did he go alone?”

      “He took a few fae from Trua Gleann he was able to inspire with talks of revolt, but they’re all dead now,” Arthur told me. “Kiara opened a portal for us to go check.”

      “Yes, and it seems Finlay was the only one left alive. We watched him be dragged into Pruska’s prison, before we were nearly discovered and had to portal back here,” Kiara said sourly. “He’s certainly being interrogated as we speak.”

      “If they get anything out of him, we’re all fucked. We have to go get him,” I said.

      “Fin won’t expose us. He’d rather die,” Emma objected.

      “I won’t take that chance. Theo, Stefan, Alexei, you’re with me. The rest of you need to get ready to move if we need to.”

      “Move where? There’s nowhere else to go,” Odette whined.

      “Which is exactly why I’m going to rip Finlay limb from limb once we find him,” I replied.

      “We’ll be lucky if we find any pieces,” Stefan grumbled.

      “Be careful, won’t you?” Emma begged as Theo opened up a portal.

      “We’ll be there and back before you know it,” I stated. I gave her a kiss, and no other goodbye as the four of us stepped on through.

      I was glad the others hadn’t asked to come along. Nobody else needed to risk themselves for Finlay’s neck, and the less people we were putting on the line, the better.

      Theo had teleported us to the battlefield outside Pruska. I knew it well, though the remnants of the fight had been cleaned up long ago, leaving nothing but an empty field.

      My stomach clenched. I had hoped to never come back here.

      The city’s lights were on the horizon. All was quiet. There weren’t any sounds of an uprising. They must’ve put Finlay and his renegades down quickly.

      “Come on,” Stefan whispered. We headed into the trees and remained there as we approached Pruska’s walls. We cast spells over ourselves, to disguise our scents and muffle the noises we made as we drew near.

      The walls surrounding the town were tall and foreboding. We had to fly over them to get into the city. Stefan was too big to go flying in unnoticed, so Theo had to give him a lift. When we landed on the other side of the wall, the rest of us remained in our shifter forms while Stefan peered around a corner.

      “Shit,” he muttered. “They really massacred them.”

      “What do you see?” I asked.

      “Ten bodies. Finlay was mad if he thought he could take back the city with so few people.”

      “I agree. Most of the enforcers are gone, but there are at least two dozen or more remaining inside, by my estimates,” Alexei said. “He was counting on us bringing Emma, along with Kiara and a few of the other talented fae.”

      Like I’d ever consent to such a ridiculous idea.

      “Alexei, you’ve surveyed Pruska. Where is the prison?” Theo asked.

      Alexei had learned the city well while trying to seize it back from Gabby during his time in the army. I hoped he had an idea of where Finlay might be.

      “Not far. Stick to the walls and follow me,” he said.

      We hurried to keep pace with Alexei. As we bounded into an open square, an alarm instantly went off, screaming throughout the square.

      “Intruder alert!” an oppressor cried. Ten Black Claw enforcers rushed into the square, wearing their skull masks and covered in long black robes. They had spells in their hands, and they intended to use them to kill.

      The sight of those hated masks caused some sort of monster to take over me. A haze of red came over my eyes as I saw nothing but blood. Things rushed into a blur of colors, pain, death and destruction. I charged forward with a snarl. I barely resonated with the sight of Theo impaling one oppressor with his horn, and Alexei tearing apart another with his talons as I ran by them both.

      I remembered Lucien’s lesson from the other day. All I felt was fury and a need for revenge as I channeled the dark emotions inside of me and allowed them to come bursting out in a fit of rage. The two cultists standing closest to me exploded outward, massive holes bursting forth in the middle of their torsos as they sank to the ground and died. I paid no attention to their demises, and focused my attention at sinking my claws into the next oppressor who’d dared to get close to me.

      Time passed. I wasn’t sure how much, but I was gone from myself then. All I knew— all I felt— was the beast inside.

      “Ethan! Back off, bud! They’re dead!”

      Stefan’s voice cleared the fog in my head as I came to. The red haze ended, and the bloodlust faded into static in my ears. I realized I stood in a mess of bodies, blood pouring down my muzzle with my paws mushed in a collection of fluid and gore. My friends were staring at me as if I’d gone mad.

      I’d been mutilating the bodies long after I’d destroyed the oppressors, and hadn’t realized. I backed out of the pile and shook out my fur. The alarm that had gone off was silent, as whoever had cast the spell was now dead. “We did these ones in, but there will be others, either in the city or on their way.”

      Theo twitched his ears, then lifted his head to sniff the wind. “There are still oppressors lurking here. They’re going to discover the bodies sooner rather than later. We must hurry.”

      “Too right. Since Finlay launched an attack, Gabby will send her troops back here now,” Alexei stated.

      “What if it’s another trap she set to lure us in?” Stefan worried.

      “She doesn’t believe we’re that stupid, but apparently, she was wrong,” I growled. She’d get a great kick out of this once she heard the news. The only way to irk her would be to remain sure that Finlay escaped.

      We abandoned caution and broke into a run. Theo helped Stefan onto his back, then galloped ahead of us, while Alexei and I kept pace beside each other.

      “It’s here!” Alexei cried out as we drew near to a massive stone structure at the northeast corner of town. He skidded to a stop beside the door, and burst it open.

      There were two oppressors standing guard, but Theo stabbed one, and Stefan took care of the other before either of the two had the time to cast a spell.

      I tried to use my telepathic abilities to reach out to Finlay, but he didn’t respond. The other wolven should’ve been able to hear me clearly.

      His mind remained elusive and silent to me. Which meant someone else was occupying it.

      I put my nose to the ground, attempting to locate Finlay’s scent. Once I got it, I rushed along the hallway, and my companions followed.

      We came to an isolated doorway at the end of the hall, where Finlay’s scent became overpowering. Stefan smashed it in. We stormed through. Finlay was shackled to a chair, and his form was utterly still. A griffin shifter stood before him, his hand placed over Finlay’s forehead as his eyes moved back and forth, like he was looking for something.

      The griffin was performing some kind of empathy magic on him. Finlay’s form began to shake. His lips slightly moved, like he was about to crack.

      I lunged forward. The griffin gasped as I knocked him to the ground, but I silenced him forever with a bite to the throat before he could utter a cry for help. I transformed, and turned around to face our ally— if I could even call him that anymore.

      Finlay looked like shit. Both of his eyes were blackened, and his face was swollen with bruises. Blood ran from the corner of his mouth. I noticed two fingers on his left hand were missing, cut off at the base.

      Stefan reached down and yanked off the shackles binding Finlay’s ankles and wrists. He almost fell out of the chair, and would’ve, if Alexei hadn’t caught him.

      “Could’ve done it myself,” Finlay slurred, kicking at the loose chains.

      “Then why didn’t you?” Alexei replied coolly. Finlay’s head lolled on his shoulders.

      He’d been drugged as well as tortured. So much for his pride.

      “What in the name of the gods were you thinking?” I snapped. “Did you expose our position?”

      “They didn’t get anything out of me,” Finlay protested. “I’m made of stronger stuff.”

      “They almost did,” Alexei stated calmly. “Griffin empathy magic is difficult to resist, much stronger than mere physical pain. That shifter would’ve had you begging for mercy by the time he got done clawing around in your head, and then they would’ve had us.”

      Finlay mumbled something indistinct under his breath, which all but admitted his guilt.

      “Stand up.” I wrenched him to his feet. “We have no time to linger here.”

      Finlay shoved me off. “Do not dare to give me orders. You are no longer my king!”

      “Am I not?!” I whirled on him. “Thank your gods that I no longer sit on the throne, because if I did, your head would be severed from your shoulders for your selfish actions. If Emma or any of our friends had suffered for this I would’ve never forgiven you, gods curse you to the Underworld for it.”

      “You’d have us sit and do nothing while Droga claims the whole world,” Finlay growled.

      “Sometimes, the greater courage is to sit and wait for a better opportunity,” I seethed through my teeth.

      Finlay scoffed, and spat out a globule of blood. “You’d have us wait till kingdom come.”

      “We can argue about this later,” Theo insisted. “We must go now.”

      Theo snapped his fingers, trying to make a portal. His expression became alarmed as nothing happened.

      “Where’s the portal?” Stefan demanded.

      “Can’t conjure one,” Theo said. “There must be a ward around the city preventing them.”

      “Then we have to get outside Pruska’s walls. Come on.” I turned toward the door.

      “He’ll need a ride. This fucker can barely walk,” Stefan said as he held Finlay up.

      “Throw him on my back.” Alexei had already changed. Stefan slung Finlay onto his back, and we proceeded out of the torture room and back into the hallway without another word out of him.

      We got out of the prison undisturbed, but I could hear the faint echo of footsteps on the street ahead. The light off a torch caused me to throw my arm out, so the others held back. We remained concealed in an alleyway as two enforcers walked by.

      The darkness concealed us. Even so, we were barely twelve feet away. If the enforcers turned around, we’d certainly be caught.

      The gods blessed us this night, because the oppressors kept their eyes forward.

      “Do you think we’ll get anything out of the prisoner?” one asked.

      “We always do. Empathy magic is ruthless,” the other responded.

      “How’s it work?”

      “He just opens up your mind and rambles around in there, until he finds what he wants,” the other guard replies.

      “Didn’t know griffins can read minds.”

      “It’s more like emotions, hearsay. He’ll root around until he finds what makes you anxious, then press on it. You’ll worry yourself to death until you tell him what he wants to know. Nothing but fear and an endless panic attack until you’re mush.”

      “Sounds like a nightmare.”

      “For the unlucky fuck in there, maybe.”

      I would’ve felt sorry for Finlay if I wasn’t so angry at him. The oppressors marched on ahead, and one said, “The alarm went off— I heard it. Someone’s here, they have to be. It has to be another attack, like the one they had this afternoon.”

      “Could be true. Maybe they’re coming in waves to wear us down, instead of all at once.”

      “Oh, shit. Do you think we’ll run into them?”

      “Gods, I hope not. Let’s stick to our side of the perimeter, and pray they don’t come our way. We can’t get in trouble so long as we don’t leave our post.”

      “We will get in trouble if they get away.”

      “Let the others handle it. Our only assignment is to guard the prison, and that shithead’s not getting out of there alive.”

      There was a bout of silence, before the nervous oppressor added, “There’s a rumor going around.”

      “You and your rumors.”

      “It must be true this time,” the other insisted. “There’s mention of a reward, a grand one, if a fae leads the dark god to a lost city. He’s promising anything— magic, positions of power, money, if someone can take him to it.”

      We all paused. A lost city?

      “What interest would that be to Droga?” the other asked scathingly. “Sounds like something a chambermaid made up to get some attention.”

      “This is more than just a bit of gossip! It comes directly from Droga’s inner circle,” the oppressor argued. “I’m sweet on a maid who serves the queen at the palace, and she overheard—”

      “Oh gods, I knew it came from a chambermaid.”

      “It must be important. My sweetheart says Droga is refusing to raise Queen Gabriella to godhood until this city is found.”

      Gabby must be displeasing Droga in her effort to get him the Crystals. I tried to listen closer, but even with my advanced shifter hearing, the oppressors were getting farther away.

      “Can you imagine if we found the city? We’d be rich!” the oppressor said in a giddy tone. “No more patrol duty, no more cleaning the barracks. Hell, Droga might even make us lords.”

      “Your fantasies are running away with you again.”

      “I’m telling you, this is our chance at greatness. We should bargain with our commander for some time off, so we can go looking for it ourselves, and get the reward!”

      “Droga is a god. He knows everything, and has lived for centuries. Why wouldn’t he know where to find a lost city? Why would he even care?” the other replied, irritated.

      “Well, maybe there’s something he wants there—”

      “Get these rumors out of your head, rookie. You’re an oppressor. Your job is to serve Droga with a smile on your face and no questions asked, understand? No one is going to make your dumbass a lord, got it?”

      “Got it…” his friend replied with a sigh.

      The oppressor finally left the area. I didn’t allow myself to breathe until the light from their torches had faded out of my sight.

      “The wall is this way,” Alexei whispered. No one commented on what we’d overheard. We reached the wall again in a matter of minutes, and were able to cross to the other side undetected.

      Theo had already made a portal on the other side. We flew through it, and I changed from wolf to man as my feet set back on Irish ground.

      “The Unseelie stone,” Theo said once the portal closed behind us. “I bet anything it’s hidden in this lost city that Droga wants to find.”

      Finlay gave a moan of pain. We glanced at him. Alexei, who was still supporting him, said, “I’m gonna get him to Miroslava.”

      He trotted off toward the double doors of the estate. Stefan, ever the skeptic, scowled at Theo’s theory.

      “That guy sounded like an idiot,” Stefan countered. “Maybe his buddy was right and it was all a bunch of bullshit.”

      “It would give us a reason why Gabby hasn’t been established as a goddess,” I said. “That’s something.”

      “Okay, but what kind of lost city is he looking for? Is it here, or in Edinmyre? We can’t even narrow it down to one realm, and apparently, neither can he. Doesn’t this seem like an impossible task?” Stefan argued.

      “If Septius could get there, we can too,” Theo insisted. “We just have to figure out how he did it.”

      “And where it is,” Stefan said bluntly. “Anything could be hiding it— illusion magic, portals— not to mention there could be things guarding it, too. If it’s such a well-kept secret that not even the gods know where it is, what chance do we have of getting there?”

      I wasn’t sure. Had the Unseelie stone forced Septius to take it to this lost city, and then wiped his memory clean of the incident? It seemed like the only thing that made sense.

      Yet Stefan made a very good point. If a god couldn’t find a city… then how could we?
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      A lost city. It was an unfathomable thought, that the Unseelie stone could be in a hidden place not even Droga could find. I’d had several conversations with Lucien on where— or what— this lost city could be, but nothing ever came of it.

      We were closer to obtaining the last stone than ever before, but at the same time, the vital clue that could lead us to the Unseelie stone’s location was completely out of our grasp. I didn’t think any amount of research would uncover where this lost city was, or what Droga wanted to do with it. If the answer was in a book or scroll, Droga would’ve found it by now.

      I felt very restless. Which was ironic, because the energy I had to spend was limited. Before, when we were searching for the stones, I always had school or running the kingdom to keep me busy, and give me a purpose when lapses of information or clues on the stones failed to show up. Now, I was more or less just waiting around for something to happen.

      I woke up one April morning and decided that I was done with sitting on my hands. I walked to the nursery knowing today, I’d do something to help my quest. Even though I didn’t know what it was.

      Odette, Kiara and Delmare were all gathered in the nursery when I got there. Delmare was giving Kazim a bottle, while Kiara and Odette finished changing Kalina. Tygrys napped on a flower petal that had fallen from an orchid on the windowsill.

      “You girls are up and at 'em,” I said as I walked in.

      “Trying to get some practice in before the big day,” Delmare said as she laid Kazim back in his crib and placed a hand on her stomach. “This little one is late.”

      “Well, the baby is Stefan’s offspring, and he’s never on time,” Kiara joked.

      “I’m ready whenever the kid is,” Delmare groaned. “Being pregnant was great when I wasn’t too big to move.”

      “Are you worried about giving birth?” I asked.

      “I’d rather go through labor at any point than go one more day being bloated,” she flatlined. “You should’ve seen what I’ve tried so far. Spicy food, walking, sex—”

      “Bet your mate likes that one,” Kiara cracked.

      There was a knock on the door. Ozzie poked his head in before waddling inside. “It smells like babies in here! And bubblegum!”

      “That’d be me. New perfume,” Odette said.

      Ozzie brushed back a bit of Kalina’s blonde hair with one finger before Kiara said, “What are you up to today, Ozzie?”

      “I’m just looking for something to do. I baked way too much yesterday,” Ozzie said with a sigh. “Jas was busy, and, well… the kitchen got out of hand. There are so many scones.”

      “How many scones?” Odette asked eagerly.

      “Do you guys want to have a late brunch? I thought a tea party would be wonderful, in this kind of weather,” Ozzie offered.

      “Ooh, tea time,” Odette gushed. “I love it, let’s!”

      “We should dress up the babies! It’d all be good fun,” Kiara insisted.

      “We can all get ready! It’ll be just like being at the palace again—” Odette gushed, before she stopped.

      Everyone looked at me, but I shrugged. “Tea time is fun. And I’ve got a dress my mother bought me from town that she’s been nagging me to wear. I might as well let her see me in it, before she gets offended.”

      “I’ll set up the table,” Ozzie sang, and he hurried downstairs. I dressed Kalina in a very pretty robin’s blue dress, while the girls slipped Kazim into a tiny matching suit. They looked very adorable. Tygrys woke up and insisted on coming along, wearing the orchid leaf like a cloak as he buzzed after us.

      We all changed into our fancy gowns, save for Delmare, who insisted she was uncomfortable enough and that her black sundress would suffice. My mother had gotten me this puffy blue gown in the same color as Kalina’s that was oddly cozy. The skirt floated around my ankles and skimmed my white-lace sandals as I carried Kalina downstairs.

      The weather was lovely. It was a warm spring day, and the sun was out. It’d rained last night, and the air smelled fresh. Flowers were starting to come up in the beds that lined that cobblestone path to the estate, and the birds were pleasantly singing.

      In the yard, Ozzie had set up a round table covered with a light cloth. On the table were a variety of fine china plates, teacups, saucers, and teapots, all decorated with the same floral design. He’d arranged a variety of cookies, scones, cakes, and pastries on tiered trays, and even accented the table with flowers. The whole thing looked even better than tea time at the palace.

      He was very talented. I hoped after all of this was over, he got his bakery. It’d be such a wonderful place to have lunch.

      I put a hand over my mouth to suppress a laugh. Ozzie was taking tea time very seriously. He’d slicked back his hair, and donned a jacket with coattails. He pulled out chairs for each of us before he scurried to his seat, and tripped over it. He rose with a bashful smile, straightened his shirt, and donned a top hat before sitting down. The babies weren’t quite big enough to be in high chairs yet, so we took turns passing them around as we ate.

      “This looks very good,” Odette said as she tucked into a rose tart.

      “It’s all allergen-friendly, so you’re good, Emma,” Ozzie said proudly. “I think you’ll like my cream puffs best.”

      I was already tucking into an eclair and dying of happiness. No one could quite bake like Ozzie.

      Tygrys was having the time of his life. He lapped up a saucer of honey before he immersed himself in powdered sugar. Malyludwy couldn’t get enough. It was good for them.

      “No illusions this time?” Delmare asked as she took a bite of devil’s food cake.

      “Oh, no, they have them,” Ozzie said. “But they’re slight. Mood illusions, to lift your spirits with every bite. I figured we could all use a little more joy around here.”

      I put a lump of sugar into my raspberry hibiscus tea and stirred it before I said, “So where’s Jasper today?”

      “I’m not sure.” Ozzie seemed to deflate with the mention of his mate. “He sometimes goes on patrol with Ethan and the rest of the guys, but mostly, he locks himself in our room and never comes out. Not even for sunlight.”

      “That’s not good,” I replied.

      “Maybe he’s turned into a vampire,” Delmare joked.

      “I’m really worried.” Tears began to fill Ozzie’s eyes. “He doesn’t want to spend time with me anymore. He basically ignores me. I’m worried he’s getting tired of me.”

      Ozzie dropped his head, and a teardrop splashed onto his plate.

      “I bet it’s not even about you,” I offered. “Jasper loves you.”

      “So he loves me. Big deal.” Ozzie sniffed. “If he cares so much, he’d show me, but I can’t even get a kiss out of him lately. He feels so distant. Maybe we’re going to break up.”

      Ozzie dotted his eyes with the napkin. I frowned. What was up with Jasper lately? I knew for a fact he was crazy about Ozzie. Why was he behaving like this?

      “All mates have hard times,” Kiara said, laying a hand on his shoulder. “There are periods when things are good, and then times when things are awful. It’s normal. You just have to ride through it.”

      “Yeah, not to mention nobody is having a good time lately, with Droga taking over and all,” Delmare said with a mouthful of cake. “Jasper’s probably taking it harder than the rest of us.”

      Ozzie stuck out his bottom lip. “Well… he hasn’t been right since Vara… had to go. I think he’s worried about which one of us is next.”

      “None of us,” I said sharply. “We’re all going to get through this together. We’re not losing anyone else.”

      “Gosh, I sure hope so.” Ozzie brightened as he took a big bite out of a jelly doughnut. “Anyway, I didn’t bring you girls down here to talk about myself. How are things going in your life, Emma?”

      I scowled. “Well, we’re looking for a lost city that probably doesn’t exist, so there’s that. It’s like the Unseelie stone up and vanished into nowhere.”

      “The gods give us information when we are ready for it, at the proper time,” Kiara reminded me. “It’s happened before with all the stones. Whenever we thought we hit a dead end, things always panned out at the end. Whatever we needed came in at just the right moment.”

      “Well, the gods need to hurry up, because I’m tired of waiting around,” I grumbled. Kalina spat up, and I wiped her chin with a handkerchief.

      Amantha and Finlay came around the corner. She was holding his arm, as they were on a morning stroll. Her eyes lit up when she saw us, although Finlay’s look remained deadened.

      “What are you guys doing?” Amantha asked.

      “Having brunch. Care to join?” Ozzie asked.

      “Sounds splendid.” Amantha sat down and took a sugar cookie. Finlay hobbled into the seat next to her, wincing as he sat down.

      “All right, Fin?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Doing well.” He adjusted the bandages on his hand, and didn’t move to grab any food. His eyes were lidded and his face was gaunt.

      He acted like Mister Tough Guy, but they’d really messed him up in Pruska. I could tell. His bravado had seriously been reduced.

      “You look like you’re feeling better,” Amantha commented as I started in on my second pastry.

      “By the day, slowly,” I said. Normally, sweets would make me throw up, but I was actually able to keep food down today. I was really excited about it.

      There was a snapping noise behind us, like someone stepped on a branch. Finlay jumped, shaking the table. A couple of teacups spilled over. Amantha put a hand on his arm and gently whispered, “It’s all right. It’s only Arthur.”

      Finlay slowly sank into his seat, but his complexion was paler than ever. Amantha shoved a cookie at him that he refused to eat.

      Arthur was walking by with a rather large book. He adjusted his glasses as he glanced the table over. His gaze hovered on his children for a moment before he said, “You’re all looking rather fond this morning.”

      “We’re having tea time!” Odette cheered. “Care to join us?”

      Arthur hesitated, but he crumbled at the pleading look I gave him. He sat down next to me. Ozzie poured him a cup of tea, and handed him the saucer. Arthur sipped at the tea and nibbled at a strawberry danish as Ozzie asked, “So what are you reading?”

      “Nothing important. Just an analysis of ancient Malovian children’s tales,” he replied.

      He really wasn’t willing to give this up. This bordered on obsession. I ate an egg puff pastry and didn’t say anything.

      “That sounds interesting,” Kiara said.

      “It’s quite frustrating, actually,” Arthur said with a sigh. “So many of these stories were orally passed down, which means they were modified quite a bit throughout the centuries. By the time someone actually took the time to write them down, it seems they’d changed so much that no one could tell what the original story had been.”

      Maybe my brother would give up trying to bring Vara back after all. We could only hope.

      “Ugh, Kalina.” She was getting feisty in my arms, kicking out her feet and starting to yell. I didn’t know where she thought she was going— she couldn’t walk or crawl. She was such a handful sometimes.

      “Here, let me,” Arthur offered. He held his arms out, and I nearly fell over in shock. I didn’t think he’d held his daughter… ever. Not since she’d been born.

      Then a strange feeling rebelled in me— I didn’t want to give her up.

      That was wrong. Against my own instincts, I handed over the baby. Arthur cradled Kalina against his chest. He bounced the baby up and down, who made a soft noise. She settled down.

      He was making progress. This was great.

      Kalina was asleep by the time he handed her back to me. Arthur was being such a good dad right now. He even played a little with Kazim. He shook a rattle in front of his face. The baby cooed and tried to grasp it with his fingers. Arthur gave a little laugh.

      It was the first smile I’d seen grace my brother’s face in weeks. I prayed he was getting better, even if his research was still disturbing.

      “What about this lost city we’re all baffled on? Did you find anything on that?” Delmare questioned.

      Arthur’s cheeks tinted pink. “Ah, no. I’ve been busy with other matters.”

      I scowled. I understood Arthur was grieving, but we needed his help. He couldn’t bring Vara back, but he could help us locate the Unseelie stone. If anyone could put together this mystery, it was him.

      “Perhaps we’re not looking at the situation in the right way,” Kiara said. “We’re searching for answers outside of ourselves, but maybe we shouldn’t be. If Droga can’t find it, and he can’t find us, maybe the answer lies within.”

      “What sense does that make?” I asked.

      “No, Kiara might have a point. Maybe to find what the lost city is, you need to find yourself,” Arthur suggested. “You are the Worldweaver, after all. The missing piece must be you.”

      I pondered on that idea. “If I’m the missing piece, and somehow, the information we need is tucked somewhere inside me, then how do we get it?”

      “I suppose you would have to rediscover who you are,” Kiara suggested.

      That sounded scary. My identity had been ripped from me since Dolinska had fallen. But as my friends had said earlier, I needed to get myself back. Maybe all of me hadn’t been erased entirely by trauma and mistakes.

      “We agreed long ago that we’d find our true names together, and we never did,” Arthur said solemnly. “I think that would be a good place to start.”

      I nodded. “Okay. So what do we need to do?”

      “There’s a ceremony, but we need someone to guide us,” Arthur said. “Someone with experience and wisdom.”

      “We should ask our dad.” I was getting excited. “Do you think he’s available?”

      “Last thing I saw, he wasn’t doing anything but wooing our mother,” Arthur said a bit sourly, thumbing at the house.

      “I suppose we can always ask.” I stood from the table, thrilled to get started on something again, and placed Kalina into Kiara’s outstretched arms. “Thanks for the brunch, Ozzie. It was delicious.”

      “Anytime,” Ozzie peeped. “Someone has to get fat off my cooking other than me.”

      “We’ll stay here and finish up,” Odette offered. “These pastries are going to take the rest of the morning to get through.”

      “And perhaps some of the afternoon,” Amantha agreed.

      Arthur and I headed to Lucien’s office. Tygrys followed, although his orange fur had been turned white from all the powdered sugar. When we got there, Mom was sitting on Lucien’s lap, and completely fawning over him.

      “Well, hello,” Lucien said brightly. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      Mom frowned. I took a breath and hurried to say, “We wanted to find our true names. We thought that maybe you could guide us in the ceremony.”

      Lucien opened his mouth to speak, but Mom said, “Today? Seems rather spontaneous. Something like this should be planned.”

      “We don’t really have a lot of time, Mom,” I responded shortly. “Kiara thought that I could be the missing connection to finding the lost city. Maybe there’s something hidden within myself that’ll give us a clue on where to start looking.”

      Mom gave a skeptical psh, while Lucien rubbed his chin. “Thoughtful. I could certainly—”

      “You promised that today was only for us,” Mom protested. “We were supposed to go out tonight. Are you going back on your word?”

      Lucien hesitated. “I did promise…”

      “This is important,” Arthur pleaded. “We don’t mean to interrupt your time together, but—”

      Mom sent Arthur a glare and curled her lip. It halted my brother’s sentence in its tracks.

      What the hell. Was Mom jealous of us? We were her kids, for the gods’ sakes. We deserved to have some time with Lucien, too.

      “Never mind,” I said. “I’m sure Babcia and Bapa can lend a hand.”

      “I—” Lucien faltered.

      “It’s fine. Really. Have a nice day,” I insisted.

      We left before he could argue further. I could tell by the way Arthur’s fingers clenched around his book that he was pissed.

      “Gods, she’s acting like a teenager,” Arthur growled.

      “She’s become a different person since Lucien came around,” I mumbled.

      “I thought mates were supposed to make you better,” Arthur commented.

      I gave a noncommittal shrug. I had realized over the past few months that the person my mother had turned into was actually the woman she’d been all along. That kind, caring mother figure that had been there all my life was a persona she’d created out of necessity. It was a way to forget the girl she’d once been. Of course, she still loved me, and she loved Arthur. But she was very much of the opinion that both of us were grown now, and therefore, her primary focus should be herself and what she wanted.

      Which was fine… I guess.

      Delmare and I had a conversation where she’d said that my mother had reminded her of her own— man-crazy. I had been forced to agree.

      My mom had bonded with two different shifters, and that hadn’t been her fault. But secretly, part of me believed she’d played King Lycus while knowing Lucien was the only one for her, because she’d liked all the attention.

      I’d thought of it in a different way before I became queen, but after having the crown on my head for several months, I’d finally grasped the gravity of what my mother had done. She’d sworn herself to Lycus, helped him win the Contest and then vowed to lead a country, all while sneaking around with Lucien behind Lycus’ back. Then, when the country had needed her to lead, she’d run off with her boy toy. She wasn’t pregnant until after it all happened, so she couldn’t use Arthur and I as an excuse.

      Lucien wasn’t exactly innocent, either. He knew what was going on, and hadn’t put a stop to it.

      I couldn’t imagine betraying Malovia in such a way. Before I knew Ethan was the Phantom, and I thought the vigilante was my true mate, I’d promised to let him go, because I knew the good of the nation was more important than what I wanted.

      “Don’t judge me, Emma. You don’t know what I had to go through,” Mom had said snippily when I’d brought it up privately the other evening.

      Maybe I didn’t, Mom. But I knew enough. And I didn’t have to walk a mile in her shoes to admit to myself my mother cared for her own happiness more than the security of others. And that was painful. She hadn’t raised me that way, but clearly, her expectations for me were far higher than the ones she set for herself. Now that she had Lucien back, Mom was more concerned about going out and partying like some kind of teenager instead of helping all of us. It was embarrassing, but worse than that, it was hurtful.

      “We didn’t get any time with him, either,” Arthur pointed out forcefully. “She wasn’t the only one who had to go without him for twenty years.”

      “I know,” I admitted heavily. “But I don’t want him to feel like he’s torn between us. Let Mom have him, for now. He’s already helped us out so much.”

      Arthur let out a grunt. We went looking for our grandparents, and found them in their usual spot on the porch overlooking the pasture. Bapa was smoking on his pipe, and Babcia was brewing a potion while using her telepathy magic to knit at the same time. The needles wove yarn in the air of their own accord as Babcia stirred the potion and whispered an incantation to it. Puck was curled up by Babcia’s feet, chewing on a dog toy.

      “Top o’ the morning. What can we do for ye?” Babcia asked as she ladeled the potion into a bottle.

      Arthur explained. When he was done, Bapa raised an eyebrow. “Your father should be the one to do it with you. It would be right,” Bapa protested.

      “We get it, but…” I upturned my hands.

      Babcia gave a scowl that could turn milk sour. “I swear, if that woman wasn’t your mother, I’d put her on her arse before your father had anything to say about it.”

      “Babcia,” I groaned. The tension between my grandparents and my mother was getting ridiculous. Mom had sworn Babcia had put a roach in her shoe the other day. I didn’t put it past Babcia not to.

      Babcia rapped her ladel on the side of the pot. Bapa put out his pipe and said, “We shall do it. It’s best done at night, under the watch of our gods.”

      “But you will need time to prepare,” Babcia added. “Do exactly as we say, and when the time is right, we shall summon you. But be warned— this is no average ceremony.”

      “What do you mean?” My heartbeat began to race.

      “Some fae who discover their true names never quite come out the same,” Babcia warned. “Don’t expect not to change after this experience, because you will. The only thing to wonder is how.”

      I gulped. That sounded scary. Part of me didn’t want to change, because change was scary, and it felt unsafe.

      Yet I’d come to that same old bridge I’d crossed a countless number of times. I couldn’t be who I was anymore. I’d gone through so many cycles since I’d come to Malovia, shed so many different identities, and the person I was now wasn’t who the world needed. I knew who Emma the warrior was. I knew Emma the sorceress, and even Emma the queen.

      Now I needed to discover who I was as the Worldweaver.

      I wanted to get to the core of who I was. I couldn’t avoid it. This was the only way.
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      “Are you sure you want to go through with this?” Ethan asked.

      He stood beside me as a wolf under the darkness of the full moon. Bapa and Babcia had asked him to come, to protect me during the ceremony. This was heavy spiritual work, and would attract the attention of any entities or monsters in the area. If I was in a deep trance, it was his job to fend them off while I did the work of discovering my true name.

      “Yes. What other ideas do we have for finding the Unseelie stone?” I asked.

      “I will guard you, but be warned. This isn’t something most fae do, or even should do. The knowledge of true names can be dangerous. If it becomes too much, you can stop the ceremony, and we’ll let the matter drop.”

      I wasn’t sure what I’d face, but I was determined to see this through. At the same time, if this was as intense as shadow work, I wasn’t sure if I could complete the task. “Just stay close to me, okay?”

      “Always.”

      We proceeded into the woods. The other shifters were scouting the perimeter, to make sure we were safe. The two of us met Arthur deep in the forest. He’d chosen Amantha as his protector, to stand in his mate’s place.

      I felt sorry for Arthur, doing this without Vara. We should’ve performed this ceremony sooner. The four of us walked through the trees in silence, until they parted to make a clearing.

      Babcia and Bapa were already there. They had drawn a circle of salt on the ground. A bowl of burning cedar branches sat in the middle of the circle, scattering smoke into the air.

      Both of my grandparents had painted their eyes black, and wore deerskin robes. Bapa had a small leather drum, and Babcia carried some sort of rattle that looked like it was made from the skull of a deer. They gestured for Arthur and I to sit inside the circle. Ethan and Amantha remained at the edge of the trees, to keep watch for enemies. I could feel the heavy footsteps of my wolf as he prowled the edge of the clearing, looking for any threats.

      “Take the ashes from the burning cedar and spread it over your eyes, so they may be opened to what the gods have to show you,” Babcia instructed.

      Arthur and I reached out to smudge the ashes across our faces, avoiding any embers. I thought that they’d be hot, but instead, they were unnaturally cool to the touch, as if they’d been left out in the dead of winter.

      This was some strange magic.

      I smeared the ashes across my eyelids. Arthur took off his glasses and put them in his shirt pocket in order to do the same to his own eyes. Once we were done, Bapa said, “Join hands.”

      I reached out to take Arthur’s hands in mine. His fingers were trembling. He was really nervous.

      “Because you have a twin bond, you must reach out to the gods through your connection together,” Babcia instructed. “However, once you speak the invocation and fall into the trance, know that you may not end up in the same place. There is no telling what kind of journey your spirit may take you.”

      I felt a shiver race up my spine as Bapa added, “During this journey, your soul will leave your body. We shall do our best to keep you safe during this time. Your spirit will not return until you have gained knowledge of whatever the gods wish you to know.”

      “How long will that take?” Arthur asked.

      “For some, mere moments. Others, many days.” Babcia’s tone darkened. “Know that we cannot move you from the salt circle until your soul returns, otherwise, your spirit will be forced to wander forever, and your body will become nothing more than a shell. Do your best to understand what the gods may tell you.”

      That caused me to tremble. My body couldn’t take being outside without food, water, or medicine for days on end. If I didn’t learn my true name in time, my form would definitely give out. I had to do whatever the gods told me, if only to stay alive.

      “As elders of the fae race, we will first reach out to the gods for you. Then you may call upon them. Are you ready?” Babcia asked.

      “Yes,” Arthur and I responded in unison.

      “Very well.” Babcia and Bapa started circling us. They went around us five times in a circle before they reversed and went the other direction. They began chanting something lowly in Malovian. Bapa played the drum, and Bapa shook the rattle.

      “Seven Gods faithful, come to thee, come to thee,” Arthur and I spoke together. “Show us the meaning of ourselves, and open our eyes, so that we may know who we truly are. Seven gods faithful, come to thee, come to thee.”

      I closed my eyes and took several slow breaths, attempting to focus on the connection between my brother and I. It wasn’t as strong as the bond Ethan and I shared. In fact… it was so much weaker now, damaged by Vara’s death and the weight of Arthur’s grief. I could barely reach him anymore.

      We had to strengthen that bond again. The gods wouldn’t speak to one of us without speaking to both of us. I tugged tighter on the end of my connection, and Arthur tugged back, indicating he was there. I felt the threads of our twin bond grow stronger. I pictured a similar cord to the one I shared with Ethan, except this one was green in color. In my mind, the color became brighter as I tightened my hold on the connection, and Arthur responded in kind.

      It nearly made me tear up. Arthur was so devastated, and yet, he wasn’t willing to give up on me. He was still here and fighting for us. I was so proud of him for being so strong and for holding on, despite losing everything that meant something to him.

      As I began meditating, it started to rain. I did my best to block out the cold raindrops dotting my skin so I could focus. I worried if I became too cold that I’d get hypothermia, but there was no turning back now. The ceremony had already begun.

      My head began to loll. A buzzing feeling overtook my body, making it feel like I was floating. Not of my own accord, my torso began to sway back and forth. I focused on the sound of the drum and the rattle. Arthur’s fingers had grown chilly in my hand, and I was starting to shiver. The ground was wet, and Ethan’s paws slapped against the muddy earth. I was starting to think this would never happen.

      All of a sudden… I was in the salt circle, and then, I wasn’t.

      When I opened my eyes, I found myself in a similar clearing to the one I’d departed, though it looked entirely different. The grass and trees here were tinted a light shade of blue, and everything was cast in a light, eerie glow. Stars spread out above me, and I could see the shape of massive planets as they loomed overhead. Fireflies twinkled a light shade of gold. In the center of the clearing was a pool, completely silver in color. The soft chirping of frogs and crickets told me this was a safe place, devoid of anything dangerous.

      I reached up to feel my head, and skimmed the familiar wolfish ears that were nestled in my hair. It felt like I was sitting on a tail. Ouch.

      I had to be somewhere in Edinmyre, but it was a part I hadn’t explored before. I looked around for Arthur, but he wasn’t there. He must’ve been sent to a different place. I got up from my seat and approached the pool. I looked down into it, but didn’t see my own reflection.

      There were hoofsteps behind me. I turned as a deer approached through the trees. At first, I thought it had to be Milonna, my goddess. But as the doe approached, I knew that couldn’t be right. This deer was smaller, and her antlers were only three-pronged on each side, sharp and refined instead of twisting, like Milonna’s were. She was slightly larger than the average deer would be, although her fur was a dark shade of midnight blue, her head pure white. Her eyes glowed like the silver pool did, and seemed infinite. An array of spots dotted her back like starlight.

      It was Vesna… the Blue Doe of Knowledge. She was the goddess of intelligence and wisdom. I’d never seen her before. I wasn’t sure why she would come to me, as she wasn’t the goddess I’d pledged myself to.

      Hello, my old friend. Vesna inclined her head to me. I’m glad to see you once again.

      A watery smile crossed my face as I whispered, “Of course it was you.”

      Vesna came toward me. As she did so, white smoke wafted around her form, and she began to change. Her features molded until she was an old woman with white-cropped hair and insanely blue eyes. She looked slightly different— antlers bloomed from her head, and white dots like the ones on her back were scattered across her cheeks. She wore an elaborate blue robe that looked like it’d been crafted from the very stars themselves. But I had no doubt it was her.

      “Lady Magdalina.” I ran to her, reaching out and wrapping my arms around her. Gods, I thought I’d never hold her again.

      Hello, Emmaline. The gentleness of her voice, even echoing now with the god-power she held, was still so soft.

      “I missed you so much.” My tears leaked into the front of her velvety robe. Her presence was groundbreaking to me. I never needed to feel love from anyone else ever again, so long as I remained here with her.

      I never left. She stroked my hair back.

      “I should’ve realized.” Everything made sense now. Gods and goddesses sometimes came to Earth to incarnate as mortals, to help the fae on their quests. Magdalina had incarnated as a sorceress to help guide me. I couldn’t believe I’d been in the presence of a goddess for so many years and had no idea.

      Sit beside me here, Magdalina said, and she gestured to the side of the pool. We have much to talk about.

      I knelt beside the pool. Magdalina spread her cloak out around her as she took a graceful seat. I reached out to take her hand, and she squeezed it lightly.

      “Did you know who you were before you died?” I whispered. I couldn’t help it— the tears were welling out of my eyes again.

      Whenever gods incarnate on Earth, we do not regain the memory of who we are until we are much older, Magdalina replied. I did not come to understand that I was the goddess of wisdom until I received my trance from the other gods about your quest.

      “That was before I was even born. Why did you never tell me who you truly were?” I asked.

      Gods are meant to guide, Emmaline. What kind of pressure would you have faced if you knew you were being mentored by a goddess? Magdalina asked.

      Psh. No shit. She’d been tough on me when I thought she was a powerful sorceress.

      “Are you here to give me answers? Do you know where the Unseelie stone is, or anything about this lost city we’re looking for?” I pressed.

      That’s something I cannot help you with, Magdalina replied. The lost city of the Unseelie fae has been hidden from the gods for many years. It is why Droga cannot find it.

      “We’re looking for an Unseelie city?” I asked. At least we were getting somewhere.

      Quite correct; the city of dark fae that the first Hidden King and his court shrouded himself within centuries ago. When the Unseelie fae fell and their extinction was imminent, the most powerful sorceresses of their race banded together to put a curse upon the city, so that no Seelie fae or god would ever be able to find it. So numerous were they and so great was their combined power, that not even the gods could know where the city was. Memory of it was wiped from our minds forever.

      “I’m an Unseelie fae. I have dark fae blood. The city wouldn’t be hidden from me. I could find it!” I said in excitement.

      You speak the truth, but be aware that Droga has Unseelie fae working for him as well, most dangerously Gabriella. She and others like her have the ability to find this city, and she will not continue to fail forever. You must find the city before she does. Otherwise, the Unseelie stone will be lost.

      “How can I find it? Is there some clue we need to find, or a spell that’ll show us where it is?”

      You already have the ability to find the stone within you, Emmaline. The potential has always been there, waiting inside. You can do whatever you want. You merely need to unlock what has been hidden away.

      Melancholy overtook me as I realized that in this form, Magdalina was a true goddess. She couldn’t interfere with my quest to find the stones, as the Seven Gods had taken an oath not to aid me in the journey to find them. The fae had to prove themselves worthy to keep the portal open… that was the whole point. She couldn’t just hand me the answers.

      “I wish you’d survived,” I said sadly. “Even as a goddess incarnate, I’m sure you would’ve been able to help us find it, or at least help us defeat Droga for good.”

      That is not how I, or fate, determined my path. Magdalina frowned— as if the idea of altering fate was irritating to her. Her personality hadn’t changed one bit.

      “But… you had the power to stop Droga, and yet you sacrificed yourself.”

      The power to defeat Droga is inside of you, not I, Magdalina said. I chose my death, because I knew it was time for that incarnation of mine to end.

      “But how? I’m the Worldweaver. I’m supposed to bring all of this to an end, but I’m not even strong enough to cast a spell anymore,” I said sadly.

      Because you don’t believe that you can.

      “It’s hard to believe when I feel this way,” I insisted. “Since you’ve been gone, I feel so hopeless. Nothing seems like it’s worth fighting for.”

      Have you ever stopped to ask yourself why your sadness matters? Magdalina asked. We all experience sorrow and pain. None of us truly know, at the end of the day, how things will turn out. There are those all around us who are in misery and pain, and who cares for them? Who thinks of their suffering? You will find, Emmaline, that the more you reach out to give, the more you lend a hand, the less your sadness becomes. You can use your sadness to do good.

      “But I feel so alone.” I took a short breath. “Everyone says that I’m the only one who can do this. And if it all comes down to me, I feel like I’m going to fail, because I don’t have the strength to go on.”

      The Miriamic religion of the witches of the west believe that your soul is a complete being— that if you strip the making of yourself away and discard the relationships you forge, you can still be whole on your own, Magdalina said wisely. But the fae have a different understanding, Emmaline. It is our community and our people that make us whole. The gods are in everything and everyone, and we all are united in a great web of life.

      “I don’t understand.”

      You see, in the west, the witches are focused on the individual, and the magic they can create inside themselves there as they work to bring out the best in the self. But faeries cannot do it. We are who we are because we believe in the unification of community, and the meaning it brings. We create magic out of our imagination, and that magic is tied to the connections we all share as fae blood. It is why we are so bonded to our mates, and so tightly tied to our families. Because for a fae, it is the only way to survive.

      “So… a fae can’t truly live on their own. Because it wasn’t meant to be that way.”

      Indeed. For many years when the fae were first banished to Earth, all we had was each other. If everything is taken away from you, what is left but the people around you? We need each other to rebuild. I believe, in the modern world, we focus so much on the success and self-reliance of the individual that we fail to realize what truly matters. Because if only one of us are important, Emmaline, then none of us are.

      I think I grasped the concept. Being disabled, I relied a lot on my community, and the people around me, to keep me healthy and safe. I did everything I could to better my health and make things easier for my illness, but honestly, there were a lot of things I didn’t have control over. Losing my medicine had been a harsh example. My community was responsible for making things accessible for me and, at least in part, contributing to my care.

      “Does this mean my destiny relies on more than just my own power, but the power of others, too?” I asked.

      It takes all of us to achieve victory. Look at the destruction of the world around you. Communities are shattered when fae do what is best for themselves, and not for everyone. Our bonds and our promises are important, Emmaline. If we cannot stay true to our vows to the people we love, we will betray anyone. Including ourselves. For even though I am a goddess and you are a mortal, I am you, and you are me. We are all one.

      “I think I understand. Sacrificing yourself for the good of others isn’t done because they deserve it, or to make you look more important.”

      No, Emmaline. In fact, it is a great act of love to serve and sacrifice for someone whom you know will fail you. How many times did Ethan let you down, yet you still fought for him to be free of the leshane’s grasp? You did not wish to be queen. The desire to become a monarch wasn’t in your heart for yourself, but for your people. You took the throne because you knew the people of Malovia deserved a ruler who cared for them more than she cared for herself. You were willing to give your life away and leave behind what you wanted in order to live for others, and make your country better for other people. There is no greater act of service than that. Not even dying in the name of your nation can compare. Death comes for us all, Emmaline. Whether we live our lives for ourselves or for others in the meantime is the real choice we have to make.

      “What if it’s easier to go at it alone, and less painful?” It felt like it would be. Safer, too, for the people I cared about.

      If you wish to accomplish your destiny, and be successful, you must rely on your friends. You can’t do this alone. No one can. And anyone who deludes themselves into thinking otherwise is fooling themselves.

      “But how can I accept the help of others when I feel so… bitter about how my life has gone?” I questioned. “I try to be grateful for what I have, but sometimes, it feels like I’m forcing myself to be happy about something that feels out of my control.”

      You misunderstand. Gratitude is love, Emmaline. It cannot be forced, only genuinely felt. It is not forcing yourself to feel happy with situations that make you miserable, but feeling appreciation for that which you truly love. It will make your magic stronger, to stop denying your feelings and to acknowledge that which you hold dearest in the world. When you feel happy, you are grateful. Thankfulness is synonymous with joy and love. Not a weapon to be used, formed out of guilt. Remember that.

      Magdalina laid a hand on her chest. When she withdrew it, an orb of sapphire light balanced on her palm.

      This is your power, Magdalina said. We all create energetic contracts, Emmaline, like Ethan did with the leshane. You became afraid when you lost Dolinska, and so, gave away your power. I took it, and kept it safe for you. Now is the time for you to take it back.

      I stared at the sapphire light warily. I didn’t want to admit it out loud, though I was certain she knew I didn’t want it.

      “I’m afraid of my powers,” I confessed. “I know I’m strong, and I can hurt people. My choices have an effect on everyone. I know my magic can have consequences.”

      I am a goddess. I have seen many wars throughout the ages, alongside plagues, calamities, and other strifes, and this is just another crisis that will pass and fall as all the others did. But the great tragedy of life is losing oneself, Magdalina replied. You can command and draw whatever you like into your life through this energy. The greatest lesson I will ever have to give you is this; you can decide your own fate, and as long as you persist, what you desire will always come to pass. Accept your gift again, and you’ll find that things will be easier from now on. You cannot continue to fight without it.

      I took the ball of light from her gently. I held it in my hands, balancing the orb until it slowly dissolved at my fingertips. I knew it’d gone inside of me, and was waiting for me to access it whenever I needed it. “What about you? I don’t think I can do this without you.”

      I didn’t choose to die until I knew there was nothing more I could teach you. I gave you all the knowledge I could. It’s up to you to put that into practice.

      “Does that mean you’re not coming back?”

      I will not incarnate again for many more centuries. I have work to do in Edinmyre, and my time spent living as a mortal distracted me, from both my duties and my harem, Magdalina replied. I am bound to shifters here that I mated in past lives, including the man I married in my most recent life. They deserve my time and attention, as do the thousands of fae that have sworn to be my patrons.

      “So I’ll never see you again?” My voice was choked as I asked the question.

      Don’t be ridiculous, Emmaline. I am all around you— in the knowledge you seek, in the questions you ask, and in the wisdom you carry inside. When it is your time to enter into the Great Hunting Grounds, I will be waiting for you, to welcome you there. You have nothing to worry about. Death cannot stop love, and you can tap into my love for you at any time, and draw strength from it there.

      I took a shaky breath. I wished Magdalina could come back with me, but she was right. She had obligations to other people. And I had a duty, too. To the fae, and all my friends. She told me I couldn’t do this alone, and I was damn tired of trying. Being the Worldweaver and having great power wasn’t enough. In fact, it meant nothing if the people I cared about weren’t behind me.

      You are a champion of Milonna, and one of my most faithful students. Therefore, it is a great privilege of mine to bestow upon you your true name, Magdalina said.

      Magdalina pointed to the trees. A white wolf emerged from the shadows. There was a twist in my gut as I realized that it was the same she-wolf that I’d seen and faced during the Trial of Tears. She was me. My true self, who my soul really was inside.

      Do you recognize her? Magdalina said. Her name is Damawilke. She is the queen wolf.

      Magdalina kissed my forehead. The area around me began to shimmer and bend. I felt my body again, although my spirit was still floating outside of it. I realized that the trance was ending, and I didn’t want it to. I wanted to stay here with her.

      “Wait,” I whispered. I reached out to touch her, but my fingers went through thin air. She was already fading.

      The path before you is full of shadows, Damawilke. All you must do is walk it, Magdalina said. Be brave. And remember always to take what is yours. An alpha doesn’t cower. She demands, and owns what she wishes with a declaration of blood. Proclaim what you want with a vengeance. Only then will it become yours.

      Magdalina gradually left my presence. Soon, I was back in my body, sitting on the soggy ground and feeling cold.

      Lame. Earth wasn’t as cool as Edinmyre. I wanted to go back.

      Arthur was still holding my hands. He blinked slowly as he came out of the trance. I was smiling, but my brother’s face appeared completely stricken.

      Oh, shit. What had he seen?

      Noise at the edge of the trees caught my attention. Ethan was chasing off a couple of shadowy figures with Amantha’s help. Babcia and Bapa knelt by our side and asked, “How do you feel?”

      “A bit spacey,” I replied. I withdrew from Arthur’s grasp to cradle my head.

      “Same,” Arthur replied in a hoarse tone. My eyes managed to focus as Ethan and Amantha came jogging back to us.

      “What were those monsters?” I asked wearily.

      “A couple of wraiths,” Ethan responded. “They were drawn to the area almost immediately when you slipped into the trance.”

      “How long were we out?” I asked.

      “Merely fifteen minutes, I’d say.”

      Had it really been that short? The time I spent with Magdalina felt like hours.

      “Drink this,” Babcia said. “It will restore your strength.”

      She handed me the potion she’d brewed earlier. I sipped it, and found the floating feeling resided. I handed it to Arthur, and he chugged the rest.

      I couldn’t wait to tell everyone about my vision. It came surging out of me. “Our suspicions were right about Lady Magdalina. She’s a goddess,” I said. “She’s Vesna, the Blue Doe of Knowledge. She spoke to me in my vision!”

      “By the gods,” Ethan gasped. “Did she tell you anything about the Unseelie stone?”

      “It’s in the lost city, which is actually an Unseelie haven that was abandoned when the dark fae lost the war,” I explained. “She didn’t know where the city was, though. The Unseelie fae put a curse on it, so the gods wouldn’t be able to find it.”

      “I’ve heard of this place,” Bapa said. “Though it is lost to legend, we may still be able to seek it out.”

      “Wow.” Amantha raised her eyebrows. “I can’t believe it. The Blue Doe of Knowledge herself.”

      “The sly old girl,” Ethan said in a jolly tone. “None of us should be surprised. I often felt honored to serve her. If only I had known I was in the presence of a goddess!”

      Arthur was being awfully quiet. I hoped he wasn’t offended that I’d taken the initiative and blurted out my vision. “What did you learn, Arthur?”

      Arthur hesitated. He put his glasses back on before he said, “I spoke with Neva.”

      “The Phantom Doe of Shadow, and the goddess of time.” I was surprised. She was the most elusive of the gods.

      “Yes, the same. It took me some time to realize who she was. I’d never seen her before.”

      “I’m surprised she spoke with you. She never shows up, not even when she’s summoned,” I said.

      “I did swear myself to her at my Choosing,” Arthur reminded me. “I must’ve pleased her in some way.”

      “What did she tell you?” I asked.

      “I— don’t really wish to discuss it,” Arthur said regrettably. “But… she told me that Vara can never come back.”

      The wind whistled through the clearing, and I said, “I’m really sorry, Arthur.”

      “I had hoped…” He took a heartbroken breath. “Never mind, now. It’s over.”

      “Did you learn your true name?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Arthur replied. “It wasn’t what I expected.”

      Neither was mine. But Arthur didn’t seem like he wanted to talk about it, so I changed the subject. “We should get to learning about this Unseelie city right away.”

      “Agreed,” Arthur said as he sprang to his feet. “I’ll head to the library. There’s no time to lose, after all.”

      He sure was eager to bury himself back in his books. He hurried ahead of me, and kept his back turned. Amantha hastened to his side. She ducked her head and whispered something to Arthur, who replied lowly, giving a glance back at me.

      Okay. I was kind of hurt he was talking to Amantha about whatever he’d seen instead of me, his fucking twin, but whatever. I checked on our bond and found, with an inward recoil, that Arthur had all but severed it off.

      Fuck. That hurt. I didn’t get what his problem was. Was he pissed that I’d been right about bringing Vara back? I was only trying to protect him.

      Ethan strode at my side as we walked through the trees. My grandparents trailed behind, giving us space. “Your vision must’ve been extraordinary. Tell me all about it.”

      It was a good way to distract myself from how my brother was acting, so I retold Ethan everything I could recall from my vision. The estate was drawing near by the time I ended the tale. Ethan shifted back as we entered the house.

      “Damawilke. What a beautiful name,” Ethan said in awe.

      “Yes, but we must be careful about who we tell,” I said. “If our enemies get their hands on my true name, they’ll be able to use it against me.”

      “Of course. We’ll keep it between us for now,” Ethan replied.

      We climbed the stairs, and started on our way to our bedroom. As I passed the nursery, something felt… off. I couldn’t place what, but my hand itched to grab the doorknob and enter the room. A strong instinct, like that of a mother wolf, took over my senses and told me something wasn’t right.

      “I’m going to check on the twins,” I said. The words left my mouth before I even knew what was happening.

      “Why? Let them rest.”

      We’d put the twins to bed shortly after dinner, and long before we’d left for the ceremony. It had to be past midnight. They were sleeping right now. It would be a bad idea to disturb them.

      Yet some sort of niggling feeling at the center of my gut told me I needed to check on them. It was impossible to ignore. “It’ll just take a second. Come on.”

      Perplexed, Ethan followed me into the nursery. Once we entered, the temperature dropped a few degrees. The curtains were drifting in the breeze, as the window was open.

      I was certain I hadn’t left it that way. It was springtime, but the nights were still chilly, and the twins could catch a cold. Had someone else come in here after I’d left?

      I checked on Kazim first. He was fast asleep. I touched his cheek, and he felt warm and comfortable. Nothing wrong here.

      I was starting to think that I was crazy as I looked into Kalina’s crib. She was sleeping, too, and completely undisturbed. Just to double check, I lifted her into my arms and bounced her carefully.

      She didn’t wake up. That was my first clue. Kalina was the easiest baby on Earth to disturb, and she woke up bawling every time. Yet her eyes remained closed and she gave soft breaths as I rocked her back and forth.

      This was my niece… right? It had to be her. Yet something about her was different. She didn’t seem like our baby, but something else.

      I was losing my mind.

      Ethan stiffened as he set eyes on the baby. His nostrils flared, as if he smelled something.

      “Emma, drop it,” Ethan said. He hastily strode my way, as if to knock the child out of my arms.

      “Are you insane?” I hissed, and I yanked Kalina away from him. “I can’t drop a baby!”

      “That’s not Kalina,” Ethan said. His voice took on a growling undertone.

      I went to protest, but the words in my throat died as I watched Kalina’s skin turn from pale to green, scales blooming all over her form, her hands sprouting sharp talons. The creature opened its eyes and revealed yellow eyes with slits for pupils, and a mouth full of bloodthirsty fangs.

      My mouth dropped open in shock as the baby in my arms morphed into a monster. I realized with horror exactly what was going on.

      Kalina was gone, and in her place had been left a changeling.

      I gave a shriek as I realized Kalina had been kidnapped. But that scream died just as the changeling lunged for my throat.
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      The changeling was aiming for the kill, and Emma was the target. I reacted quicker than I knew I could, slapping the changeling from her arms. The creature went sailing across the room with a loud cry and slammed into the wall. Kazim woke up and began crying as the changeling got to its feet and gave a loud wail. I transformed into a wolf and stalked the creature, pinning it against the corner.

      The changeling hissed and spat, swiping its claws at me. I jumped forward and nabbed the creature in my jaws, biting down hard. The blow snapped the creature’s spine. The changeling stopped wriggling, and went still as it accepted death.

      I let the changeling drop from my jaws. Black blood oozed from the puncture wounds on its body. Emma picked up Kazim, cradling him against her chest. Emma bounced Kazim in her arms to get him to stop crying, but he wouldn’t calm down. The boy only wailed louder as I began to examine the room for clues.

      “Was that thing placed here to kill us?” Emma asked.

      “No. It wouldn’t have attacked if we hadn’t realized what it was,” I said. “It would’ve continued to pose and grow as Kalina, to serve the ruse. For years, even.”

      “But where’s Kalina?!” Emma demanded.

      “Someone must’ve taken her, and left the changeling in her place.”

      “Oh, gods.” Emma began to sob, and she held Kazim tighter.

      Adrenaline and panic raced through my veins as my legs threatened to buckle beneath me. I was on the verge of losing control, but I had to remain calm. We wouldn’t find Kalina if we couldn’t keep our heads.

      “What about Kazim? Is he a changeling, too?” Emma asked.

      “No. That’s him. I recognize his scent,” I replied. “But Kalina hasn’t been here for at least an hour or so. They must’ve taken her when you were busy with your ceremony.”

      “This doesn’t make any sense. Why take one twin and not the other?”

      I had no idea. I used my shifter sight to determine what kind of creature may have been here. I saw some kind of forked footprints embedded in the carpet. There was a rich smell like blood, although there wasn’t any to be found in the area.

      That could only mean one thing. I changed back and frowned, wondering just where they might’ve gone.

      “Stryga.” My tone darkened as I realized just what we were dealing with.

      “What are they?” Emma asked.

      “Stryga are a type of demonic fae undead. They’re similar to vampires,” I explained. “They’re usually young women who’ve been killed in a violent way, who rise from their graves to take revenge on the living by feeding on them.”

      I’d dealt with a couple back in my vigilante days. They were not easy monsters to kill.

      “Do you think they’re working for Droga?”

      “If that’s true, I don’t know why they didn’t slaughter everyone in the house.”

      “Droga has to know we’re here.”

      “He’d have been here by now,” I insisted. “These stryga must’ve found us first, and are taking the news back to Droga as we speak.”

      “But why take Kalina with them?”

      “She must’ve been the target,” I mumbled. “But why would they want a little girl? Stryga prefer fully-grown victims, and she wasn’t attacked, she was kidnapped. There would’ve been a mess otherwise.”

      Emma put a hand over her mouth. It was a revealing tell. “What do you know?” I asked.

      “There might be something special about Kalina,” Emma admitted. “Lucien and I suspect she’s a demigod. I didn’t tell you, because it was safer to keep it between ourselves. But if she is a demigod, Droga will want her. And the stryga must know he’ll reward them for bringing her to him.”

      I didn’t know how they’d come to this conclusion, but that didn’t matter at the moment. “We’ll talk about this later. We need to find her.”

      “If they made a portal, they’re in Malovia by now,” Emma moaned.

      “Stryga cannot make portals. They have to travel across countries the old-fashioned way, on foot or with transportation.”

      “So we have time to stop them before they get back to Malovia.”

      “Yes. But we have to leave now, and get on their trail.”

      “Are you even going to be able to catch up?”

      “Shifters are just as quick as vampires.”

      And we were just as strong, too. I was going to rip the heads off these monsters who’d taken our little girl.

      The doors burst open. Arthur came racing in. “I heard someone scream. Is—”

      He glanced at the body of the changeling on the floor. His hand went to his throat when he realized Kazim was there, but not Kalina.

      “A changeling. Stryga,” I said, and Arthur made a choking noise. “They were here recently. If we move now, we can pick up the trail.”

      Arthur’s eyes filled with tears and he gave a few gasping sounds, but he managed to keep it together as he said, “I can smell them, too. Let's move.”

      “What about—” Emma started.

      “The rest of you need to guard the estate, in case other stryga show up,” I said. “We’ll move quicker in a small group. I promise, Emma, we’ll bring her back.”

      Emma sniffed, and a teardrop cascaded down her cheek. But she nodded, and kept Kazim close to her as she hurried out of the room to tell the others.

      Arthur leaned out the open window. “They jumped out the window, then ran around the estate. They avoided the animals, so they wouldn’t make a fuss and alert us.”

      “Exactly my thinking.” Outside was where we had to start looking.

      We raced through the halls. I ran into Stefan so hard that I nearly fell over. He looked like he was in a hurry.

      “Stefan, good. I need you with me,” I said.

      Stefan’s eyes contracted. “Um—”

      “He’s busy,” Kiara said as she and Alexei bustled in. “But we’ll help. You’ll need these.”

      Kiara was carrying a small leather bag. She opened it up, and showed me several sharpened wooden stakes.

      Wooden stakes through the heart were one of the few things that would kill a vampire— besides dismembering them and burning all the pieces.

      Stefan pushed me aside as he hurried on by, and I didn’t fuck around asking questions. “Come on, then.”

      I shifted back into a wolf as we burst outdoors. I put my nose to the ground and started sniffing. I caught on to the stryga’s scent right away, and underneath it, the soft scent of a baby. I jerked my head as an indicator the others should follow.

      Arthur and Alexei shifted. Kiara climbed onto Alexei’s back, and we ran as a unit across the estate. I followed the scent into the woods, until the smell of blood began getting even more prominent, and my gut began to twist.

      Figures on the ground took shape ahead. I skidded to a stop as I saw Ozzie lying on the ground, cradled on Jasper’s lap. Something had happened.

      “Are you two all right?” I asked as I shifted back. Jasper was banged up, and Ozzie was bleeding profusely from two marks on his neck. Jasper had taken off his shirt and bunched it up on the wound, soaking up the blood as it healed.

      “We’ll survive, but it was a tough fight,” Jasper replied. “Stryga, in these woods! Can you believe it?”

      “You were attacked?” Alexei blinked.

      “Yes. We were out for a midnight stroll, but the bastards jumped us,” Jasper spat. “I ran them off, but not before one of them got their fangs in Ozzie.”

      “Is he okay?” Kiara asked.

      “She didn’t take much blood from him, as I ripped her off before she could,” Jasper growled.

      Alexei knelt by Ozzie’s side. “Ozzie, can you hear me? Do you want to tell me what happened?”

      “He can’t remember anything. Stryga venom disorientates the mind,” I said. “He won’t recall the attack, or gather his senses until tomorrow morning.”

      Ozzie moaned. Jasper glanced up at me and said, “Can you help? He needs medical attention.”

      “We would, but the stryga took Kalina,” I told him. “We’re on a chase to get her home.”

      “By the gods.” Jasper’s eyes widened. “I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw stryga wandering these woods. To hear they had a purpose in coming here—”

      “Whatever they were after by taking her, we must move quickly. Do you know where they went?” I asked.

      “They didn’t have Kalina when we were attacked,” Jasper said. “They must’ve found us first, then took her after. They headed toward town.” Jasper pointed behind him.

      Alexei ruffled his feathers. I nodded and said, “Thank you. We’ll move on ahead.”

      “I’ll get Ozzie back to the estate,” Jasper said as he boosted Ozzie into his arms. “The stryga can’t be too far ahead. I pray you find Kalina.”

      I gave him a short nod. We proceeded ahead, until we burst out of the trees and onto a gravel pathway. I kept my nose pressed to the ground until I shifted back at the edge of town. They’d taken the main road— odd— and ran straight into Trua Gleann.

      All of us changed back as we wandered through the darkened streets. This time of night, the town was deserted.

      “The trail is still strong,” Arthur insisted. “It’s this way.”

      I wondered if they were hiding in a building nearby, but the trail led us to an abandoned alleyway, which ended in a brick wall. At the alleyway’s end, all hints of the stryga’s presence vanished, as if they’d disappeared into thin air.

      “The scent just ends here!” Arthur said in frustration. He yanked at his hair, tearing out a chunk.

      Kiara approached the wall. She laid her hand upon it, studying it carefully.

      “There’s some sort of door here. I can sense it has magic,” Kiara said. “But stryga can’t cast portals. I don’t know how it got here.”

      “Perhaps an Unseelie fae created it and left it there for personal use, and the stryga found it,” Alexei suggested.

      “However it got here, we need to go through it. Kiara, can you open it?” I asked.

      Kiara nodded. “Stand back.”

      We took a few steps back as Kiara began weaving her hands. Her yellow magic bloomed at the center of the brick wall, until it turned into a spinning portal. Wherever it ended up had to be nighttime, too, because I couldn’t see where it came out the other side. It was too dark.

      “That opened up pretty fast,” Alexei said.

      “It wasn’t a very strong portal. Whoever made it was weak,” Kiara said.

      Arthur was already charging through it without bothering to make sure it was safe. We followed him— as the portal shut behind us, I turned in place, taking in the sights around us. We’d ended up in another town, and from the looks of the architecture, I’d say we were in France. I’d been here before on my travels as prince, I was sure.

      “Where are we?” Alexei asked.

      “Le Havre,” I replied. “It’s a main travel point for all of Europe. It’s one of the stops for the underground train that goes from London to Paris.”

      “I’ve picked the scent back up,” Arthur said quickly. He jogged ahead. We crossed a few roads before coming to some kind of train station. I could tell Arthur was on the verge of losing it as we burst into the building.

      The station was still open at this time of night. Late trains were coming in from multiple countries. Inside, we followed the scent to a boarding dock… where it abruptly disappeared again.

      “They took a train. Dammit!” Arthur punched a concrete pillar, and a piece of it broke off.

      “They boarded the Malovian Railway,” I said. “They must’ve. It’s the only train that goes directly to Malovia from Le Havre, and the departure screen lists Dolinska as the arrival.”

      “They took the Malovian Railway this late at night?” Alexei questioned.

      “The train occasionally makes midnight stops,” I said. “It’s unusual, but not unheard of, especially at this time of year when spring is turning into summer and fae are traveling.”

      “If that’s the case, we can portal ourselves onto it,” Kiara said quickly.

      “But we don’t know where it is on its route,” Alexei said.

      “It doesn’t matter. We’ve all been there before. So long as I can picture one of the main cabins, I can portal us onto the train,” Kiara said confidently.

      “But we don’t know for sure if the stryga are taking her to Droga. It’s just a guess,” Arthur argued.

      “And if we portal ourselves onto the Malovian Railway and she’s not there, we’ll expose ourselves. Droga will know where we are for sure,” Alexei added.

      “We’ll have to take the gamble,” I said. “Another portal—”

      Kiara was already on it. She gestured for us to follow her to a deserted hallway of the train station. After checking for security cameras, and seeing none, I gave Kiara a nod. Another portal bloomed in front of us, and my stomach dipped as we were magically transported from one place to another.

      The train lurched underneath my feet as I stepped onto it, and I fell forward, smacking my head against one of the windows. I gave a groan and rubbed my head as the others came through behind me. I recognized the interior of The Malovian Railway almost immediately. We had landed in an empty cabin. I was relieved for a moment… until the smell of blood filled my nostrils once more.

      The stench was so overpowering it made me want to vomit. They were definitely on this train. My brother-in-law went for the handle of the cabin without hesitation.

      “Arthur,” I hissed, but he was already moving with no regard for secrecy. He was being irrational.

      I couldn’t blame him. I wanted to rip these vampires to pieces for putting their hands on a defenseless baby, but if we were careless, it’d put her in more danger.

      I grabbed Arthur’s shoulder and held him back. He whipped on me like a cornered dog, teeth clenched as he shoved me back. I hit the wall and fell onto the seat. Alexei moved to block the door, boxing us in the empty cabin.

      “Let me through!” Arthur yelled.

      “Keep your voice down. We don’t want them to know we’re here,” Alexei whispered.

      I got back up— rather painfully— and said, “We need to be cautious. Stryga can read minds.”

      “Can all vampires do that?” Alexei asked fearfully.

      “No, but stryga are demonic and come from fae blood, which makes them more powerful. Hybrids are always more dangerous. They aren’t your average vampire, which means we have to be careful.” I shot the last word at Arthur.

      “I don’t care what they can do. I’m getting my daughter back,” Arthur raged.

      “I’m aware, but letting them know we’re here is going to put her in more danger,” I said.

      “Here.” Kiara performed a spell, and I felt a glamour settle over my skin. “That’ll mask our scent, at least until we find them.”

      Arthur didn’t wait for us to discuss things further. He pushed Alexei out of the way and strode into the hall. Knowing he wouldn’t hold back, we went after him.

      There were vampires all over this train. I couldn’t tell where Kalina was, because the smell of blood was so overpowering. We crept by each cabin, though most of the train seemed empty. I didn’t think anyone else was here, save for the vampires.

      The sound of a baby crying hit my ears. It was coming from one of the illusion rooms on the train. Arthur changed into a wolf and surged ahead, bursting the door down.

      It was the hot springs room— the one where they’d cast magic to make the place look like a tropical paradise. It was a vastly large space, able to fit a few hundred people with multiple entrances.

      Four stryga lounged by the pools underneath the palm trees. They resembled beautiful women in long black dresses, features too perfect to be anything but unnatural.

      One of the stryga had Kalina in her arms. The baby was wailing, her face red from crying and in clear distress. The vampire made no move to comfort her, merely sneered.

      When the stryga heard us enter, their heads jerked up in unison. Their movements were precise and unnerving. They snarled as they spotted us, and jumped to their feet.

      I prepared myself for the worst. I’d only taken on one stryga in my life, and she’d nearly killed me. Even with my friends beside me, I wasn’t sure if we could win this.

      Three of them charged at us with super-speed, their forms a blur as they crossed the area in seconds. The vampire holding Kalina bolted for another doorway on the opposite side of the room.

      Arthur charged after her while the rest of us dealt with the attacking stryga. As they raced toward us, the stryga changed. Their feet became forked, while claws sprouted out of their hands. Long fangs descended from their mouths, and their skin turned a rotting shade of gray. Their eyes turned from silver to black as they prepared to tear us apart with screeches that shattered the air.

      I heard Kiara cast spells, and there were a couple of flashes of light behind me. There was a loud ooph as a vampire tackled Alexei to the ground. Alexei immediately began wrestling with the secondary stryga, a wooden stake in his hand.

      One of the vampires launched herself onto me, and her claws sank into my skin right down to the bone. I gasped, and attempted to tear her off, but her hold was just as strong as mine was. With a snarl, the stryga sank her fangs into my neck, and I gave a gasp of pain.

      When she bit me, a burning sensation rushed through my veins, and I went still with shock. There wasn’t the euphoria I’d heard of that came from the venom of vampires as they were feeding on you. This was drastically painful, and akin to having two daggers in my throat. The stryga sucked greedily, feeding on me with a ravenous hunger that made my guts twist. She was taking a pint by the minute, and would have me drained within a short time if I didn’t do something. She didn’t use her venom, so I kept my mind. Her goal was to kill, not to stun.

      Somehow, I managed to force my paralyzed limbs to move, and used all my strength to pull her away. I ripped the stryga off my neck and tossed her to the floor. Blood spewed from my throat— she’d nearly torn open an artery. She lurched upward with a hiss, crouching on all fours and preparing to strike again.

      “Ethan!” Kiara had tossed me a stake. I grabbed it, then plunged the stake downward just as the vampire leapt into the air. She let out a harsh wheeze as the stake rammed into her heart. She clawed at the area for a moment before going limp. I ripped the stake out and let her body crumple to the floor, then fell to my knees. I pressed a hand to my throat. Blood was still pooling out and making me weak, but the wound was healing quickly. I’d be up again in a few moments.

      If we had that long.

      I looked for Kalina. Arthur had cornered the vampire holding her. The stryga clutched the baby in one hand and swiped at Arthur with another, keeping him at bay with her claws.

      I staggered upward to help him, but something slammed into me with all the force of a car hitting the wall at full speed. Stunned, I gasped for breath. A stryga was sitting on my chest. She lunged forward, tearing her claws into my front. My clothes were immediately cut to ribbons, and my lungs would be next, if I didn’t act.

      I grabbed the stryga by her hair and pulled her off of me. I rolled her underneath me, but she put her forked feet onto my hips and tossed me away. I went sailing into the air and crash-landed into the pool. I struggled to pull myself out, the water running red with my blood as I kept a firm hold on the wooden stake.

      The stryga pounced. She dove into the pool and wrapped her arms around me as she dragged me under the water. She held me there, grip tightening around my torso as her hold cracked my ribs. I winced, trying to stay conscious despite the pain of it all.

      She’s trying to drown me. I flailed as I felt myself losing oxygen. With the loss of blood that I’d already experienced, I found little strength to fight back. My eyes began to roll back in my head as the vampire kept me within her grasp. I desperately wanted air, but the surface was far out of reach.

      A set of talons latched onto the stryga’s shoulder and pulled us out of the water. I saw stars as I took a breath of life, and my head began pounding. Alexei had transformed, and his claws were deep in the vampire’s shoulders as he lifted us out of the pool.

      I managed to wriggle my arm free as I kicked the stryga off of me. I stabbed her in the heart, and the vampire let out a scream of pain, her head lolling to the side as I wrenched the stake back out, creating a mangled hole in her chest where her dead heart once resided. Alexei dropped the body, where it floated in the water as he helped me out of the pool.

      My vision swam as I took note of the room. Alexei had killed the vampire that attacked him… but the stryga that had gone after me had originally attacked—

      “Kiara.” Alexei gave a strangled noise. Adrenaline returned my senses to me as I saw her lying on the ground, her eyes distant and bleeding heavily from the neck. Her body twitched as she went into shock from the toxicity of the venom.

      We hurried to her side. Alexei danced nervously as I looked her over. She hadn’t been completely drained, but she was even worse off than I was, and she wouldn’t heal as quickly as I could.

      “Check her bag,” Alexei rasped. Kiara’s fingers twitched. I scrambled to find it, and it was only a few feet away. I rummaged through it, until I found a common healing potion which we could use for an antidote.

      This would mitigate the effects of the venom and restore enough of her blood to get us out of here— I hoped. I tipped the potion into Kiara’s mouth, and she drank it, although she didn’t wake up.

      I got to my feet and searched for Kalina. My unease settled as I saw Arthur striding toward us with Kalina in his arms, trying to comfort her. Kalina was still crying uncontrollably, shaking her fists and screaming.

      The body of the stryga was scattered behind him. Arthur had torn off the vampire’s head and dismembered the rest of the body, leaving her in pieces.

      “Is she okay?” I had to raise my voice so he could hear me above Kalina’s wails.

      “They didn’t hurt her,” Arthur replied. “They definitely wanted to deliver her to Droga.”

      They still could, if we didn’t get off this train. The rest of the stryga knew we were here. The scent of spilled blood would make them come running.

      “Arthur, we need a portal—” I began, but I was cut off by the sound of another voice speaking.

      “I don’t think so.”

      That voice. It made a cockroach skitter up my spine as I recognized it. I had to be insane from the loss of blood, because this couldn’t be true.

      I recognized her blonde hair, though her eyes had changed to silver. Besides that, her features still resembled her own… although they looked false in a way, as if someone had reconstructed them from magic. Her head, which I’d watched roll from her neck from my executioner’s strike, had been sewn back onto her corpse. The stitching made a thin scar as she approached me with her fangs elongated.

      “Chastity,” I snarled. The sight of my ex-girlfriend, raised from the dead, made my lip curl.

      “I’d say it was nice to see you again, but I’d be lying,” Chastity hissed. The smell of Ozzie’s blood was heavy on Chastity’s form, and redness lined her mouth. She’d been the one who’d attacked him.

      “How is this possible?” I took a step in front of Arthur, to protect Kalina. Chastity wasn’t getting anywhere near her.

      “Well, you did kill me in a violent way, if you so remember,” Chastity replied.

      “You deserved it for trying to poison my wife,” I replied harshly.

      “I should’ve finished the job,” Chastity sneered. “My parents are loyal to Queen Gabriella. She gave them the necessary materials to raise me from my grave. Although, I have to say, my life’s been much better since I’ve been dead. Or, undead, rather. All thanks to you.”

      “They cursed you.”

      She laughed. “You think being a vampire is a curse? I’m stronger than I ever was. I’m faster, more beautiful, and I’ll live forever. I can hear every stupid thought that’s echoing through your head.”

      “It’s no exchange for being in the Great Hunting Grounds with the gods.”

      “What a pathetic way to think. I am a god now. And this world is my paradise. I no longer need to worship anyone. I have the power to give myself whatever I want. Now hand over the baby.”

      “Why do you want her?” I growled. As we spoke, more stryga began filing in behind Chastity from the doors that led into the illusion room— dozens of them. They filled the area, watching us with hungry eyes. I would’ve collapsed in fear, if not for the instinct to protect the child behind me. I’d die for her if I had to, and it could possibly be this night.

      “She’s remarkable. You really have no idea, do you?” Chastity asked. “Whatever. You don’t need to know the details. You’ll be dead in a minute. I’ll be sure to make your death just as terrifying as mine was. You never deserved to be king, Ethan. The greatest joy of my life was watching your reign fall— secondary only to what I’m going to do to that little bitch wife of yours once you’re out of the way.”

      Chastity snapped her fingers, and the stryga sprung. Alexei lifted Kiara into his arms, and Arthur had seconds to create a shield as we began running in the other direction. The stryga slammed against the shield, creating cracks. Their claws tore at Arthur’s magic as we escaped the room through the back door.

      “That shield won’t last forever. We need a new plan!” Arthur cried. He jostled Kalina, who was crying harder than ever.

      “Then make us a portal so we can leave!” I shouted.

      “We can’t portal out of here,” Arthur stated. “Even if we do, the stryga will come right back to the estate, or tell Droga where we are. We have to kill them all.”

      “How? There are too many of them,” I panted.

      “They can’t do anything if they’re nothing more than ashes.” Alexei opened a pocket inside Kiara’s bag, and my jaw dropped as I saw several potion vials lining the inside.

      Explosives. Thank the gods for Kiara. “The fire from the explosives should kill them.”

      “Yeah, and us, if we don’t get off this train!” Arthur yelled.

      “There’s no time to wait for the train to stop. We’ll need to jump. Get to planting those explosives,” I barked.

      “I can set them all off at the same time once they’re placed,” Alexei said. “But we need to have an exit. If we make a portal they’ll just follow us through.”

      “We’ll have to leap off the back of the train, and hope we don’t break our necks,” Arthur said.

      “Can’t we fly off?” I asked.

      “At the speed we’re going, the wind will catch our wings and send us smashing against the train, or into the ground,” Alexei said quickly. “We’ll have to fall on something soft.”

      “I can conjure something. I’m strong enough,” Arthur insisted. “It’s the only plan we got.”

      I used my magic to glue the potion vials to the wall. Alexei stumbled after us, clutching Kiara as Arthur headed toward the back of the train with Kalina.

      I heard a sound like glass breaking, and the screeches of the stryga as they drew near.

      “They’ve overheard our thoughts. They know we’re going to blow up the train!” Alexei yelled.

      “Then let’s move!” We’d only covered half the train, but it would have to do. The train shook as the vampires stampeded toward us. The three of us fled to the back of the train, where Arthur was waiting.

      “Come on!” he shouted. He was waiting by an open door, which led to the caboose.

      I dared to glance behind me. My heart stopped as I saw dozens of stryga running on all fours, covering the walls, the ceiling, as they crawled toward us at super-speed. Chastity was leading them, a vicious smile on her bloody face.

      The landscape raced by in a blur as we stepped onto the balcony. Terror bloomed in my gut as I looked below. The train had to be going over a hundred miles an hour. This was crazy.

      But it was either leap from the train, or be eaten by vampires. Arthur blasted off the guard rail with his magic and clutched Kalina to his chest, protecting her. Alexei placed one last explosive on the back of the train.

      “Now!” Alexei screeched. He took the leap, holding onto Kiara. We all followed suit, jumping off the train at the same time he did.

      The explosives went off, making a ringing sound in my ears. The platform we’d been standing on immediately went up in flames as a tunnel of fire raced down the hallway we’d just fled through. I swore I heard Chastity scream as she and her horde were consumed by the fire.

      At the speed we were going, I was certain we’d smash against the ground, breaking our bones to bits. The ground rushed up to meet me, and I closed my eyes to brace for the impact. Yet my body hit something soft, which immediately cushioned my fall.

      I opened my eyes as I rolled off whatever had caught me. It was a giant airbag, the kind that stunt actors landed on when performing dangerous acts. Arthur had conjured us a safe place to land just in time. He cradled Kalina against him, who looked fine. The baby had grown too tired to cry, and was making tiny mewling sounds as her wide eyes searched her father’s face.

      I looked down the track. The Malovian Railway was still going, momentum driving it forward as the explosives continued to go off, turning the locomotive into nothing more than a fiery bullet. Parts from the train ricocheted off as the train began breaking into pieces. Eventually, the train tipped off the tracks and landed on its side, going up in a fiery display. I heard nothing but the cries of dying stryga fading into the night as I got to my feet.

      When Alexei slid off the airbag with Kiara in his arms, it vanished completely. Arthur took a few deep breaths and said, “Right. That’s settled. We should get home.”

      He cast a portal, and waited for us to walk on through. Now that Kalina was no longer in danger, he had recovered his senses. Good thing, too. He could be as reckless as Emma when he lost his head. It wasn’t something I wanted to deal with again.

      “Is Kiara okay?” I asked Alexei.

      “She’s still out of it. She’ll be okay, but the venom will make her forget everything. We’ll fill her in once she wakes up,” he said.

      “That was the craziest thing I’ve ever done,” Arthur breathed.

      “Yeah, and for us, that’s saying something,” Alexei added with a laugh.

      “Do you think Chastity…” I glanced back toward the smoking remnants of the train.

      “Gods, let’s hope so. I never want to deal with the likes of her again,” Arthur spat.

      “She’s definitely ashes with the rest of them,” Alexei said with a resolute nod.

      I wholeheartedly agreed. The portal took us back to the estate grounds, where we appeared on the front porch. Alexei headed inside immediately with Kiara, but Arthur hesitated, giving a scowl as he jostled the baby.

      I noticed, and placed a hand on his shoulder. “You can rest easy. We got Kalina back.”

      “We almost didn’t,” Arthur said. “This is my fault. If I had been a more attentive father—”

      “You lost your mate. You didn’t abandon your children,” I insisted.

      “No. My children needed me, and I let them down. I’ve been so lost in grief that it’s put them in danger,” Arthur said firmly. “I can’t make the same mistake again. Kalina could’ve lost her life today.”

      “All of us would do anything to make sure the twins are safe. They’re your children, but they belong to everyone here. We all love them,” I stated firmly. “We’re here to support you with whatever you need.”

      The door opened. Emma rushed out. “Oh, gods.” She started crying when she saw Kalina. “She’s okay!”

      To see Emma so emotional was a rare sight that melted the core of me. My insides turned to butter as I watched her weep over the child. I knew my heart had made the right decision to put Kalina’s life ahead of my own. Emma adored these kids. I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if I had come home without the little one.

      “She’s quite well, actually,” Arthur said. In Emma’s presence, the baby had calmed. Her little eyes lolled, like she was about to go to sleep. Emma brushed her hair back and kissed Kalina on the head.

      “I’m going to give her a bottle and put her to bed. Little lass had a long night,” Arthur said.

      He slipped inside with Kalina. Emma’s shoulders slackened, and she said, “You have no idea how happy I am to see you. I thought for sure—”

      “Don’t speak of it. She’s home, and safe, and that’s exactly what we hoped for.”

      I’d tell her about Chastity in the morning. We’d had enough excitement for one night.

      Emma wiped her face of tears and put on a smile. “But, since you’re back… it’s happened.”

      “What’s happened?”

      “The best thing.” She took my hand and led me upstairs. There was the sound of another baby— though I didn’t think it was Kazim.

      I felt a grin spread across my face as I entered Stefan and Delmare’s quarters. Delmare was lying back on the bed. In her arms was a precious little boy with a mess of black hair. Stefan’s chest was puffed out, like he couldn’t be prouder.

      “Ah, so this is why you were busy,” I said as I entered the room. I shook Stefan’s hand and said, “Congratulations.”

      “Look at him! Isn’t he perfect?” Stefan boasted.

      “He’s so big for a newborn,” Emma said, leaning down.

      “Nine pounds,” Stefan bragged.

      “And he eats like a cow,” Delmare added. She nuzzled him before she added, “But he’s ours.”

      “What’s his name?” I asked.

      “Isaak,” Delmare said. “It definitely fits.”

      “How are you feeling?” Emma asked as she sat on the edge of the bed.

      Delmare shrugged. “Giving birth wasn’t as hard as I thought it was going to be, and he came pretty quick. I am tired, though.”

      Stefan brushed back his mate’s hair with a look of affection. I felt so happy for them. It was a little odd, seeing a friend you’d known since childhood become a father, yet endearing. Stefan had a family now, and another reason to fight for the future. With the birth of Isaak, things felt a little brighter in the world.

      Yet tonight could’ve just as easily ended in tragedy. Kalina was safe, for now, but if she was as powerful as Chastity hinted she was, others would come for her. They wouldn’t stop, either. Monsters and villains of all kinds would do whatever it took to have her in their grasp, unless we kept her abilities a secret and did what we could to suppress her magic until she came of age. We couldn’t do that until we knew what kind of power we were dealing with.

      It was time to learn exactly what Kalina being a demigod meant for all of us. Before it put her, and the rest of our family, in danger once again.
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      I was glad Ethan had torn into those vampires and left them for dust. They’d taken our Kalina, and gods, if they had done anything to hurt her, they’d have experienced the full wrath of the Worldweaver. I thought for sure I was going to lose my mind waiting for Ethan to return with her, but come back he did, and with not a scratch on the baby.

      It didn’t surprise me that Chastity had been behind this. The bitch was too bitter to stay in a grave, where she fucking belonged. I was glad that Chastity had been consumed by the flames like the other stryga. We knew she was dead— she’d go straight to Droga if she wasn’t— but that she’d dared to set a hand on our baby made me want to go to the Underworld and kick her ass all over again.

      If she somehow made it out, and came back for our family, I’d utterly destroy her. Chastity’s parents wouldn’t have anything to resurrect once I blew her to pieces. That was a promise.

      “What are you reading, Emma?” Odette asked. We were in the nursery, and it was nearly time to get the twins ready for bed. The twins were lying on a blanket on the floor, while Delmare was nursing Isaak. He really did eat a lot— he was like his dad, who was determined to eat my grandparents out of house and home.

      “It’s a book on the goddesses,” I told her, holding it up. “I read the chapter on Vesna to see if there were any clues that might help us find the Unseelie stone, but I didn’t learn anything about her that isn’t already taught by the high priestesses.”

      “No wonder I was so fond of Magdalina,” Kiara said as she fitted a new shirt on Kazim. “I swore myself to Vesna, after all.”

      “We all did, in a way. I’m moving on to the chapter about Neva now.” I turned a page. I’d already read about Milonna, my own goddess, and hadn’t found anything groundbreaking either. It was interesting, if a little repetitive.

      Neva’s chapter of the book was the smallest. It was like the high priestesses didn’t know much about her, even though, according to the book, she’d incarnated the most on Earth out of all the gods. I read through the passages about her past lives, intrigued. The goddess of time had never directly interfered in fae politics or war, although most of her incarnations appeared whenever Malovia was in a time of peril.

      A new passage caught my attention. I read it aloud in a whisper, bringing the book closer to my face to make sure I read it right. “Besides being the goddess of time, Neva is also known as the patron goddess of writers, most particularly journalists, as they are seen to have influence over time and space with the power of their words, which remain to influence others even after their passing.”

      A thought came to me. Arthur had told me that shifters who fell in love with goddesses went mad with grief after they died…

      “Oh my gods!” I yelped. I nearly fell out of my rocker. Kalina let out an alarmed wail before she settled down.

      “What is it?” Kiara asked, fully alarmed.

      “I’ve got to talk to my brother!” I tucked the book under my arm and ran out of the nursery without another explanation. I had to pick up my dress skirt so I could move quickly, and I cursed myself for wearing it. I used to be a jeans kind of girl, but being queen had made me more comfortable in skirts instead of pants, and it was hard to break that habit now. Unfortunately, you didn’t really move quickly in a floor-length tulle dress.

      He was in the library, where I supposed he would be. He looked up the moment I entered. He was surrounded by a stack of books on all sides.

      “It’s a bit early to be slamming doors open, wouldn’t ye think?” Arthur asked crossly.

      I tossed the book on the table and slid into the seat across from him. “Why didn’t you tell me that Vara was the goddess of time?”

      He blinked. His mouth dropped open, and he stuttered, “Wh…what?”

      Oh, gods. He hadn’t known.

      I bet Vara hadn’t either.

      I took a deep breath. “Okay. This is going to sound insane, but I think Vara might’ve been one of Neva’s incarnations.”

      “No. That’s impossible,” Arthur stated. “I spoke to Neva during my naming ceremony. She didn’t look like my Vara. She was a doe— like in all the stories.”

      “Did she ever transform? The gods have deer and fae forms both,” I stated.

      Arthur stared at me. Then he looked away as he hunched over the table. “No.”

      “It makes sense, Arty,” I insisted. “She loved being a journalist, and Neva is the goddess of writers. You haven’t been right since she’s been gone… what if it’s more than grief? What if you’re suffering from losing the love of a goddess, and not just a mate?”

      “If she’s a goddess, why didn’t she tell me?” he asked harshly.

      “Because maybe she didn’t know herself. Lady Magdalina told me she hadn’t realized she was the goddess of knowledge until much later in life,” I said. “Vara didn’t have enough time to remember who she truly was, or time to access her true power. That’s why she wasn’t accomplished at magic.”

      “That doesn’t explain why she didn’t show herself to me during my vision,” Arthur argued.

      A realization slammed into my gut and made me feel guilty as hell. “Maybe she didn’t think you were ready to know.”

      And I’d just blown the whole thing without a second thought as to how my grieving brother would take the news. I was a fucking idiot.

      Arthur fisted a hand in his hair. He appeared so conflicted. “If this is true, I… I can’t believe I never realized.”

      “I think maybe you did know, in your heart,” I said. “You swore yourself to Neva at your Choosing, when it’s unheard of for a shifter to be a patron of a goddess. You told me yourself you’d be interested in being a part of Neva’s harem— because you are. She chose you as one of her mates.”

      Arthur frowned. He was still trying to convince himself it could be true. “This all seems so circumstantial. I’m a researcher, Emma. I like facts. Where’s the real evidence?”

      “Your daughter is the evidence. People are after her because she has power,” I pointed out. “What if she inherited some of Neva’s abilities, and is one of the sidhe fae?”

      Arthur fiddled with his glasses. “You may be right.”

      Since the kidnapping, Arthur had been told about Kalina’s demigod potential, but we hadn’t discussed it in detail just yet.

      The door opened. Lucien brightened when he saw both of us. “Ah, there you two are. Come. We need to have a discussion about the twins.”

      Looks like we were about to have that conversation right now.

      Arthur and I glanced at each other before we followed Lord Lucien down to the dining room. When we got there, I saw Ethan sitting at the center of the table, looking between both ends. Babcia and Bapa were seated at one side of the table, my mother, the other.

      Oh, great. I bet this was going to be a real brawl. You couldn’t get my grandparents and my mother in the same room together without some kind of meltdown.

      I cautiously took a seat beside Ethan, and Arthur sat beside me. Lucien took a seat beside Mom and placed an arm around her shoulder as he said, “Now that we’re certain the stryga won’t return, what we need to decide is how much precaution we’re willing to take with Kalina.”

      Lucien cleared his throat. Babcia leaned forward and said, “The stryga wouldn’t want Kalina unless she had more power than they themselves did— and that kind of magic is tremendous. If we were unsure of her demigod abilities before, we can’t be now. She is a demigoddess. It’s dangerous if others have access to that type of knowledge.”

      “There might be more,” I began. I looked at Arthur, and he gave me a nod. “Arthur and I have been discussing. We believe that Vara might’ve been Neva incarnated.”

      There were notes of surprise around the table. Even my grandparents looked shocked, and nothing got to them. Ethan rubbed his chin and said, “This is interesting. What are the odds that we had not one goddess in our midst, but two?”

      “Astronomical,” Arthur replied. “But still possible.”

      “When I look back at everything that’s happened, yes, it could be true,” Bapa muttered.

      “If this is true, Kalina could’ve inherited Neva’s abilities. A sidhe fae as well— a daughter of a goddess mother, and a mortal father,” Lucien marveled. “That would make her the strongest sorceress of her time.”

      “Once she’s come of age,” I said. “Right now, she’s just a baby. And we have at least seventeen years, maybe more, before she’s able to use her magic to protect herself. We have to keep her safe during that time.”

      There was a bout of silence, where Lucien said, “We knew Emma was the Worldweaver before she was even born, and Kalina being a demigod is even more dangerous. We have to be willing to take drastic measures in order to preserve her life.”

      “What are you playing at?” Arthur narrowed his eyes, and I similarly bristled.

      Lucien sighed. “I beg you to forgive me, but the matter seems obvious. Arthur has to take Kalina far away from here, and raise her on his own. One of us will take Kaz.”

      Arthur immediately jumped up and slammed his hands on the table. “Ah, fuck no. You aren’t suggesting it.”

      “There may not be another option,” Lucien said calmly.

      “I’m her father. I have more right than anyone to decide what happens to her,” Arthur growled. “She needs to stay with Kaz, and I need to stay with my son. They’ve already lost their mother. There’s nothing more important than keeping our family together.”

      “Being a parent means making sacrifices,” Mom shot at him. “Sometimes you have to choose.”

      Shut up, Mom. This wasn’t what he needed right now. My grandparents stiffened. I knew damn well Babcia wanted to tell her off, but she kept her mouth shut. Wouldn’t for much longer, though.

      Lucien drummed his fingers on the table. “You have to consider the possibility that it might be safer for them to be seperated.”

      “No. I’m with Arthur,” I said immediately. “It was cruel that you guys split us up when we were kids. We damn sure aren’t going to let that happen to the twins.”

      “I for one agree with our grandchildren. We thought it was foolish for Evonna to take Emma and leave Arthur behind. It would be a mistake to do the same thing twice,” Babcia said.

      “You don’t have a say in this. You’re just a great-grandparent,” Mom snarled.

      “They have as much say as anyone! They raised me, which is less than I can say of you!” Arthur bellowed.

      Mom wrinkled her nose and rolled her eyes, like she didn’t really care what Arthur thought of her anymore. And maybe she didn’t. She had Lucien now. Her kids might as well be meaningless.

      “Arthur, sit down,” Ethan said gently. “We can work out an agreement that benefits everyone, especially the twins.”

      Arthur slowly sank into his seat, but he was about to go off again at a moment’s notice. Our twin bond was tight… like Arthur was a fuse that’d already been lit.

      Mom gave a long, dramatic sigh, like she was bored and this was taking up her precious time. “What if both of the twins have these amazing abilities? It would be better if they weren’t together, so whoever is after them wouldn’t be able to take both of them at once.”

      “Kazim is normal. An average supernatural, possibly not even talented,” I stated. “There isn’t power in him like there is in Kalina.”

      “And how do you know?” Mom asked.

      I didn’t want to tell her about the key— kinda because I didn’t really trust her with that information, but more so because right now, she was really pissing me off. “I’m the Worldweaver. I can sense power. Kazim isn’t as strong as his sister. He never will be.”

      Mom waved me off. Ethan squeezed my knee under the table, and I settled at his touch.

      Forget Mom. This was about doing what was best for the babies. I didn’t know why she wanted to hammer this point home so badly. Didn’t she regret separating Arthur and I? Why would she want to do that to Kazim and Kalina?

      Maybe my Mom wanted Arthur to experience some of that pain. So he’d know what it felt like, and she wouldn’t have to be alone.

      Understandable motives. Still fucked up.

      “Listen here. There is no way I’m separating my children, so everyone here can get that out of their heads,” Arthur seethed. “What are our other options?”

      “You could leave the estate,” Lucien offered. “Take the twins somewhere even more isolated, where it’ll be hard for anyone to find you.”

      A surge of terror slammed into me, though I knew it was selfish. I didn’t want the twins to leave, because I wanted them with me.

      But if it wasn’t what was best for them, it didn’t matter. I’d suffer if it meant keeping them safe.

      “I don’t think that’s wise,” Ethan said. “Here at the estate, we have multiple people here to protect them. If Arthur is out on his own with the twins, they could be better hidden, but if there is an attack, he’ll quickly be overwhelmed trying to fend off multiple foes on his own.”

      “We can’t just do nothing,” Mom complained.

      “Why not?” Babcia shot at her. “The estate is a safe place for us all. It can remain so for the twins, if we increase our magical protections and become even more cautious as to who’s out there.”

      “Droga will find this place eventually. We all know that,” Lucien said tiredly.

      “Then give us more time,” I pleaded. “I’m certain we can find the last Crystal and put a stop to all of this.”

      “Even if Droga is defeated, Kalina still won’t be safe. There is no shortage of evil in the world, and monsters will always come for her,” Lucien argued.

      “But if we do defeat Droga, we’ll be in a much better position to protect her,” Ethan stated. “We’ll have more resources, and won’t be distracted.”

      “And Kalina will have to come back to Malovia anyway, once she has to learn her magic. It’s the same situation we were in with me all over again. Let’s do it differently this time,” I pleaded.

      “We can’t, Emma. The safety of my grandchildren are at stake,” Mom spat.

      “Give them a chance to prove themselves,” Bapa argued.

      Mom let out a cruel laugh. “Why? I wasn’t given the same option. I had no choice.”

      But then Lucien laid his hand on hers, and something in her eyes changed. Her tone became less harsh as she said, “You’ve got one more year to fix this, Emma. We can’t keep bargaining with the safety of the family like this.”

      I didn’t have much time left anyway. I was fated to die next winter, if my prophecy was right. I was determined to make sure the twins were safe before that time came.

      “You shouldn’t be making demands. This is Arthur’s decision,” Babcia said firmly.

      “Arthur is too young to understand. I was too young. I’m his mother. I have been through this, and I know the consequences!” Mom shouted.

      “He and his sister have been through more than you can ever imagine,” Bapa barked back.

      Mom snorted. “Like you would know.”

      Okay, I’d had enough of this. This family war had crossed the line. I didn’t care about it, until it started hurting the twins. And right now, it didn’t seem like anyone at this table could be an adult, save for me, my mate, and my brother.

      “You guys really need to make up,” I said. “The twins deserve a united family. Not one that’s arguing all the time.”

      “We aren’t the ones holding a grudge,” Babcia rebutted.

      “Let’s just lay it on the table. You don’t like Mom because she’s prejudiced against Unseelie fae, and she doesn’t like you because she thinks she needs to be the center of Dad’s world at all times,” I stated bluntly.

      “How dare you!” Mom belted.

      “It’s the truth, Mom, don’t try to act like it isn’t,” I said. My mom was totally the type to tell a guy that he needed to give up his parents— and everyone else— for her.

      Mom huffed and tossed her hair over her shoulder. “I deserve to enjoy the twilight years of my life with the man I love, after everything I’ve given up.”

      Oh, gods. My mom was barely forty. She might be a grandma, but she was nowhere near entering the nursing home. Her twilight years. Psh. Someone get her an Oscar for Actress of the Year.

      Arthur crossed his arms. He made his next statement very slowly. “Even if you don’t like each other… even if you hate each other… you have to act like you don’t. For the twins’ sake. They deserve to grow up in a stable family that isn’t arguing all the time. As their father, I have to protect them from that kind of neglect. So I say anyone who brings any drama around my kids won’t be around them long enough to do permanent damage.”

      “Arthur!” Mom gasped.

      “Ye heard me, Ma. I won’t tolerate anyone acting this way in front of my children,” Arthur stated firmly. “So either shape up, or ship out.”

      Mom stuck out her lip and pouted, while my grandparents didn’t say anything. I was certain my grandparents could bite their tongues and keep it together, for Kazim and Kalina’s sake. Mom, not so much.

      “I think we’ve discussed all we can, for now,” Lucien said. “We’ll pick this conversation back up if the twins’ safety proves too hard to maintain here.”

      Mom couldn’t wait to get out of there. She stormed out like some starlet who’d been told she couldn’t have a new purse. Lucien didn’t bother to rush after her, which surprised me.

      Bapa and Babcia gave us nods as they left. They thought we’d done the right thing. At least they’d always support us.

      “You okay?” I asked Arthur as I turned to him.

      “Yeah,” he said with a weary sigh. “Just wish things weren’t so complicated.”

      That I agreed with. “You still thinking about Vara being a goddess?”

      He gave a ghost of a smile. “Now that I’ve had a moment to process the idea, it’s actually somewhat… comforting.”

      “Yeah?” My hopes brightened.

      “It is. She’s always with me. But I think I need some time alone with it… to process.”

      I totally got that. “Let me know if you need me.”

      “Always will.” Arthur squeezed my arm, and it gave me a sense of comfort. Our twin bond felt strong again. I knew he missed Vara, but maybe now that he knew she was a goddess, it could give him some sort of peace.

      “Emma, Ethan,” Lucien said briskly. “I want you with me. Come along.”

      Uh-oh. Were we in trouble? I’d probably been too straightforward during that whole conversation.

      We followed Lucien outside. It was a starlit night, perfect for spell-casting. The only sound that could be heard were the waves hitting the rocks on the cliffside.

      Lucien took us to the middle of the gardens, where he turned around. As he faced us, he said, “If you’re serious about keeping the twins here, you have to learn shadow manipulation, Emma. There can’t be any gaps in your arsenal. You must be willing to use whatever power is at your disposal to protect them, even if it’s painful for you to go into the deepest parts of yourself to summon it.”

      I immediately felt resistance. I wanted to say no, but Lucien was right. Shadow manipulation was powerful. I could use it to defeat Droga and Gabby. I had failed to perform it before, but I wouldn’t fail again, because I had no other choice. I couldn’t keep denying that I had to walk down this path, if I wanted to be successful in my quest.

      “I’m willing to do whatever it takes to protect the twins,” I said.

      Lucien nodded. “Very well. Sit down, please. Ethan, you’ll need to anchor her. Perhaps with a mate, Emma will be able to access the darkest parts of herself easier.”

      The three of us sat down on the grass. Ethan changed into a wolf and laid his head on my lap. I placed both hands on his fur to keep me grounded as Lucien began the meditation. “Imagine you are going down a dark tunnel, deep inside yourself. It is dark there, with no light other than the one you hold in your hand…”

      Lucien’s voice faded into the background as I fell heavily into the meditation. I saw the tunnel that Lucien spoke of, and my spirit began proceeding toward the exit as if it had a form of its own. My illusion magic made everything seem real, just as it had before.

      This time, though, I could still feel my body back on Earth, because I was holding on to Ethan. His fur was a tether, reminding me I could return to our bond at any time if I wanted a break from confronting my inner darkness.

      I got to the door at the end of the tunnel and opened it. I entered into the same gray forest I had months ago. Everything was identical, from the dark trees to the overcast sky. Nothing had changed.

      Standing in the middle of the forest was myself. She still wore that same shroud of black, a veil over her face. I approached her with more confidence than I had the first time, though her deadened expression didn’t change.

      She opened her mouth, and her red lips whispered, “You will die.”

      A shiver ran up my spine at her words, but I remembered Ethan’s touch, and remained where I was. “We all die,” I said, repeating the words Lady Magdalina had said to me months ago. “It really isn’t anything special.”

      “Ethan will suffer.”

      My throat got tight. I’d backed out when my shadow self had insisted I had to accept his grief, but I already had. The fact that it still hurt didn’t change reality, or my willingness to be content with that. “He’s able to accept the consequences of my death. As am I.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Are you really willing to let him go?”

      I wasn’t, deep down inside. I would never be. But I knew what would be, would come to pass. I’d learned that after Droga had destroyed Dolinska.

      “We are each other’s destiny, but I have another job to fulfill,” I said.

      “Aren’t you afraid?”

      “Of course I’m afraid. I’m more scared than I’ve ever been in my entire life,” I said. “But I can’t let that fear keep me from achieving what the gods have planned for me. I have faith that Ethan and I will be together no matter what happens. And at the same time, I have faith that I will accomplish my destiny. Somehow, everything will be all right in the end. Even if it doesn’t feel like it ever will be.”

      “When you’re willing to accept the darkest part of yourself, that surrender becomes power,” she said. “Are you truly willing to surrender yourself to your destiny, no matter what might happen?”

      “Yes,” I stated confidently. “I don’t have to change the future, or try to rectify the past. I just have to keep moving forward no matter what happens. I believe in myself. And I believe that once this is over, life in Malovia will be happy again for all faekind. That’s worth any personal sacrifice. Even if Ethan and I have to part ways for a while, we’ll never be away from each other for long. I love him, and he loves me. So I don’t have to be afraid of the ending. I know he is mine, and that I belong to him.That kind of love transcends everything. Nothing can stop it, not even death.”

      It’s what Lady Magdalina had taught me, and what I knew to be true. Droga could raise all his armies. He could destroy the entire world, and it still wouldn’t matter. There was a knowing in my heart that even if I died, Ethan and I would be together again. We’d faced evil kings, defeated demons, and ruled a nation as one.

      I was no longer afraid of losing him. Love like this didn’t come along every lifetime. I was lucky to have experienced it at all, and I’d go to my grave grateful that I’d met him… met all of them, actually. Despite everything I’d been through, my friends were worth it. I’d been so lonely before I came to Malovia, but now, I had a family… a crazy, stupid family, full of nutty people who were willing to follow me anywhere, even to the worst of places. The happy days I spent with them always made the sun shine through, reaching me in my darkest moments. Somehow, even in this hell that Droga had made, they’d made it heaven.

      It would be an honor to give myself up for that.

      I knew in the end, everything would be okay, because I’d decided it would be. I had my community behind me, and that’s all I really needed.

      I’d been surviving for myself, but you know what? I wanted to live for them.

      “Are you done getting in your own way?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You don’t have to wait for happiness. You can have it right now, at any time you wish. You just have to choose to accept it,” she said. “Why do you sabotage yourself?”

      I took a minute to think about it before I responded. I guess I did sabotage my happiness. I didn’t take care of my health as carefully as I should, because it was tedious, and being chronically ill was draining as well as tiresome. I pushed my friends away and isolated myself, because it was easier to be alone than it was to be with them. I doubted my own power and had given up hope that I could ever be queen again, because that dream seemed so far away now. Despite doing everything I could to achieve that dream, I hadn’t been able to hold on to it, and more than anything else, I worried about failing again.

      It’d been easier for me to be sad… because sadness was comfortable. When I was sad, I didn’t feel the pressure to push myself. I could be alone, and not put any expectations on myself, because holding on to the hope that those dreams could come true and experiencing the disappointment of losing them was worse than the depression.

      Sadness was safe. Loneliness was safe. My mother had kept me away from other people all my life, and so, I knew how to be lonely, even if it hurt. Waiting for the end didn’t require you to do anything. You didn’t have to fight back. There was no change required on my part.

      That wasn’t who I was, though. Not since I’d come to Malovia. After we’d lost Dolinska, I’d forgotten.

      “You don’t think you deserve happiness.” My clone spoke, and what she’d said was revolutionary. I didn’t think that I deserved it— and it wasn’t because we’d lost the crown. That feeling had never left me, not since I’d first come to Malovia long ago. I had imposter syndrome beyond reasoning, a voice in my head saying I was putting on some kind of show, and someday, everyone would realize just how weak I really was on the inside.

      Why? Why couldn’t I be enough? This went beyond failing to feel gratitude. I still hadn’t gotten to the core of my issues, and although I felt like I was about to unveil the truth any second, I always found another layer to peel away.

      Maybe I didn’t have to feel like I was enough in order to become enough. My mind could feel unworthy, but my heart could tell me otherwise. Feeling unworthy was a thought, just like any other. And I could change it by making a decision.

      It was like illusion magic. I decided what I created and what reality meant. There was no such thing as the truth, no such thing as boundaries on my abilities except the boundaries I put on myself, because at the core of me, I was limitless. I could decide what kind of person I was going to be, despite my feelings.

      “I do deserve happiness,” I told her. “I’m worthy of being loved and getting everything I want. I just have to make the decision to take it.”

      My clone smiled at me. She stepped forward and said, “Hold out your hand.”

      I extended my palm. She pressed a shadowy ball of darkness into my palm, and said, “You can do whatever you want, including uniting the Crystals at any time you wish. There’s no stopping you. Remember the only one who stands in your way is you.”

      My clone disappeared, and the forest vanished around me as I opened my eyes. I found myself sitting on the grass, a ball of shadow magic weaving around my fingers. Lucien and Ethan watched me with awe as I commanded the magic to wrap around my form. My body disintegrated into shadow, and I became nothing more than a wispy form of smoke. I floated above the ground in a column, then flew around the gardens, finding that I could fly even faster in my shadow form than I could with my wings.

      The spell began to drain my energy, so I decided to touch back down before I got too tired. I was aware of the sensation of my feet hitting the ground as my body materialized from smoke to flesh. I touched my torso, and found that I’d become solid again.

      “Excellent work!” Lucien praised. “I always knew you could do it!”

      “I’m so proud of you, onawilke!” Ethan jumped up and down, letting out a bark and wagging his tail.

      I scratched his ears and said, “It wasn’t as scary as I thought it would be, facing my inner darkness. Once I was ready to confront her, I found I could survive hearing the truth. Even better than that— I could decide what I wanted to do with it. There’s no such thing as the truth, save for what I decide.”

      “Precisely. Most fae are unable to embrace the darkness within. It’s a remarkable accomplishment what you’ve done today,” Lucien boasted.

      “I’m not done yet,” I said. “I want to do more.”

      “Maybe you should rest,” Ethan said warily. “Your spellwork isn’t quite back to normal.”

      “I know my limits, and I haven’t reached them yet,” I insisted. “I think my shadow self was trying to tell me how to find the last Crystal!”

      “How?” Ethan let out a mindful growl.

      “Lady Magdalina said that I had the ability to find the last stone inside of me. She hinted that I already had the potential, I just wasn’t aware of it,” I said. “Maybe she was referencing something I had attempted before, but didn’t work the last time.”

      “So what have you tried that failed to manifest?” Ethan asked.

      “There was an Unseelie locating spell in the grimoire, remember? I tried it before, when you were possessed by the leshane, but I wasn’t strong enough to pull it off,” I said. “But I’m much stronger now. And what if I can use the other Crystals to locate the last stone?” I was getting excited now.

      “That would drain their power,” Ethan argued.

      “I’m not talking about pulling from them. Just using them as an anchor, a way to call out to the Unseelie stone,” I stated. “Would it work, Dad?”

      Lucien rubbed his chin.“Hm. Since you’re merely using them as a base, rather than attempting to channel their power into your own… yes, I think it could.”

      “I’m wary of you trying that spell again, onawilke. It backfired the last time, and if not for me and our bond, it would’ve killed you,” Ethan said.

      “I don’t think I performed the spell correctly last time,” I said. “The incantation states that I have to find my heart’s true desire. I wanted to find the stones, but at the time, Ethan, we were broken up. All I wanted was you. And just as the spell was supposed to work, I cast it, then you came running, because you thought I was hurt.”

      “So maybe the spell did work…” he mused. “I suppose we should give it a fair shot, so long as it can be done safely.”

      “I’ll gather the necessary supplies,” Lucien said, already hurrying back toward the house. “Meet me in my office immediately.”

      A half an hour later, I sat in a chair in the middle of Lucien’s office. The furniture had been pushed to the walls, and the five weapons that held the Crystals of Harmony were placed around me in a circle. I held a white rose in my hand, and a small knife. Lucien and Ethan waited on the outside of the circle, holding their breath.

      I just knew this would work. There wasn’t any doubt. I pricked my finger, and let a droplet of blood fall upon the white petals of the rose. In a clear voice, I spoke, “Fae ancestors of the briar, lead me to my heart’s desire.”

      I had no thought on my mind but the Unseelie stone, and how badly I wanted to unite the Crystals of Harmony at the Sacred Gathering, so this war could be finished. I wanted it so terribly I could feel it deep in my bones.

      My magic reached out to the Crystals of Harmony in five blue tendrils. I didn’t attempt to yank on the magic, just let the tendrils connect to my locating spell. Their warm power braided into my spell, though nothing immediately came to me.

      Come on, I thought, calling out to the Unseelie stone. I know you can hear me. You want to be found— don’t deny it. You want to be reunited with the others. Show us where you are, so I can prove myself to you.

      My shoulders started to slump, and I felt my body completely relax. A feeling of falling came over me as I sank into some kind of vision.

      I was standing outside of my cottage in Edinmyre. I fluttered my wings— they carried me toward the crystal cave that was just outside of it, and I soared inside. Though the cave was dark, I ignited a light in my hand, which flickered off the reflection of the crystals embedded in the wall. I kept flying forward for several miles, until the cave ended and opened up to a wide world. The sky was purple, and giant mountains loomed around me. Spanning before me was a massive lake of ice as far as the eye could see.

      Time sped up— I soared forward over the ice, but I was flying faster than I had the capability to. I left the frozen lake and entered mountains, winding around snow-covered trails that were shrouded by birch trees.

      Then, the trees parted. I came to a massive gate made of nothing but amethyst. I looked up— there, written in Unseelie runes, was an inscription I couldn’t understand.

      A voice came out of the distance, whispering something in my ear. “Eiragrad.”

      The vision ended. I was thrown back into my body so hard that I fell out of my chair. When I hit the floor, the blue tendrils connecting the Crystals to the rose were severed, and the spell ended. I groaned as I got back on my feet. Lucien and Ethan rushed to my side.

      “The Unseelie stone’s in Edinmyre,” I stated. “It’s not even that far away. The entrance to the city is through the crystal cave that’s by my cottage.”

      “Remarkable, that we were so close this whole time,” Ethan marveled. “What else did you see?”

      I gave them a detailed summary of the vision. “I’m sure I could find it again. The path is burned into my memory.”

      “Did you see anything of the city?” Lucien asked.

      I shook my head. “No, just the gate. But I heard a name within my vision,” I said. “Eiragrad.”

      “Eiragrad? The Unseelie city… the city of falling snow?” Lucien questioned, as if pressing to know I was certain.

      “Yes. I’m sure,” I stated.

      “But that’s impossible. Eiragrad has been lost for centuries. It was leveled to the ground years ago by the Seelie fae,” Lucien argued.

      “It must’ve been rebuilt by the Unseelie. They used their illusion magic to disguise it somehow, after the Seelie thought they destroyed it,” I stated.

      “The city must move places in Edinmyre, like the Spring Princess’ island does, so it can’t be easily discovered,'' Ethan mused. “Which means the crystal cave acts as a portal to the road that leads to it.”

      “Exactly. All we have to do is go through the crystal cave, and travel along the ice road to the city. Once we’re there, the Unseelie stone can’t be far off! We need to go there right now!” I shouted.

      “Hold on,” Ethan said. “This city could be dangerous, and you’re still healing. Let’s take some time to prepare, onawilke. We don’t know what we might face once we get there.”

      I didn’t want to wait. Every second that passed gave Droga another chance to find this city, and get there before we did.

      But Ethan was right. I’d successfully performed two incredible spells today for the first time, and I was tired. I needed to rest if we were going to venture to Eiragrad, and get ready to fight whatever was waiting for us. We definitely had tasks in front of us we still had to face, if the Unseelie stone was to choose us. The Unseelie stone was the most powerful and the darkest Crystal of them all. Not to mention the most malevolent— it had proved capable of interfering in supernatural affairs, even killing people it didn’t approve of, so no doubt it’d put us through hell before it accepted us as its caretakers.

      I could only imagine what we’d face in the quest to prove ourselves. And if we failed the trials, or the stone didn’t choose us, what then? Would we be forced to go home empty-handed?

      No fucking way. I wouldn’t let that happen. We were coming back from Eiragrad with the Unseelie stone in our grasp, or we weren’t coming back at all.
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      I insisted that Emma wait a few days before we headed off to the Unseelie city. She needed time to rest after performing the locating spell, for we didn’t know what lay ahead of us or what kind of magic she’d need to summon on our quest.

      Not that she was happy about it.

      “We could’ve been there and back by now,” she complained the night of April twenty-nineth. She’d hardly stopped saying the same thing since we’d made our discovery.

      “Tomorrow,” I promised. “Then we’ll finally be able to end this.”

      “I wish you’d let us come with you,” Stefan complained. He bounced Isaak on his lap as we gathered around the fireplace in the great sitting room. Odette and Kiara played with Kalina and Kazim on the floor, while Alexei and Theo aimlessly tossed a handball back and forth. Arthur brooded by the fireplace. Emma was sharpening her sword, just in case we had to use it tomorrow.

      “You wouldn’t be able to get into the city. Only those with Unseelie fae blood can enter, which means Emma and I are the only ones who can get in,” I pointed out.

      “Some of us have Unseelie blood. Lucien and I could accompany both of you,” Arthur argued. “Please don’t go by yourselves.”

      “This is something Ethan and I have to do alone,” Emma insisted. “The fewer lives we put in danger, the better. We don’t know what we’re going to face in Eiragrad.”

      “Exactly my point!” Arthur argued. “You could need our help!”

      “You have children, Arthur. They must come first,” I insisted. “Emma and I have risked all of your lives time and again, and we’ll ask you to do so once more before the fight with Droga is over. We aren’t taking any unnecessary risks unless we’re forced to. There’s nothing to discuss.”

      Arthur scoffed and turned away from me, but I did not acknowledge him. Emma and I had decided to go as a team, and leave the others behind, for their own safety as much as that of the children here. They needed to protect the estate while we were off getting the stone. We would move quicker as a mated pair than we would as a large group. It was the most efficient plan, so that was that.

      Lucien entered the room. He was carrying some sort of wolf amulet suspended on a chain, which he handed to Emma.

      “I thought this would aid you on your journey,” Lucien said. “It is a Unseelie charm, infused with my strongest magic. It took me many days and all my magic to craft. It will hold any magic from any source you drain it from, deeming the power you’re siphoning isn’t stronger than my own. And unlike siphoning from another source, such as a crystal, this amulet is rechargeable. It will be a renewable source of energy for you if you ever run out of your own magic to pull from.”

      “Thanks Dad.” Emma lifted her hair so Lucien could loop the amulet around her neck. “I’m glad you thought of me.”

      “I always think of the welfare of my daughter,” Lucien said affectionately as he fastened the amulet on. “The safety of my children and grandchildren will always come first.”

      Emma opened her mouth slightly. I just knew she was going to say something snarky about her mother, but I shook my head, and she caught it. She cleared her throat and said, “I know. I love you, Dad.”

      Emma gave him a hug. Lucien embraced her back, and I watched them with a sense of happiness. Whatever complications presented with Evonna, Lucien always took care to put Emma and Arthur first. He was a good father, no matter what anyone said.

      I would’ve liked a daughter to favor. But having children with Emma, whether it was possible or not, was the last thing on my mind in the middle of this war. I wouldn’t bring any innocent souls into this world until I knew it was safe for them.

      Kalina squirmed at my feet, and I bent down to pick her up. She gave me a gentle smile as I cradled her, and warmth settled deep inside my chest like a warm fire. Being an uncle would have to do.

      “How old do you think Eiragrad is, Lord Lucien?” Alexei asked. “Do you believe there’s anything left of it, or will it be in ruin once Emma and Ethan get there?”

      “Well, seeing as how we were cast out of Edinmyre in the early middle ages, Eiragrad is probably much older than that. I’d be surprised if there was much left of it, even with magic,” Lucien said. “Back when we came to Earth, we didn’t have a home in those days, so many of us spread throughout the world before we came to settle in Malovia.”

      “Is that why there’s such a big Unseelie population here?” Emma asked.

      “The fae are inherently Celtic,” Lucien stated. “We lived in Ireland and Scotland first before the Seelie fae immigrated to Eastern Europe and formed Malovia. What was left of the Unseelie after the war mostly stayed around the area of the British Isles.”

      “Fae used to be immortal when we were in Edinmyre,” Emma said. “We lost our immortality when we started inbreeding with humans. But no fae that I know of would willingly mate with a human. How can we have lost our immortal blood when we have mating bonds that clearly pull us toward other fae?”

      “Times were harsher back then,” Lucien explained. “Even if you bonded with a mate, it was no guarantee that either of you would live long enough to bear children. Disease and war were rampant in those days. It was a common thing for fae to choose spouses from the local population of humans after a mate had passed. This happened so often that eventually, our immortality was bred out of us.”

      “A shame. I would’ve liked to live forever, drinking, fucking and carrying on,” Stefan said.

      “No one wants you around that long,” Delmare teased, and she lifted Isaak off his lap.

      “Did particular Factions stay in certain locations?” Kiara asked in interest.

      “Not necessarily, but alicorns have a clear Scandinavian background,” Lucien said. “Huge groups of alicorns remained in Norway with the Norsemen until Christendom took over the area. After that, the alicorns joined up with the rest of the Unseelie fae back in Malovia, though some took their Viking spouses with them, and maintained a strong Norse heritage.”

      “Explains why they’re all blond,” Stefan said, reaching out to ruffle Theo’s hair. He smacked him away.

      “Living with the Norsemen gave the alicorns huge benefits, most of all, the ability to prophesy,” Lucien stated. “My studies have uncovered that most fae were unable to access prophetic visions, until they were instructed in the art by Vikings.”

      “Really?” Odette gushed.

      “Oh, yes. The gods of the Norse pantheon and our own gods are closely related. It is rumored they are one and the same, merely in different forms,” Lucien said. “Through the practice of Norse paganism, the alicorns grew a greater understanding of our own Seven Gods, and were able to utilize this knowledge to become prophets and receive visions. In this way, the alicorn prophets were able to pass down this information to their offspring, even if their children were never instructed in the art.”

      “What do you mean? How can Odette access knowledge she’s never been taught?” I asked.

      “Our ancestors pass their memories and knowledge onto us,” Lucien said. “There are scientific theories being conducted examining the idea of genetic memory. It is said that ancestors may be able to pass on their genetic memories to their descendents up to fourteen generations or more. Odette is a fantastic example. She is able to access this knowledge from her Scandinavian ancestors who lived amongst the Norsemen, even if she was never properly taught it, and use it to access her visions of the future.”

      Lucien rubbed his chin. “Now that I think about it, this knowledge of the old gods could remain in the bloodlines of other alicorns today, possibly…”

      “This means I could rebuild the Alicorn Court!” Odette said eagerly. “If I can find alicorns who have a strong Scandinavian line, they’re more likely to be prophets! There could be other fae out there like me!”

      “This all sounds very similar to how we summoned the water sprite to discover where the Seelie stone was located. Water has memory, and is able to pass that memory on. Apparently, so does blood,” I said.

      “Exactly,” Lucien stated. “All of us are connected, more so than we could ever imagine.”

      “Do I potentially have knowledge in my genetic memory that I could access?” Emma asked. “I don’t see why the gods would choose me to become the Worldweaver unless I had previous Worldweavers within my bloodline to draw inspiration from.”

      “You very well could, Emma,” Lucien said. “In fact, you may have already gained some spark of an idea from them, even if you haven’t yet realized it. Your ancestors are here to guide you on your journey. If at some point you find yourself stuck, ask them for help. There could be memory in your blood that you could access which would enable you to succeed in overcoming whatever obstacles are in your path.”

      “We’ll have to keep this in mind,” I said as I mused on the subject. This sort of thing wasn’t taught at Arcanea University, so the idea was new to me. Radical, even. But Odette was proof that it was possible, so maybe the theory of genetic memory could prove useful to us.

      Neither of us slept very well that night. Emma and I both were excited to journey to the city, to see what it would hold. I felt more thrilled than anxious. We haven’t explored Edinmyre in a very long time, and the thought of going out and finding adventure again was like a promise that things were turning around.

      The next morning, Emma created a portal for us in our bedroom. We had nothing but her sword and a couple of supplies that she carried on her back. We’d gotten up early to leave without saying goodbye to the others, just in case one of them… particularly Arthur… slowed us up with arguments about why we shouldn’t be going alone.

      Emma had tried making a portal to the amethyst gate directly, but it failed to work. It seemed to get to the Unseelie stone, and to prove that we deserved it, we had to actually make the journey, and not take any shortcuts.

      I stepped through the portal first, and Emma followed me. We emerged just outside of her cottage, facing the crystal cave. I hesitated outside the cave’s entrance for a moment, sniffing the air for potential predators.

      Emma had no such reservation. She stormed into the cave like she was ready to get this over with. I hastily followed her, keeping my ears pricked for any unusual sounds.

      The crystal cave was certainly magnificent. Light blue and white stones grew like icicles along the length of the ceiling and all over the walls, giving the cave a silver glow. There was no light inside the cave, but no light was needed, for the crystals glowed with magic to light the way. This cave must’ve been here for thousands of years, completely undisturbed. Truly magnificent.

      “What kind of crystals are these?” I asked as we wandered through the cave.

      “I think they’re a combination of opal and moonstone,” Emma said as she gazed at them. She put a hand on one of the crystals and paused. “We should stop to absorb some of their energy. Opal is good for protection, and moonstone will guide us along the path.”

      “Good idea.” I put a paw on a large moonstone that was growing out of the ground. I felt my Unseelie magic draining the stone, funneling its energy into me. Once I’d finished siphoning power from the stone, it completely lost its glow, turning dark in the shadows of the cave.

      The light resonating throughout the cave grew even dimmer when Emma had finished siphoning power from a large crystal. The amulet Lord Lucien had given her glowed, and she said, “My amulet stores more power than I can hold all at once. It’s a good reserve.”

      “Quite a valuable gift from your father.”

      We roamed down the length of the cave, until it widened up considerably. The cave continued to wind downward, until it sharply jutted upward again. I had to help Emma climb up some of the more difficult parts of the cave until the ground leveled off. The tunnel became narrow once more, and I smelled fresh air replacing the stale must inside the cave. I knew we had to be getting close to the exit.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a black flash. There was clicking on the stone ground, like nails scampering over crystal, and a sharp smell, like that of another canine.

      I instantly whirled around with a growl. I raised my lip to expose my teeth, but there was nothing there.

      “What is it?” Emma asked. She put a hand on my shoulder in alarm.

      “I thought I heard— smelled—” I sniffed the air again, and shook my head. The scent I had captured was completely gone, as if nothing had been there at all.

      Even if something had wandered through here hours ago, I should still be able to catch the scent. I knew I wasn’t imagining things… but yet whatever I’d seen, heard, and smelled clearly didn’t exist, for if it did, my nose would give me the evidence.

      She waited for my answer, until I finally said, “Never mind. It is nothing.”

      Emma nervously looked behind her, and kept her hand on me as we ventured forward. Light began to shine through at the end of the tunnel, and I knew we were almost at the cave’s end.

      “Do you find it disturbing that nothing bothered us in that cave?” I asked.

      “No…” Emma said slowly. “Do you?”

      I did, but I did not want to worry my mate, so I said nothing.

      When we emerged from the crystal cave, I found myself walking in four feet of snow, with it getting thicker still. Snowflakes were falling heavily from the sky, already weighing my fur down. The clouds were overcast above our heads, and all around us were bare trees, vacant of any signs of springtime.

      The crystal cave was certainly a portal, though a cleverly disguised one. Emma and I weren’t even sure of the point of transit within, although to my reasoning, we’d only been walking for a mile or so. The cave had taken us from the comfortable warmth of Edinmyre’s spring at Emma’s cottage to the dead of winter.

      In the distance was a thin line of mountains. I knew we were headed that way.

      “Odd for late April,” I said, looking up. The cave’s mouth closed behind Emma, leaving us in the gentle silence of snowfall.

      “I think this is a part of Edinmyre that’s always winter… like the Spring Princess’ island is always spring,'' Emma said. She pulled her winter cloak tighter around her cotton sweater.

      “Walking through all this snow will slow us up. We’ll get there faster if we fly,” I said. I ruffled my wings, shaking them of snowflakes as I said, “Hop on.”

      Emma pulled herself onto my back. She adjusted her long wool skirt as she settled between my wings, and I took off. It was difficult at first, pulling myself out of those snowdrifts, but once my paws left the ground I found that I could lift us into the skies easily. I flew around twenty feet above ground, staying close to the earth so I could land quickly if needed.

      “Your white fur blends in with our surroundings, and the snowstorm is so heavy that it’ll be difficult for anyone, monster or faekin, to see us coming,” Emma said.

      “That goes both ways,” I pointed out. “We don’t know what’s waiting for us out here, if anything.”

      “What kind of creatures could live in a land where it’s always winter?” Emma asked.

      “The dark kind that need neither warmth nor food to stay alive.” This was a harsh land. If there was any sort of life out here— and I was certain there was— it would not hesitate to attack for survival.

      As the mountains grew closer, the snowfall eventually ceased. There was nothing but a blanket of white beneath us, until it changed into a pearly lake beneath my wings.

      The frozen lake was breathtaking. It was an array of different colors, light blue and shimmering amethyst, and went on for miles in every direction, stopped only by the mountains which circled it. For some reason, the snow hadn’t fallen here, leaving the surface as crystal clear and perfect as the lake had every right to be. The clouds had parted so the sky could match the lake, blending in an array of purple and clear sapphire. I believe it had to be one of the most glorious sights of my existence.

      “Imagine having our skates!” I said excitedly as I looked down. I could not hold a human form here— at least, not without certain pleasurable activities with my dear mate— but I would try, in order to be able to skate upon that glorious lake under the looming mountains.

      “It would be fantastic!” Emma called out with glee. “Oh, I miss the ice.”

      “I do, too.” My shadow skimmed over the ice from above, and a terrible thought crossed my mind. “Oh my gods.”

      “What?”

      “I haven't shot a puck in over a year now.”

      I felt Emma’s fingers tighten on my scruff as she said, “Come to think of it… I haven’t skated in the same amount of time.”

      It was a hollow feeling, when she said that. I didn’t think I’d stepped on the ice since Emma and I had gotten engaged. Gods, that was a year ago. I couldn’t believe something that had been my life for years on end had faded into the background so quickly. Hockey had meant everything to me, at one point, as I knew skating had meant everything to Emma. How could something that was so dear to us be forgotten about so quickly? It was like abandoning a part of yourself that you believed was everything for more important matters. But what could be more important than being ourselves?

      “When we return home, we’ll find a rink and go skating again,” I promised.

      “Yes,” Emma agreed. “First chance we get.”

      We had to stop twice, once to eat and another to rest. I’d been flying for hours, and I was tired. The day had been very long, and there were only a few more hours left until nightfall. I very much wanted to arrive in Eiragrad before it got dark, but at this rate, we’d probably have to stop for the night. I had no desire to face something in the dark, and it would be a better idea to hold off on the traveling until both of us could witness what was coming. With my wolf eyes, I could see in the dark. Emma could not.

      Eventually, the crystal lake ended at the edge of a white birch forest, and I could fly no longer. I landed at the edge of the forest, and Emma poured out the canteen for me. I lapped at the stream, and still felt unsatisfied.

      “Can you keep going?” Emma asked, and she brushed back my ears. “You seem so worn out.”

      “I will carry on.” I took a few weary breaths. “But I cannot go on forever. Soon, I must rest.”

      “My poor wolf.” She kissed the bridge of my nose, and said, “We’ll walk until we find the gate, then we’ll decide if we should make camp. It’s not much further.”

      Gods, I hoped not. My wings were aching. I folded them against my sides as Emma led the way into the woods.

      The trees were thick and tall here. I didn’t see any signs of wildlife, no footprints in the snow, so I figured we had to be the only ones out here. I kept my senses ready for any signs of the strange smell I’d encountered in the cave, but all my nose caught was the brisk winter wind.

      We hardly walked for half a mile before the trees broke and made way for a large clearing. I craned my neck back as a large gate loomed before us. The gate was a hundred feet tall, and constructed completely out of amethyst crystal. Unseelie runes spelling out the name of the city were carved into the archway of the gate. On either side of the gate was a crystal wall, spanning in both directions. It looked like the gate was the only way in.

      The gate was even grander than what Emma had described in her visions. I couldn’t believe we were here.

      “We’ve found the gate,” I said. “Now, how do we open it?”

      Emma summoned her wings. She flew up to the top of the wall, then reached her hand out. It seemed to hit an invisible barrier. “I can’t fly over the wall, or see what’s beyond it! There’s some sort of ward around the city!”

      “Which means we have to get through that gate,” I mused. Emma landed beside me again, and I stomped a paw in frustration. “But how?”

      Any time we had to discuss theories of how to open the gate were swept away as that bitter scent hit my nose again. My body froze, and I growled, “Emma, get behind me.”

      She scampered to my side without any question, putting her hand on the hilt of her blade. From the trees, six black figures emerged. They were massive wolvens, all black in color with clear white eyes that held no pupils. Some of them were larger than I, and drool dripped from their fangs upon the snow. Their snarls filled the area as they set their sights on me.

      I’d heard tales of them in stories and had talked about them at length with Lord Lucien in previous months, but was unsure of their existence. Now I knew.

      “Wargs,” I snarled. “Shifter spirits of the Unseelie, sworn to guard the Hidden King and his secrets, even beyond death. They’ve been following us ever since we entered the crystal cave.”

      No wonder I’d lost their scent. Ghosts didn’t really have a smell, and if they did, they took it with them when they left. I surveyed the six males standing in front of the gate. I’d seen the stance many times, when wolvens were about to fight over a sorceress.

      Emma summoned a battle orb and tossed it at the biggest warg. It sailed right through him without doing any damage, and exploded against the crystal wall. The warg merely growled in response.

      “I can’t hurt it,” Emma said in astonishment. “What the hell?”

      The wargs had their sights locked on me. They had no interest in Emma. Something became immediately clear. “You must stay out of this. This is my fight. The gate will open once I defeat them.”

      “What!” Emma snapped. “You can’t do that! You’ll be killed!”

      “I must. I shall prove myself as alpha, and dominate the others in order to show that I deserve entry. This is something I must do without my mate’s help. It is the way of the pack.”

      “Ethan—”

      “Stay back amongst the trees. They won’t harm you. They only want me.” I proceeded forward. I heard Emma’s footsteps as she retreated back, though they were reluctant.

      “If they hurt you, I’m coming in there!” Emma shouted.

      “You’ll do no such thing. Trust that I will win this fight.”

      I faced the warg at the head of the group. He snarled at me— I showed my teeth back, ready to fight.

      All six of them pounced on me at once. I bounded out of the way, and four of them crashed together in a heap of snarls. The other two were quicker. One went for my throat, and the other grabbed my leg. I felt their teeth sink in, and I let out a rough noise as I felt my flesh be torn between their fangs.

      “Ethan!” Emma screamed, but I blocked out the sound of my mate’s cries as I shoved the nearest warg to the ground, breaking his hold on my neck. I kicked off the one who had my right front leg and leapt forward, pinning him to the ground. I stepped on his jaw to hold him down as I went for the jugular. As my fangs ripped it out, the warg gave a yelp and vanished on the spot, turning into nothing but black smoke.

      The warg who’d gone for my throat was bigger than me, and was back on his paws. He charged at me, knocking me down with the bulk of his weight. He meant to hold me down, but I used my shoulder to shove him off balance. As he stumbled, I went for the throat again, and my fangs found success. I grabbed into his neck with vigor and ripped, turning the warg into nothing but a hissing vapor of smoke that faded into the air.

      The other wargs had untangled themselves from the snarling pile they’d landed in and were circling me again. Instead of diving in all at once, one would attack, and then the other. My head was smacked to the side by a paw, and before I could retaliate, another warg would bite my haunches. I couldn’t get close before another warg bit my shoulder, and on and on it went. There were so many attacks coming from so many different angles I couldn’t be sure which warg was delivering them.

      Frustration and rage drove me into a crazed stupor. I couldn’t defend myself, nor could I deliver an effective attack when they were taking turns going at me like this.

      One of the wargs had noticed I was missing a back leg and went to kick out the other from under me. He succeeded, and I went sliding down to the ground. The harsh fall exposed my tender belly, and he dove in. I managed to get my paws underneath him and kick him off. He went sailing into a nearby tree, and I scrambled to get back on my feet.

      It wasn’t in time, though. Three wargs landed on my back and began tearing my fur to shreds. I felt hot blood begin to course down my fur, and I gave a groan of pain as I felt the wargs mutilate my flesh.

      One of the wargs bit down on my wing and pulled. I nearly passed out with the pain. It felt like he was going to tear it in two, and at that point, I lost control.

      That same red fury overtook me until I turned into a wild animal. I completely exploded— my wings forced outward, knocking two wargs down against the snow and stunning them. I gave a hideous snarl as I pounced on the nearest warg and held him down. My fangs went for his belly, ripping out his innards. He gave a whine of pain before vanishing. I attacked his friend, raking my claws down his back until his spine was exposed. He yelped in agony, until he went silent as my jaws broke his neck.

      I heard more snarls, barks and whines, but soon, everything became white and soundless. I ripped out the artery of another warg, and there was more blood, then even more. I knew the blood had to be coming from me, and somewhere, I felt pain, but I couldn’t truly care. There was so much death I wanted to revel in it, until it felt like this creature was who I truly was.

      From far off, I felt a cool hand on my forehead, then someone whisper, “Ethan, calm down. It’s over.”

      My whole body was shuddering. The red and white haze faded, and details came into view as noise came back into my environment. I saw Emma’s beautiful face, clear and steady. Her fingers were laced through my fur, stroking my ears. The wargs were gone, and we were alone.

      I realized my teeth were still bared, and I was snarling. I hastily backed away, taking heaving breaths. Had I turned on her, too, and hadn’t realized?

      “You’d never hurt me,” Emma said calmly. “Your destiny is to protect me. I’m not afraid of you.”

      She was the only one, for I was afraid of myself. I took note of my condition. I was bleeding from several places, so much so that my white fur was stained red. I felt woozy from blood loss. I couldn’t put much weight on my right paw— a bad situation, as I was already missing one leg and this put me off balance.

      Even so, I was alive, and I had defeated the wargs. That was what counted.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Emma asked.

      I looked away from her. “I do not know, onawilke.”

      She stared at me, then said, “Come on. The gate’s opened. We can go through.”

      Emma went on ahead of me. I slowly hobbled after her, and squeezed myself through the gate. I nearly bumped into Emma as she stood completely still on the other side of the entryway.

      “What is it?” I asked, but I had my answer without her having to respond. The anger that had left me only moments before flooded back as I took in the sight before me.

      There were no trees, no buildings, no city. All we saw was a big hole in the ground, hundreds of miles long and wide, surrounded by an embankment that was beside the crystal walls. Within the pit were tall mounds made of stone, and crumbling bits of rock. Nothing more.

      “What’s this?” I snarled. “The gate has led us to nothing!”

      “This can’t be right,” Emma murmured. She began to pace back and forth along the ledge. “I was certain the city had to be here! My vision showed me the truth!”

      “Another trick, probably pulled on us by the Unseelie stone,” I growled. I let out a rough grunt of pain as I avoided putting pressure on my right paw.

      “You should rest,” Emma insisted. “The battle with the wargs was hard on you, and you had a long flight before that. You’re lucky you weren’t killed.”

      “Hmph,” I stated. “Don’t make me laugh. They were not a challenge for me.”

      “All the same, we can take it easy tonight, then go looking for the city in the morning,” Emma suggested. “We won’t get anywhere with you injured like this.”

      Her words were kind and welcoming, even with how frustrated I was. We’d come all this way for nothing yet again. The Unseelie stone was a cruel trickster. For some reason, it didn’t want us to obtain it. What else did we need to do to prove we were worthy?

      Emma conjured a small cabin for us, to get us out of the cold. I hobbled inside, and found the area filled with fur blankets and pillows beside a stone fireplace, but not much else. I fell upon them as Emma shook the snow off her cloak and shut the door behind her.

      “Do you think it’s safe to light a fire?” she asked, kneeling by the fireplace. “I don’t want anyone to see the smoke and know we’re here, if there’s a better option.”

      “You will freeze without one, so we have no choice,” I responded. My shifter warmth would keep me alive, but her fingers were turning blue. She’d already been out in the cold too long. Emma conjured matches, and used them to get a fire going. Soon, warmth filled the cabin. She sat on a pillow next to me and pulled a blanket over her knees as a crackling sound swelled over the cabin’s interior.

      Outside, night was beginning to fall. The fire was the only light we had inside the cabin. I waited for more wargs or enemies to show up, but none did. We were as isolated as ever, here in this little cabin in the middle of nowhere.

      “I can use a cleaning spell to get the blood out of your fur. I want to check your injuries,” Emma said. She waved her hand, and the dried blood vanished from my fur, leaving it white again. She hovered over me on her knees, her fingers parting the fur so she could examine the bite and scratch marks the wargs had left.

      “They’re healing already, but we should stay put for a little while,” Emma said. “You can’t travel far on a hurt paw.”

      “The soreness is already fading. I should be able to walk in an hour or so,” I stated. “Do we have anything left to eat? I’m famished.”

      “I think so. Let me cook something.”

      We’d brought food from Earth, since we didn’t know if we could trust whatever we found in Edinmyre, and fae food conjured from illusion magic would do nothing to nourish us. Emma gave me a loaf of bread, and conjured a pan to place over the fire. I wolfed down the bread in seconds, while Emma cooked a raw steak we’d brought with us for the journey. We split it, and she gave me the larger half. Emma took small bites of meat until we both were satisfied.

      The food put me in a better mood. A warm fire and a full belly could do wonders in the dead of winter, and inside, my spirit felt colder than the outdoors. I couldn’t believe we’d come all this way for no reason. The gods wouldn’t lead us here if there wasn’t a purpose for it, would they? The thought of returning home empty-headed, hitting yet another dead end, was brutal.

      I wouldn’t accept it. The answer would come, in time. It had to.

      “Ethan,” Emma started. “What happened back there?”

      I contemplated it for a moment, before I said, “I’m not sure. I’m losing control of myself, Emma. It grows worse every day. I see blood, and I can’t stop. I want… I seek… vengeance.”

      “The guys told me a similar thing happened when you were rescuing Finlay from Pruska,” Emma said slowly. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      I gave a hefty sigh. “No.”

      “Then what’s wrong? Let’s talk about it.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about, Emma. I’m a monster.”

      She didn’t roll her eyes, though it looked like it took her a tremendous effort not to do so. “You’re not a monster. You’re just angry.”

      “I’m more than angry,” I insisted. “I’m enraged. I’m furious that we lost the crown, that we allowed Droga to take over and kill all those people. We’re better than that, and yet, we allowed him to gain the upper hand. This is just as much my failure as it is yours. I failed to protect you, and protect my people. Because of it, we lost it all.”

      “We’re working on making things better again,” Emma said.

      I gave a harsh laugh in my throat that came out like a growl. “We can’t change the past.”

      “Can’t change the past? Of course we can change the past,” Emma said. “We don’t have to accept what happened. In fact, we can rectify it. Continuing to feel like victims and feeling sorry for ourselves isn’t going to set things right again. The only way we can change the future is by refusing to accept the past. We have to shape it to our own will.”

      “And what if it happens again?” I asked bitterly. “We lost the crown twice, Emma, not once. I’ve nearly convinced myself that we’re too incompetent to have it again.”

      “So you become this… crazed killer just because you’re pissed off that we failed?” she asked.

      “Maybe I like killing!” I roared.

      “Don’t take that tone with me,” she scolded. “You might think you’re some big, bad beast, but to me, you’re just a puppy dog, and we’re not leaving until we get to the bottom of this.”

      “What’s there to discuss?”

      “Ethan, what matters isn’t what happened, but how you think,” Emma said forcefully. “If you assume that we don’t deserve to rule again, that everything we try will just lead to failure and let yourself be devoured by rage, then we’re never going to get anywhere. We are going to lose, because you’ve convinced yourself that we can’t win.”

      “And what is the alternative, because the facts are staring me in the face, and they can’t be denied,” I snapped.

      “Fuck the facts. What do facts mean in our world? Nothing,” Emma stated simply. “I conjured a cabin out of my own imagination in seconds because I felt like it and I wanted to. How is that possible? And yet here we are, warm and cozy. We became king and queen against incredible odds because we decided we were going to be, and because that’s what we wanted. That’s it.”

      “You make everything sound so easy.”

      “It’s not easy, but it’s straightforward. What you want is simple, Ethan. The only thing getting in your own way is what’s between your ears. You’re not a victim, and neither am I. You’re not a puppet for this… rage… a slave to your emotions. If you accept that you are, we might as well be fucked. No matter how strong Droga is, he’s not more powerful than the voices inside your own head. I’d rather face the dark god than get in the ring with my own thoughts any day, but I’ve still gotta do it, because the only way to beat what’s out there is to conquer what’s inside yourself.”

      I set my tail over my back leg. “You speak as if you already know.”

      “I’ve learned that I’m my own worst enemy, and I’m tired of being that way,” Emma said. “I can do or have anything I want, so long as I think that I can, and I don’t stop myself from going after it. All my life, I’ve held myself back, for stupid reasons that don’t matter. What are your reasons, Ethan? Because no matter how important they might seem, they’re just bullshit.”

      “We lost Dolinska.”

      “So? We’ll get it back.”

      “We have so much to do, and so little time to accomplish it. The odds are truly against us.”

      “You’re hung up on the details, but the details don’t matter. I truly believe it’s our destiny to rule over Malovia. I’ve known that inside since the moment the crown was placed on my head,” Emma stated. “It doesn’t matter that Gabby’s currently reigning, that Droga’s raised from the dead or that everything we love is gone. It can all be ours again, so long as we don’t lose ourselves. That’s the true danger, Ethan. Not whatever it is we have to face.”

      I laid my head in her lap. “You always know just what to say.”

      “Because I am you, and you are me. You’re my mate. You mirror what I feel on the inside, so I know what you need in order to overcome what you’re going through.”

      She stroked my ears back, and inwardly, I felt content. Emma was right. I could control the beast inside. The monster didn’t have to take hold of me if I didn’t let it.

      And I would allow it to no longer. Not just for my sake, but for Emma’s as well. I decided somehow, someway, we’d save Malovia and get the crown back.

      The details didn’t matter. We’d figure it out, so long as we claimed and knew what we wanted was already ours.

      “Do you really think we can be king and queen again?” I asked hopefully.

      “I don’t think, I know. With all my heart and everything that’s in me. We have to have faith in our destiny more than we have fear of the future. It’s the only belief we need to have,” Emma replied.

      “I am not afraid of anything, onawilke, so long as you are at my side.”

      “I’m not afraid of anything either, Ethan. You’re here with me, so that’s all I need.”

      I let out a yawn. I was very tired, and strong emotions had been coursing through me since the fight. Emma had calmed them with merely a few words. She was a miracle worker. I found myself drifting off at her touch, and resting into a peaceful sleep. I dreamed of crowns, and castles, and happier times.

      I hoped they could be ours again.
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      When I woke up, Emma was curled up alongside me, rousing from a nap of her own. It was still dark out. We hadn’t been asleep for long. I figured it was around midnight by the time we woke up.

      I felt completely refreshed. I put weight on my paw, and found it fully healed. I was ready to start traveling again, though I didn’t think we’d leave until morning, and at the moment, we didn’t have anywhere to go.

      Emma rose to her feet with bleary eyes. She brushed her hair out of her face, and went for the door.

      “We should check out our surroundings,” Emma suggested. “See if anyone or anything’s come by while we slept. They would’ve left tracks.”

      “Good plan.”

      Emma opened the door, and we stepped outside. The sky was still overcast, and everything was cold. Below us was the same empty pit we’d faced when we’d come through the gate. I didn’t see any tracks, or signs anyone had been by.

      “Nothing. I guess we’re alone,” Emma said. She turned to go back inside, and at that moment, the clouds parted. Light shone down from the sky as Edinmyre’s moons illuminated the pit below. My heart caught in my chest as I watched the moonlight gleam, creating a scene out of what hadn’t been there before. Emotion rose within me as I watched magic materialize, fashioning a city out of nothing.

      “Emma. Look,” I said.

      Emma came to my side. She gasped in amazement as she watched buildings rise before our very eyes under the glimmering light of the stars. As I gazed downward, a sense of disbelief resonated through my bones. I was stunned that after all this time, we were finally here.

      The court of night. We had found it.
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      The city didn’t appear until it was underneath the moonlight. That was the brilliant thing about it— the pit was an illusion, a disguise to keep it hidden. If you were looking at it in the daylight, all you’d see was the surrounding mountains, rocky craigs, and a giant pit in the ground that led to a very bumpy road. The road nearly looked like diverging paths, splitting off in different directions around the mountain’s form.

      But once the moonlight hit it, everything changed, and the illusion fell away. The road and the paths became streets of silver glass, which reflected the clouds above. The craggy stones became buildings, shifting into beautiful monuments that had tall spires, monumental domes and high-spired architecture that was both foreboding and welcoming all at once.

      There was a stone staircase leading downward into the city. “Come on!” I told Ethan. We hurried down the staircase, which ended on an obsidian sidewalk. We took the path forward, gazing upward at the tall black buildings, which were adorned with spikes and pitched towers.

      Ethan and I walked through the streets with a sense of reverie. This felt almost like a holy ground, a church built as a monument to Unseelie power. We passed a massive, broken clock tower, a giant stone bridge, an abandoned cathedral, and a stained glass window that was completely made of dark blue glass. The city was draped in a midnight hue that blended into the colors of night. Every surface appeared to be lined with a magical, glossy sheen that reflected your gaze like rippling water.

      In its prime, this city would’ve held thousands of people, but as of now, we were the only two that walked inside. It’d been abandoned for centuries, yet the city was still clean, pristine even, kept whole by the magic the Unseelie had cast upon it before the war had begun. The city’s lonesome soul reached out to us now, as if beckoning us to come home.

      Throughout the city and written upon the walls were runes in the Unseelie language. We followed the runes and came to a canal, where a boat with hooked edges was waiting.

      “Do you think it’s safe?” Ethan asked.

      “I think so. I don’t think it’s a trap.” I nudged the boat with my boot, and it floated harmlessly to the side.

      I shrugged. We entered into the boat, and of its own accord, it carried us down the canal.

      It seemed the buildings grew taller the farther we went into the city. There were a few signs the place had been deserted— a few haphazard candles that hadn’t been touched since the Middle Ages, pages of old books that fluttered through the wind, and a chilling howl that whimpered through the mountainside. Other than that, there were no signs anything about this city had changed… except for the lack of people.

      I was certain that protections and wards had been placed around the city to freeze it in time. The people who built this place knew their kin would return to it someday, and therefore, only allowed those who had descended from the people who had lived here to enter. I was keenly aware that our ancestors had built it like this to keep it void of outsiders. This city was only for our people, and this was where we belonged.

      Glowing lanterns hovered over the canal and above the city streets, providing us with light. I was stunned the magic had held on this long, and wondered where my ancestors had drawn the magic from, to keep the illusion going for such a long time. I heard the sound of rushing water, and looked up to see that there were waterfalls pouring off some of the buildings, crafted in an articulate design so they flowed seamlessly into the canal.

      We reached the end of the canal, and disembarked the boat. I put a hand on Ethan’s shoulder, and we wandered past the silvery gates that led to the center of the city. When we reached it, I gasped. A massive stone statue stood in the middle of the circular square. The statue was made out of the impressions of hundreds of people, all different expressions and faces, the images of dragons, wolves, griffins and alicorns placed beside them. The monument rose upward hundreds of feet, blocking out the light of the moon.

      I skimmed my fingers over the stone monument and felt a chill echo through my bones. It was like I could feel the suffering of the Unseelie. As if the ancient war had taken place yesterday, and not hundreds of years ago.

      “We should get a better vantage point,” Ethan suggested, and he jerked his head toward a nearby tower. “This building looks taller than most.”

      I nodded, and climbed on his back. We took a set of winding stairs upward to a domed tower. Once we reached the summit, I saw that the trip was well worth it. The stone columns framed the city below in a perfect picture, nearly identical to a painting. I slid off Ethan’s back and placed my hands on the balcony of the tower to look down. At the edge of the city was a circle of runes, which glowed teal in the moonlight. I looked carefully at the streets and realized that each road and street were formed in precise patterns to create a design. If one were looking down the city from directly above, they’d see that the entire metropolis was designed in the shape of the Unseelie rune for everlasting life. The buildings appeared to little bits of starlight speckled along an inky black portrait, the mountain range spanning beyond. A bit of snow trickled over the scene, and I felt a stirring in my heart that was neither love nor amazement, but rather, a sense of home.

      “I can’t believe we’re here,” I whispered, and tears rose to my eyes. “It’s so beautiful.”

      “Indeed,” Ethan agreed. “Not even Dolinska in its prime was as magnificent as this.”

      “I can’t believe the Seelie just… destroyed all those people,” I said.

      “They didn’t, for the blood of the people who built this city still runs in our veins, and even so, Eiragrad survives,” Ethan said.

      “Perhaps there will be a way to restore this city, one day.” Eiragrad was too gorgeous to leave unpopulated. It was a wasted gift. It deserved to be treasured and inhabited.

      “There may be, but it is not why we are here,” Ethan reminded me. “Do you have any idea where the Unseelie stone might be?”

      I didn’t, and Eiragrad was huge. It would take years upon years to search everything here. “It must be somewhere within the city. The Unseelie stone led us here, but it’s hiding. We still have to prove ourselves by finding it.”

      “But where do we start? This place is massive.”

      My eyes wandered the city. Where would a sentient stone wish to conceal itself? Surely somewhere grand…

      “Look at that building,” I said, and I pointed to the north edge of the city. There was the tallest tower, a skyscraper that was more elaborate than the rest. “I bet that’s where Septius took it.”

      “Let’s investigate.”

      I pulled myself onto Ethan’s back again. We took the stairs downward, and crossed through the city in the direction of the tallest tower.

      When I saw it looming overhead, I felt a warmth radiating from my hip. I looked down, and saw that the wolven stone that was embedded in my sword was shining a bright blue hue, emitting a hum that nearly sounded like a woman’s voice.

      “Look at my sword,” I said, and Ethan glanced back.

      “The wolven stone,” Ethan murmured.

      “It’s glowing,” I said. “The stones are drawn together. That means the Unseelie stone must be close.”

      We approached the tower. From ground-level, it was massive. I figured it had to have a thousand steps or more on the way to the top.

      “We should fly up,” I suggested. “It won’t take as long. Are your wings strong enough to fly?”

      “They are still sore from today’s flight, but a short trip won’t bother them much.” Ethan crouched down, then lifted off. We flew toward the top of the tower, and as we did so, the humming from the wolven stone got even stronger.

      I went breathless as Ethan sailed over the balcony and landed on the tower’s top floor. It was a circular room that was open to the air, surrounded by archways.

      In the middle of the room was a stone platform. Lying on a black pillow on top of the platform was the dark necklace.

      “There you are,” I whispered. It felt like I was approaching an old friend as I slid off of Ethan’s back and toward the Unseelie stone. I couldn’t believe we’d had it in our grasp during the King’s Contest and had let it slip away. Not a chance this time. I reached out a hand, ready to grab it.

      Before I could, smoke materialized from within the obsidian glass stone. I paused, and my hand dropped as the smoke formed into the shape of a person. Features began taking shape— eyes, a face, long dark hair. I became speechless as I watched a woman form within the smoke, her eyes a midnight hue and her dress a rich shade of black.

      Ethan froze at my side, ready to attack at my say-so. The sorceress raised an eyebrow, and I said, “This hasn’t happened with any of the other stones.”

      “The other stones weren’t willing to alter fate,” the sorceress replied. “I am.”

      My mouth went dry. “Are you the Unseelie stone?”

      “I am a version of the stone. A replica of its magic, which you seek to use to open Edinmyre’s portal.” The sorceress pursed her lips. “After all the effort I took to avoid you, still, you’ve found me. I can’t say I’m not impressed. All the other Worldweavers who have gotten to this point have failed.”

      “Why did you kill the other fae that owned you?” I asked. “The ones who possessed the dark necklace were all killed in horrible ways.”

      “When I was in her care, Lady Korva put a death spell upon me, that anyone who had the necklace in their possession who wasn’t a member of her family would die,” the sorceress replied. “It was a protective curse to ensure no one outside her line would obtain the stone without punishment.”

      Of course. The bitch would do that. “What about Septius, the warlock?”

      “The necromancer was useful to me, so I created a portal for him to Edinmyre, and used him to come here. My curses cannot affect those who have death magic, however, so I let the warlock go.”

      “And what about me? I wore you three years ago during the Contest, and yet I’m still alive.”

      The sorceress smirked. “The curse cannot work upon one who has already been marked for death.”

      Ethan let out a vicious growl, but I merely frowned. She wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t already know. “Will you come with us? You are the last stone we need. If you give yourself to us, we can unite the Crystals, and this war can be done.”

      “I haven’t yet made up my mind,” the sorceress said. “You have not proven yourself.”

      “Not proven ourselves?” Ethan snarled. “We searched for you across the globe, and found you. We came here to Eiragrad. What more must you ask?”

      “There is one more trial to face,” the sorceress responded.

      “Then what’s my final test?” I asked.

      “My power did not kill you when you used me in the King’s Contest. By that alone, I am willing to give you a chance. Defeat me in battle, and I will surrender myself to you,” the sorceress said.

      “We will fight you together, and put an end to this,” Ethan growled.

      “I am not interested in the strength of a wolf. It is the Worldweaver’s power I seek to test,” the sorceress replied.

      “She wants me to fight her alone, Ethan. This is just like you and the wargs. I have to show her that I deserve it,” I told him. “You need to stand down.”

      “We don’t know what kind of power she wields,” Ethan argued.

      “It doesn’t matter. I know I can defeat her.”

      I faced the sorceress, and clenched my hands into fists. “I’ll fight you.”

      The sorceress smiled. “Show your power to me, Worldweaver. I will deem if you are strong enough to possess my magic.”

      The sorceress cast out her hands. From within them rose flickering Unseelie lightning, black in color and profoundly dangerous. It ricocheted toward me, and I jumped out of the way. The lightning hit a pillar and immediately blew it to ashes, sending stone fragments scattering everywhere. I went rolling to the ground, and winced as I landed hard on my shoulder.

      “Emma,” Ethan growled. He crouched down, preparing to defend me.

      “Ethan, stay back!” I told him. He bared his teeth, but did as I said and stayed out of it.

      I immediately summoned a battle orb and tossed it at the sorceress. It disintegrated the moment it came near her into nothing but blue smoke. She cackled, then sent another lightning bolt racing at me. This one slammed into my arm, and I gasped in pain. I pulled back the sleeve of my robe and saw that blisters were bubbling along the edge of my skin, and my veins had turned black. I found I could still move it, but not without pain.

      I used my illusion magic to conjure dozens of swords that spun in the air. I hurtled them at the sorceress, but she dodged most and disintegrated the rest. While she was distracted, I ripped my sword out of its sheath and ran at the sorceress with a crazed yell. I swung it at her, and my mouth dropped open as I watched the blade sail through her body like she was made of nothing but the wind. The wolven stone in my sword made the hilt shake when it made contact with the sorceress’s body, and I had to grip it tightly so it didn’t fling itself out of my hand.

      The sorceress gave a cold laugh. “Is that really the best you can do?”

      I scowled. Okay, blades wouldn’t work to take this sorceress down. I slid the sword back in its sheath and began dual-casting with both hands. I formed a shield around the sorceress to keep her spells contained, but she touched it with one finger, and the shield burst apart. With my other hand, I cast a whirlwind of blue and silver magic, intending to wrap it around the sorceress. My goal was to imprison her within the whirlwind, and keep her contained until I found a spell that could damage her. But my whirlwind turned into a pitiful gust of blue sparks as the sorceress waved it off, slamming her hand back down so fiercely, it created a crack in the tower. Ethan shook, falling to the ground, while I struggled to remain upright.

      It was time for some heavy artillery. I created cannons out of nothing, and shot them off, but the cannonballs broke apart with a flick of the sorceress’s fingers. I attempted to force my way into the sorceress’s mind and take control, but I found every avenue blocked. It was an iron fortress, with nothing inside but a deep span of black that I could tumble inside forever. I froze for a moment, locked within the reservoirs of the stone’s mind before I found myself thankfully loosened from its grip, my legs turned to water at the effort of breaking free.

      “A sorry attempt,” the sorceress replied as she kicked me out of her mind. “That won’t work on me, I’m afraid to say.”

      I wiped my brow of sweat and gritted my teeth. The Unseelie stone was sentient, but it didn’t have a true consciousness like a person did. I couldn’t overpower the stone without putting my own mind at risk.

      I tried whatever ideas broke into my head. I rained down arrows, I created explosives, I attempted to make her see visions and hallucinate. Each spell died out before it had the chance to take effect. Nothing phased her. The pain in my arm eventually faded into numbness as I continued to hurl spell after spell at the sorceress. Everything I cast either faded into nothingness or sailed right through her body, failing to do any damage at all. At this point, I was just tossing spaghetti at the wall to get something to stick, and every attempt failed.

      Meanwhile, the sorceress was keeping me on my toes. She used her Unseelie magic to destroy the floor I walked on, creating holes in the stone that, if I were to fall through them, would cause me to plummet downward. I had to watch where I was stepping as the stone crumbled beneath my boots. The pillars in the room fell over, threatening to crush me before I spun out of the way. I used telekinesis to hover the broken bits of brick in the air, tossing them at her with all the force I could muster. I must’ve sent ten massive bricks hurtling at her at once, but all she had to do was look, and each one turned to dust that scattered across her shoes.

      One of her lightning bolts hit me in the chest, and I gasped. I swear I felt my heart stop for a minute before it kick-started again, and I fell to my knees. I clutched at my heart, before I had to scramble out of the way. I flung up a shield at the last moment to defend myself, and it broke into pieces almost instantly the moment her Unseelie magic hit it. Ethan watched from a distance, letting out low whines as he watched every spell I cast fail.

      The sorceress gave a horrid laugh as she began twirling her hands over her head. A black orb spun above her, spanning outward farther and farther until I got caught up in the fray. Not of my own accord, my wings appeared. The energy the black orb carried sucked me backward, pinning me against the wall. I watched as tendrils of blue magic floated out of my chest and swam away, entering the body of the sorceress as she continued to let the spell fly.

      She was taking my magic for herself, making her even more powerful… which was the last thing we needed. I attempted to stop her, and put up a block like I had when the leshane had attempted to drain my power, but she burst through my defenses easily and continued taking what she wanted. The familiar scars from the King’s Contest, where I’d worn the dark necklace, began to burn like a hot iron against my skin. I screamed aloud with the torturous pain, and Ethan gave a few worried barks.

      I was reeling from her power as she finally let the spell die. I slumped against the floor, my head spinning. My body ached with incredible pain, and my limbs shook with the effort of standing once again.

      At this point, I barely had any magic left. She was draining me inch by inch, like she’d drained my energy during the King’s Contest.

      Nothing I was doing was working. This sorceress was unconquerable. Every spell I had in my arsenal did jack all to harm her. I wasn’t going to win if I approached it like this. What was I missing?

      I studied her carefully for a moment, pausing to assess the fight. I didn’t know how I could defeat her if my magical reserves were so low. I might be able to hover a teacup, but that was it. The Unseelie stone was just too strong, and she kept getting stronger with every bit of power she took from me. I had no magic left.

      You do have magic left, I thought. It’s just not Seelie.

      The answer became clear. I was fighting like a Seelie, and that was the wrong call. My destiny was to be a powerful Unseelie fae— I was in the city of the dark fae, battling a powerful Unseelie sorceress. I was going about this all wrong.

      The sorceress was a dark fae. She could only be defeated through Unseelie magic… and shadow manipulation was my most powerful tool.

      I pushed my Seelie self aside, and used the wolven teeth I’d brought with me to draw from. As their power funneled into me, I called to my shadow self as easily as I remembered my name. I became the inky form of my darkest inclinations, my body turning to nothing more than a column of smoke as I took off sailing around the room. The sorceress shot her magic at me, but I outmaneuvered her lightning and whirled around to slam into her chest with as much force as I could muster. The effect caused her to stagger backward as I felt my shadow self float through her body, much like a ghost could, tearing at her insides as I did so.

      That was the first one of my attacks that had any effect. So my theory was correct. Unseelie magic was the only way to beat her.

      I twirled around and managed to tackle her a few more times before the sorceress changed, too. She used shadow manipulation to become a violet column of smoke, and took off after me. She entwined her smoky form against my own, attempting to overwhelm it, but I forced her to back off out of sheer willpower. I felt my Unseelie power explode out of me, and found that my powers were weakening as she took them for her own.

      I pulled what power I could from the wolf amulet Lucien had given me and used it to channel my spell. Lucien’s magic erupted out of my shadow form so strong that smoky tendrils wrapped around the violet column that was the sorceress and dragged her back to earth. My spell forced her to change back and remain in her physical body as I continued my assault of dark magic.

      The sorceress managed to raise a shaking hand. One of her lightning bolts wrapped itself around me and tossed me into the wall. I slid down it, going back into my physical body. I managed to get onto my feet, but not before she cast a spell straight at my neck. It avoided cutting off my head, but sliced off a significant chunk of my hair— and the necklace Lucien had given me. It skittered to the other end of the room, and I found myself completely defenseless. I’d run out of Unseelie objects, and the necklace was out of my reach.

      I panted heavily as the sorceress stumbled upward. She rounded on me, preparing to deliver a killing blow.

      My mind raced to come up with some sort of solution. Lucien had taught me you could pull dark magic from things that weren’t objects… what could I pull from that was here, and nearby?

      Without having to think about it, I followed my instinct to a fierce sense of community. My ancestors had lived in this city, and this is where their magic resided. It had for thousands of years. I could pull directly from Eiragrad itself, and harness the dark magic within the city to prove myself. If I channeled my ancestors, and worked together with them, we could defeat the Unseelie stone together.

      I reached out to the city itself, pleading for it to come to my aid. I felt dark energy like never before come pouring into my body like a relentless stream, coursing through every part of me. My skin began to glow with a deep violet sheen, and my limbs shook with the effort of sustaining that much magical energy. My Unseelie ancestors had been strong, and they’d put all their power into protecting and defending the city they’d loved so much.

      I allowed Eiragrad’s power to come rushing out of me, and what burst out of my hands shocked me. A pack of shadows formed at my intention, unsheathing weapons and circling the room, closing in on my enemy. There were hundreds of them… ghosts of the Unseelie fae that had lived and died here, fighting at my command.

      I sent the shadows running at the sorceress. She attempted to flee, but from my Unseelie magic I conjured dark thorns, ones that sprouted out of the rocks and latched themselves onto her legs and arms so she couldn’t run. The shadows I conjured tore into her, ripping her dress. Black blood dripped from her pale skin as the shadows ripped into the sorceress, the thorns tightening their hold until they mangled her limbs to ribbons. I continued my assault of shadow manipulation, slamming into her with my Unseelie form as harshly as my powers would allow. I heard bones breaking, and the sound of her innards being smashed as my form rammed through her again and again.

      “Stop!” the sorceress cried out. “I yield!”

      I drew my thorns back and told my Unseelie ancestors to back down. My Unseelie magic dissolved into smoke, and I landed on my feet as my form became solid again. The sorceress knelt on the ground, her head bowed. She took a few deep breaths before she looked up at me, giving me a sinister smile.

      “You have proven yourself,” the sorceress replied. “You may call me your own, and obtain the Unseelie stone. Use my magic well, Worldweaver. I do not care if it is for good or evil, as long as I am used for power, for that is what I seek most in the world.”

      “I will use your magic to accomplish what no other fae could,” I said. “This I promise you.”

      The sorceress nodded. Her body faded into wisps of black ash, until all that remained was the glimmering face of the dark necklace on the podium before me.

      I staggered forward, reaching out a hand. I grabbed the dark necklace, and felt its familiar cold energy surge against my hand.

      I hadn’t realized how much power it had when I used it in the King’s Contest. Now that I was an advanced sorceress, the magic within it caused my own to resonate with strength.

      “You did it, Emma!” Ethan rasped. He padded to my side.

      “We did it,” I responded, thinking of my ancestors. I couldn’t have done this without them. I shook out my hurt arm. “It looks like the Unseelie stone is willing to help us.”

      “We finally have all the stones,” Ethan said eagerly. “We can return home, and unite them all! Your quest is nearly over, onawilke! I am so proud.”

      “It is over.” My shoulders slumped in relief as I put the Unseelie stone into my bag. “I can’t believe I did what Milonna asked me to do.”

      “Almost. We still have to go to the Sacred Gathering,” Ethan reminded me. “Can you get us back to the estate?”

      “I don’t know if I’m strong enough to make a portal back to Earth. That fight took everything out of me. We might be stuck here,” I said.

      “Pull the magic from me. I have strength yet to make the portal home,” Ethan said.

      I channeled Ethan’s power through our bond. I felt his energy surge into my magic, giving me a boost.

      Still, it took every reserve of our power for me to open the portal. Once it was formed, the portal itself shook and twisted, as if struggling to maintain the connection between the two worlds.

      “We need to go through it now,” I said, giving a wince. Ethan wasted no time. He used his teeth to grab me by the back of the cloak and pull me through. The portal snapped shut behind us immediately once we emerged on the other side.

      We were very lucky we weren’t caught in the middle of it. We could’ve been lost, drifting in the middle of the portal’s bridgeway forever. It really was becoming impossible for us to get to Edinmyre and back. We had to reunite the stones as soon as we could.

      I’d transported us in front of the estate. I looked around, and found things eerily similar to how they’d been the morning we’d left. We’d spent nearly two days in Edinmyre, but here on Earth, only a few hours had passed.

      Ethan changed back and put his hand on my shoulder. “Should we tell everyone the good news?”

      “Yes! Right away.” I rushed inside. I found our friends sitting at the dining room table, having waffles. Everyone looked up immediately when we entered, faces expectant.

      I smiled, then reached into my bag. I lifted the dark necklace into the air and waved it around.

      The room burst into a monumental explosion of cheers, applause, and victory. I felt Kiara and Odette rush to embrace me while Stefan, Theo and Alexei piled on Ethan.

      “You got it!” Stefan cried out. “You got the Unseelie stone!”

      “We have all of them now!” Kiara wiped tears away from her eyes. “I— I can’t believe it’s nearly done.”

      “Told you we could do it without you,” I teased Arthur.

      He shrugged, but he couldn’t hide the grin that was ebbing over his face. “Might’ve been here an hour earlier if I had come along.”

      “I’ll put this in the vault for safe keeping with the others,” Babcia said, and she held out her hand. I gave her the dark necklace, and she and Bapa hobbled out of the room. I took a seat in the nearest chair, because I didn’t think I could stand for another moment longer.

      “Yay for Emma!” Ozzie said as he loaded a couple of waffles in front of me, covered in strawberry syrup. “I added extra raspberries for you, because you deserve them!”

      “Finally,” Jasper muttered, an expression of relief on his face. “This can be over with.”

      “I agree,” Mom said shortly as she took a sip of her mimosa. “I don’t want to deal with this anymore.”

      Lucien’s face was warm and bright as he approached me, bringing me into a tender hug. “Well done, dzika. Well done.”

      “Well, let’s get on with it,” I said. “Once we’re done eating, we can go to the Sacred Gathering and—”

      “Emma, we can’t go today,” Ethan protested. “It’s been a rough journey.”

      “So?” I pressed— though I wavered in my seat. “Let’s just get it done.”

      “You need time to rest,” Ethan insisted. “I can feel through your bond that your magic is weak. You’re about to pass out. You need time to recover.”

      I scowled. Okay, so the fight with the Unseelie stone had been hard. The sorceress had drained a lot of my energy, both magical and physical. But honestly, was now the time to relax?

      “Yeah, and tomorrow’s your birthday!” Odette piped up. “You can’t miss your party.”

      “I don’t care about my stupid birthday! I care about uniting the stones!” I said, throwing my hands up.

      “Emma, you’re weak from your journey. Reuniting the stones at the Sacred Gathering and opening the portal to Edinmyre is going to require a great amount of magical energy, and we can’t afford for the ritual to go wrong because you’re too tired to perform it,” Lucien scolded. “Once you’ve recovered your strength, we’ll head out at once.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled. Lucien was right, but damn. We had the stones in our grasp. I didn’t want to wait, and it seemed stupid to do so, no matter how tired I was.

      But I guess if I did fuck it up, the portal to Edinmyre could collapse completely, and then there’d be no fixing it, because we’d all be dead. If I didn’t have enough strength to complete the ceremony, it would kill me, and everyone else. It was better to listen to what Lucien said.

      Good thing, too, because I nearly fainted on the way up the stairs after breakfast. We’d told everyone about our journey, the Unseelie city, and about our battles with the wargs and the sorceress. Recounting it all was nearly as exhausting as living through it.

      Ethan and I ended up sleeping most of the day, before we had a quick dinner of corned beef and hash and spent the rest of the evening playing with the twins. As I rested, my mind kept going back to the Crystals, and on what I had to do at the Sacred Gathering.

      I must’ve run down to the vault at least five times during the night to check if the Crystals were still there. Sure as shit, all six were nestled safely in the vault, completely untouched.

      I was being paranoid, but no one could blame me. I wasn’t letting a single thing go wrong from this point on.

      Our birthday party was held outside under the sunshine of a beautiful spring day. Ozzie had baked us a massive cake five tiers tall, and presents were piled beside a table that was loaded with a variety of food and drinks. Everyone was in good spirits, laughing, chatting, and playing games while dancing to the music. I got the feeling that we weren’t just celebrating a birthday, but also, our success at obtaining all the stones.

      I was glad we were celebrating. It felt good to give ourselves a pat on the back, after everything that had happened over the years. Twilight began to fall, bathing the estate in hues of purple and orange, stars dotting the horizon.

      I was wearing my charm bracelet, along with the special key that came with it. A couple of my friends had gotten me more charms for the bracelet as a birthday gift, so I wanted to be kind and show them off, although I was planning on putting it away as soon as the day was over. We still didn’t know what this strange key did, and personally, I wanted to keep it away from Kalina.

      “Did you get what you wanted for your birthday, Arthur?” I asked. I sat beside him, bouncing Kazim in my lap, while Kalina laid on a blanket on the ground. Ethan was in his wolf form, making growly faces at Kalina to make her laugh.

      Arthur took Kazim from me and gave a sad smile. “What I really want for my birthday, I can’t have.”

      “But you do have us, and always will,” I told him. “Don’t forget we’re always here for you.”

      “What about you?” Arthur asked. “Does it feel any different being twenty-one?”

      “It’s been a pretty good day,” I said. “But I’ll feel better once I’ve finished opening the portal. Then we can focus all our attention on bringing Droga down, and getting life back to normal.”

      “What is normal?” Arthur gave a small chuckle.

      “I think… this is,” I said, looking around at how happy my friends and family were. “And I want to get back to it. Whatever’s happened in the past, we can start over again. Maybe we can forget.”

      “Some of us can,” Arthur replied. “Don’t know about all.”

      I watched Finlay chase Amantha around the gardens, and my heart lifted with a bit of hope for my brother. “Do you think you could move on to find another mate, like Finlay and Amantha?”

      “No,” Arthur said immediately. “I could never. It’s just not in the cards for me.”

      I didn’t respond, but inwardly, I prayed he’d change his mind eventually. Arthur was so young— too young to be alone for the rest of his life, even if he’d mated with a goddess. If he couldn’t move on from Vara, at the very least, I wanted him to move forward, and find someone else. Even if it took him years to do so.

      Arthur dropped his voice to a whisper as he said, “Are you ready for tomorrow?”

      “Yes,” I told him. “I’m not afraid anymore. I know it’s what meant to happen.”

      I’d convinced everyone that we needed to head to the Sacred Gathering tomorrow. One day of rest was good enough, and if my powers weren’t back to normal by then, screw it. I was doing it anyway. I wouldn’t take chances when Droga was still out there.

      “Ozzie! Jasper!” Odette called out, giving a little hiccup. She twirled around the party, and nearly fell over onto Theo. “Has anyone seen them?”

      My friends had gotten drunk and had run into the woods to play a game of hide-and-seek.

      “Oh, bother, we’ve lost them,” Theo complained. “Not that we can see straight, anyway.” He giggled.

      “What are you talking about?” Delmare asked as she put a coat on Isaak. “They went into the woods with you.”

      “Yeah, but we can’t find them now,” Alexei slurred.  “And they aren’t coming out, either.”

      “I can still smell them,” Ethan said. “They were just here not too long ago.”

      “Well, then, they’re damn good at hiding!” Odette put her hands on her hips. “And we’re done playing, so it’s time to come out!”

      I hadn’t seen Ozzie since he’d brought the cake out… and come to think of it, that was hours ago. He must’ve slipped away to fool around with Jasper when they were playing hide-and-seek.

      “If you can’t find them in the woods, they must be in the house,” I offered.

      “Cheaters!” Odette squeaked. “We said that was off-limits!”

      Ethan changed back and lifted Kalina into his arms. “Well, fae aren’t known for our compelling honesty— any of us, really. It’s not surprising they’d cheat to win a game.”

      “It’s all in good fun. I’ll go get them.” I stood up from the table and walked inside.

      I wandered the halls, calling out, “Ozzie! Jasper! Where are you guys?”

      There was no response. How drunk were they? “Game’s over. Time to stop playing around.”

      Worry knotted in my stomach when no one answered. This was a big house, so they probably didn’t hear me calling for them. I checked the kitchens, and their bedroom, but didn’t find them.

      I circled the bedroom, taking in my surroundings. All of their stuff was still here. It wasn’t like they’d just up and leave… right?

      “Guys?” I called out again, louder this time. Ozzie would hear the fear in my voice. He wouldn’t let me be worried. He’d say something back.

      Except all I got back in return was the quiet.

      Okay, now I was starting to panic. Had something happened to them?

      Check the vault, a voice inside whispered. Panic turned to absolute terror as I broke into a run, heading toward the basement. I flew down the steps, my heart in my throat as I took the stairs in a rush.

      A wretched breath escaped from my lungs as I saw that the vault door was open. I ran inside, clutching at my neck as I surveyed the nightmarish scene. I wanted to believe this was a dream… but the blood rushing through my veins told me this was nothing more than my cursed reality.

      The vault was empty. All of the stones were gone. Even my sword was missing.

      I gave a horrible cry of grief, and tears poured from my eyes as I hit the floor. Ozzie’s words about his mate’s strange behavior came flooding back to me. Traitor, I thought, and sickness welled inside of me.

      I realized the truth. The Crystals of Harmony were nowhere to be found, and Jasper had betrayed us all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      An enraged scream from inside the house immediately caught my attention. The other side of our bond gave a pulsing sensation of bitterness and betrayal that nearly knocked me off my feet.

      Emma was infuriated— on the edge of insanity. Her emotions coursed through me in such a storm, I had the fiercest inclination to kill anyone who dared get in my path.

      I was still holding Kalina, and I worried what I might do with these kinds of feelings racing through me. I hurriedly handed her off to Evonna before I left the party. I wasted no time and ran full-speed into the house, following the sound of Emma’s furious screams all the way down to the basement.

      Horror inflicted the very core of me when I saw that the Crystals had vanished. Emma was in the middle of the vault, tearing her hair out and swearing worse than I’d ever heard her before.

      Within the vault was the thin remnant of Jasper’s scent. My friends swarmed behind me, going white-faced at the scene before us.

      “Godsdammit!” Emma kicked the wall, then grabbed a box of jewels that were lying on a table and tossed it. Coins and gems scattered across the floor as she cried, “They took them! They fucking took them!”

      “Emma! Calm down.” I raced to hold her firmly under my grip, before she hurt herself.

      “I can’t be fucking calm!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. “The work we’ve done for the last two years is ruined! They’re taking the stones to Gabby! If she gets her hands on them, it’s fucking over, do you understand?!”

      I was well aware of the crisis, and panic surged within me at the terrible thought of it. I had to keep a cool head, because Emma was losing it.

      I began giving orders. “All of you, we must find them immediately!” I barked at the people around us. “Search everywhere!”

      “What if they took a portal?” Alexei asked weakly.

      “We’ll see the signs, and hopefully be able to follow the magical traces,” I said. “The point is, we need to know where they went once they left the estate.”

      “I’ll stay in the nursery with the children,” Evonna offered. She carried Kalina off, taking Isaak from Delmare and tucking him into her other arm. Arthur followed her with Kazim.

      “We’ll search the skies,” Stefan offered, and he took Delmare’s hand. “Maybe they flew away.”

      “Or they’re still hiding in the woods,” Lucien offered. He hurried away, to search with Emma’s grandparents. People scattered in all directions.

      I kept Emma firmly in my grasp and said, “This doesn’t seem like Ozzie.”

      “I don’t think it’s him. It has to be Jasper,” she said. “We should’ve known it all along. He gave such terrible excuses.”

      My mind recalled many situations. We’d run into Jasper after a council meeting, one where we’d discussed mounting an attack against Gabby to save Pruska. He’d been outside, and told us he just came back from a training session…

      The times didn’t add up. He’d said he’d gone to the rink for a five a.m. practice, but we hadn’t run into him until nearly noon. He hadn’t been at the rink at all. He’d been listening in on the meeting. Later on, we’d run into him outside of Kiara’s room, just before she’d been cursed.

      And Emma’s hearthfire… the only ones who had access to our quarters at the palace were our friends. Jasper had been there during our honeymoon. He must’ve been the one to sneak in and destroy Emma’s altar, just before the Black Claw came looking for her.

      There were other signs. The guilt he’d shown after Vara’s death…

      Bile rose in my throat and nearly spilled. I’d been so focused on accusing Vara that I hadn’t bothered to consider other potential suspects. My prejudice had left us unguarded.

      “Oh, hell.” Emma smacked her palm to her forehead. “I came across him making a golem back at the palace. He was probably helping Gabby create the clone that she staged at the fortress during our attack. We’ve been so oblivious.”

      The reality was crushing, but despite my harsh feelings, I forced my better judgment to come into play. “He has betrayed us, but he’s still our friend, so we must find him and stop him from giving the stones to Gabby. He must ask him why he would do such a thing.”

      “You’re being awfully forgiving toward someone who might’ve cost us everything,” Emma spat.

      “I made the mistake of distrusting Vara, and I will regret it forevermore. I won’t make the same error with Jasper,” I said.

      “He betrayed us. He sided with Gabby!” Emma shouted.

      “We don’t know for certain if Jasper took the stones to Gabby,” I said. “He could’ve taken them for other reasons.”

      “Whatever they are, I’m going to rip his head off when we find him!” she yelled.

      “Emma, you must control yourself.” I took her into my arms and gave her a tight hug; more or less to calm her down, but also, to make sure she didn’t take off and do something reckless. “We don’t know if Gabby has the Crystals yet. We can’t allow ourselves to believe the worst possible outcome. Remember what you told me? If you believe that we’ll win, we will. We have to trust that we can still fix things.”

      Emma took a few ragged, furious breaths before she allowed herself to calm. The other side of my bond steadied, although there was an angry undertone beneath the lull of patience she forced herself to have. “You’re right. They can’t have gotten too far, right? Everyone’s looking for them, and neither one of them are accomplished sorcerers. Jasper has trouble making portals, and there are protection wards around the estate that make casting them even harder. He’d have to get off the grounds before he could even try.”

      “Then let’s start there. I’ll trail Jasper’s scent. Maybe it’ll lead us somewhere.”

      I don’t think he lingered in the vault for long. There were so many different scents from all the people who lived at the estate, but I was able to distinguish Jasper’s and follow it outside.

      In the gardens, pandemonium was taking place. Odette held on as Theo galloped into the woods. Amantha called their names. Arthur and Finlay were both wolvens, their nose to the ground trying to detect Jasper’s scent. Delmare took off on Stefan’s back, and the dragon flew upward. His form wavered before it vanished, blending into the clouds with the effect of Delmare’s illusion magic to camouflage him against the sky.

      So far, it didn’t look like anyone had discovered much.

      “Do you smell anything?” Emma asked warily.

      “No,” I said. “Jasper has been living with the rest of us for months. His scent is all over the place. Day-old trails are mixing with new ones.”

      I turned on the spot, fully confused. I wasn’t sure which way he’d gone. I attempted using my shifter sight to find footprints, but again, the estate was always bustling with people, which made a trail hard to find.

      Kiara was near the woods. A spinning arrow made of her magic twirled in the air around her, flying in haggard circles. The arrow spun back and forth, as if it didn’t know which way to point.

      “What are you casting?” Emma asked as we drew near.

      “A locating spell,” Kiara said as she watched the arrow fly.

      “I thought you had to induce a vision in order to perform a locating spell,” I said.

      “This is my own magic, something I made up,” Kiara explained. “It’s a new spell I invented for finding things, just in case one of our family ever went missing again, like what happened with Kalina. I’ve found it to be one-hundred percent accurate each time I’ve checked on our locations since I invented the spell.”

      “So which way did he go?” I asked.

      Kiara’s arms slackened at her sides as the arrow twitched erratically. “I don’t know. I can’t locate Jasper. He put some kind of defensive ward around him to prevent him from being tracked, and the Crystals of Harmony are too strong for my own power, so I can’t trace their magic, either.”

      “What about Ozzie?” Emma pressed.

      “Hm.” Kiara bit her lip, and wiggled her fingers. The spinning arrow immediately came to an abrupt halt before it quivered and vanished.

      Her eyebrows raised in surprise as she said, “No defensive spells here.”

      “Is he with Jasper?” I asked.

      “No.” Kiara shook her head. “I don’t believe so. If so, the arrow would’ve lit up, and not vanished.”

      “Ozzie’s scent is stronger than Jasper’s,” I noted. “He was here more recently.”

      “They left at different times, then,” Emma mused. “I think Jasper took the stones and left first, then Ozzie followed him.”

      “I don’t think Ozzie had any idea what Jasper was doing. Maybe he was trying to stop him,” I theorized.

      “That makes the most sense,” Emma added. “Ozzie can’t keep a secret, and if he knew Jasper was going to take the stones, he’d have let it slip.”

      “Why didn’t Ozzie come back and tell us Jasper was gone?” I asked.

      “He knew we’d react badly. Ozzie said that Jasper has been distant, keeping him in the dark lately,” Emma said. “You know the mechanics between mates are weird. If you betrayed our friends and ran off, I’d probably try to talk you out of it on my own, before I got anyone else involved.”

      “That’s not the only problem.” Kiara frowned. “By the arrow vanishing, the locator spell is indicating that Ozzie can’t be traced at all.”

      “And what does that mean?” Emma asked crossly.

      “It… it means...” Kiara hesitated.

      “What?” Emma demanded.

      “If Ozzie hasn’t put any wards up to protect himself, but I can’t find him anyway… that means either someone else is concealing him, or he’s already dead.”

      Emma gave a soft noise of terror, while my veins took over a freezing chill.

      Kiara shook her head and said, “I might be jumping to conclusions. We can’t prove anything.”

      “But Jasper’s alive?” I pressed.

      “Yes. The arrow didn’t vanish, so he’s still out there,” Kiara said.

      Emma chewed her lip, and I said, “Something about this whole thing is off. I don’t believe Jasper would allow any harm to come to his mate.”

      “Mates can betray you.”

      Amantha had overheard. She strode up behind us with Finlay in tow. Amantha put her hands on her hips and said, “With the right motivation, even mates can be convinced to turn their backs on each other. This is Jasper’s fault, and he’s put Ozzie right in the middle of it.”

      “Jasper wouldn’t let anything happen to Ozzie. They risked everything to be together,” Emma argued.

      Finlay gave a cruel laugh. “Love means little in times of war. He was offered a good deal by Gabby, and he took it.”

      “That can’t be the whole truth. If Jasper truly was a traitor, why hasn’t he told Gabby where we are? He could easily give her our location, and we would’ve been dead,” I said.

      “I don’t know. You’ve gotta be right and there’s more to the story,” Emma said.

      Finlay let out a growl. Amantha didn’t look like she was convinced. “Jasper has been acting weird since we got here,” she insisted. “He probably didn’t say anything about the estate to cover his own ass, since he was staying here with us and didn’t have anywhere else to hide.”

      “I have to believe in the best of him. Trust is what’s keeping us together, even now,” I said.

      “I don’t trust anyone anymore,” Finlay snarled.

      I knew he had a personal vendetta after what had happened to him in Pruska, but now was no time for taking out personal problems. I went to say something back, before I heard Alexei call my name.

      I noticed he was holding a piece of parchment in his hands. He handed it out to me.

      “I found this in Jasper’s room,” he said. “It gives a location.”

      I opened the note. I read it quickly— it was only one line.

      
        
        The Willow Maiden.

      

      

      I knew it to be Gabby’s handwriting. I’d seen it one too many times. I crushed the note in my hand before I said, “Why didn’t he burn this?”

      “He left it in his top desk drawer for anyone to find. It’s like he wanted us to know where he was going,” Alexei said.

      “Which means he didn’t have the heart to do this in the first place,” Emma said.

      “The Willow Maiden. Godsdamn, that’s close to Dolinska,” Finlay read over my shoulder. “We’re going to walk straight into Droga’s claws.”

      “We’ll come with you. All of us. You’ll need backup to fight Gabby, and Droga if he’s there,” Arthur said.

      Their courage to battle a god was admirable, but I thought it was the wrong call. “No,” I said firmly. “I’ll take Finlay and Alexei. The rest of you can stay behind and guard the estate, just in case Jasper gives us up. If he’s already handed off the stones, it’s a lost cause, anyway. We need to protect everyone we can.”

      “What if it’s a trap, and Gabby is expecting you to follow Jasper there?” Arthur insisted.

      “It could be,” I admitted. “Which is why I suggest we don’t take everyone.”

      “I’m going,” Emma said immediately.

      “Emma—”

      “Ethan, these are my Crystals. They’re my responsibility, and I’m not going to stay behind when there’s a risk they could fall into Gabby’s hands. I’m coming along,” Emma said firmly.

      “Me too,” Kiara said. “My locator spell might work better if we get closer, and if Jasper isn’t there after all, we’ll still need to track him down.”

      Amanda nodded firmly, noting that she wouldn’t let Finlay go alone. There was no time to argue. “Let’s go. We should portal outside of the ruins, just in case there are soldiers waiting for us there.”

      “Already on it.”

      Emma summoned a portal, and we stepped on through. The spring nighttime of Ireland was replaced by Malovia’s brisk weather. Pine trees swayed around us within the darkness, and there was a faint sound in the distance, like the rumbling of monsters through the brush.

      “I put us a few miles out,” Emma said. “If there’s a trap, we’ll notice.”

      Alexei changed into a griffin. He took to the skies, and did a couple of circles before he landed and transformed.

      “I didn’t see anything from above,” Alexei said. “That doesn’t mean there isn’t some sort of ambush.”

      “Let us go first,” Amantha suggested. “Finlay and I are more expendable.”

      “No one is expendable,” I said firmly.

      “Emma’s the one who’s fated to save us. She needs to stay safe. Let us do our part,” Amantha insisted.

      She and Finlay strolled ahead. I didn’t like the idea, and had no wish to sacrifice anyone if we did fall into a trap, but with what was at risk these were the options we had. We walked through the woods as calmly and as quickly as we could. I smelled animals, and the usual scents of the forest, but nothing that alerted me to any enemies.

      “Ethan, do you see this?” Alexei asked. He gestured at the ground, which was still wet from a fresh rain. I used my shifter sight to examine the dirt. Indeed, I saw footprints that had to belong to Jasper… Ozzie, too, though his footprints were more recent.

      “They were here,” I said. “Come on.”

      We ran after the trail, until I found a gathering of footprints underneath an oak tree. The scene was a mess. I smelled blood, and the musky scent of soldiers surrounding it.

      “Ozzie caught up with Jasper. They stood here for some time,” I said, stooping to the ground. “They must’ve had some kind of argument before others showed up.”

      There were impressions of boots in the mud that didn’t belong to them. It looked like a whole battalion.

      “Signs of a struggle,” Alexei noted, pointing to the broken branches on the earth, mingled with dark blood droplets. “Whatever happened, it didn’t go well for them. Jasper was dragged off in one direction, and Ozzie another.”

      “Do we split up?” Kiara asked.

      “No. We go after the Crystals. Jasper had them, so we have to find him first,” I said.

      “But what if Ozzie’s in trouble?” Emma asked.

      “We’re all in trouble if we don’t get the Crystals back.”

      “I don’t want to make the choice on who possibly lives or dies,” Emma hissed.

      “Sometimes you have to. Make a decision.”

      Emma’s expression hardened, but she said, “Keep leading us to Jasper.”

      We moved forward. The footsteps changed to the markings of someone being dragged. Whoever was bleeding, it hadn’t been Jasper, because the blood smell went away.

      When we got closer to the Willow Maiden, the footprints changed. They had morphed into the impressions of giant lizard claws. Someone had shifted. A dragon had been here, several, perhaps.

      “The soldiers must’ve flown off with Jasper and taken him somewhere else,” Finlay said.

      “What if he never made it to the Willow Maiden?” Emma asked.

      Kiara cast the locating spell again. The arrow appeared only for a few seconds before it vanished in an array of yellow sparks. She attempted to cast the spell twice more, but nothing happened.

      “Jasper’s arrow is gone,” Kiara whispered. “I can’t summon it anymore.”

      Amantha hadn’t been afraid before, but her voice held an edge of fear as she said, “Let’s check the Willow Maiden. Just to be sure.”

      We headed that way, although I couldn’t be sure we were going in the right direction. The miles seemed to drag on, although I knew we were moving as fast as concealment would allow.

      “His scent’s back, stronger than it was before,” Alexei stated abruptly as we entered a new wave of trees. “He wasn’t here but an hour ago.”

      I noted that. This was all very strange. Why did the soldiers take him somewhere else, only to return him to the area later?

      Finlay and Amantha gave screams of alarm from up ahead, accompanied by the shouts of strangers. All of us jumped into action. We raced to them, where we found they were surrounded by at least a dozen soldiers.

      I changed into a wolven and sprang on the nearest one, tearing him to bits. There were snarls and yowls as Finlay and Alexei fought with shifters. Kiara blasted off a few rays of golden light from her palms, which struck a couple of sorceresses down. Amantha pulled a dagger from her belt and used it to stab the soldier nearest her, plunging the blade into his neck before he could swing his weapon. Emma transformed into her shadow self and completely eliminated the rest, sailing through their chests and creating gaping cavities within their bodies with her ruthless dark magic. As the battalion was destroyed, the six of us formed a circle, looking outward at the woods to see if anyone else was hiding there.

      “Do you think that’s all there are?” Alexei breathed.

      “She’s probably got more patrols scouting the woods,” Emma said in a tight voice. “If they’re not guarding the Willow Maiden, that must mean—”

      “Emma,” I said, although I already knew what must’ve happened.

      She took off running. My protests didn’t stop her. I gave chase, though we weren’t far from the Willow Maiden now. The smell of death filled my nose, and it made me hideously ill.

      The trees broke ahead, into the ruins of the abandoned Seelie palace. We entered the Willow Maiden’s clearing. Before me, I heard Emma give a wretched gasp. The shock she felt resonated outward through our bond like an explosion.

      Her stunned spirit made me completely halt in my tracks. I was suddenly aware of how hauntingly silent it was, only the eerie wind accompanying my ragged breaths.

      It can’t be. I didn’t want to believe it. But instinct told me what I didn’t want to know.

      I emerged from the woods. Within the clearing were no traps, no guards, but something even more wretched. Emma stood at the base of the Willow Maiden, a hand over her mouth, looking up at the massive tree with tears streaming down her face.

      My heart wept with loss. Hanging from a branch of the Willow Maiden was our Jasper, a noose around his neck, his lifeless body swinging in the wicked wind. Though his eyes had long lost their light, there was still the semblance of a cry for help within them.

      We’d come too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Emma

        

      

    

    
      Tears cascaded down my cheeks as I stared slack-jawed at the sight of Jasper swinging from the tree. I was completely frozen in time. The hope I had stored up in me withered and died at the macabre scene, and at that moment, I lost all anger at Jasper. I didn’t care that he had betrayed us, only wept that he’d felt so desperate to do so, for this was his end.

      Gods help us. Was this the fate of our beloved friends, of the people we cared for so desperately? I felt more than responsible. I felt as if I was the master of Jasper’s fate, and my quest had led him here to ruin.

      “Cut him down,” Ethan said roughly. Alexei moved to help. He climbed up the Willow Maiden’s branches and untied the rope from around the tree limb, lowering Jasper’s body. Finlay caught him, and laid him on the ground. Alexei removed the noose, and Finlay tossed it harshly aside.

      I knelt by Jasper’s side and stroked his long hair back as tears fell from my eyes and onto his face. “I’m so sorry, Jasper. I wish…”

      I put my hand over my mouth and held in a scream. It was horribly wicked that we had to conceal our grief instead of weeping openly, for Gabby’s soldiers were still out there.

      I wanted to go out there and find them. Hunt them down, make each of them suffer for what they’d done to my friend.

      I could kill them all and it wouldn’t change a thing. Jasper was gone. Death upon his enemies wouldn’t bring him back.

      Jasper’s lips were bloody. I reached out to close his eyes and cringed away at how chilled his skin was.

      I couldn’t stand to gaze upon him any longer. I stood and turned away, turning my back to the Willow Maiden. I’d considered the tree a friend, an ally. But she’d been compliant in Jasper’s murder. The previously enchanted clearing, with its stories of Seelie royals and a woman who changed into a willow, had been desecrated and defiled. No matter how much power this place held, all the magic from the Willow Maiden was now gone for me, and it would never return.

      “We failed him.” Ethan approached me. He laid a gentle hand on my shoulder as we admitted defeat for what felt like the thousandth time.

      I wiped away tears with the heel of my hand. “I only wish… why didn’t he come to us, Ethan? Why did he do this? This doesn’t make any sense.”

      “If only we had answers, onawilke.” He drew me into a hug, and I again related how cruel and sick this world was. I knew in my heart this was Gabby’s doing, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but blame myself.

      This wasn’t the work of greed, or vengeance. I knew in my heart he hadn’t wanted to do this. Jasper had been manipulated somehow. I had failed to protect my friend, and that was the reason he was dead.

      Finlay had conjured a shovel, and was working on digging a grave as he wept silent tears. His anger was warring with his grief, and it was clear he didn’t know which to feel.

      As I withdrew from Ethan’s hug, Alexei approached me gently. “This was in his pocket,” he whispered. “It’s addressed to you.”

      The lump in my throat was so hard it was painful. I took the crumpled paper from Alexei, and unfurled it.

      It was a letter. There were tear stains on the paper. He’d been openly weeping as he’d composed this. The cursive writing was red… a letter written in his own blood. He’d had enough magic to conjure the quill and the paper, but not enough left for the ink.

      
        
        My Dearest Emma,

      

        

      
        I write this letter in great haste, for I approach my end. You know now what I am ashamed to admit; I am the betrayer.

      

        

      
        She has them, Emma. I handed them over. I have nothing to offer but this poor explanation, and to beg you to not hate me for it.

      

        

      
        My parents remained in Dolinska after you ascended to the throne. I had hope for a bright future then, but as I soon learned, they were working undercover for Gabby. I was honor-bound to turn them in, but before I could, the dark queen herself approached me. She knew whom I loved, and promised to end Ozzie’s life if I did not serve her purposes.

      

        

      
        I became terrified. I had the thought that perhaps you and Ethan could protect me, and that I should tell the truth. I see now that is what I should’ve done, fool I was, but at the time, all I could imagine was Ozzie perishing at her hands, and I would give my life to prevent that.

      

        

      
        Loyalty to a mate will overcome loyalty to your country— even loyalty to your friends. I felt awful for everything I did, and yet, how could I stop? Ozzie was safe, and Gabby promised me he would remain so as long as I did what she asked.

      

        

      
        She tricked me into a bad contract, Emma. She worded it so carefully— that I’d only have to work for her until you no longer had power over the country. I thought once you and Ethan stepped down from the throne, I’d be released from the agreement, and she’d leave me and Ozzie alone.

        I truly believed, at the time, no one would have to die. Gabby would be on the throne, but my friends and my mate would be safe. She all but implied as such before I sealed the deal; “When Emmaline’s Sosna’s influence over Malovia is done, I will release you from your contract, and your mate will remain well all the years of your life.”

      

        

      
        I knew in my heart I could not trust her. That eventually, she would do me in. I saw the disgusted look in her eyes each time we met face-to-face. She thought Ozzie and I were abominations, and time after time, I considered telling you the truth. I knew I was responsible for the loss of Pruska, for the death of all those soldiers, as it was my information that caused us to lose that city. The guilt was almost as bad as my fear of losing Ozzie, yet not enough, so I remained silent.

      

        

      
        Hurting Kiara was nearly the last straw. I regretted placing that cursed doll in her room the moment I did so. But by that time, I was too far in. I knew I’d be executed at some point, by either Ethan or Gabby, and that there was no turning back from my cowardly mistakes.

      

        

      
        Once Droga was raised, I lost the hope I had for a brighter future. I thought I’d made the right choice siding with Gabby, because you and Ethan had lost, and so, who would protect Ozzie then?

      

        

      
        I attempted to end the contract once you lost the crown, but unfortunately, Gabby’s magic held me to my word. Your influence over Malovia was still prevalent, though you were no longer a queen, so I was forced to continue being her spy. I worked for Gabby with the knowledge that she owned Malovia with a god at her side, so there was no chance of you beating her. Unable to free myself of this bad contract, I had to do damage control, and protect the only thing in my life I considered worth saving.

      

        

      
        I wanted you to win, I really did. There is not a thing I regret more than giving Gabby the Crystals of Harmony, yet what could I do? The magical deal we made forced me to be her slave. Though I knew this couldn’t end well, I decided that giving her what she wanted was better than refusing her, for she’d surely kill my mate for violating our deal.

      

        

      
        For my final mission, she told me if I brought her the Crystals of Harmony, she’d consider our contract fulfilled, and release me from my obligation to her.

      

        

      
        And release me she shall— in death.

      

        

      
        I was weak for allowing her to sway me in such a way, for she has Ozzie now, and I am sure that once I die, he will die as well. Gabby will have stuck to her word— that my mate will remain well all the years of my life— and our magical contract will be complete. The very thing I strived for this entire time… Ozzie’s safety… is now lost. I gambled with the hope that Gabby would see me as a good spy, and spare me and my love. But we were tools to her. Now I see that she’d never permit a man who loves another man to live, even if that man has practically handed her a country on a platter, for one good spy is worth a thousand soldiers.

      

        

      
        Ozzie never knew of all this. He was unaware of everything, up until the end. He forgave me for it, do you know that? I do not deserve a kind heart such as him. And the gods knew it, for they have taken him away from me.

      

        

      
        If it is any consolation at all, I did not reveal where you are hiding, though they tortured me so. Despite the wording of the contract, I am only forced to supply Gabby with information that negates your influence on Malovia itself, not information that compromises your safety, for I am a tricky fae too, and I can utilize what little bit of the contract works in my favor for your benefit. Despite the fierce torture, she could not get that much out of me, a small bit of bitter pride I can hold on to in these final moments. She took everything from me, and so, I vowed not to give her this. I managed to fool her into believing we were living in separate locations, and that I had no idea where you could be. For my failure to betray you one last time, she has ordered my execution imminently.

      

        

      
        Do not weep for me, Emma, a traitor of the worst kind. I do not fear death, as I go to my god. Whether Tomir sees fit to send me to the Underworld or allow me into the Great Hunting Grounds is something I will see after I cross from this world into the next, though I pray he does not judge me too harshly, for what I did, I did out of love. I am not afraid of the noose. I’ve always longed to see Edinmyre, even for a moment. I know in my heart that it is my home, and I will at least glimpse it on the way to my damnation.

      

        

      
        My last wish is to see the ice again. I’d give anything to skate upon its pearly surface one last time. Tell Amantha, next time she competes, if she ever does, to win a medal for me. I find it asinine that I worked my whole life for one goal, one competition, and that I had it in the end, but will die never seeing my dream come to life.

      

        

      
        Find Ozzie, I beg of you. Give your best to do what I could not.

      

      

      The end of the letter was a jagged line, as if he’d heard the guards coming and had to stop writing quickly.

      I closed my eyes. Tears seeped out from under the lids and fell to the ground as I recalled Jasper’s wretched words.

      She has them, Emma. I handed them over.

      Finlay was done digging the grave. I suddenly realized what was going on, and felt the need to object.

      “No,” I said suddenly. “I don’t care if he’s a traitor. Jasper deserves a true fae burial, with all the rites. To bury him in the middle of nowhere like this is sacrilege, in our religion! His ashes deserve to be spread to the gods or interred with other fae in a cemetery, not lying alone in the middle of the woods in an unmarked grave like some forgotten soldier!”

      “Gabby’s minions will return to desecrate and humiliate the body. We can’t allow that to happen,” Ethan said gently.

      “So we take him back to the estate, and bury him there,” I insisted.

      “We don’t have time.” Ethan was trying to be as kind as he could, but his tone was urgent. It reminded me we had other matters to deal with, and that made me angry.

      To hell with it all. Gabby had everything she needed to win. I merely wanted the simple comfort of giving my friend a goodbye.

      “Then we build a pyre and continue the proper ceremonies,” I insisted.

      “We can’t burn him. It will signal to Gabby where we are,” Ethan said.

      “She already knows we’re here!” I demanded. “What’s the point in hiding anymore?”

      “I love Jasper, but I don’t wish to join him,” Finlay snapped harshly.

      I wanted to smack him across the face, but Kiara approached. “I am— was— studying to be a priestess.” Kiara winced with the painful truth of it, as if she realized in that moment her dreams would never be accomplished. “What’s important is that his remains are returned to the ground, to nature, as a fae should. It’s not ideal, but the gods will handle the rest.”

      I said nothing more. I was outvoted, and reason overcame emotion, as it always did. I resented them all for being cowards, even if it did put us in danger.

      At that moment, I welcomed danger. I wanted to war against the world, and so, I had no fear left. Only grief.

      Alexei laid Jasper in the grave. Finlay buried him, and Kiara laid a few lavender sprigs on the top of it.

      I stared at the grave with a sort of coldness I’d rarely felt, save for when Lady Magdalina died. The list of the dead kept growing longer and longer, and at the moment, I didn’t fear my own prophecy anymore.

      I was destined to die. It was high time the gods got it over with so we could be done with it, because I belonged with my friends in the land of the dead. Not uselessly mingling around in the world of the living, fathomless to what my purpose was, cursed to fail over and over.

      Once Jasper was buried, Kiara grabbed my arm. “What happened?” Kiara asked. She didn’t bother to wipe her face as she glanced down at the letter that was still crushed in my hand.

      “Jasper came to the Willow Maiden to surrender the Crystals willingly, but Gabby’s soldiers ambushed him on the way here,” I said, voice cracking. “The soldiers took him back to the city and tortured him to find out where we were hiding. Gabby couldn’t get it out of him, so she sent him back here to be hanged, as a message to us. She already knows she won. She didn’t have to kill Jasper. She just wanted to rub it in my face.”

      “So she has the Crystals?” Ethan asked hoarsely.

      I nodded slightly, though the movement, though minimal, was difficult to make. The stones were in Gabby’s possession. The very thing Milonna had warned me about.

      “The Crystals of Harmony are now in Droga’s hands. Who knows what he’ll do with them,” Finlay said heavily. “We’ve lost everything, for us and for generations to come.”

      He spoke the truth. I was another one of Milonna’s false champions on a very long list of failures. Except this time, I would be the last one.

      I couldn’t blame Jasper for working for Gabby. I’d done it myself, once. I knew how frightening and manipulative she could be, and using mates against the people she was threatening was a talent of hers.

      “You aren’t going to the Underworld, Jasper,” I whispered. “Tomir will forgive you.”

      If he didn’t, I’d go to the gods myself and demand justice. Surely they’d understand his situation, and if not, I would force them to. If they wanted to pass judgment on someone, it should be me.

      “Ozzie,” Amantha gasped. “Where is he?”

      My world came crumbling down all over again. In the horrible grief of it all, I’d forgotten about him. Fresh terror surged through me as I realized Ozzie was still out there.

      I ran into the woods. My friends cried out after me, but I was ignorant to their pleas. Ozzie was in danger, and there could be a chance we could still save his life. I hurried through the woods, desperately searching for traces of him, although I didn’t notice any straight away.

      Ethan loped by me as a wolven, his nose stuck to the ground. “I can’t get his scent,” Ethan said in terror.

      I looked at Kiara desperately, hoping she could use her locating spell to find him, but she gave me a miserable shake of the head.

      Panic welled within my chest. “Ozzie!” I cried out. “OZZIE!”

      “Emma, ssh,” Kiara whispered nervously, but I didn’t listen. I kept crying out Ozzie’s name, not caring if Gabby, her soldiers, and all the gods heard me.

      “Over here!” I heard Finlay cry out. His words were not relieved, nor joyus. They were stricken with misery. My heart raced as I plunged through the brush, emerging from the woods and into a misty clearing.

      My insides dropped out of my core when I saw the sight before me. Ozzie was in his dragon shifter form, lying on the ground with dozens of arrows sticking out his sides. He lay in a pool of his own blood, breathing heavily while his claws scraped desperately against the dirt. His eyes were full of sorrow. He appeared to be a poor, defenseless animal who couldn’t understand why someone would do such horrible things to him.

      Ozzie had fallen barely half-a-mile from the Willow Maiden. I wondered why he hadn’t tried to fly away, until I realized with shock that they’d broken his wings.

      Gabby’s soldiers had run him down. Then they’d shot him full of arrows before they’d left him here to suffer. Ozzie wasn’t a fighter. He hadn't even been able to defend himself.

      I was going to kill them. I was going to kill them all.

      “He’s still alive,” Ethan rasped. Finlay and Amantha were already there, standing over Ozzie like they didn’t know what to do.

      We ran to him. I collapsed when I reached him, reaching out and taking his scaly head into my lap. “Oh, Ozzie.”

      “I knew you’d come, Emma.” Ozzie’s tone was delirious. He was only half-living as it was.

      My voice trembled. “It’ll be all right, Ozzie. We’ll get you back to the estate, and we’ll…”

      I looked up at Kiara. She shook her head again, and bit her lip to keep it from trembling.

      I couldn’t promise Ozzie that we’d heal him from this. The blood loss alone was too much for him to survive. I stroked his horns lovingly and gave him a kiss. “We’re here now. We won’t let you go through this alone.”

      “Don’t be mad at Jas. He didn’t mean to.” Ozzie’s body twitched, and he pressed his nose to my middle.

      “I could never.” I wanted to take him to a better place. I sniffed and choked out, “Do you remember our tea party? How warm the sun was that day, and how wonderful those raspberry tarts tasted?”

      “I wish I could,” Ozzie gasped. “All I remember is how Jasper screamed.”

      My heart tumbled inside my chest. Damn Gabby. Damn her for everything she’d done.

      “Emma. He’s in pain,” Ethan said quietly. I turned my head. He’d changed back into a man, and had a hand on the hilt of his blade.

      Terror festered inside of me at the terrible suggestion. I looked at all the arrows protruding from Ozzie’s body and knew that every second I kept him holding on was selfish. This wasn’t fair to him, and at the current rate, he could lie in agony for hours before it was all over. Ethan was bestowing an act of mercy.

      Ozzie wept silent tears. “I want to go home.”

      He wasn’t talking about Ireland, or Dolinska. He wanted to be with Jasper.

      It would be cruel to deny him that.

      I kissed Ozzie again and shakily stood. “You can go home, Ozzie.”

      His ragged breathing tangled my emotions. I didn’t know if he’d heard me, or how aware he was of his surroundings. Ethan jerked his head toward the trees.

      “Come on, Emma. We don’t need to see this.” Amantha took me by the shoulders and guided me away. Kiara followed us, taking my hand.

      I didn’t want to leave him, but at the same time… I wasn’t strong enough to watch. And I despised myself for that. I don’t think Ozzie noticed us leaving, though. I could see the small semblance of a smile on his face, like he was merely glad to be in the company of the people he loved.

      As we entered the forest, I heard the singing sound of metal echo through the clearing as Ethan drew his sword.

      Ozzie whispered, “I love you all. You’re such good friends.”

      The three of us walked for a while, until we found a creek bed. I sat on a rock and hugged myself as I stared at the rippling water. The long moments dragged on and on. I didn’t know when it would be over.

      I felt so cold.

      Eventually, there were footsteps in the brush behind us. I turned and saw Ethan approaching, his sword sheathed. Alexei and Finlay followed, their heads bowed.

      “We buried him where he was. Though he was a small dragon, we couldn’t carry him back to where Jasper lay,” Finlay said quietly.

      They should’ve been buried together. This was all so unbearably sad.

      Amantha’s voice was trembling as she asked, “What do we do now?”

      The wind whipped through the trees, such a powerful gust that it nearly knocked me off my feet. I placed my hand on an oak tree to steady myself as I said, “There’s nothing left to do. Gabby has the Crystals. It’s over.”

      Ethan nodded glumly. “Let’s just go back.”

      I carelessly cast a portal. We stepped through it, and once we set foot in Ireland, the reality broke me. I crumpled to the ground, and Ethan barely had time to catch me.

      “On your feet,” Ethan said, and he lifted me upward. He put his arm around my hip to steady me, and we proceeded toward the estate’s double doors in a state of utter defeat.

      This felt worse than losing Dolinska. We’d been given a second chance, and we’d thrown it away.

      Everyone looked up in hope as we entered the foyer. Odette, Theo, Stefan, Delmare, Arthur, my parents and my grandparents were clustered around the fireplace, waiting for good news.

      Their faces became crestfallen as they saw we’d returned empty-handed.

      “The stones are gone,” I said hoarsely. “Jasper and Ozzie are dead. Gabby has the Crystals. We’re… it’s done.”

      There were no wails of disappointment. Just the silent sound of everyone’s heart breaking all at once.

      “So what now?” Theo asked. “What can be done?”

      Nobody answered him, because there was no plan. What road could we take from this point onward? Every path we decided to take led to nowhere.

      “The ending isn’t the end. Merely the beginning,” Bapa said gruffly— perhaps as a way to give us a bit of courage.

      I wasn’t sure what kind of beginning this would be, the world Droga would create.

      Alexei strode to the fireplace. He gazed at the flames, as if he wished to throw himself within them and burn.

      “What’s on your mind?” Stefan asked. Delmare clutched Isaak to her chest, like her child was the only thing still worth holding on for.

      Alexei’s tone was haunted as he replied, “Do you remember when we found Jasper and Ozzie in the woods, that night the stryga kidnapped Kalina?”

      “Yes.” I knew this had to be more terrible knews, but I locked eyes with Alexei anyway.

      “Jasper was lying when he said he didn’t know where the stryga had taken Kalina. He must’ve made the portal for them to get to the Malovian Railway,” Alexei said. “I knew through my empathy powers that he wasn’t telling the truth, but I was confused, because I didn’t understand why he’d purposefully mislead us. I didn’t speak up, because I thought I was mistaken.”

      “He was one of the few people who knew Kalina was a demigod. The stryga must’ve overheard his thoughts, and cornered him to make a deal. That’s how they were able to sneak into the house,” I said.

      “The timeline of when Ozzie was attacked and when we found Kalina missing doesn’t add up,” Ethan realized. “Jasper must’ve staged the attack, and the stryga modified Ozzie’s memory, so he wouldn’t be able to confess what Jasper had done.”

      “But he didn’t tell Gabby about Kalina, otherwise, she’d already be looking for her,” I said. “She doesn’t know about Kalina’s powers, or that she’s a demigod. We have to be proud of Jasper for that.”

      “I should’ve said something,” Alexei said, heartbroken. “If I had brought up that I’d sensed Jasper had lied, we would’ve discovered that he was the betrayer sooner, and he’d have never taken the stones.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Kiara said softly as she put her arms around Alexei. “You wanted to trust a friend, like we all did. Jasper fooled us all.”

      Alexei’s silent tears streamed onto Kiara’s shoulder. A memory rose to my mind… the last words the Spring Princess had spoken to me before we’d left her island.

      “I am aware of the trials you have suffered, and I have knowledge of all that is yet to come. Your task is far from over, Worldweaver. I suggest you summon your courage, for the path you are sure to walk is still heavy with dangers. Let this be a warning not to get too comfortable, and not to claim victory before it is won.”

      We hadn’t heeded her warning. She’d known this was coming, and had tried to tell me. I didn’t listen.

      Hours passed in forlorn silence. No one wanted to eat, or sleep. We were all waiting for the moment when Droga used the power of the stones to do whatever terrible thing he was planning. We were hovering on the edge of a cliff, holding our breath for the inevitable free fall.

      I couldn’t stand around with my friends and witness the hopelessness on their faces. Ethan’s misery alone was enough to drown me, and I couldn’t bear that I had let my mate down. I proceeded up to the nursery. Kazim was awake when I checked on him, and fussing, but Kalina was peaceful. I stood above her cradle and looked down.

      Despite the grief, a smile worked its way onto my face. Babies always gave the world hope, even if there was no hope left to be had. Kalina’s soft expression as she dreamed on soothed the bitterness of defeat. This war and this world was old, but she was brand new, and she’d craft it to her making when she came of age.

      Or at least, I hoped she would. I wasn’t sure what kind of world I was handing her, or Kazim. Was it cruel that Arthur and Vara had brought two innocent souls into a country that was so damaged beyond repair?

      I believed that Vara was a goddess. She must’ve known what she was doing.

      Arthur entered after me, carrying a warm bottle. My brother picked his son up from the cradle. He fed Kazim the whole bottle in silence before he finally said, “We did our best, Em. That’s all the gods can ask of us.”

      “We fucked it up. Like we always do,” I said brokenly.

      “It’s a choice to look at it that way,” Arthur said. “I don’t believe our mistakes are permanent. We can still revise the situation, as impossible as it may seem. Fae magic is belief, isn’t it? There must be a way to believe we can still give a bright future to these children.”

      His words failed to comfort me. I didn’t see how any of this wasn’t absolutely pointless. “Just leave me alone.”

      Arthur looked away. He set Kazim down in the cradle before he walked out.

      I lifted Kalina into my arms. She remained sleeping as I pressed her against my heartbeat.

      I rocked Kalina and brushed a finger across her cheek. She was resting soundly, and I didn’t want to wake her. She’d let me know when she was hungry. For now, I wanted her to stay blissfully unaware of reality. She didn’t need to know how tragic things had become.

      “I wish things were different.” I kissed Kalina’s forehead, and a few tears leaked out of my eyes and fell onto her soft skin. Kalina reached for the key on my charm bracelet, and as she grabbed it, the object began to glow a bright violet.

      When I drew my lips away, my eyes took in a wondrous sight. Purple, blue, and pink colors washed around me in a whirlwind, taking on a sparkling sheen that looked like the reflection of a waterfall. The whirlwind encompassed Kallie, Kazim and me, containing us within an entrapment of rainbow light. I turned on the spot as my stomach dipped, not quite sure what was happening. My heart raced, and the wind around us lifted my hair. There was the sound of music, some sort of ancient fae song from far off that I couldn’t place, but that reminded me of Edinmyre. The spectacular sight was enhanced as the shadows of deer danced within the colors, beckoning me to something greater.

      The whole scene looked and felt exactly like it would moving through a portal, but expanded upon a thousand times. In horror, I watched as a vase of fresh white roses in the corner withered and died within seconds.

      Kalina let go of the key. As the colors stopped swirling and the wind died down, the room lightened from night to day in moments.

      I quickly checked on Kazim and Kalina, and found that both of them were unchanged.

      It’d been near one in the morning when I’d entered the nursery, but now, it was the middle of the day. I looked in the mirror, and saw that my appearance was unaltered as well, although my skin was pale from shock.

      What was going on?

      I crossed to the window, still clutching Kalina to my chest. I gaped as I moved the curtain aside with a shaking hand, and saw that there was a light dusting of snow on the ground outside.

      It was May in Ireland. That was impossible.

      Unexpectedly, the door burst open. Kazim began wailing. My eyes widened as I took in Arthur.

      He was wearing different clothes. His hair was longer by several inches, and he had sprouted a beard. He looked like he’d been through complete hell.

      What the fuck? Had he cast some sort of spell just a moment ago, to alter his appearance? This didn’t make sense.

      Arthur completely broke down. He stumbled forward as he wept, reaching down to cradle Kazim against him. He stroked Kalina’s head lovingly as he said, “Emma. You’re back… and you brought the babies. Gods, our prayers have been answered. I’m so relieved. We all thought you were dead.”

      He was acting as if this was some grand reunion. “What are you talking about? You left the room five minutes ago,” I stuttered.

      “Emma, I haven’t seen you or the children in months,” Arthur wept. “We had no idea where you had gone, or why you took the twins.”

      My tongue was floppy and useless in my mouth as I asked, “Months… Arthur, how long have we been gone? What day is it?”

      “You’ve been missing for nearly a year,” he rasped. “It’s March fourteenth.”

      My hands trembled as I grasped the inevitable reality. I’d woken up on May seventh just this morning, but now, I’d appeared in another year entirely.

      My mind raced to find explanations. Neva was the goddess of time, and she had control over it, but I hadn’t seen her here. Had she been somewhere nearby?

      An overwhelming feeling of shock caused my knees to shake as I realized the truth. If Vara was an incarnation of Neva, the goddess of time… and Kalina was her daughter… it was possible that she’d inherited her mother’s magic.

      Somehow, Kalina had used her demigod powers to transport the three of us nine months forward in time.

      My prophecy was almost complete. I was only a short time away from the date the hag had foretold. There were only six more days until the Spring Equinox,. On that day, the portal to Edinmyre would close for good, and the fae would turn to dust.

      “Before the snow melts away at the end of the fourth winter, you shall meet your death.”

      My fourth winter in Malovia had come and gone. It was nearly over. I had no more time left to bargain with, for my death was already here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      I had believed I’d been sent to the Underworld the day we lost the Crystals, because nothing could be as great a punishment as what I currently endured.

      Nine long, terrible months had passed. Emma, as well as the twins, had vanished from our reality the day Jasper and Ozzie had died. We’d done countless searches, speculated on their  location, and examined every angle, but all our efforts led to nothing but grief. It was as if she and the children had disappeared into thin air.

      Now, I’d all but given up. Wherever Emma was, she wasn’t here. I didn’t believe she’d died. Our bond would tell me if she no longer existed, and there was no evidence of foul play. If she and the twins were kidnapped, whoever took them left no traces behind.

      I felt like she might’ve been so devastated after the Crystals were lost, she’d taken the twins and left for Edinmyre permanently, to start a new life there without telling any of us. It didn’t seem like something Emma would do, but nothing else made sense to me.

      It was the one place I couldn’t follow her to.

      We couldn’t get ourselves to Edinmyre anymore without Emma’s help. It was impossible for anyone but her to get to the fae world now, as the connection that tied it to Earth was so weak.

      Gods, if she wished to be rid of me after we’d failed to protect everything that mattered, she  could’ve told me. I would’ve let her be, run away with my tail between my legs if she’d turned me aside. But to leave me like this, without even a note, or a goodbye… it was beyond cruel.

      I was a shell of a man, more of a ghost than a being existing. I kept myself holding on for one reason only; the sake of my friends. We were all in this together now, and we’d promised after losing Emma to stick together until the bitter end.

      I patrolled the woods lonesomely, Tygrys flying at my side. Since Emma had left, he rarely parted from me. I slept in the forest more than I did in the estate most nights. The cold, wet ground and barren trees seemed like a fitting bed. Emma had pleaded with me not to lose myself to my rage, but now, I was lost to loneliness, prowling the woods like a wild animal desperate for a scrap of food.

      What I longed for, though, was attention, a gentle caress of my mate’s hand to let me know I wasn’t all alone in the world.

      The whispering of the wind through the barren branches was the only kiss I felt. It was time to admit it. I was alone. If I could lay down in the snow and allow the cold to take me, I would.

      For them, I promised myself, and I pushed onward. I thought of Stefan and Delmare, and their son. I thought of Theo and Alexei, and remembered Kiara and Odette. We’d all lost someone in the past few months, some of us more than others. Allowing myself to succumb to the sadness was not an option.

      I put my nose to the ground and smelled for predators. Since Emma had vanished, threats to the estate had been minimal. There were no vampires to be chased, or karkans prowling around Ireland. Droga had pulled back all his forces from the corners of the world to focus on Malovia.

      And what a sick masterpiece he’d created.

      My pawprints padded against the melting snow. What purpose was there in staying alive, in a world like this? I could hardly see the point in it all.

      Tygyrs began buzzing next to me. He was going wild, making small zooming circles that made my head spin.

      Ethan! I heard Arthur scream my name telepathically, calling from the house. You need to get back here right now!

      My heart thudded. Had they finally found us? I’m coming! I broke into a run and tore off toward the house. I shifted as soon as I hit the front porch and put a hand on the hilt of my sword, preparing for a fight.

      I let out a ragged gasp as my eyes fell upon her. There she was, as lovely as ever. Her cheeks and gaze were vibrant, her side of our bond undeterred. My emotions crashed on the floor and shattered like glass as tears began to pour from my eyes. My beautiful wife had returned, and I’d never experienced a more earth-shattering moment.

      The way Emma stared at me was completely baffling. She appeared puzzled, as if we hadn’t been separated for months… like we’d just seen each other yesterday.

      Her reaction became more profound to me as I took in her appearance. She was wearing the same clothes she had been the day she’d disappeared… but there wasn’t a mark on them. They weren’t dirty, disheveled or worn, but fairly clean, as if she’d just put them on this morning.

      I stared at the twins in her arms. They still appeared like they were three months old… like they hadn’t aged a day.

      I put a hand against the wall to remain upright. My head spun, and my knees threatened to buckle with the incomprehensible madness of it all. Something was very, very wrong.

      The room was full of people— all of our friends, her parents and grandparents. Each of them stood rigid while waiting for my reaction.

      I was, apparently, the last person to see her. Everyone else had already greeted her.

      I staggered forward. Emma handed off the twins to Arthur, and wrapped me in an embrace. My body sagged against hers in complete and utter relief at this true miracle. I let out a few lone sobs, and she clutched me tighter.

      “You came back,” I whispered, and kissed her hair. I never thought she’d return to me, that I’d been cursed by the gods to a life of loneliness.

      I didn’t understand how Lucien had managed. How he’d spent decades without his mate. Nine months had almost shattered me.

      “I didn’t go anywhere,” Emma whispered. “I— I just saw you not a moment ago.”

      I withdrew from her embrace and looked at her, scarcely able to believe it. I didn’t let her go, continuing to cling to her arms as if she might vanish once again. “I haven’t held you in ages, Emma.”

      She stared at me in a kind of delirium. This was either a dream, or some very powerful magic we didn’t understand.

      “Let’s give Ethan and Emma some time together,” Lucien offered. “We’ll speak of this later.”

      Emma nodded. She put a hand on my back before taking my arm and guiding me up to our room. I paused, putting a hand on the door.

      “Don’t go in there,” I said. Embarrassment and shame twisted inside of me. “It’s a mess. I— I failed to keep things together, while you were gone.”

      One of those things being myself.

      Her brow knitted, but she said, “Okay. Let’s talk in one of the guest rooms.”

      She locked the door behind us as we entered a guest bedroom. It was a little dusty, and abandoned— we’d all had far more important things to keep up on over the last few months than cleaning, but Emma sat on the bed and patted the area beside her. I took a seat, giving her another embrace.

      “I’m sorry.” My voice was muffled, as I’d pressed my lips to her body. “I haven’t gotten to touch you in so long.”

      “It’s all right. You can touch me whenever you want.” Emma stroked my hair. “Ethan, what’s going on?”

      “I need to know first where you were. I want to apologize. I’m so sorry I failed you. I know my actions ran you off. It’s our fault we lost the war, but I vow to be better from now on.”

      “I didn’t leave you on purpose, Ethan, especially without a goodbye. I never would,” Emma insisted. “What happened was an accident.”

      I couldn’t fathom it as such, but I said, “Did you not mean to leave?”

      “No. I— I really do mean I just saw you a moment ago,” she said. “Ethan… Kalina’s demigod powers were triggered the night we lost the Crystals. I don’t know why or how, but somehow, she transported me, herself, and her brother nine months forward in time. In my perspective, we just returned from burying Jasper and Ozzie. I went into the nursery, picked up Kalina… then some strange magic happened. It was like she opened up some kind of portal. When the magic stopped, I suddenly found myself in the same room, but nine months ahead in the future. It was just my birthday, and now, almost another year has gone by.”

      My body shook with the incomprehensible power of it all. “The twins still appear as infants.”

      “Yes. They didn’t grow. The portal through time didn’t affect them, because it didn’t progress naturally,” Emma said. “I don’t think I’ve changed, either.”

      The vacant turbulence on her face was substantial. I’d suffered and struggled through these past few months, but Emma had been through an unimaginable ordeal as well. She’d lost a huge gap of time, and had mere moments to get accustomed to it.

      My lip trembled as I brushed back her hair. “I just can’t stop looking at you.”

      Words couldn’t sustain what it felt like in that moment, so I kissed her. It was like coming up for air after nearly drowning. Her mouth restored me as if she was the breath of life. I let my arms settle around her as we kissed, and each moment of our lips connecting gave my soul wings.

      Emma moved away from me. She stood, not out of my reach but too far away besides.

      “Don’t go,” I whimpered, and my fingertips trailed her skin.

      “I’m not. I just have a surprise.” Emma began discarding her clothes. I went breathless as I took in her appearance. She was wearing a light blue corset with black lace trim, a barely-there thong that had garter belts attached. Clipped onto the garter belts were long, thin stockings that rose past her knees and settled on her thighs.

      Oh, gods. Socks. She knew they were my ultimate weakness.

      She couldn’t do this to me. Vanish for months on end and come back looking like… that.

      Emma turned in place. “I was wearing it the day I left. I thought you’d like it, once we got some alone time after the party was over. I figured I’d get a nice birthday present.”

      I took her in again. Tears seared as my eyes again as reality hit me in all its entirety. “You really weren’t gone, were you? You were just lost in time.”

      Emma nodded. She straddled my hips and cradled my face in her hands. I ran my hands over the thin stockings and shivered. I was already going mad with want, and my wolf desired a feast. She kissed me, and took my hands to place them on her breasts over the corset. Everything in me gave a mad thrill. The attention of a gorgeous woman like her was all a man needed. Food and water couldn’t sustain me like her love could. I’d withered without it.

      I slung an arm around her and threw her onto the bed. I moved her thong aside so I could taste her. Emma’s hips bucked upward, and I dove my tongue inside of her. The sound of her moans gave hope to my deadened insides again. Her nails clawing at my back were an electric shock to the heart. I’d forgotten what living was, in her absence, and never wanted to do so again.

      She already wanted to come, but I slowed down so I could savor each moment. I wanted every bit of our time together to last, because I hadn’t treasured her like this in so long. If this really was a dream, some temporary relief from the madness of my life, I wanted to prolong every second. I was down there for what had to be nearly an hour, taking my time and feeling the luxury of those soft, delicate hosiery she was wearing. If the gods struck me dead right now, I’d be a happy man.

      “Don’t keep me waiting,” Emma breathed. I’d driven her to her peak several times, and now, she was begging for my cock. She reached down to fiddle with the button on my pants, and I undid them myself. I barely had time to free myself before I slid inside of her. Emma gave a gasp, and I felt my eyes roll into the back of my head. If I thought tasting her was pleasure, this was pure heaven. I’d nearly forgotten what sex felt like. My body went weak and my form began to tremble as I moved in and out of her, becoming more crazed with every loving thrust.

      “Harder,” Emma rasped, and she bit my shoulder. I gave a groan and slammed into her so hard it shook the bed. The headboard clattered against the wall as I dove into her. I put a hand on it to steady myself, and a piece of it broke off at my strength as I attempted to hold on. My other hand found a pillow, and I ripped that apart involuntarily, feathers fluttering through the air.

      I pushed myself so far deep into her that I couldn’t go any further. Emma cried out again in nearly a scream, and I was aware that we were being very loud, but I didn’t care. I wrapped her in my arms and loved her so passionately that the quaking bed caused a lamp to fall off the bedside table and break.

      I was sorry to say I didn’t last long. I couldn’t. I was so wrapped up in her that everything inside of me had to break free. I shuddered as I emptied myself inside of her. Emma came at the same time, her body going boneless and fragile underneath mine as we reclaimed our love. I fell to the side next to her, dizzy and starry-eyed.

      Emma gave a sigh of contentment as I managed to wrap an arm around her. My wolf stopped going wild inside of me and calmed at the pleasure coursing through our bond. Emma was here again, and my shifter side didn’t care about the complications time travel presented. She was near me, and safe, and that’s what mattered to my animalistic nature.

      My mate waited for me to catch my breath before she lifted her head off my chest. “I can see we got distracted, but I really would like to know what’s been happening since I’ve been gone.”

      My throat clenched as the bliss drained out of me, becoming cold and withered. I didn’t want to deliver her this news, but she had to know. “Life isn’t what you remember it to be.”

      “Droga’s had the Crystals for nine months,” Emma said. “What did he do with them?”

      My tone was regretful as I said, “Droga has used the Crystals to open up multiple portals to hell, to bring monsters of unimaginable power here. Once here, he combines these monsters with the ones living on Earth to fashion grotesque hybrids, ones that are nearly unbeatable in combat. He’s training them to bolster his forces and make him even more unstoppable. He’s attempting to make his army so strong that he can enslave the rest of the supernatural world.”

      Emma blinked as she took it all in. “I’m surprised he didn’t use the Crystals to take over Earth, and the other supernatural societies.”

      “That is his eventual plan,” I said. “He hasn’t moved to attack the other magical races, because even with the Crystals, a war against all supernatural kind is going to be difficult to win, especially against the vampires and the angels. The other races have their own gods as well that he’ll need to defeat. But he is building his army, and making war plans. He’ll attack sometime within the next year if things keep going his way.”

      “How do you know for certain?”

      “Finlay and Amantha are our intel. They’ve disguised themselves in Dolinska and are spying on Gabby’s inner circle,” I said. “They left the estate shortly after you vanished. Honestly, I think they were the only two people who didn’t give up after you vanished. Both of them still have hope a rebellion can be raised against Droga, and that Malovia can be what it was again.”

      “At least someone’s still trying,” Emma mused. “What about Gabby? Please tell me you got rid of her.”

      “Gabby has already been elevated to godhood. She and Droga had their wedding shortly after they obtained the Crystals, and he used his power to make her a goddess. She’s practically unstoppable now.”

      “Haven’t any of the fae fought back?”

      “The fae are tired, Emma. As our connection to Edinmyre weakens, the faeries grow weaker with it. Our magic is waning.” I sighed. “It’s only a matter of time before the portal shuts for good, and all of the fae die with it.”

      “Don’t Gabby and Droga care if all the fae are turned to dust once the portal to Edinmyre is shut? Droga won’t have his great army if all his soldiers are dead,” Emma said.

      “That is a piece of the puzzle that we can’t quite figure out, but opening the portal to Edinmyre appears to be one of the last of his concerns, otherwise, he would’ve united the Crystals by now,” I said. “From what Finlay’s gathered, he wants to prevent that from happening at all costs.”

      “This is so strange. There must be a reason.”

      “Indeed, but we haven’t figured it out yet.”

      “It’s a miracle you’ve managed to keep the estate concealed.”

      “Finlay and Amantha gathered that Droga attempted to use the Crystals of Harmony to find you, but couldn’t,” I stated. “It was a mystery, because the stones couldn’t locate you on any plane of reality, not even your body. Since you were nowhere to be found, he assumed you were dead and lost interest in pursuing us. You were the one he felt threatened by, after all. The rest of us are inconsequential to him.”

      That had been a moment of complete devastation for me; when I’d learned that not even the Crystals could find Emma. I’d nearly believed I’d conjured her up as a figment of my imagination, because according to the stones, she didn’t exist, and never had. The thought had almost driven me mad.

      “Gabby wouldn’t give up looking, though.”

      “I don’t think she ever did, but she’s had more interesting things to deal with than searching for you. Being a new goddess gives her more magic than she ever dreamed.”

      “So much has happened while I was gone.” Emma ran a hand through her hair. “I wish I could’ve been here to prevent it all.”

      “We did our best without you. Even if you were here, I don’t know if you could’ve stopped it,” I said.

      Emma nestled her head on my shoulder. “Well, at least you’re all alive and safe. I didn’t have to lose any more friends.”

      “Everyone’s safe, although your arrival came at a very peculiar time,” I said. “Stefan and Delmare’s wedding was to be today.”

      “What? I didn’t know they were getting married today,” Emma gasped.

      “They were supposed to,” I said. “Since you’ve been gone, they more or less decided they wanted to celebrate their last days together. But now that you’ve returned, they’re probably going to put it off.”

      “No, they shouldn’t,” Emma insisted. “I’m back, so Stefan and Delmare’s wedding should go on. We all need a reason to celebrate.”

      I nodded. “Agreed. I’ll tell them to go ahead and get on with it straight away.”

      When we returned to the dining room, nobody made any crude jokes or playful banter about what we’d been doing upstairs, and Emma noticed. She cocked her head slightly and tilted her mouth downward, like she’d been expecting someone to make a sex joke. That nobody did was alarming in itself, to her.

      She didn’t understand. We weren’t the fun-loving, easy-going group we had been. Everything had changed.

      Arthur must’ve put the twins down for bed, because neither of them were here. He was twitchy in his seat, as if he wanted to finish the conversation and get back to them.

      Emma stared at Isaak in Delmare’s arms. He was nearly a year old now, and much bigger than both of the twins, although he’d been born after them. I’d watched him grow over the past few months, but Emma had last seen him as a small babe. She must’ve felt like she entered another reality.

      “You guys are still gonna have your wedding tonight, aren’t you?” Emma asked Delmare immediately when she entered the room.

      “Uh… wasn’t planning on it,” Stefan said, with a glance at his mate.

      “It’s a little much with everything going on,” Delmare said reluctantly.

      “Please don’t call it off,” Emma begged. “I want to see you guys get married. You deserve it. We can have one last night together as friends before we talk about what to do next. It would mean a lot to me, really.”

      Stefan and Delmare glanced at each other. She shrugged, then Stefan nodded. “Whatever you think is best, Em. I guess we’ll get back to it once we’re done discussing all of… this.”

      “And what is all of this?” Evonna asked in a snippy way. She dotted her eyes with a handkerchief, as if the whole situation was too much for her to handle.

      “This confirms our suspicions,” Vocheck said. “Vara was the goddess of time, and Kalina has inherited her abilities. There’s no other explanation for Emma’s disappearance.”

      “But what do we do to stop it from happening again?” Evonna questioned briskly. “None of us want to be sucked into any more accidental time portals.”

      “I don’t know if it will happen again,” Emma said. “I think something must’ve triggered Kalina’s powers. I don’t think she can summon that kind of magic without being prompted.”

      “Droga obtaining the Crystals was a significant event,” Lucien agreed.

      Evonna gave a loud sniff. “And there could be more. Kalina is dangerous.”

      “She’s not dangerous, Mum. She’s just a baby,” Arthur snapped.

      “A child who isn’t in control of her powers!” Evonna argued. “Having talented offspring is one thing, but keeping a demigod child with these kinds of abilities around is a risk. Most supernatural children can’t even perform magic until they come of age, and Kalina’s already casting before she’s even a toddler. What she can do isn’t natural.”

      My hackles raised when Evonna said that. Whatever Kalina was, she wasn’t unnatural. She was my beloved niece, and she deserved all the love and care in the world, no matter how dangerous others claimed her to be.

      “Hold your tongue, you vile woman,” Faylin spat at her.

      Evonna and Faylin had been at each other’s throats since Emma had gone. Both had blamed the other for it. Faylin was long past putting up with Evonna and was ready to do whatever it took now to put her daughter-in-law in her place. No words Emma or Arthur could say would dissuade her from doing so.

      “She’s a threat!” Evonna insisted. “A threat to the rest of the family, and we can’t expose ourselves to any more danger! We have to get rid of her!”

      How could she suggest abandoning her own granddaughter, even in circumstances like this? Even Lucien appeared petrified at the suggestion, though he failed to stand up to his mate.

      Emma’s hands slammed upon the table as she stood up. “You aren’t suggesting what I think you are,” she snarled.

      “There are fae laws for this sort of thing,” Evonna said. “We would be well within our rights by the gods.”

      I knew very well what she was hinting at. In the old days, Malovians who considered their infants to be bad luck would take the children into the woods and leave them, either for the faekin to raise, or for the elements to claim. I couldn’t believe Evonna was suggesting such a horrific tradition now.

      “You’ll not touch my daughter!” Arthur bellowed.

      “She’s my granddaughter, beastly as she is, so I should have a say in her fate!” Evonna snapped back. “You wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t delivered you into this world, Arthur, don’t forget that!”

      “We’ll tie you up and leave you in the woods, and all be better for it,” Faylin grumbled.

      The family broke into a fit of arguing. I gave my friends worn looks of annoyance, as we’d all put up with it tirelessly for a while now. Theo, Odette, Alexei, and Kiara hadn’t said a word the entire time, worried about getting involved in a family brawl. Stefan and Delmare appeared worn. I felt sorry for them, that they had to put up with this on their wedding day.

      One voice could be heard over the rest. “That’s enough!” Emma yelled, and the screaming came to a halt. “I am the Worldweaver, and considering how this is my mess, my destiny, and my call, I say that Kalina stays. She’s not going anywhere. If you don’t like it, you can pack up and go, Mom.”

      Evonna rolled her eyes and snorted. “I can see my opinion isn’t welcome. You don’t understand what we’ve all been through, Emma. I am your mother. You might’ve not felt anything when you were lost in that time portal, but I had to deal with not knowing where you were for months, and it’s because of that… thing.”

      “Oh my gods, Mom, leave,” Emma told her sharply. “Before I do something I regret.”

      Evonna huffed and shoved away from the table, storming out of the dining hall. I, for one, was relieved she’d fled the room. She’d been difficult to deal with over the past few months. She’d insinuated that Emma’s absence was harder on her than it was on me, as she was Emma’s mother and I was just her mate. It had been ludicrous.

      Lucien had attempted to apologize for her behavior, but if I was being truthful, Evonna was out of control. All of us were stressed and unhappy. She didn’t need to become the martyr and make life worse for everyone with her lamenting.

      When the door had slammed shut behind Evonna, Emma said, “We’re not discussing anything more about Kalina. We don't understand how her powers work, and even if her magic is out of control, we have a duty to protect her. She’s staying here.”

      No one else dared to challenge her. Stefan sensed the tension and stepped in to break it. He cleared his throat and said, “Okay, now that’s settled. So who’s ready to help me and my babe get hitched?”
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      As evening fell, I slipped on my suit jacket and straightened my tie, before I attempted a smile in the mirror.

      It fell flat. I wasn’t sure if I could put on a mask today, but I needed to, for my friends. I was still reeling with the events of that morning, and though Emma had only been gone from my side for a short while, it was already driving me mad. The ceremony needed to be done so I could be at her side again.

      Alexei poked his head in. “There’s the best man.”

      He fastened his cufflinks as he approached me. His mouth titled into a frown as he said, “I can feel your emotions. This is a happy day. Don’t get caught up in what’s coming.”

      “We don’t know what Droga’s planning,” I told him. “Emma’s returned, and she’s in more danger than ever.”

      “It’s time to put all that aside,” Alexei said, laying a hand on my shoulder. “It’s Stefan’s wedding. We should celebrate the good that’s still left in the world. Come have a drink with us.”

      Stefan and Delmare deserved everything today, and had been so helpful when Emma and I had gotten married. It was time to return the favor and make this wedding everything they deserved.

      I followed Alexei to Stefan’s bedroom, where he was getting ready. The men of the house were milling around, laughing and trading handshakes. Isaak was playing on the floor, nibbling on a stuffed toy dragon.

      Stefan didn’t look nervous at all. There was a bright smile on his face as he fastened on his corsage, a deep red hellebore. His suit, like all of ours, was black with a red tie.

      “Don’t you look like a family man,” I teased as I poured out shots of vodka. I placed the decanter on the bar cart as I began handing out glasses.

      “You two are next,” Stefan said, pointing at Theo and Alexei. “Me and Ethan already took the plunge.”

      “Odette will want all the bells and whistles,” Theo replied. “The war will have to be over by then, as we’ll scarcely have time for anything else.”

      Alexei nodded fondly as he said, “Perhaps someday.”

      We had a shot of vodka to celebrate, then another one for courage, before Stefan straightened out his jacket and said, “Time to put on the old ball and chain, boys. Let’s rock this out.”

      I scoffed. He didn’t have me fooled with the overbearing wife rhetoric. He’d begged for Delmare’s attention relentlessly before they’d gotten together.

      We headed to the foyer. Everyone had chipped in with their illusion magic to turn the large room into the interior of a gothic mansion, the room filled with all sorts of lush emerald plants, like it was some sort of greenhouse. The room was darkened, only lit by candles. Everything was swathed in colors of black and red, fabric draping from the ceiling in a refined manner. Vocheck played an organ at the edge of the room, filling the area with an eerie ambience as Faylin used her magic to drop black petals from the air. The petals coated the floor in a luxurious display.

      At the head of the room was a circular red backdrop, adorned with fern leaves and dahlias. We boys stood at the head of the room, while Miroslava sat in the front row.

      “I’m proud of you, son,” Jonathan said, shaking Stefan’s hand. “You’re a wonderful father, and you’ll make a good husband.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” The two men embraced for a moment. Jonathan backed away and wiped at the tears dotting his eyes before he took a seat beside Miroslava and grasped her hand.

      Isaak teetered at Stefan’s feet. He didn’t really understand what was going on, but he looked cute in his tiny suit.

      Evonna sat behind Miroslava, holding Kazim. Arthur was beside her, bouncing Kalina in his arms. Their postures were tense. Evonna gave a sneering look to Kalina before she turned her gaze away.

      There weren’t any guests other than the bridal party and the family. It was a small wedding, but Stefan had insisted that all the people that mattered were here, and that’s what counted.

      The song changed as the ceremony began. The girls began to walk in, dressed in wine-colored satin gowns. Odette bounced as she came up the aisle, followed by Kiara, whose steps were a little slower. Nothing could get them down today.

      Emma looked breathtaking, as always. They’d conjured a dress for her to wear last minute. I never understood how she could look so flawless every time I gazed at her. Her red curls hung around her face, falling out of her casual updo. She gave me a warm smile, and I was lovingly reminded of our own wedding day, and how happy we’d been. She was truly the love of my life, and even as we grew old, I’d always be waiting for her.

      Everyone stood as a romantic tune drifted from the organ. The doors to the foyer opened again, and I heard Stefan take in a sharp breath beside me.

      I knew exactly how he was feeling. The emotions that swelled over you as your bride was walking down the aisle were too complex and monumental for a mere mortal shifter to describe.

      Delmare’s wedding dress was completely black. It had small straps that held the dress up over her shoulders, and a plunging neckline that ended at her waist. The dress had a ballgown skirt that pooled in cascading ruffles on the floor. She wore bright red lipstick, and a short black veil that was decorated with the phases of the changing moon. She carried a cascading bouquet of hellebore and ivy leaves. She’d never looked more like herself.

      I felt bad for her that neither of her parents were here. Her father wanted nothing to do with her, and she hadn’t had any contact with her mother since we’d left Dolinska. Didn’t want to either, by the sound of it.

      “Stefan and Isaak are my family. They’re all I need,” she’d told me.

      Isaak saw his mother coming. He got to his feet and toddled to her. We let out soft laughs as Delmare reached down to pick him up, bolstering him onto her hip. Emma rushed forward to take her bouquet, and Delmare reached out to take Stefan’s hand as her other arm supported her son.

      Lucien was performing the ceremony. He held a book of fae law in his hand, and cleared his throat before he began. “Welcome, friends and beloved family. We come together under the light of the Seven Gods to witness the marriage of Lord Stefan Slasky to his bride, Lady Irena Delmare. The couple have taken vows to one another during their Choosing. Today, we solidify that bond with the power of marriage. At their choosing, the lord chose Radek as his patron god, and the lady Neva as her goddess. May Radek bless this union, providing these lovers with the strength to battle for their relationship with all the fierceness of war, and Neva also, giving these young ones the time they need to cherish each other and grow old together.”

      I could hear Miroslava weeping. Stefan was getting teary-eyed. He was trying to hold back tears, making choked up noises. Delmare’s face was clear as she stared at Stefan. She was truly happy. She’d never imagined this life for herself, but we all knew this was exactly what she’d secretly desired from the moment she’d met her mate.

      Stefan lifted Delmare’s veil, and pulled a few dahlia’s from her hair to proceed with the burning of the flowers, signaling her transition from maiden to mother. They partook in the bread and salt ceremony before moving on to their handfasting. Jonathan had come up to take Isaak from Delmare, and the couple’s hands were bound with corded red rope, saying the traditional dragon Faction vows.

      “As my wings spread across the sky, so shall I encompass you with my love.” Stefan’s voice shook as he spoke, his lip trembling as he grasped Delmare’s hands. He pretended to be a tough guy, but really, he was a big softie inside. “My fire will be your hearth, keeping you warm in the darkest winters. My claws will be your protectors, defending you from any foe that is at our door. My scales will be your mirror, reflecting back upon you what you show to the world. As a dragon is loyal to his horde, so I will be loyal to you, and will die defending your honor, our marriage and our home.”

      Delmare’s tone was sincere and full of honest adoration as she said, “As the gods bless our marriage, I will bless you and our home. Like Vesna, I will be wise in judgment, and slow to anger. Like Radek, I shall fight for you each day. Like Neva, I will lend you my time, and always fight for just one more moment. Like Luka, I will give you my body to worship. Like Droga, I will stay beside you, through darkness and through loss. Like Tomir, I will do what is best for us, and not what is best for myself. And like Milonna, I will lend you my heart, taking you exactly as you are, giving generously until our lives are complete and the circle begins again.”

      Emma stared at me as Delmare said her vows. Our wedding had been large and grand, and this one was intimate and small. Yet they were all the same, on the inside. The only thing that truly mattered was that two people were willing to face the world together. I wished for a long and happy life for them, as I did for Emma and I.

      Stefan and Delmare pulled their hands from the knot they’d made, then yanked the handfasting cord tight. They gave the cord to me, and I hung on to it for them. Lucien gave them a nod as he said, “I pronounce you married. Join together as husband and wife, and claim your future as one.”

      Stefan grabbed Delmare, and dipped her down as he gave her a kiss. Rapturous applause and obnoxious shouting broke out amongst the crowd. Delmare and Stefan proceeded down the aisle together with looks of true affection, now husband and wife. Isaak slipped off Jonathan’s lap and hurried after them, his little feet hitting the hardwood.

      Everyone stood. Faylin threw her arms up, and all at once, the room changed at her illusion magic. The candles lifted, floating upon the air near the ceiling. The plants moved as the room rearranged, making room for one long table draped in black cloth, and red velvet chairs.

      Vocheck rose off the bench and cast his hand at the organ. It began playing of its own accord, giving background music and setting the mood for dinner.

      I put the handfasting cord in Stefan and Delmare’s bedroom before I returned to the foyer. I sat down next to Emma and looked down at the plates. They had designs of dancing skeleton couples on them, and the wine goblets looked like they were fashioned out of a skeleton hand. This wedding had Delmare’s taste written all over it.

      A large cake had been placed in the middle of the table; devil’s food cake with red frosting, white skulls decorating the edge. Dinner was sun-dried tomato and spinach ravioli with herb-crusted rack of lamb, both of their favorites, prepared by Faylin.

      The food was absolutely exquisite. I was proud to have Faylin in the family. She had more or less become my own grandmother. It was comforting having her around, as it was clear she took care of the people around her. I knew exactly where Emma had gotten her big heart.

      After dinner, there was dancing throughout the night, along with the fae wedding traditions. Delmare huffed and complained about the unveiling, but still participated. She screamed as she ran around the room, chased by the groomsmen. The bridesmaids scampered after her, trying to protect her from all the boorish males. Alexei was particularly ginger with Kiara as he caught her, cradling her against him like he thought he might hurt her.

      I grabbed Emma around the waist with a rough yank that was more sensual than playful. Her breasts heaved against my chest as I squeezed her to me.

      “You caught me, you know. Game’s over,” Emma said.

      “What if I don’t want to let you go?” I asked, and I nuzzled my face into her hair.

      “Then I’m going to expect something later,” she said, and she reached down to give the front of my pants a light squeeze.

      I was definitely planning on it. Theo ended up snagging the veil from Delmare, and Odette eagerly caught the bouquet once Delmare had tossed it. Odette danced around the room, holding the bouquet over her head as she shouted, “Yay! I’m next, I’m next!”

      “Maybe Theo will whip out a ring right now,” Alexei joked.

      “Nah, I have much better taste than Stefan,” Theo said. “I’ll wait to propose until his wedding is over.”

      “A big pink ring,” Odette gushed. “Maybe a topaz!”

      Theo wiggled his eyebrows at me and whispered, “She doesn’t know she’s getting a diamond.”

      I bet he already had it picked out. Delmare’s laugh echoed around the foyer as she swayed across the dance floor with her husband. Stefan pressed his lips to Delmare’s neck, then down the revealing front of her dress, making her giggle.

      They looked so happy together. I had a certainty that they’d make it. If any two people suited each other, it was them.

      “She’s gonna get pregnant again,” Kiara said as she watched them, swishing the wine in her goblet.

      “Well, why not?” Alexei replied. “The more the merrier, I’d say.”

      Emma approached me with Kalina, extending her arms. My entire spirit brightened up when Kalina was handed to me. “Aren’t you adorable.”

      Kalina’s tiny dress matched Emma’s. I kissed her forehead, and she kicked out her arms and legs.

      It was incredulous to me that Evonna wanted to get rid of her own granddaughter. I had a fond attachment to Kalina that I couldn’t quite describe. My wolf wanted to protect her with every fiber of his being, as if she were my own child.

      Leaving her out in the woods to die, or to be raised to be wild by some strange faekin? Inconceivable. I couldn’t imagine Kalina being anywhere that wasn’t close to me, so I could guard and defend her. Despite not having any biological ties to her, I was closer to this child than her own grandmother was.

      Perhaps that would be sad, to an outsider, but not to me. I loved her and Kazim, and as far as I was concerned, they belonged to all of us just as much as they belonged to Arthur. None of us would permit Evonna to harm her, no matter what the consequences of her demigod powers were. We would keep the twins together and happy, despite the risks.

      We were having cake when Odette plopped in the seat next to me with a huff. She looked quite bothered as she took a massive slice, and chewed furiously, her cheeks inflated like a hamster.

      “Something bothering you, my dear?” Theo asked as he took a refined bite.

      Odette swallowed and took a big breath. “I just had an idea. A brilliant idea, I’d say. I was thinking— but no. Maybe… ugh, forget about it.”

      “What?” Emma asked, annoyed. She stabbed at her cake and nearly broke the plate.

      “Well… I was kind of waiting for the wedding to be over,” Odette said reluctantly.

      “You come up with something?” I asked the question a little too quickly. Even through all the celebration, I just couldn’t get my mind off things.

      “Kind of… yes?” Odette said.

      “Do we have to discuss business, today of all days?” Kiara complained. “It’s a wedding, for the gods’ sakes.”

      “No, hold on.” I glanced behind me. Stefan and Delmare were out of earshot. They’d smashed the cake in each other’s faces while feeding each other, and were flirting as Isaak smeared icing all over his clothes, sucking on his cake-covered fist.

      I didn’t want to ruin their wedding day with worries of the future, but if we spoke quickly, they wouldn’t overhear us. I leaned forward and dropped my voice. “You have a plan?”

      Odette opened her mouth. Then she looked at Delmare and Stefan, shook her head, and dropped her fork.

      “It’s nothing,” she said, and she abruptly stood. She grasped onto her skirts as she turned around and said, “Enjoy the wedding, everyone.”

      Odette rushed out of the hall, and Theo hurried after her. Emma and I shared a concerned glance.

      Whatever she’d said, I was certain Odette knew more than she was telling us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Emma

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t going to hide any longer. I was tired of Droga and everything he’d done. I was the Worldweaver. It was my job to put a stop to this, and I was finished with cowering away. It was time to make our final stand.

      Finlay and Amantha had shown up the day after the wedding. Fin told Ethan and I he needed to speak with everyone. We took our seats in the dining room, preparing to discuss our next strategy over breakfast. Arthur and Lucien accompanied us. Our friends were still sleeping upstairs, hung over from the wedding.

      We’d fill them in later— that is, if Finlay’s plan wasn’t absolutely ridiculous.

      My mother wasn’t here, either. She’d been avoiding me since the incredulous family argument. If she didn’t want to show up, fine. We couldn’t have people around that weren’t on board, and lately, my mother was insistent on getting her way at every turn.

      Finlay stared at me for a moment before taking me into a hug. “I thought for sure I’d never see ye again, lass.”

      “I’m alive and well,” I said as I hugged him back, before turning to embrace Amantha. “Better than that, I’m here to put Droga in his grave, where he belongs. I hope you have a plan.”

      “It’s not so much of a plan,” Amantha admitted. “More of a… discovery.”

      “A crucial one,” Finlay said as I took a seat beside Ethan. I took a few waffles from the center of the table and poured strawberry syrup on top of them. I chewed on my waffle absentmindedly as Finlay spread a grouping of papers on the table. My grandmother was a wonderful cook, but she couldn’t quite make waffles like Ozzie could.

      Their sweetness turned bland in my mouth as a lump rose in my throat. The others had time to get used to Ozzie and Jasper’s deaths, but I hadn’t. After all, for me, it was as if they’d died yesterday, though in the real world they’d already been gone for months.

      Finlay splayed his hands over the documents. “What are those?” I questioned.

      “War plans,” Finlay replied. “I snuck into the palace and managed to find their council room. They left documents. I created copies before I replaced the originals and left.”

      “You could’ve been killed,” Ethan said dryly. He was used to Finlay’s risky behavior, though he was definitely tired of putting up with it.

      “I saw an opportunity,” Finlay replied. “We’d never get another chance to obtain these documents.”

      “Are you sure the documents are real, and not falsified by Gabby to mislead us? She’d pull a stunt like that,” I asked.

      “Gabby and Droga don’t think you’re alive,” Finlay pointed out. “After reviewing them, I’m certain this is their actual plan moving forward.”

      “And what do they say?” Delmare questioned.

      Finlay’s tone became darker. “Droga plans to invade Octavia Falls the day after the Spring Equinox. Once he’s conquered the witches, he plans to divide his forces in order to overtake the merfolk and the elementals before he moves on to the vampires, and then the angels. He’ll take over each supernatural race one by one, adding to his ranks until all the other races are overwhelmed.”

      “It’s a bold strategy,” Amantha said. “But if he can use the Crystals to force the other races to join his army, eventually, the rest of the world will have to succumb.”

      “He has to overtake them all first,” Ethan said.

      “And he could, with those monsters he’s creating with the Crystals,” Finlay said. “The witches' defenses are weak. Their coven is still recovering from political upheaval from the Burning Times in the months prior. It’d be easiest to overtake them first before moving on to others.”

      “The Burning Times?” I questioned.

      “We figured out what was going on in the Miriamic Coven while you were gone,” Ethan explained. “The witches were divided, and were killing their own. They executed so many of their own kind that defending themselves from outside invaders at a time like this would be difficult.”

      “And Droga knows that. Which means we have to stop him before he launches an attack,” Amantha said.

      “That doesn’t make sense. His invasion day is after the portal to Edinmyre would already close, and the fae would all be dead by then. He’d have no army,” Arthur argued.

      “How do you know the portal will close by then? We never got a date from Milonna,” I asked.

      “By the wording of your prophecy,” Arthur stated. “And there shall be a sorceress who is above all Marked. She will be written as destined and cursed, for there is not one who is as strong as she, nor one who is so damned. Realms shall bow to her will, but never shall she escape her cruel fate. She will be known as the Worldweaver. She who holds the power of the Arcanea will be their final end, for when the wolf howls, the Worldweaver who rules over reality itself will surrender her magic and die.”

      Silence rang out, and Arthur said, “By my interpretation, the prophecy speaks of the Arcanea’s final end, which means the closing of the portal. This will be at the same time my sister is prophesied to die. We know that’s supposed to happen this year; before the first of the snow melts at the end of her fourth winter in Malovia. Winter ends on March twentieth, on the Spring Equinox. The portal’s going to close on that day, once winter is over.”

      Lucien leaned forward, rubbing his chin. “You must be right, my son. The portal to Edinmyre will close on the Spring Equinox. Droga wouldn’t have chosen the day afterward to invade the Miriamic Coven unless it was significant. He’s waiting for something— for Emma’s prophecy to be over, so he has certainty that there will be no more opposition from her.”

      “But the Spring Equinox is only a few days away!” Amantha said with woe.

      Fear overtook me. We had so little time to stop this.

      Not only that… I had so little time left to live. I was petrified at the thought of what I was going to face. Ethan sensed my anxiety and took my hand, supporting me through our bond.

      “That still leaves him with no army,” I said. “If the portal to Edinmyre closes on the Spring Equinox, we all turn to dust, and Droga rules over a pile of ashes. I don’t see the purpose of him working on building this grand army if it’s all going to shit the day before he plans to invade.”

      “He has to have some sort of plot,” Arthur said.

      “Maybe it involves the Crystals. He could unite them, and save the fae so his army could go on,” Amantha hypothesized.

      “That doesn’t make sense. He would’ve done that by now, and we know for a fact he doesn’t want to let those Crystals go. Uniting them to save the portal would mean destroying them, and he wants to keep his filthy hands on them,” I argued.

      “He must be holding off for some reason,” Amantha murmured. “But what could it be?”

      “Whatever it is, the portal closing isn’t going to stop him,” Finlay said. “He’s going to go through with this invasion, one way or another. That’ll plummet the world into another Great Supernatural War.”

      We couldn’t let that happen. We had to get Droga’s attention elsewhere, before he started another international crisis. The entire magical community was at stake.

      “There’s more at risk. Soon, Droga will learn that Emma is still alive,” Ethan said. “He’ll use the Crystals to attempt to find her again, and now that she’s not lost in a time portal, he’ll be able to find her here. We have days, at most, before he shows up at the estate with a full army.”

      “Which means we need to leave the estate, and go somewhere we can launch our own attack against Droga,” Finlay said firmly. “We need to make our presence known.”

      The door to the dining room opened slowly, and Odette poked her head in. She’d been eavesdropping on the conversation.

      “There could be something that’s just as powerful as the Crystals of Harmony. Something we can use to stop Droga,” Odette admitted.

      I blinked. Milonna had never told us about this. I didn’t know such a thing could exist. Nothing was stronger than the Crystals.

      But Odette entered the room, and Theo followed her. Odette cleared her voice, but still, it came out hoarse. “Since Emma left, I’ve been having strange visions in the bath. None of it made much sense… but now that you’ve returned, things are becoming clearer. In my visions, I see my druid ancestors dropping a crown into a black cauldron full of blood. When they reach into the cauldron to bring out the crown again, they instead withdraw the wolven stone.”

      “I saw the same exact vision when we went to the Pool of Memory,” Ethan marveled.

      “My vision didn’t end there, though,” Odette said. “I saw the druids give the wolven stone to a king, to put into the royal treasury. Then the vision flashed back to the cauldron, and I watched as they withdrew the same crown, but this time, it was… different. I sensed that it had immense power. The same kind of power that came from the Crystals.”

      “Tell them what else you learned,” Theo prodded gently.

      Odette held a breath. “Well… Theo and I have actually seen this crown before. In real life.”

      “You mean you’ve come in contact with it?” Ethan questioned.

      “Yes, when we met a rusalka, a merfolk faerie,” Theo said. “During Odette’s first semester at Arcanea University, we ran into a rusalka while swimming in the river, and they gave us this silver crown. Odette swears it’s the same one she saw in her vision.”

      I’d heard the story so many times, because it was one of Odette’s favorite tales to tell. But I’d thought she’d been exaggerating the whole thing.

      “That makes sense, because rusalka have druid blood. Maybe they knew Odette was helping Emma with her quest, and gave her the crown so we could use it against Droga,” Finlay said.

      “Yeah, and you guys didn’t believe me,” Odette grumbled, crossing her arms. “I told you it really happened.”

      “Except… we lost it,” Theo said in defeat. “After we met the rusalka, we fought a questing beast in the woods, who ran off with the crown. It went down into a pit in the middle of the earth. We didn’t chase after it, because we didn’t think it was important.”

      “What is it with you people and losing powerful magical artifacts?” Finlay complained.

      “Shut up, Fin,” I growled.

      “If this crown is indeed the way to stop Droga, we must learn more about it before we go searching for it,” Lucien said.

      Odette shivered. “Lady Iris told me when we left the Alicorn Court that when the time comes, look to the pool. I bet she was talking about the Pool of Memory.”

      “You have to be right,” I said. “This crown is involved somehow.”

      “What we need to do is return to the Pool of Memory, and ask it about this crown,” Ethan said. “Perhaps it’ll give us some insight as to what to do next.”

      “Odette can’t travel,” Theo said firmly, laying a hand on his mate’s shoulder. “Droga is looking for prophets, and if he finds Odette, he’ll capture her.”

      “But the Pool will only answer questions directly from a dryca. If Ethan and Emma ask the Pool a question, it might not choose to answer them,” Odette protested. “They need me to go.”

      “Out of the question,” Theo stated. I’d never seen him act so firm with Odette, but apparently, the events of my disappearance had him rattled. He didn’t want Odette out of his sight.

      Odette’s lip wobbled. “But Theo—”

      “It’s decided. You’re staying where it’s safe,” Theo said sharply, and Odette fell silent.

      “Ethan and I will go. You can stay here,” I said. They didn’t need to argue on our behalf. “If we don’t get answers the first time around, we’ll return to the Pool with Odette so we can ask it again.”

      Odette didn’t protest again, though she looked nervous. She leaned against Theo and reached out to grasp his hand.

      “Do you want the rest of us to come with you?” Stefan asked.

      “No. You should go to this pit where the questing beast took the crown,” Ethan said. “You can retrieve it while Emma and I are getting answers.”

      “I can lead the guys there,” Theo suggested. “I remember where the pit is. The monster’s lair must be inside.”

      “Hopefully you’ll return with the crown, and we’ll return with some answers,” I said.

      Or at least, I hoped. The Pool of Memory hadn’t given us the information we’d been looking for the first time. Who knew if it’d be willing to give up its secrets now?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ethan and I decided to visit the Pool of Memory immediately. We hadn’t taken a portal to the Pool of Memory the first time, because back then, Ethan had been possessed, and taking portals back and forth weakened him while increasing the hold the demon had on him. Since the leshane was gone now, we could go directly to the site. It was a good thing, too, because we had little time to lose.

      We portaled about a half mile away from the abandoned druid village where the Pool of Memory resided. We didn’t want to portal in too close, just in case there was a trap already waiting there for us. Ethan paused to observe the area before we proceeded forward.

      “Karkans have been here,” Ethan said, stooping down to observe the hoofprints embedded in the mud.

      “Are they still around?” I asked warily.

      “I don’t smell them, and these tracks are at least a week old. Droga’s minions don’t patrol this area regularly,” he said, rising to stand.

      “I’ll put a defensive shield around us, just in case,” I said. I didn’t want anything sneaking up behind us while we were trapped in the visions.

      The forest was overgrown, so it took time to wade through all the brambles that were in our way. Ethan stopped. I ran into him and had to grab onto his arm to remain upright.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. I immediately knew that he’d sensed something. He put a hand on the hilt of his sword, and opened his mouth to tell me what was up.

      An ear-splitting screech ripped through the air, so powerful that it knocked both of us over. I threw my hair out of my face and looked up. The creature before us was twelve feet tall, curled horns pressing against branches. It had a skull-like face, with tight skin drawn all over its naked body. Blood-red Unseelie runes were written all over the skin, and the creature’s hands and feet were adorned with sharp, long claws. It was some kind of cross between a devil and a fiend, but the hybrid wasn’t one I knew. The monster had red eyes, and a thin nose, but no mouth.

      Ethan hurled into action. He ran toward the monster with his sword drawn. The devil lashed out with its claws, and sparred with Ethan as he viciously swung his sword. Claws crashed with the blade, emitting sharp ringing noises. The demon let out another screech and sacked Ethan to the side, where he fell in a heap.

      The monster turned its red eyes on me, squinting as its nose wrinkled. It charged, claws outstretched as it prepared to rip me to shreds.

      I wasn’t in the mood to deal with this shit today, so I gritted my teeth as I rendered my magic. I reached out with my power, and overtook the monster’s mind.

      As I slipped inside the monster’s consciousness, bleak thoughts overtook me. I was immersed in dreams of torture, pain and death, and heard the cries of suffering. It was like I’d been plunged straight to the Underworld. I pushed away the darkness and forced the devil to submit to my will. The monster backed down, shriveling up against a tree and making weak sounds as it clawed at its skull, trying to get me out.

      While I incapacitated the creature, Ethan got to his feet. He ran forward and stabbed the beast in the heart. The monster gave a shrill cry as Ethan yanked his sword out, and crumbled to the ground. I let go of the creature’s mind, as I knew it was dying. It twitched like an insect as it writhed on its back, the redness fading from its pupils.

      “What kind of monster was that?” I asked Ethan. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen. The devilish creature hadn’t been depicted in any of my books or covered in any lectures at Arcanea University. What was more, the creature didn’t seem like an animal that hunted and lived in the woods. From what I’d gathered when I’d overwhelmed its mind, the monster was only driven by the instinct to kill.

      “Another one of Droga’s creations,” Ethan said as he sliced the creature’s neck. “He sent it here to guard the area.”

      The monster bled out, and finally went still. Ethan added, “We’d better get to the Pool. The smell of blood will attract other monsters.”

      “Then let’s do it and get home.”

      Ethan changed so I could ride on his back the rest of the way through the forest, as we’d get there quicker. When we finally came to the clearing that held the dryca ruins, I slid off, and he changed back.

      I looked around. The druid remnants looked as forlorn and sad as ever. It was absolutely terrible that they’d died out. I wished someone would come back and restore this place, one day, but I knew the time of the druids had long come and gone.

      “Emma, we don’t have a lot of time,” Ethan reminded me. I shook myself out of my melancholy reverie and hustled to cast a shield around the area. Once that was done, I knelt by the edge of the Pool where he was, and prepared to put my hand in.

      I gazed at the crystalline reflection of the Pool. The last time we’d been here, it hadn’t given us a lot of answers, me especially. The Pool had only shown me small clips of what was to come.

      Ethan grasped my hand. “We’ll do it together,” he said. “Are you ready?”

      I nodded. Ethan thrust our conjoined hands into the Pool. As he did so, I thought the question; What must we do in order to find the silver crown?

      My eyes were already closed, so I slipped into the darkness of the vision naturally. I found myself floating through murky waters, as if I was wading within the Pool’s depths.

      I opened my eyes and began swimming upward, toward the surface. Whispers rang all around me, the voices of the druids who were long since dead, but had contained their memories within these mysterious waters.

      As my fingers broke the surface of the Pool, a vision overtook me. I didn’t fight it, but allowed myself to become submerged within the past, focusing my attention so I could remember every detail.

      Seven druids stood in a darkened council room. Their hoods were thrown over their faces as they gathered around a round table. The area was eerily quiet, as if no one wished to discuss what was inevitable.

      “We have all foreseen what will come to pass,” a man said in a grave tone. He seemed to be the leader of the group. “The Worldweaver will fail. Droga will obtain the Crystals of Harmony, and the portal to Edinmyre will shut forever, condemning our race to ruin. This fate isn’t to come for many years, but it will still come all the same.”

      “There is another way.”

      A young woman came forward. She threw her hood back, revealing a mess of blonde curls. “Milonna came to me in a vision. She told me the druids can stop this.”

      “We have all heard Milonna’s teachings. It is impossible,” another druid protested.

      “Not impossible, merely a death sentence for all dryca,” the woman said. “The end of us, but not the fae.”

      “Explain this to us.” The leader seemed intrigued, yet weary. He didn’t believe there was a way around the future.

      “We must provide the Worldweaver a way to contain Droga, once he has been set loose,” she stated simply.

      “Impossible. The only one who can imprison Droga is his brother Tomir, the king of the gods, and he refuses to do so a second time. The fae need to prove themselves worthy,” the leader protested.

      “We can do it with the proper methods. We have the wolven stone, as given to us by the gods to protect,” the woman said. “We can harness some of its power.”

      “And if we do, it will kill us all,” the leader responded. “A Crystal of Harmony cannot be used by a mortal fae, even by all of us.”

      “It’s a sacrifice we must make, for the continuation of our kind,” the woman said. “We forge an item that will be strong enough to defeat Droga— a silver crown— and leave it behind for the Worldweaver to use in her darkest hour, to imprison the dark god in his tomb once again. It’s the only hope for the fae.”

      Several faces looked to the leader, who only stood taller. “I want you all to consider the repercussions. If we make this crown, it is a certainty that we will die. It will take the power of all the druids in the village to forge this crown, and make it strong enough that it will prevent Droga from escaping his tomb again.”

      “We can’t allow the fae to die out,” the woman argued. “We will use some of the power in the wolven stone to make this crown, merging it with our own magic. Then, before we die, we will give the wolven stone to King Godwin. He will keep it in the royal treasury, where it will remain until the foretold prince places the stone into the Worldweaver’s sword.”

      “And what of the crown? Who will keep it safe?” the leader demanded.

      “We give it to the rusalka to guard. They will place it into the Worldweaver’s hands,” the woman said.

      “This is a risky plan,” another druid objected. “We don’t know if it’s going to work.”

      “But our visions speak the truth,” the woman demanded. “If we are to change the future, this is the only way.”

      “How will the Worldweaver use this crown against Droga? Its powers will be ineffective against the Crystals of Harmony,” a druid asked.

      “We craft if for one purpose only— to imprison Droga once again,” the young woman stated. “When the time is right and Droga is sufficiently vulnerable, the Worldweaver must place the crown upon his head, and speak an incantation.”

      She cleared her throat, before she began to recite.

      
        
        “Droga, Black Stag of Wrath,

        On fae souls you have dined

        The time for suffering is over now,

        With my magic thus I bind.

      

        

      
        Return to your stone prison,

        This silver crown is your jailer

        For I have come to offer it,

        The blood of a Worldweaver.

      

        

      
        God of agony and suffering,

        Return now to your grave,

        I say to you, god of poor death,

        This world be no longer your slave.”

      

      

      The druid girl was solemn as she said, “Once the Worldweaver recites the words, she shall use the silver crown’s power to surrender her magic in order to trap Droga.”

      “Indeed. Using the crown’s power to imprison Droga will take all of her energy. It will surely kill her,” the leader stated. “If the Worldweaver desires Droga back in his grave, she’ll have to sacrifice herself to do it.”

      The druid girl bowed her head. “So mote it be.”

      The druids before me began to bleed into a melting painting of color. Just before the vision broke, I felt a warm sensation take over my body as the words resonated inside my mind, over and over like a song on repeat. The Pool of Memory had used its magic to embed the incantation into my mind, so I’d never forget it.

      The vision fell away, and I awoke as if from a dream. I withdrew my hand from the Pool of Memory, and found that I was still clutching on to Ethan’s hand. He opened his eyes, and we stared at each other for a few moments, dazed as the visions the Pool had given us slowly faded from our eyes.

      “What did you see?” I asked.

      “My vision didn’t pertain to the crown, so you first,” he said.

      I told Ethan everything I’d seen in the vision— everything, except that the crown’s magic would take my life. If I told him that, he’d try to stop me from finding it, and we were so close to our goal that I couldn’t have him stopping me now.

      His look was thoughtful as he said, “So the druids died out because they used all their magic to forge this crown. Utilizing the wolven stone in such a way killed them, and their race.”

      “I think the woman who advocated for the crown’s forging was Odette’s ancestor,” I said. “They looked very alike.”

      “And what they said matches up. I found the wolven stone in the royal treasury, though I didn’t know what it was at the time I forged it into your sword, and the rusalka did give the crown to Odette,” Ethan said.

      “If the druids were right, the crown would be able to counteract the magic in the Crystals of Harmony, and stop Droga. Or at least, put us on equal footing, so we could fight him without being obliterated immediately,” I said. “We need to get our hands on it.”

      We stood. I brushed off my cloak as I asked, “What did the Pool show you?”

      Ethan took a long moment to himself before he responded. “A blonde woman. She was dressed in armor and standing on top of a hill, the eve before a great battle. I could tell there was some sort of conflict going on, because there were soldiers below. I… I think it was Kalina.”

      “Really?” My eyes widened. “So we must’ve failed to defeat Droga after all.”

      “Perhaps. There was a dark-haired man beside her. I believe he was her mate.”

      “Why would the Pool show you something like that?” I asked.

      “There’s more. Kalina shifted.”

      “What? You mean, into a wolven?”

      “Yes. She was a she-wolf with silver fur.”

      I shook my head. “That’s impossible. She’d be the only sorceress that could shift.”

      “I’m starting to learn nothing’s impossible where Kalina’s concerned,” Ethan said. “Once she shifted, the man climbed on her back and pulled out a wand. Emma, she’s mated to a warlock.”

      Fae could mate with people outside of our own race, but for us to be with someone from the Miriamic Coven was laughable. Witches and fae hated each other, and always would.

      But Kalina had been the exception in every case. “All of that seems improbable, but if the Pool of Memory showed it to you, it must be true.”

      “I think it was the same vision of the future Elijah saw when he came to the Pool of Memory. It’s the next Great Supernatural War.”

      “How old was she in the vision?”

      “Twenty, at least.” Ethan was quiet for a moment, before he asked, “Does that mean we lose the war, and Droga takes over everything?”

      It made sense. If what the Pool had shown Ethan was true, Droga was going to win, and he’d enslave every supernatural race, just like he wanted to. Kalina was going to grow up in a warzone, and the world was going to be devastated by him and his fae army. The vision Ethan had seen must be some sort of dark future. Kalina had formed a group of rebels and refugees from all the races to take Droga down. That’s the only thing that made sense.

      Another Great Supernatural War was coming. The only question was when it would start. If Kalina was twenty years old in the vision, and preparing to go to battle, it only meant that this great war would start because Droga had used the Crystals to the height of their power, and succeeded in his mission to take over the magical world. Why else would Kalina side with a warlock, the greatest enemies of our people? No fae would willingly pair up with a witch unless they were that desperate.

      I stopped my thoughts right then and there, because I refused to allow that to happen. “No. There’s still hope, because we can change reality by what we believe,” I stated firmly. “There has to be a way to stop this.”

      I didn’t want Kalina or Kazim to grow up in a world that was constantly fighting and never at peace. Now we had a chance to stop the chaos between the magical races before it began. Malovia was at war, but we could still keep the rest of the world safe. If we wanted to stop Droga, we had to find this crown, which meant we needed to go after the questing beast that took it.

      I hoped the monster still had it. If it didn’t, I wasn’t sure where else to look.

      We took a portal back to the estate. I was eager to tell everyone what we’d learned, but once we arrived, another portal appeared beside ours. Three men stepped out. My heart dropped as I saw the disappointed faces of Stefan, Alexei and Arthur. None of them had the crown in their hands.

      I already knew what they were going to say, and prepared myself for it. More bad news.

      “We found the questing beast, but it was dead,” Arthur noted. “The pit was empty, and the crown was gone. We have no idea where it went.”

      “Were there any clues as to who took it?” Ethan questioned.

      “Nothing. The questing beast looked like it was torn to shreds by another animal,” Stefan said half-heartedly. “Wherever it is, it’s long gone now.”

      Discouragement rattled around my empty insides. The only weapon that could defeat Droga was out of our reach, and there was no telling who had it now.

      I wasn’t giving up. If that crown was our only ticket out of this mess, I was getting my hands on it one way or the other.

      Unfortunately, we didn’t even know where to start looking.

      As we approached the house, Theo came running out the front doors at full speed. Both of us stopped in our tracks, and I wondered with despair what was wrong now.

      “Odette and Kiara are missing,” Theo said breathlessly.

      “What?!” Alexei’s voice was panicked. His whole form began to shake as he asked, “Where is she?”

      “Odette tried to sneak off to follow Emma to the Pool, and Kiara went after her. By the time we realized they weren’t here, none of us had seen them for hours,” Theo said in despair.

      “Could they have gone off by themselves, and still be traveling back from the Pool?” I asked.

      “No.” Theo shook his head. Tears marred his eyes as he said, “We found the scent of strange shifters lingering in the woods. We think it was an abduction. They’ve been taken prisoner.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      “Where were they taken?” Emma demanded. “Did you find any clues?”

      “No,” Theo said. “Nothing was left behind by the assailants, except their scent, which we can only trace up to the edge of the woods surrounding Trua Gleann. We’re not even sure what country they might be in.”

      Alexei was quivering beside me. I put a hand on his arm, for I feared his knees might buckle. I knew exactly how he felt right now, and gods, it was hell if there was one.

      “It sounds like they took a portal,” Emma said.

      “If there are enemies in the woods, why isn’t Droga here yet?” I pressed.

      “The scent of the assailants was near town, not the estate. Our wards are still concealing the mansion,” Theo noted.

      “But why would they go that far?” Emma questioned.

      “Odette and Kiara must’ve had a hard time summoning a portal, so they tried to fly there.” Theo shook his head. “I knew I should’ve kept a closer eye on her.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. It would’ve taken them days to reach the Pool from Ireland by flight,” Emma argued.

      “Or maybe Odette was trying to get away from Theo first, before she tried summoning a portal on estate grounds,” I mused. “Because she knew he’d try to stop her if she got caught.”

      Theo gave a ragged sniff. “This is all my fault! If she was that insistent on going to the Pool, I should’ve let her, and accompanied you all. At least then, she’d be where I could protect her.”

      “And mine,” Alexei said. “She wanted to help us look for the silver crown, but I told her to stay behind. She tried to help in another way, and now, she’s in danger.”

      I gave a frustrated noise and said, “There has to be something we can do.”

      “We’ve got everyone gathered at the house,” Theo said. “We can go over what we know there.”

      The group appeared rather worried as Emma and I entered the dining room. Multiple eyes were on me as I asked, “Any leads at all?”

      “We’ve searched everywhere, and nothing,” Delmare said sadly. “If their abductors forced them into a portal, Kiara and Odette are long gone by now.”

      At the mention of their names, Alexei broke into full-out sobs, and Theo’s eyes watered. Stefan grimaced and said, “We’ve even tried the locating spell Kiara invented, but it doesn’t work for any of us. We aren’t sure how to pull it off without her.”

      “Is it possible they’re lost in time, like Emma was?” Evonna suggested.

      “Both of the twins are here,” Lucien said. “Kalina would’ve went with them, if she used her time powers to transport them elsewhere.”

      “There’s one way we haven’t tried,” Emma started. “I might be able to contact one of them, probably Odette, through Edinmyre. If she or Kiara have meditated to my cottage there, and left a note or a clue, it could help us find them.”

      “But that won’t work. None of us can meditate to Edinmyre anymore. We’ve tried, and we can’t pull it off. The connection between the two realms is too weak,” Stefan objected. “The only one who still might be able to get there is you.”

      “Odette is a prophet. She has just as strong a connection to Edinmyre as I do,” Emma insisted. “There might be a chance she’s been by.”

      “It’s our only shot,” I agreed. “We haven’t found any other leads.”

      “Are you sure a portal will even support the journey? You had a difficult time returning when you came back from Eiragrad,” Delmare said doubtfully.

      “We need to take our spirits there through meditation, and leave our bodies here on Earth. I don’t want to put any undue stress on the portal by going there physically,” Emma said.

      “Then you have no time to lose,” Vocheck said. “This is the only idea we haven’t exhausted. Let us pray that it works.”

      Emma didn’t waste time. She immediately led me to a secluded room. We sat on the rug in the middle of the space in preparation for the meditation.

      “Do you think we can both go there?” I asked.

      “I don’t think it’s safe for any of us to cross into Edinmyre alone. We don’t know who Droga has waiting there for us,” Emma said.

      We slipped into meditation. I felt Emma’s spirit vanish on the other side of our bond instantly. She was still able to slip into Edinmyre with relative ease.

      I, however, had a much more difficult time. I sat there for long moments, waiting for the shift, but it never came. I felt like I was blocked off from the spiritual realm— that no matter how hard I tried to cross over, my spirit was not allowed through.

      There was a strange sensation, like a hand wrapping around my middle and yanking tightly. I gasped as I found my soul pulled straight out of my body and into another dimension. I stumbled into my shifter form at Emma’s side, barely keeping my balance against the tall grass. Her cottage loomed in the distance.

      “I’m unsure what happened,” I said, breathing hard.

      “I had to use our bond to pull you through,” Emma said. “There was no other way.”

      I hadn’t seen Edinmyre in so long, and it felt like home. But there was no time to be nostalgic. I told Emma to stay back as I advanced toward the cottage, keeping my wits about me as I wandered forward.

      I pushed open the door with my paw. I was about to give Emma the all-clear before there was a slight peep of surprise. Odette was sitting by the fireplace in the cottage, appearing quite alarmed.

      “Odette!” I cried, and Emma came running. When Odette saw her, she gave a wild yell.

      “Emma! You’re here!” Odette screamed, and she threw herself upon my mate. The two girls hugged tightly as Odette wept.

      “I’m all right.” Emma squeezed Odette’s arms. “It’s so good to know you’re okay.”

      “What did you see at the Pool?” Odette blinked.

      “It’s a long story, one we can tell you once we’ve rescued you,” Emma said. “Have you been waiting for us here?”

      “Not really. I… I meditated here, to give my spirit a break,” she admitted. “It’s easier to endure what the soldiers are doing to me, when my soul is far away.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “They’re attempting to force me into seeing visions by water torture. It’s not working very well for them,” Odette admitted. “I can keep up a semi-meditative state while they’re doing it by gazing into the water before they dunk me under, but I don’t know how much time I have before they break me out of it.”

      “Do you know where you are?” Emma asked.

      “The dungeon underneath Arcanea University. It’s where Droga holds all his prisoners,” Odette said. “Kiara and I are in the last cell at the end of the hallway.”

      I knew the place from my Phantom days. “Is Kiara all right?”

      “She’s alive, but she’s injured as well,” Odette admitted. “We’re kept in by noxite bars. If someone doesn’t save us soon… well, I’m not sure how much longer we can hang on.”

      “We’ll be there as soon as we can. Hold on, Odette,” Emma encouraged.

      Odette went to say something, before her eyes took on a blank look and her mouth twisted in agony as she let out a sharp cry. Her spirit vanished on the spot, leaving us alone.

      They must’ve hurt her so badly they’d broken her out of the trance. Emma’s visage was full of pain as she turned to me and said, “I can’t lose any more friends, Ethan.”

      “We won’t,” I promised. “Let’s return to the estate. We need to come up with a plan, and fast.”
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      We had constructed our mission, and were at the outskirts of Dolinska by nightfall the next day. Alexei, Theo, Emma and I were going into the dungeons to extract the girls. Finlay, Amantha, Lucien, Stefan and Delmare were causing a diversion for the guards. We would’ve liked to bring along Arthur for backup, but he didn’t trust Evonna not to do something sneaky with Kalina while we were gone, and Faylin and Vocheck needed to guard the estate.

      The city had changed since the last time we’d come here. The bodies and the rubble had been removed, and the roads were immaculately clean. Citizens walked the streets, although they were mostly deserted. Life had returned to a semblance of normality here in Dolinska, as if Droga wanted the residents here to get accustomed to this new way of life.

      Despite this, the relative quiet was penetrated by the sound of military exercises in the distance. The army was practicing for an upcoming invasion. We remained concealed behind a building, close to the woodland that led directly to the university.

      Dolinska nearly looked as it had before, minus a significant number of buildings. Droga and Gabby had grown so arrogant that they’d dropped all the wards and protective spells around the city. After all, they hadn’t heard or seen anything from us in nearly a year. They probably thought Emma was dead by now, and that they’d finally succeeded in obtaining complete victory once they’d obtained the Crystals.

      We were about to show them we weren’t beaten yet.

      “They’d better hurry up,” Alexei said, looking to the skyline. Theo trembled beside him.

      “We have to be patient. We can’t afford to make any mistakes,” I told him calmly.

      Both shifters were edgy at my sides. They wanted their mates back, and had no desire to wait.

      Then it came. The sound of battle orbs exploding on the main street just outside the university blazed through the air, one right after the other. They popped off like fireworks, sending colors rushing throughout the sky. The noises of noxite bullets firing blared through the air. A blaring siren went off, and the guards surrounding the palace ran in the direction of the front gates.

      “Move in,” I ordered.

      The four of us hurried toward the looming university. As we were about to climb the ornate fence that surrounded campus, we were stopped by an invisible force.

      I put my hand out, and found that I couldn’t push through the block. The ward around the city had been dropped, but there were still protective defenses around Arcanea University. I attempted to break the ward, and found that my magic was pitiful in comparison to Gabby’s momentous skill.

      “Gabby’s wards are too strong. We can’t break them,” Theo said in frustration, and he kicked at the invisible wall.

      “I damn well can,” Emma growled. She raised her hands to break the shield down.

      “Will she notice?” I asked.

      “I can put up a signature to fool her that it’s her own magic, but it’s not going to last long. We need to get out of here the moment we find them,” Emma said.

      Emma performed the spell. I felt Gabby’s magic break through our bond as it backfired on Emma. The result felt like a punch to the gut. Emma staggered backward and fell down, going white-faced. I rushed to lift her back onto her feet.

      “Are you all right?” I asked in concern.

      “Oof… she’s a lot stronger than she was,” Emma said reluctantly. “I barely got through.”

      “Is your magic okay?” It seemed weaker than usual.

      “It’ll hold up until we get out of here. Keep going.”

      Theo and Alexei used their magic to cut through the bars of the golden gates. We slipped onto university property, then kept low as we crept through bushes and trees for cover.

      I expected my old trap door entrance to the dungeons to be unguarded, but there were soldiers stationed outside of it. Gabby really had thought of everything.

      “Wait here,” Alexei whispered. He crept behind a decorative hedge in order to get closer to the guards. While we waited, I listened to the guards’ conversation.

      “Do you think the dark lord is serious about starting another war?” a soldier asked as Alexei crept in.

      “I suppose so,” the other soldier replied. “We should be receiving orders soon. That’s what the general said. Octavia Falls is first on the list, I reckon.”

      “I don’t want to go back to war. I lost friends in the last one. I’ve seen enough of it. Why can’t the dark lord be satisfied with Malovia?”

      “You should be honored to make such a sacrifice for your country, you coward. Do you want to die with your boots on, or hiding in some hole somewhere after the witches decide to bomb us first?”

      It was a harsh response for such a simple question. Alexei was using his empathy magic to infuriate the guards.

      The other soldier barked, “Who are you calling a coward? You’ve never even seen military action. Not all of us have an uncle that can get them out of combat duty.”

      “Shut your mouth, you son of a whore!”

      I could feel the heavy emotions from here. Alexei channeled his rage at losing Kiara into them, making them go mad.

      “Keep my mother out of this, you draft dodger!”

      The soldiers began fist-fighting. I heard the heavy clunk of punches landing, then the collapse of bodies. The two guards had knocked each other out. Theo and Alexei dragged the bodies behind the bushes, and we used the trapdoor to slip inside the dungeons.

      The dungeons had never been a very welcoming place, but they seemed colder and crueler now. Blood was spilled on the floor, and the smell of disease infected the place. My eyes adjusted to the darkness as we moved forward, and I grabbed Emma’s hand to lead her through the halls. We didn’t dare ignite a light down here.

      “This way.” I led the group through the dungeons. The sounds of battle orbs and bullets still resonated outside. The others were putting up a good fight, but there’d be reinforcements eventually. They could only buy us so much time.

      There was a lone figure slumped against the floor in the last cell in the hallway. Emma dared to create a small light, and we gasped in horror as we took in Kiara’s form.

      Kiara’s face was full of bruises and cuts, but it didn’t look like any bones were broken. Blood trickled out of the corner of her mouth as she lifted a half-smile. “I knew you’d come.”

      “Kiara!” Alexei put his hands on the bars and tried to wrench them apart, but gasped when he touched them. His skin came away blistered from the iron.

      “These noxite bars are impenetrable. Magic doesn’t work on them,” Kiara moaned.

      “There’s always the possibility of doing things the old-fashioned way.” I pulled out my lockpicking kit and began working on the mechanism, careful to avoid touching the metal.

      “Where’s Odette?” Theo asked immediately.

      “The guards took her this morning. They’ve had her for hours,” Kiara whispered.

      “Is anyone else down here?” Emma questioned.

      “Not that I know of. The other cells were full two days ago, but prisoners don’t last long around here. They get rid of you if they can’t extract information fast enough,” Kiara rasped.

      “Who was imprisoned?” Alexei asked.

      “A couple of rebels. People who still want things back the way they were.”

      So not everyone had truly given up. I was rusty, as I hadn’t broken many locks in a while, but I soon heard the satisfying click of the lock as the cell opened. Alexei shoved past me the minute the door was open and slid on his knees to embrace Kiara. She hugged him back, although weakly.

      “I’m so glad we found you,” Alexei whispered.

      “I always had faith that you’d rescue us, though you nearly came too late,” Kiara replied. “The only reason Odette and I are still alive is because they know she’s a prophet.”

      “How did they find out about her?” Emma said in astonishment.

      “Lady Redwine,” Kiara said glumly. “Remember her, from when Odette used to read tea leaves during brunch at the palace?”

      “Godsdammit,” Emma whispered. “I knew someone would figure out that wasn’t a fun game eventually. We should’ve been more careful.”

      “I guess Redwine had her suspicions, and told Gabby thinking she’d get a reward,” Kiara said. “But it backfired on her, because Gabby considered Redwine a threat and had her executed that same day. Ladies of the court who turn on their former monarchs aren’t accepted around here, and that she betrayed you so easily made Gabby ready to get rid of her.”

      “Well, Odette predicted Redwine would be betrayed when she read her tea leaves, so serves the bitch right,” Emma said viciously.

      Alexei lifted Kiara upward. “Can you stand?”

      “Not very well, but I’ll be able to walk far enough to get out of here,” Kiara whimpered.

      “Get Kiara home safe. We’ll find Odette,” I told him.

      Alexei nodded. He guided Kiara out of the cell, down the way we came and back toward the trap door.

      Theo was worried sick as he faced us. “What if Odette’s—”

      “She’s not,” Emma said immediately. “She’s down here somewhere, we just have to find out where. Can you follow your bond to where she might be?”

      “She’s weak, I can tell that much,” Theo said. “She’s confused… she doesn’t really know where she is, and if she’s that lost, I can’t locate her.”

      “Well, she has to be down here somewhere,” I said. “Let’s start by searching the larger chambers.”

      There were bigger parts of the dungeon that I’d used to hide my Phantom equipment. If any part of the university had been turned into torture chambers, that’d be it. It was far enough underground that Gabby wouldn’t be annoyed by the screams of her victims.

      We took another set of stairs downward, and it got even colder. I opened a door, and my heart dropped in my chest as the smell of death filled my nose.

      There was a figure hunched over in a chair, her wrists and ankles bound by noxite cuffs. Her head hung low, hair stuck to her face as dried blood coated her clothes. I didn’t recognize her. This woman was a stranger to me.

      I proceeded forward and put a hand on her shoulder. She was stark cold. She’d died a few hours ago.

      “This poor girl,” I said.

      “I know of her,” Theo said, fear infecting his voice as he looked the girl over. “She was one of Finlay’s associates. A maid spying on Gabby from inside the palace.”

      “What do you think Gabby knows?” Emma asked in a choked voice.

      “With hope, she didn’t tell them anything. Looks like she died of blood loss,” I said as I checked her over. “She probably passed away before the guards could break her. Bastards.”

      Theo’s voice was on the edge of breaking. “Odette…”

      “Kiara said they’re keeping her alive. Don’t go there,” I warned.

      I wished we could bury this girl, but there was no time if we wanted to save Odette’s life. We were forced to leave her body behind as we continued through more torture chambers.

      We didn’t find any more bodies, but there were definitely remnants of brutality. Blood and the reek of innards filled almost every room. Emma had her hand over her mouth and nose as we ventured forward.

      Theo stopped so abruptly that I almost ran into him. “Our bond just flared,” he said. “I know where she is.”

      He took off running. We abandoned stealth and rushed after him. As Theo led us through a twisted set of halls and doorways, the sound of screams began to echo around us.

      “Odette,” Emma whispered, and we went faster. The screeching of a woman in pain rattled our ears. Theo winced, and increased his strides so he was far ahead of us.

      As we got closer, the screams formed into words. “Please… stop.”

      “Why is this taking so long? You should’ve cracked hours ago!”

      “No. Don’t.”

      Odette screamed again, but the screams turned into gurgles. They were drowning her.

      Theo burst through the doorway, and we weren’t far behind him. Emma gave a rattled sound from her throat as we took in the scene. Odette was bound to a chair by a tank full of water, shaking with sobs as a shifter towered over her.

      Odette was much worse for wear than Kiara was. Her hair was drenched, and all of her fingernails were gone. The water that they’d been dunking her in was red with her blood. There were long marks around her neck, like someone had been choking her as they’d attempted to hold her underwater. Her spirit had appeared completely intact in Edinmyre when we’d spoken to her a few hours ago, so I hadn’t been prepared to assess the image of her mangled form once we’d gotten here.

      I was so appalled by Odette’s poor appearance that I didn’t realize that I recognized the man who was torturing her. Absolute hatred ran through me at the sight of him. It was Igor— Odette’s ex. I hadn’t realized he’d joined up with Gabby.

      I was still too stunned to move, but all Theo felt was pure male instinct. He charged forward, arms outstretched. Igor didn’t have time to summon a spell as Theo body-slammed him against the wall. I heard multiple bones in Igor’s body break as Theo tackled the other alicorn with all the force he could muster.

      Theo put his hands around Igor’s neck and squeezed. Igor clutched at Theo’s wrists for a moment, but his attempts to fight back failed as Theo clenched his fingers. With brute strength, Theo broke his neck.

      Igor’s body fell to the floor and remained still. Odette gave a great sigh and slumped in her seat. Emma rushed to prop her up.

      With the animalistic rage gone, Theo turned away from Igor and fell to his knees before his mate. His fingers shook as he grazed Odette’s face, taking in her injuries. “My love, I’m so sorry I didn’t come sooner.”

      “Oh, Theo. I love you, Theo.” A bit of blood leaked out from Odette’s cracked lips. Her eyes lolled as she struggled to remain conscious.

      The binds holding Odette weren’t noxite, just ropes. She’d been so weak they hadn’t expected her to use magic to escape. I cut her loose, and Theo caught her before she fell out of the chair.

      He stood with Odette cradled in his arms. “Can you make us a portal, Emma?”

      “I might be able to—” Emma started, but I cut her off.

      “No,” I said. “We already broke down Gabby’s ward. If Emma makes a portal, it’ll alert Gabby that she’s still alive, since she’s the only sorceress strong enough who would be able to create one inside of Dolinska and get around the protective spells here.”

      “Odette’s hurt! She needs medical attention now!” Theo growled.

      “I understand. We’ll move quickly.”

      I turned away from Igor’s corpse with a sneer as we left the room. That a shifter had tortured a woman he’d once claimed to care for was an insult to our kind. His remains deserved to rot down here, and be consumed by the rats.

      We hurried quickly through the dungeons and back up to the surface. Odette gave soft moans of pain against Theo’s chest before going unconscious.

      Just before we exited the trap door, I threw out a hand to stop the others. I became suddenly aware that the sounds of the diversion outside had ceased.

      “Fuck,” I growled. They hadn’t been able to hold the soldiers off long enough for us to get out of here. We were on our own.

      “Halt!” A deep voice filled the hallway, and we were forced to turn. A dozen soldiers carrying noxite guns marched into the area, blocking us off. They pointed their guns at us, waiting to pull the trigger.

      “Surrender now, or we’ll be forced to shoot!” the guards barked.

      Theo balked next to me. With Odette in his arms, he couldn’t fight. I stared warily at the noxite guns, trying to decipher how to attack without getting shot full of bullets.

      Emma was more than willing to do it for us, though. With one hand, she created a shield to defend us from the bullets, then cast battle magic with the other. She gave a wild yell and fired off an illusion spell without warning. Unseelie magic welled out of her and rushed down the hallway. The rush of black-and-purple smoke wrapped around the bodies of the soldiers, filtering into their mouths. The smoke began suffocating them, and blood ran from their eyes as Emma yanked at their magic, using her Unseelie powers to turn their own illusion magic against them. The soldiers began convulsing, and fell onto the stone in a heap. They clutched at their throats until they died, giving last gasps as the Unseelie smoke streamed from their throats.

      Emma dropped her hand with a reserved look of ferocity. I was more than a little terrified of her.

      “Well done,” I said. “Now let’s get out of here.”

      “I told you I’m tired of people messing with us,” Emma said darkly. “I meant it.”

      Theo passed Odette to me as we escaped through the trapdoor. He slipped through, then changed into an alicorn once we were outside. Emma pulled herself onto his back, and I placed Odette in front of her. Emma held on to Odette to keep her upright as Theo galloped at a dead run for the western university gate. I changed into a wolven to follow. I was faster on my paws than my feet.

      “There they are!” I heard a soldier shout. “After them!”

      There had to be a whole battalion giving chase. The sound of boots, hooves, and wingbeats filled the air behind us, and noxtie darts flew in the air. I ducked several of them, and they skimmed through my fur as the bullets embedded into trees.

      I thought for a terrible moment we weren’t going to make it. I glanced behind, and saw that the soldiers pursuing us were dangerously close. I readied my wings to fly, just in case we had to take the skies out of here, but even so, I worried. We couldn’t outfly a dragon, and Gabby had whole hosts of them working for her.

      The moment we hit the woods and were out of the city boundaries, Emma shot her hand forward to make a portal. Theo jumped through it, and I surged after him. I felt a bit of my tail hair be shaved off as the portal closed shut behind me, preventing any soldiers from following.

      My paws landed on grass. The familiar smells of the Irish coastline filled my nose. My heart was still pounding as I turned in place, looking for signs of any soldiers. I saw none, but didn’t trust my eyes. They could be anywhere.

      “I portaled us a few miles outside of the estate, just in case they ended up following,” Emma breathed. “We should wait to see if they figured out where we went.”

      “No,” Theo said adamantly. “We get Odette to Miroslava immediately.”

      Odette’s breathing was shallow, and Theo was so insistent that we didn’t argue. I volunteered to stay behind as Emma and the others went on ahead. I doubled back several times along my path, making sure a sorceress working for Gabby hadn’t been able to figure out the signature traces of Emma’s portal, which would betray our location.

      Emma’s magic was strong, which meant it was difficult for most to decipher. That didn’t mean it was impossible, though, so I took extra precaution.

      I didn’t return to the estate until the next morning, when I was certain I wasn’t being followed. Even then, I took the long way, diverting in several directions in order to confuse anyone who could’ve been on my trail.

      As the sun came up over the horizon, I saw Emma sitting in a rocking chair on the porch, a blanket draped over her lap. There was a warm mug of coffee in her hands that she hadn’t bothered to sip.

      I shifted back as I climbed the porch steps. “No followers,” I stated. “How are the girls?”

      “Kiara and Odette will survive, but they need to rest, and recover. Both of them have been through a lot,” Emma said in a sad way. “The others made it back from Dolinska. Nobody was hurt, but there have been… complications.”

      “What kind of complications?”

      Emma took a short sigh. “There were photographs taken of us when we were fleeing campus. The pictures were leaked online before Gabby was able to suppress them. They know I’m alive, Ethan. Everyone does.”

      A bolt of fear quivered through me. I had just gotten Emma back, and already, she was in danger once again… possibly in more danger than she ever had been. The fae world now knew that Emma had returned. Her reappearance would spark rebellion in the people, and fear in Gabby.

      That meant Droga would be looking for her. And this time, he wouldn’t stop until he knew Emma was dead.
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      I wasn’t sure that Odette would be strong enough to walk, but she found Ethan and I later that same day. Her steps were slow, but she moved with determination as she stood beside the table. Theo hurried after her, a concerned expression overtaken his features.

      “I didn’t think you’d be up,” I said as I looked her up and down. Odette looked so terrible. Her face was so matted with bruises that it was hard to see her blue eyes.

      I hated Droga’s soldiers for what they’d done to her, and was happier than ever that Igor had met his shitty fate at Theo’s hands. I wanted him to suffer in the Underworld, for what he’d done to my best friend.

      Yet still, her eyes were narrowed, like she had her mind made up.

      “We must get our hands on the silver crown, and if possible, we must do it today. At the very least, we need to locate it. There’s no other way to defeat Droga,” Odette said. “You need my help to find it.”

      “My dear, you’ve just been through a terrible ordeal,” Theo argued.

      “And there’s no time for it,” Odette said sharply. “I can heal once the dark god is back in his grave.”

      “What did you have in mind, Odette?” I asked.

      “The rusalka were the guardians of the silver crown. They protected it for hundreds of years while they were waiting for Emma to show up. Maybe they have some sort of magical bond to it.” She shrugged. “They could know where it is now.”

      “So do you think if you call upon the rusalka, and ask them where the crown is, they’ll tell you?” I asked.

      Odette tapped her chin. “I think so. I mean, the rusalka and I share druid blood. And I’m a prophet, so they have to come when I call, right?”

      “It’s at least worth a shot. We don’t have any other plans,” Theo offered.

      “Then we’ll see the rusalka straight away,” Ethan decided. “There might be a chance they can point us in the right direction. Finding that crown is our top priority.”

      Odette nodded, before she whispered, “If the rusalka want to give it up.”

      “We can’t sit here debating about it,” I said. “Our time is running out. We need to find the rusalka.”

      We weren’t quite sure what river to try, seeing as how rusalka were rare. We might not be able to locate them at all. The fae mermaids only lived in Eastern Europe, and Malovia wasn’t safe, so we decided that Poland would be our best bet to find a rusalka to speak to.

      The Vistula was one of the longest rivers in Poland, and it flowed through many different countries. We figured it’d be a good idea to start there. I conjured a portal, which took us to the outskirts of Krakow, and we headed into the forest to find the river. The river actually streamed through the city itself, but as our work was supernatural, we figured it’d be best to contact the rusalka in the middle of nowhere, and not risk being caught by humans.

      I heard the rushing of water long before we came to the river. I kicked up a bit of snow as I hastened my steps. When the pine trees broke, I stopped at the forest’s edge to observe the sight before me.

      The Vistula was extremely wide, and looked deep. As winter was ending, the ice was starting to melt. If there were rusalka still left in Poland, they’d be here, submerged in a river that was expansive enough to hide them all.

      “You boys have to stay back,” Odette said. “Rusalka don’t like men. It’s safer if you stay at a distance.”

      “We’ll be hiding in these trees, just in case you need help,” Theo said. He and Ethan were both in their shifter forms, ready to fight if they had to. He dipped into the forest, and Ethan followed him.

      When they were concealed from view, Odette waddled up to the river and called out, “Yoo hoo! Ladies, it’s me!”

      There wasn’t an answer. Odette tried again. She knelt by the water and cried, “I’m a druid prophet! I’m here to talk about the silver crown! I know I lost it… but I’m sorry, and I’m here to make things right!”

      Still no response. I was wondering if we were talking to anyone.

      “Are you sure they’re here?” I asked.

      Odette put out her hand. She laid it on the surface of the water, and stared into its depths. Her eyes took on that hazy sheen whenever she was scrying.

      Suddenly, Odette jerked her hand back, like she’d been stung. She clutched at her wrist and nodded. “They’re here, somewhere at the bottom. I can feel my dryca powers calling out to them.”

      She rose to her feet and stomped her foot. “I know you can hear me! Please, we need your help!”

      My heart dropped as a rusalka failed to appear. They didn’t want to talk to us. Maybe they were mad that Odette had lost the silver crown, and didn’t think we were capable of having it in our possession, since we’d lost the Crystals of Harmony.

      Odette stuck out her lip. With a determined expression, she began walking out into the water. She gave a slight whimper at how cold the water was, but didn’t stop, wading up to her hips.

      I frowned. “Odette, the water’s freezing. You’re going to catch a chill.”

      “I don’t care. Nothing’s more important than this crown!” she insisted.

      “Odette, be careful,” Theo whispered. He poked his head out of the branches, appearing concerned.

      The area around us was completely silent. I realized I couldn’t hear any birds, or wildlife. It was as if the world was completely silent.

      “Get out of the water!” I yelped. I hurried toward Odette, the river splashing my ankles.

      Odette opened her mouth to respond, but before she could, she was yanked underneath the water. I gave a scream, and Theo came galloping out from the woods with an alarmed cry.

      He skidded to a stop at my side, and we searched the water, looking for where she had gone. Ethan hurried to the shoreline, pacing back and forth and giving low whines.

      A second later Odette came sputtering up to the surface, flailing her arms. “I saw one! It grabbed my ankle!”

      A hard lump grew in my throat. I watched as a fish-like figure emerged from the water, dragging her body onto the shore.

      The rusalka was gorgeous and hideous at the same time. Her skin was a rich dark blue, covered in scales, while her hair hung down her back in an emerald mane. She had pitch-black eyes with no pupils, and a dress made of netting. A long fishtail started at the middle of her body, ending in sharp barbs that dripped with black poison.

      She gave a hiss at me and opened her mouth. When she showed her teeth, fangs protruded from her gums, and sharp claws like those of harpies elongated from her fingers. They truly did look like sirens. I was certain if I got too close, she’d tear me to shreds.

      I was terrified that Odette was still in the water, and so close to the rusalka. I was sure that thing could swim to her in moments.

      I nearly told Odette to flee, before the rusalka spoke in a crooning voice. “You shouldn’t have summoned me, sister.”

      “I needed to,” Odette pleaded. Her body shook as she struggled to bear the freezing temperatures of the river. “We don’t have any more options.”

      “It is your fault, and the fault of the Worldweaver, that Droga runs free,” the rusalka replied. “How can we find you trustworthy?”

      “You want to help us,” I demanded. I dared to take a few steps closer to the rusalka. “One of your kind gave us a rusalka scale, to give to the Spring Princess in exchange for the Seelie stone. You gave Odette the silver crown long before she knew of my quest. You can’t say that you’ve given up on us, because that would be a lie.”

      The rusalka’s lip rose in a dangerous sneer. “Why should we tell you where to find the silver crown, when you’ve failed time and time again? How can we believe it will be safe in your hands, and not fall into Droga’s?”

      I took a deep breath. I didn’t have any good reasons. It was hard to convince myself, let alone others, that I deserved another chance, after I’d fucked up my second, third, hell, thousandth shot at making things right.

      What came out was what was inside my heart. “Because even though I’ve failed, I’ve never given up,” I’ve stated. “I’ve managed to persevere throughout this entire journey. No matter what happens, I’ll never let Droga win. I’ll try and try again, until he’s locked away and the world is safe from him, or I’m dead. I just don’t know when to quit. Other people would’ve thrown in the towel by now and walked away, but I can’t stop. I won’t. So either you’re going to help me, or I’m going to have to find another way.”

      The rusalka blinked slowly. Then she said, “You should tell your men to back down. I can’t ignore my instincts for long. That is, unless you’d like them drowned.”

      I waved Ethan and Theo off, telling them to get back. They reluctantly retreated from the shoreline, but didn’t go far. Odette stiffly waddled out of the river and back to my side. I grabbed her arm to pull her out, and found that she was soaked. I held on to her to keep her upright as the rusalka swam toward us.

      “When the silver crown was forged, they gave it to our kind,” she began. “But the druids wanted a fail-safe, an additional protector of the silver crown just in the chance it fell into the wrong hands. The leader of the druids at that time volunteered.”

      I thought of the druid leader in my vision. He must’ve been the one to make the sacrifice. “Go on.”

      “He went through a dark ceremony with Unseelie magic, to turn him into an immortal monster,” the rusalka replied. “A wicked beast, one with no thought, memory or purpose, other than to protect and guard the silver crown, and kill anyone who tried to obtain it. The creature is called Ailen Dierdra, killer of fae.”

      Stefan had said the questing beast that took the crown had been killed by another monster. My guts churned just thinking about what kind of animal could tear a huge creature like the questing beast to pieces. “Do you know where this monster is?” I asked.

      “Ailen Dierdra resides in the Cave of Cruachan,” the rusalka replied. “It has been his home for hundreds of years. He only emerges when the silver crown is in danger.”

      I knew of the place. Arthur, the history fanatic he was, had told me about it. It was an archaeological site in Ireland. It had to be important to the fae, for the monster to reside there. “Does he have the crown?”

      “Indeed. He has taken the silver crown there to guard. But be warned. The monster will fight to the death to protect it. He will not surrender what you are looking for unless you kill him, and he won’t go down without taking one of your own with him. If you visit him, expect death, for some of you won’t make it out alive.”

      “Thank you for telling us this,” I said. “Your help is sorely appreciated.”

      “Don’t make me regret it,” the rusalka said coldly. “You have let us down one too many times, Worldweaver. It is only for the sake of my sisters, and hope for their future, that I have trusted you with this information. Prove me wrong, and make things right again.”

      The rusalka dove under the water. I watched her fin disappear with a splash as she vanished into the murkiness of the river.

      Odette quaked against me as she whispered, “They’re gone. I can’t feel them anymore. They must’ve swam away.”

      Odette was shivering like mad. Her hair was caked with ice. Theo came out of the woods and transformed. He put his arm around her and drew her to his body, to share his shifter warmth. “I need to get Odette inside as soon as possible.”

      “You guys can go home. Just send us more help,” I stated. “We’ll be waiting at the Cave of Cruachan for backup before we face this big badass.”

      Theo nodded. He cast a portal and guided Odette through it. As it closed behind them, Ethan turned to me.

      “We should leave to fight this beast right away,” Ethan said. “We know where he is and that he has the silver crown. There’s no reason to wait.”

      “I agree.” Though I wasn’t looking forward to facing Ailen Dierdra. From what the rusalka had said about him, he didn’t seem like he’d be easy to defeat. Worse, she’d warned us that if we did face him in battle, he’d take a life defending the silver crown.

      I didn’t want to give anyone else up. Yet getting that crown was non-negotiable. We weren’t bringing Droga down without it, so threat of death or not, we had no choice but to face the infamous fae killer, and slay him in order to obtain the silver crown.

      It looked like whatever path we took, someone would have to pay the price.
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      The Cave of Cruachan was located in a small field near the town of Roscommon. Emma portaled us to the field, where we waited for our friends to arrive to help us fight Ailen Dierdra.

      Hours went by, and it became dark, yet no one showed.

      “Where are they?” Emma asked in frustration, throwing her hands up.

      “I’m unsure,” I said. Someone should’ve come by now.

      “What if something’s gone wrong?” Emma asked, her tone edged with fear. “We should portal back to the estate. Make sure they’re okay.”

      “If something bad has happened, the estate is the most dangerous place for you to return. Droga can’t find you there,” I said. “We’ll wait a little longer. If no one comes, we know something’s happened.”

      “Kalina and Kazim are there.”

      My throat seized up, but I said, “We can’t jump to conclusions. We have to trust our friends. Going back to the estate could put the twins in more danger. You’re the one he wants, Emma. If you’re not there, he’ll leave quickly to find you. It’ll give the others time to escape.”

      Emma’s complexion was pale, but she didn’t argue with me.

      Help took longer than expected to show up. I was relieved when I saw Stefan, Finlay, Amantha and Arthur coming up a hill. They seemed all right, if not in a hurry.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked as they approached.

      “We brought the most backup we could. Everyone else is moving. Droga’s found the estate,” Amantha said. “We managed to get everyone out just before he showed up.”

      “Where are we going to go?” Emma asked in despair.

      “There’s a refugee camp of rebels outside Dolinska. They’ll take us in,” Finlay said confidently.

      “Droga will find us there, too,” I stated.

      “It won’t matter, because by the time he does, we’ll be launching a counter-attack,” Finlay replied. “I know these fae. They’re willing to fight for our cause.”

      “But will they follow Ethan and I?” Emma asked.

      “They remember who the rightful rulers of Malovia are,” Finlay said. “They will fight and die for their king and queen.”

      I didn’t have as much faith as he did, but even a small army of rebels was better than nothing at all. Finlay, for as annoying as he was, had been indispensable to our efforts to win. He’d been the one to organize all these rebels into an army. We’d have nothing if he had given up like the rest of us.

      “I’ve been to the cave before,” Arthur said. “This way.”

      Arthur seemed confused, and I didn’t understand why, until we made it to the cave’s opening. The entrance to the cave was small, only three feet high and four feet wide. We stared at it, unsure of what we were looking at.

      “How are we supposed to fight down there?” Finlay asked, crossing his arms.

      “I’ll check it out,” Stefan volunteered. He managed to squeeze himself through the tiny hole, though it took a tremendous effort on his part. I heard grunting as Stefan tried maneuvering inside.

      After a few moments, Stefan wriggled out of the hole. “It’s an extremely narrow cave. I had to crawl through to get anywhere, and it doesn’t look like it leads to much.”

      “This doesn’t make sense. This hole is hardly big enough for us to fit through, let alone a huge monster,” Amantha said.

      Emma knelt by the hole. Her brow furrowed as she examined it. I noticed a slight glamour weave against the air as she ran her fingers over the spot.

      “It’s an illusion to conceal the entryway,” Emma said.

      She waved her hand, and the illusion faded. The image before us changed until the small gap widened into a massive cavern, one that led deep into the earth.

      We entered the cave. Emma and Amantha ignited orbs for light, and we proceeded forward. We wandered downward, walking for more than a mile into the earth until the cave widened considerably.

      The air around us was hot and stifling, and the scent around us had changed. I smelled sulfur, and the stench of a great animal suffocated my noise. There was a rumbling sound that shook the earth, as if the monster was sleeping.

      “He’s close,” I told everyone. “Be on your guard.”

      “I can hear him slumber. Let’s go in and cut his throat,” Finlay suggested.

      “We need to be cautious. This is a fae killer. We aren’t sure what we’re dealing with,” I said.

      “It’s not going to give us the silver crown all wrapped up in a tidy bow. Take your cock in your hand and go in there,” Finlay taunted.

      I scowled, but moved on ahead. The cavern opened up to a massive space, one that had a beam of light coming from a large hole in the ceiling. The cave itself was monstrous, hundreds of feet tall and just as wide. Fully-grown dragons could fly in circles around it and not feel cramped.

      My eyes fell upon the creature in the middle of the room. Ailen Dierdra was a massive beast. He was a red, three-headed reptile, with poisonous spines lining his back and scales that appeared sharp to the touch, and a barbed tail that curled around him as he slept.

      The beast could dwarf a building. His claws alone were the size of houses. His enormous bulk made Stefan look like a rabbit, and Stefan was no small shifter by any means. I wasn’t sure how it got inside, but figured there must be an alternate entrance.

      I looked for the crown, but didn’t see it anywhere. I wasn’t sure where the monster could be hiding it. We’d have to search the cave to uncover it, and we wouldn’t be able to do that effectively without waking the monster up, which meant we’d have to kill it.

      “How should we fight this big bastard?” Finlay asked lowly as he observed it.

      “I can’t even tell where its weak spots are,” Amantha said.

      “Those scales are like titanium. You’re not going to be able to penetrate them for shit,” Stefan said. “You want an effective hit, you’re going to have to go for the belly, or the sensitive area underneath the throats.”

      I nodded as I surveyed the creature. “Finlay, Arthur, we’re not going to be able to take this thing down with our teeth and claws.”

      “Aye,” Finlay agreed. “Swords it is.”

      “I can distract the middle head,” Stefan said. “The rest of you can go for the others.”

      “Amantha and I will cast spells, to disorient it,” Emma stated. “Then you boys can slice off the heads, and it’ll be over.”

      “It seems like the most effective strategy,” I said. “Let’s do this quickly. If we overwhelm it, the fight will be over in moments. We attack all at once.”

      Everyone waited on my signal. I waited for a second, wanting to survey the situation further for any possible weak spots we might’ve missed, but without warning, the eyes of Ailen Dierdra shot open. The monster gave a raging hiss, and smoke emitted from his mouth as he awoke. He smelled us. Ailen staggered to his feet and his wings spread wide, scraping the sides of the cavern as he emitted a snarling noise.

      “Go, go!” I ordered, drawing out my blade. The sound of singing metal rang out through the air as Finlay and Arthur withdrew their swords. Crackling sounds grew beside me as Emma and Amantha ignited spells.

      Stefan charged out first, taking the form of a dragon. Stefan stampeded forward, letting out a roar as he approached the middle head. Ailen Deirdra snaked out the middle head and bit down, and Stefan narrowly avoided the blow. He slammed into Alien with all his might, lashing out with fangs and claws. Stefan blew out a jet of flame, though the fire rippled over Ailen’s scales without any sort of consequence. The monster was fireproof, and heat didn’t seem to affect it.

      Arthur ran to help him, jabbing his sword out at the creature’s neck. It was difficult to wound Ailen without hurting Stefan, however, so Arthur was forced to stay back as the two reptiles warred for victory.

      Finlay and Amantha raced for the third head. Amantha cast out illusion ropes that looped around the neck of the third head, and yanked them to the earth. She gave out a cry of great effort with the movement, her strength waning as she worked on keeping the ropes binding the creature secure. The third head flailed, lashing out with sharp teeth as Finlay approached.

      Emma remained at my side and called to her magic. I saw a haze overcome the eyes of the head we were battling, but it faded quickly. I had to spring out of the way and roll as the head shot off a fireball in my direction.

      “I can’t overpower his mind. He’s too strong!” Emma shouted.

      “Can you take over his vision? Should be easier!” I asked.

      “I think so! Hold on!”

      The haze came over the creature’s eyes again, and the first head emitted a screech. Emma had overpowered Ailen’s sight, although her spell had only worked on the head that we were fighting, and not the two others. Emma gritted her teeth and held on to the spell as the head shook back and forth, attempting to regain its sight.

      While the girls were attempting to deal with holding the heads in place, the rest of us worked on getting close to their throats. Finlay danced around the ropes of Amantha’s spell, while I circled the monster, unsure of how to get close while the beast was weaving its horns about. If I struck at the wrong time, I’d be impaled.

      “Ethan, hurry!” Emma shouted. She struggled to maintain the monster under her spell, sweat visibly breaking out on her brow.

      Urgency swept through me at my mate’s pleading. The head began banging against the earth, in an attempt to stop the illusion overtaking its vision. I ran toward the head at full speed, swinging my sword and bringing it down with all my strength.

      I gave a massive shout as my sword cleaved through the monster’s neck, cutting through the spinal bone. The head fell off, neck rearing backward and splattering blood everywhere.

      A grin broke across my face. One head had been dismembered. Only two more to go.

      My victory quickly turned to shock as a horrifying sight took shape. From the base of the severed neck, another head began to grow. A duplicate of the head I’d sliced off formed on Ailen Dierdra’s neck, until I was met with a replica of the head I’d just decapitated. The monster raised his lip as he snarled at me, displeased at the actions I’d taken.

      There was a vicious howl on the other side of the cavern, and I looked to the opposite side of the cave. Finlay managed to slice off the third head, but as soon as the creature’s skull hit the ground, another head had regrown in its place, spitting fire and growling.

      “Decapitating it won’t work!” Finlay cried out as he avoided being burned alive. “It’ll just regrow the heads!”

      “It won’t bleed to death, either!” Arthur called out. He’d managed to slice a large cut in the neck of the middle head, which poured blood for only a moment before the wound healed on the spot.

      Fear overtook me. How could we defeat a creature that couldn’t be beheaded, and healed instantly?

      “Get out of the way!” Stefan cried as the creature spun around, swinging its massive tail at us. I ducked, but Emma wasn’t fast enough. I saw a flash of blue light as the tip of Ailen’s tail slammed into her body, hitting her full-force. The wind was knocked from my lungs as I watched her body sail across the room and crash against the wall. I winced as I felt the impact through our bond. The force of the blow had made my knees shake.

      I ran to her side as Stefan tackled the tail to the dirt and held it down. There were sounds of a fight and the roars of rage behind me, but I let them fall into the background as I skidded to my knees beside Emma.

      “Onawilke!” I reached out for her face, which was pale and cold in my palm. I shook her body, and her head lolled on her shoulders.

      She’d been knocked out. I wasn’t sure if the blow had truly hurt her, and I couldn’t assess her injuries in a situation like this. I glanced over my shoulder and saw that the rest of my companions were running from Ailen Dierdra. The monster chased them around the cavern, growing closer every time it reached out one of its snapping heads.

      I wanted to help, but I could not slay Ailen Dierdra and protect my mate at the same time. Emma was vulnerable. I stood over her and gripped my sword, just in case the monster stomped over this way.

      Ailen had all but won. Finlay and Amantha were both pinned under one of Ailen Dierdra’s massive feet. The head they’d been fighting was leaning down, about to take a bite out of them both.

      Stefan was trapped beneath the claws of another foot, struggling to break free. He thrashed his wings and tail, emitting jets of flame, but Ailen Dierdra did not let him up.

      Arthur had been pinned to the wall by Ailen’s tail, and try as he might, he couldn’t budge the monster’s hold. Ailen hissed again, and the room grew hot as he prepared to exhale a fire breath that would erupt the whole cavern and burn us all alive.

      Ailen Dierdra had only one purpose in life, and that was to protect the silver crown. He had no other reason for being, no thought that did not relate to this goal. Therefore, he would not let us go free. He’d bring our lives to a close, for threatening to steal what he was bound to protect.

      This monster had killed us all. We were just waiting for the inevitable end.

      Several jets of blue magic whizzed by my head, and they slammed into each of Ailen Dierdra’s faces. The force of the magic was so immense that Ailen Dierdra staggered backward, setting my companions loose.

      I was shocked to see the arrival of several allies. Lord Lucien had cast the spell, flanked by Evonna, Vocheck, and Faylin. They must’ve come to help!

      Lucien continued to fire at Ailen as Evonna moved in. She withdrew a sword of her own as Ailen reared on his back legs, heads hitting the ceiling as he attempted to avoid Lucien’s spells. Evonna stabbed at the belly of the beast, although all her swings missed.

      I never saw two elderly people move as quickly as Vocheck and Faylin did. They cast Unseelie magic in unison, their spells bouncing off the monster’s impenetrable scales as they approached as warriors.

      I knew Vocheck and Faylin had been formidable in their day, and they displayed the full height of their dark power as they hurtled spell after spell after the monster. They crushed crystals in their hands, which dissolved to ash as they used their telepathy magic to lift Ailen into the air. With all their might, they tossed the monster into the wall, which caused a minor earthquake. Vocheck cast out his dark magic, which began ripping stalactites from the ceiling. The rocks fell and smashed into Ailen, breaking several bones.

      Faylin harnessed the extent of her Unseelie magic, turning an entire bag of crystals to dust as she formed the blood that fell onto the floor into knives. The ruby daggers flew through the air and embedded themselves into Ailen’s sides, causing deeper injuries.Their magic put Ailen Dierdra on the run, his claws creating gutters in the earth as he struggled to escape their joint assault.

      Vocheck saw that the monster was stampeding toward Emma, who still wasn’t awake. He threw up a shield to stop the monster from careening any closer, putting himself directly in the monster’s path in order to protect his granddaughter.

      Ailen used his massive bulk to smash through the shield, and fragments like a shattered mirror went flying everywhere. I put up an arm to shield my eyes, and several pieces sliced into it, drawing blood from stinging cuts.

      When I’d dropped my arm, I’d gone breathless with disbelief. Before Vocheck could cast another spell, Ailen had reached down with one of his heads and bit into Vocheck’s body, shaking him from side to side. I heard Vocheck’s spine crack, and teeth sinking into flesh. Shock overcame me as Ailen let Vocheck’s body drop from his fangs, seemingly drifting to the ground in slow motion. Misery overwhelmed my senses. I was only grateful that Emma hadn’t watched.

      A man was screaming in unfathomable loss. I didn’t know who it was, until I managed to piece together that it was Lord Lucien.

      Vocheck was dead before his body fell to the ground. I knew it was true as I watched his limp form smash against the stone. Faylin emitted a lonesome wail as she saw her mate’s limp body lay on the floor, mangled and bloody from Ailen’s teeth. Lucien was shaking as he stared at his father’s corpse, unable to make another move.

      Faylin’s pain was immense. To watch your mate die in front of you, in such a brutal way… it was enough to drive anyone mad.

      And that’s what happened. Faylin lost her mind to grief. Her cries of sorrow turned to screams of revenge as Faylin rushed at Ailen Dierdra with the power of a thousand Unseelie sorceresses. She conjured a massive black spear of Unseelie power, and aimed it at Ailen’s heart. She flung back her arms and gave a delirious scream as she sent the Unseelie blade whirling at Ailen’s center. Ailen reared up, preparing to smash Faylin underneath him. Lucien reached out to grab Evonna, and pulled her out of the way as the massive creature hurtled downward.

      The Unseelie magic plunged into Ailen Dierdra’s chest, and the monster gave a wail of defeat. Faylin uttered a curse as she used her magic to twist the magic in until it burst outward, exploding Ailen’s heart and destroying the monster’s existence.

      Life began to die in Ailen Dierdra’s eyes. The monster gave dying gasps of pain as he collapsed onto the floor. Faylin refused to keep her distance, screaming at the top of her lungs at the monster as she drove her Unseelie magic further into his chest.

      As Ailen died, he swiped out with his claws in a final act of vengeance, and they connected with Faylin. She didn’t bother to protect herself from the blow. There was the sickening sound of slicing flesh as the claws sank in, and then a slick noise as they ripped out of Faylin’s body. She landed close to her husband, her insides torn apart by Ailen’s hit. Once Faylin smashed upon the earth, Ailen Dierdra gave a final hiss, then went still.

      “No!” Arthur came hurtling forward. He collapsed between Vocheck and Faylin, looking between them both as if not sure who to grieve first.

      Lucien tripped as he ran to his mother, who was still alive. Faylin breathed shallowly as Lucien fell beside her.

      “Mother,” Lucien whimpered. He reached out to grasp her hand, and kissed the back of it.

      “My mate and I will die together,” Faylin said with pride. “He’s there for me at the gates to the Great Hunting Grounds. I won’t keep him waiting long.”

      Lucien was lost for words. His head bowed as he sobbed. Evonna came up cautiously, sinking to her knees beside Faylin. For as much as she hated the woman, it was obvious that regret shone on her face. She hadn’t wanted things to end like this.

      The rest of the room was still with shock. Stefan changed back, and stood beside Finlay and Amantha to watch the scene with stunned silence. I was frozen by Emma’s side, unable to fathom anything but how difficult this was going to be to explain to her.

      “Bapa,” Arthur choked out as he looked at his grandfather’s body. Then his gaze turned to Faylin. “Don’t go, Babcia.”

      “Do not mourn me. This is a good death, for me and my mate. It is the way a fae should die, on the battlefield with their honor intact,” Faylin gasped. “My biggest fear was to pass away old and in bed. Now I will go on to be revered in the halls of the gods.”

      “You mustn’t leave us,” Arthur wept.

      “This is what we both wanted,” Faylin insisted. “Respect our wishes and allow me to die as a true Arcanea.”

      Arthur became a copy of his father as he bowed his body, putting his forehead to the earth to wail. Evonna watched her son and her mate weep with a distant expression, as if this was all too much for her and she needed to detach from it to stay whole.

      Quick as a viper, Faylin reached out and snatched Evonna’s wrist. Evonna became white-faced, lips parting as she observed the dying woman before her.

      “Protect Kalina… with your life…” Faylin rasped. “Swear to me you will keep this family together.”

      Evonna nodded rapidly. “I will. I swear to it.”

      With Evonna’s vow, Faylin gave a gasping last breath, and her hand fell onto the ground.

      Death was still, but we were even more silent. The only sound that could be heard was Lucien and Arthur’s grief, stretching out into incomprehensible sorrow.

      Long moments passed before Lucien eventually rose, and reached out to haul his son to his feet.

      There were footsteps around us as a search began. I paid little attention to it. I was still trying to come up with what I was going to say to Emma.

      “Where’s the crown?” Amantha said hoarsely. “We’ve looked everywhere, and it’s not—”

      An idea struck me. I moved toward Ailen’s body, and used my sword to cut his belly open. Blood spewed from the wound as I stuck my hand into the reptile’s center, rummaging through the gore and using my sword to cut open organs.

      My hand slipped through the beast’s stomach, where it latched on to something solid. I pulled whatever it was out. There it was, the silver crown, doused in Ailen’s blood.

      “That’s it,” I said with certainty. It was the exact same crown I’d seen in my vision. I pocked it in Emma’s bag, slung it on my shoulder and said, “Let’s get out of here. Finlay, you know where we’re going?”

      “Of course,” Finlay replied. Amantha cast a portal for us, and it bloomed by Ailen’s immobile form.

      “My son and I will stay behind,” Lucien said lowly. “We must bury my parents here, in Ireland. It’s where they belong.”

      “We’ll be waiting for you,” I said. Emma deserved to be there, to say her goodbyes, but it wasn’t safe for her, and she needed medical attention. I didn’t know if she’d forgive me for it, but her safety in a time like this was paramount.

      I busied myself with gathering Emma in my arms. I nestled her against my chest, taking note of her faint breaths. I could only hope that Faylin and Vocheck’s sacrifice had been worth it.

      Evonna didn’t move to go through the portal with us. Clearly, she was staying with her mate.

      We stepped through the portal. I clutched Emma tightly to me as the sight of hundreds of tents came into view, lined underneath pine trees in the middle of the forest.

      The temperature difference was staggering. It’d been nearly warm in Ireland, but here in Malovia, it was chilly and dark. Snow was still falling from the sky.

      “Is there somewhere we can take Emma where she’ll be safe?” I asked.

      “We already have a tent saved for the two of you outside the main camp,” Amantha said. “We didn’t want everyone knowing Emma was here until it was time to fight.”

      Indeed. The sight of the Worldweaver would inspire rebellion in the people. They’d want to go to battle straightaway. We needed another night, at least.

      And we only had one more day until the Spring Equinox. Emma needed to be ready.

      I kept the bag that held the crown on my side. We couldn’t risk losing it. I wasn’t letting it out of my sight until it was time to give it to Emma. Amantha hurried off to find a doctor, while Finlay showed us to our tent. When we stepped inside, I saw that the tent had already been fashioned into an elaborate illusion. The interior looked more like a grand bedroom than anything. I laid Emma down on the bed, and a short time later, Miroslava entered to examine her.

      “She didn’t break anything. I believe she’s fine,” Miroslava replied. “But the hard hit to her head concerns me. Have her drink this potion the moment she wakes up.”

      “Thank you,” I told her, taking the vial before she walked out. I put it on the bedside and waited.

      After the night got even darker, Emma’s eyelids fluttered open. She groaned, and cringed on the bed. “Where am I?”

      “The refugee camp. We got the silver crown, and Ailen Dierdra’s dead,” I told her. “Everything’s going to be all right.”

      That felt like a lie, but I wasn’t sure what other words my tongue could form that would shield her from what I had to share. I helped her sit up, and uncorked the potion. “Miroslava said you had to drink this. Here.”

      I dribbled the potion past her lips, and cupped the back of her head to help her drink. Color came back into her cheeks, and she seemed more aware of her surroundings as she said, “I’m so grateful we got the silver crown. I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help.”

      “Are you hurt badly?” I asked in concern.

      “I don’t think so. I put up a shield at the last second before his tail hit me. It absorbed most of the impact. It didn’t kill me, but it still hurt.” Emma groaned again.

      “The potion should help you get back to normal by tomorrow,” I said encouragingly. “Everyone’s here. All our friends, our allies. You have nothing to worry about. Your family will be along soon. Your parents and your brother had to… take care of some things.”

      I was spewing words, and Emma caught on to it. There was an insecure tightness across our bond that made her uneasy, and she said, “What about Babcia and Bapa? Did they make it here okay?”

      Her gaze was so innocent and unaware. Delivering this news was going to be harder on me than the actual act of watching the people she loved die.

      A hard knot formed in my throat as I rasped, “Emma, I’m sorry. Your grandparents aren’t coming.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty
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      I couldn’t believe my grandparents were dead.

      They’d always been there. I hadn’t known them for most of my life, but the time that I had spent with them was profound and real. They’d been my family in a way my mother and father had failed to be. They’d instructed me in Unseelie magic, taught me my heritage, and had been there for me during some of the toughest times of my life. No matter what I was feeling or what I’d been going through, I could always stop by for a warm meal and a bit of comfort. They were the easiest people to talk to, and they gave the greatest advice.

      And now they were gone. They’d died a true fae death, like they’d wanted… even though I hadn’t been there to say goodbye. It felt like the very world had been knocked sideways.

      But I didn’t have any time to grieve, because we were going to war soon. We had the silver crown. There was no point in waiting anymore to face Droga, because the Spring Equinox was tomorrow. The portal to Edinmyre was going to close for good then, and if there was any hope of saving the fae, we had to do this now. It was time to face what was coming.

      Ethan had left early that morning to make war plans with the others. I needed to be there, so we could make a plan of action for the battle the next day.

      I got dressed in a navy velvet dress with a white fur cloak. The girls hadn’t grabbed everything from the estate when they’d fled, but they’d made sure to take items that were important. The dress and cloak had been a birthday gift from my grandparents, and they were indicative of a royal.

      I knew who I was and what I was coming back to be. I needed to show my people that.

      I wasn’t ready for all the refugees to look up as I emerged from the tent. A crowd had formed outside my tent, like they’d been waiting for me to come out. A heaviness settled in my heart as I observed their weary, impoverished faces. These people had been through hell, and now they were looking at me like I was some kind of savior.

      Or a ghost.

      Whispers began swarming around me as I walked through the camp with my head held high. A combination of reverie, fear, and disgust shone on the faces of the fae around me.

      “It’s her.”

      “The old queen.”

      “Do you think she’s here to save us?”

      “Lead us to our deaths, more likely.”

      I didn’t respond to any of them, and people backed away to clear a path. I wandered through the camp until I came to the biggest tent in the center.

      I slipped through the tent flap. I was met with a familiar face the moment I stepped inside.

      “Towman,” I said, my expression brightening. It was my old griffin guard from the palace. I couldn’t believe he’d survived the siege of Dolinska. I threw my arms around him and hugged him tight.

      Towman stiffened, like he hadn’t expected the embrace, before he lightly embraced me back and stepped away, falling to one knee in a bow.

      “It’s an honor to serve you again, my queen,” Towman said. “I’ve done my best to support the cause in your absence.”

      The term threw me off, but I said, “You were always a loyal guard, Towman. I should’ve known you wouldn’t give in.”

      I took in the room. Ethan and Finlay were here with Towman, gathered around a table that had several maps splayed out on top of it. I wasn’t sure where everyone else was, but I didn’t ask questions as I fell in beside Ethan.

      “Good to see you’re awake, your highness,” Finlay said, tilting his head to me. “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      Everyone had resorted to using our old titles. I wasn’t very comfortable with it. We hadn’t won yet.

      But if we were going to win, we needed to believe it. I nodded and said, “Thank you. What’s the plan?”

      “We’ve determined that the Crystals of Harmony are being held at the university, in a vault that Gabby herself guards,” Finlay said. “You’ll have to kill her to get the stones back.”

      “Easy,” I said with a shrug.

      “We don’t know if it will be,” Ethan said. “She’s a goddess, and I’m not completely sure they can be killed.”

      “Droga killed Lady Magdalina. We can find a way to eliminate Gabby, too,” I said confidently.

      I wasn’t scared. Gabby might be a goddess now, but I was done with taking her shit. She’d been my bully, my rival, and an all-around pain in the ass from the first moment we’d met. I was all too willing to go there now and kick her teeth in. This war had killed people that I loved and was putting our kind at risk, all in the name of her greed. I’d been put on this earth to teach her a lesson, and by the gods, she was going to regret ever fucking with me.

      “Once we get the Crystals, we open the portal at the Sacred Gathering, and save the fae,” Finlay finished.

      “We still have Droga to deal with,” I said, crossing my arms. “He’s not going to let us waltz out of the university with the stones in hand. If we obtain the Crystals, he’s going to try and stop us, which means we need to make that difficult for him.”

      “We’re creating a distraction,” Ethan said. He pointed to the map of Dolinska. “Droga’s army is of the utmost importance to him. He’s preparing to launch an attack on the Miriamic Coven as we speak. We have to counteract that. We’ll send our army of refugees into the barracks, and drive the troops out into the city. There, we’ll have magical traps waiting for them. The others are out setting them around Dolinska, to deter the army and slow them up once they go on the offensive.”

      So that’s what my friends were doing. “I still don’t see how this gets rid of our problem.”

      “Droga will become paranoid once his army’s at risk. He’ll rush to defend them, leaving Gabby alone and an opportunity for us,” Ethan insisted.

      “That’s practically suicide,” I spat. “You’re offering up all these fae as a sacrifice so we have the sliver of a chance to get the Crystals back!”

      “We don’t have any other choice. Everyone will be dead anyway by tomorrow evening if we don’t stop this,” Ethan said.

      I hated that I had to make this choice, but he was clearly right. Kings and queens had to make hard choices. Not everyone would get to go home.

      Finlay sighed. “There’s just one problem. The refugees don’t know they’re fighting for us.”

      “You’re kidding,” I said flatly.

      “I wasn’t keen to tell them we needed bodies for a last-ditch hope,” Finlay replied sourly. “I was praying you’d be able to convince them.”

      “Like hell!” I yelled. “You want these people to trust us again? We’re the reason they’re in this mess!”

      “We need those troops to distract Droga and his army while we face Gabby,” Ethan said. “This plan won’t work any other way.”

      I ground my teeth. “And how do you want us to convince them?”

      “You’ll have to rally them,” Finlay insisted. “They might be bitter that you failed to protect them in years past, but trust me, they hate Droga more. Even the people who despise us share a common enemy with you. Talk to them. Give them hope that Malovia can be a better place.”

      I said nothing. I’d just gotten my faith back in myself. I wasn’t sure I could convince everyone else that I was fit to lead again.

      “I know you can inspire them, my queen,” Towman said faithfully. “I would go to the death for you and my country. I’m certain other fae will do the same.”

      I didn’t share his optimism, but it wasn’t like we had any other options. “All right. We’ll talk to them,” I said.

      Finlay rolled up the map. “We have to launch an attack before he has the opportunity to prepare his army for an inward invasion. I’ll make an announcement to gather everyone together. You two work on your speech.”

      Finlay marched out of the tent, and Towman followed. I wasn’t sure what I was going to say to these people to convince them to fight for us.

      “How are we going to do this, Ethan?” I asked as I turned to him.

      “We’ll do it together,” he said as he grasped my hand. “The people will follow us if we believe they will.”

      He was reminding me I had to keep the faith, as I’d encouraged him to do in Eiragrad. If I truly believed what we were doing was right, and I did, I’d have to prove my own words.

      “Where are the babies?” I asked. I’d worried about them since we’d gotten here.

      “I can take you to them.” Ethan led me to a tent that wasn’t so far away from ours. When I entered, a smile edged upon my face.

      Arthur was lying on his stomach on the floor of the tent. Kazim and Kalina lay near his head, which he bobbed as he sung Irish sea shanties to them. Both babies giggled as Arthur’s voice welled over them, and he smiled. Tygrys flew above the babies, sprinkling fairy dust on them from above.

      Arthur looked up as I entered. He gave a watery frown and said, “Wish I could greet you under better circumstances.”

      I sat on the floor. Arthur pushed himself upward, and I gave him a hug, tight as I could.

      I felt awful for my brother. I’d loved my grandparents, but he’d been raised by them. I couldn’t imagine that type of loss.

      Ethan left without another word, giving us some space. My throat became raw and tight as I gasped, “I miss them so much.”

      “I miss them, too. But they died the way they wanted to, as a fae should,” Arthur said in a shaky tone. “We have to respect their wishes.”

      “Are you taking the twins?”

      Arthur shook his head. “No. I’m staying here. I won’t be a coward and run when my country and my queen are in danger. I’m with you, sis, till the very end.”

      “What’s going to happen to them?”

      “Mum’s taking them out of the country, and to the United States,” Arthur said. “It’s the best place for them.”

      I guess she’d never sold our home in Detroit, because she’d always feared she’d have to go back. At least the twins would be safe there. But if we lost the war, they could never return to Malovia.

      The thought of losing both of them forever cut me up inside, deeper than the pain of losing my grandparents.

      There was a rustling noise outside the tent, and Finlay cried out, “Arthur! I need you out here!”

      “I’m coming, ye dumb shite,” Arthur grumbled. He got to his feet and said, “Can you—?”

      “I’ll be here for a moment. Go,” I said.

      Arthur left the tent, leaving me alone with the twins. Kazim was starting to fall asleep, but Kalina was as active as ever. Her limbs wavered as she wiggled on the blanket, intent on having somewhere to go even though there was nowhere to be.

      I reached out and picked her up, cradling her against my chest. “Kallie,” I sang. “My little Kallie girl.”

      No one had overheard me call her that. It was too Americanized— not Malovian whatsoever, casual and free instead of royal and refined. Other fae would wrinkle their noses and sneer at the impropriety of it all, but if she was my daughter, that was what I would name her. It was my secret nickname for her that nobody else, not even Ethan, knew.

      Only… I didn’t know if she’d remember it, when I was no longer around to call her that.

      My lip wobbled as I observed her chubby little face and rosy cheeks. This was, for certain, the last time I’d see them. I was prophesied to die tomorrow. I’d never get to hold these twins again.

      I nearly sobbed, but I couldn’t break down now. Everyone was depending on me to stay strong, so I had to suck it up and be the queen I was, not the scared little girl I felt like. I was doing this for Kazim and Kalina, to make a better world for them. I’d give up anything to make this country a better place for them.

      While the others were preparing for battle, I stayed in the tent with the babies for a few hours longer. I cuddled and kissed them and rocked them in my arms. I couldn’t get enough of them, trying to soak up every precious moment. It felt like an odd irony… enjoying new life when I was so close to death.

      Eventually, the tent flap opened. Mom’s face was forlorn as she stepped in. “Emma. It’s time.”

      Dread suffocated me from the inside outward, withering my very bones. I didn’t want to do this, but I had to.

      I shakily stood. I placed the twins in her arms and had to choke back tears. This felt so wrong.

      “I’ll take care of them. I promise,” Mom insisted.

      She hesitated before she said, “Emma, if you want to run—”

      “No,” I said sharply. “I’m not running. I was kept hidden away from Malovia my entire life. This is my home. I have to fight for it.”

      “I’m only giving you another option. I want you to be somewhere safe, even if it means abandoning the cause,” Mom said gently.

      My mother couldn’t give a flying fuck if Malovia fell and Droga owned the whole world, so long as I was okay. But I cared. And I was old enough now to make my own decisions.

      “I’m a queen. We stand our ground,” I insisted.

      Mom pursed her lips. “You do whatever you have to in order to keep yourself safe. Do you understand?”

      I tearfully nodded. I could give no other answer. It hurt too much to speak.

      Mom kissed me on the cheek before she said, “I’m proud of you, Emma. But no matter how badly you want to save the country, I’m begging you… don’t become a martyr. Not for anyone.”

      Her words were pointed, and I knew exactly who she was referring to.

      My husband.

      I cast a portal. Mom stepped through it, taking the babies with her. The portal shut behind them, and my heart clenched when I realized that, already, the twins were thousands of miles away. I nearly crumbled when the twins abandoned my sight, but somehow, kept myself standing. At least they were safe. Tygrys gave an unhappy croon at my side.

      My mother had been so calm with our goodbye. It wasn’t a final farewell between mother and daughter, but a promise that she would see me later.

      She thought the prophecy was wrong. She didn’t truly believe I would die. If she did, she’d refuse to leave.

      But she was wrong… everyone was wrong. I could feel death approaching like a looming raven, just waiting for the right time to swoop down from the dark skies and claim me. A coldness had settled into my body. I only had a matter of moments before my blood ran still and I became a corpse. As if Milonna herself had whispered the future into my ear, I knew my fate. I was certain it was my time, even if no one else was willing to admit it. They could continue to try and fight fate, but I knew my place.

      I was ready to die. And that acceptance was huge.

      Lucien came in after my mother. I was stunned to see his looming appearance.

      “Aren’t you going after Mom?” I asked.

      “No. Here is where I’m needed,” Lucien replied.

      “You should leave,” I protested. “You’re mates. You shouldn’t be separated.”

      “My daughter needs me,” Lucien said firmly. “What kind of father would I be if I wasn’t here?”

      There were bags under Lucien’s eyes, and his gaze was haunted. He’d truly suffered from the loss of his parents. Without a word, I reached out to hold Lucien. My father needed love and support right now, and he’d always been there for me. Even now, he was willing to do whatever it took and lay it all on the line to protect me. Now that I’d let Kazim and Kalina go, I understood his sacrifice for the first time. It ran deeper than the harshest wound, and I couldn’t describe just how thankful I was that he’d done that for me. Lucien held me like I was his treasure, and I truly felt like I was.

      Finlay poked his head into the tent. “Everyone’s waiting for you.”

      I withdrew from Lucien. I knew that now was the time to put on a show. I took a deep breath, wiped my face, and threw my head back. Somehow, I managed to throw on a mask of confidence.

      The fae world was merely a realm of illusion. I had to convince everyone that I was strong and powerful, even when it felt like I was fading away.

      Ethan stood outside the tent, a hand on the hilt of his sword. I think he had it there to prevent his fingers from quivering. His look was gaunt, skin stretched across a skeleton.

      Maybe we were all the walking dead.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “I’m fine,” I lied. “How about you?”

      “I said goodbye to the twins this morning. I knew this was coming.”

      His voice was heavy with sorrow.

      I swallowed a lump in my throat. “Ethan? If the prophecy comes true, and I die—”

      “You won’t die, onawilke,” he growled.

      “But if I do,” I pressed. “Take care of Kalina and Kazim for me, after the war is over. Give them all the love that I never could.”

      He nodded briskly. “I will take that vow, little wolf. But I will not have to keep it, for you will survive.”

      Oh, Ethan. He just didn’t know. Not like I did.

      “Go back to my tent, Tygrys,” I told him. “Safeguard it until I come back.”

      The faekin whizzed off. We were led to the edge of the camp, and trekked up a hill. Below us spanned the entirety of the refugees. In the crowd, I saw many faces that I knew. Wolvens from the pack. They hadn’t trusted us when Ethan and I had been securely on the throne. They’d even tried to kill us. How could I earn the respect of the pack and become their alpha at a time like this, when things had never looked more perilous?

      My stomach had hardened into stone. By the gods, there were so many of them. But still not enough to take on Droga’s army and win. How could I ask these fae to willingly march to their demise?

      My friends lined the front row, looking fairly anxious. I shared their feelings. I hadn’t been this nervous since the King’s Contest. Ethan came forward first, and used his illusion magic to project his voice over the field.

      “People of Malovia, I call to you in our darkest hour,” he began. “Droga has taken over our land, and his bride has stolen everything that makes us fae. Our country is no longer a safe place for our families, our children. I ask that you think of them now, and come to our aid. You all know we need soldiers in this fight. Without a unified force, our country will remain lost to us. My mate and I swear to you that we will fight for your right to live freely in Malovia again, away from Droga’s slavery and doom. We only ask that in return, you stand by our side, using your blades and your magic to revolt against this tyranny, and set things right again.”

      Nothing met him but resounding silence and blank stares. Ethan’s words were noble, but the crowd was unimpressed. He’d failed to get a rise out of them.

      I stepped forward. You know what? Fuck it. It didn’t matter if these people wanted to help us or not, because Droga was going down one way or another. I didn’t have a speech prepared, and wasn’t sure what I was going to say, but that wasn’t important. I decided that I would speak from the heart as I stood over the refugees.

      “My husband speaks the truth, but he’s wrong about one thing. We can never go back to how things were before,” I said. “We’ve lost too much. We’ve suffered and bled and experienced pain that’s too great to put into words. Droga is your master now. His power is immense and unstoppable. With no effort on his part, he has taken away your homes, your livelihoods, your children, and your loved ones. With merely a single glance, Droga can take from you your very lives, and you’ll be powerless to do anything but succumb to death.”

      My voice grew stronger with the urgency of my words. “But the one thing that Droga can never take from you is your belief. If you persist in the idea, the hope, that we will find ourselves in a happier world again, then it must come true. There will be more sacrifices, but whatever happens from now until that happy ending is irrelevant. The consequences to resisting Droga are merely stepping stones to achieving our dreams of a united and free nation, no matter how painful they might be. Our devastation means nothing, because our cause cannot be stopped, so long as there is but one person left to believe in it.”

      I began to pace back and forth along the length of the hill as I went on. “Many of you think I'm weak. You see me as fragile. But even today I am stronger than you could ever imagine, because I have the ability to love to my own end and to my own destruction, and to rebuild every time I am laid to ruin. I cannot move mountains. I cannot give back to you what was stolen, and I cannot restore everything as it once was. But I have the strength to love my people, and to continue fighting regardless of what’s out there. I have the determination to keep enduring no matter what might come. I can’t turn back time… but what I can do is lead you into a brighter future. I for one will never give in. I will not allow Droga to rule our home until the end of time. Can you? Will you resist, and refuse to give Droga the one piece of you that he may never take? Will you keep your faith? I ask you now, in your heart of hearts, do you believe and are you with me?”

      The crowd was stirring. They wanted to respond, but no one was brave enough to be the first.

      Then footsteps crunched against the snow. It was Professor Desmona, the professor who taught blacksmithing classes and swordplay at the university, and one of my favorite teachers. She was wearing her armor with her shoulders thrown back. The massive woman came to the head of the group, then turned to address everyone.

      “I have been in many battles. I have lived as a warrior all my life, participating in fights I considered impossible to win,” she began. “This is a battle we cannot win. I am certain that if I fight Droga, I will meet my end.”

      My heart dropped, but Desmona raised her voice as she cried out, “But there is no greater honor! The gods will witness our war, and it will be a battle unlike any that faekind has ever seen. It is a fight that will never happen in Malovia again! And when we enter into the halls of the gods, to drink and tell stories of our conquests to our ancestors, we shall be envied by the dead for our impressive deeds! For what other fae do we know of that have dared to challenge gods as mere mortals. Who of our ancestors were brave enough to declare their place in history? Our fear will last but a moment, but our glory will live on for eternity!”

      Shifters began shouting. Sorceresses let out cries of agreement, and noise began welling over the crowd, until the entire camp seemed like it’d been set aflame by passion.

      “We all have a choice, and this is mine,” Desmona bellowed. “I will not flee my home and my nation as a coward. I embrace a good death, and consider it a privilege to fight for my king and queen!”

      Her armor clanked as she knelt before me. She took her sword out of its sheath and stood it upon the earth, both hands on the hilt as if she were a knight honoring her monarch. At her actions, Lucien knelt to one knee, and beside him, Finlay bowed. Theo, Alexei, and Stefan sank downward, while Odette, Kiara, and Delmare gave us curtsies.

      Then, something miraculous happened. Everyone in the camp bowed. To us. The crowd appeared a wave as heads dipped low, and each refugee took a knee. The thousands of fae collected in the field all gave their respects to us, until there was no one left standing but me and my mate.

      I couldn’t feel anything but honor and gratitude. Tears threatened to spill over my eyelids as I was overcome with emotion. My lip wobbled, so I bit it to keep it still. Ethan slipped his hand into mine and squeezed it as he let out a choked sound. Through our bond, I could tell he was doing his best to hold it together.

      Professor Desmona rose, and pointed her sword to me. “To the White Wolf, and his White Rose!”

      The sound of metal ringing out resonated through the plain as fae after fae withdrew their swords. Thousands of blades glimmered in the sunlight as the fae pointed them at us, chanting in unison.

      “White Wolf! White Rose! White Wolf! White Rose!”

      Their faith in us was astounding… but maybe it wasn’t faith in Ethan and I, but faith instead in themselves. Life could regrow, and we had a chance to start over. So long as we were willing to do whatever it took to win.

      We’d inspired them to follow us. And I refused to believe we were leading them to their doom.

      We would succeed tomorrow. Even if I lost.
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      The rest of the day was spent making battle preparations. I managed to choke down some food between busy moments while trying to get the refugees ready to fight. We had so little time to get everything in place, but whatever we managed to accomplish would have to do.

      Since Gabby was in possession of my sword, Professor Desmona had given me one of her own to use. She’d forged it herself, and it’d served her well in former battles. I couldn’t thank her enough for everything that she’d done for me.

      By the time night settled over the camp, fires had sprung up outside of each tent. The smell of cooking meat wafted over the area as fae partook in the traditions of our kind.

      Kiara, who was our group’s honorary priestess, performed the rites. She had told me the legend as she prepared the ceremony, sharpening knives and gathering wooden bowls.

      “The night before a great battle, go into the woods, and capture a deer. Bring the deer to your priestess, who will cut its throat in front of the entire company. Catch the blood into a wooden bowl. Cook the deer and eat each part, even the eyes, even the bones, leaving only the antlers and the blood. The morning before the battle begins, paint your face with the blood of the deer, in the runes of your chosen god, each member of your company. If you have found favor with the gods, they may accept the deer’s life in place of your own, and you will find victory that day. But if you have not, the spectral spirit of the deer, whose life you took, will be the last thing you see before you leave this world.”

      Stefan had consumed the bones, while Alexei and Ethan had eaten the more grizzly parts, devouring them with a sharp beak and hardened fangs. I’d eaten as much venison as I could before the deer had been wholly consumed. I sat around the fire with my friends, watching the flames flicker against the light of the stars.

      “I can’t believe this is it,” Theo said. “We’ve been waiting for this moment for years, and now it’s just… here.”

      Stefan shifted as he stared grimly at the flames. “Feels worse than the fighting, this waiting. I just want to get it over with.”

      “Where’s your son?” I asked him.

      “Miroslava and Jonathan took Isaak to Paris,” Delmare explained. “He’ll be safer…”

      She gave a slight sob. Stefan put an arm around her and rubbed her shoulder, looking pained himself.

      I felt so bad for them that they’d had to separate from their son. This wasn’t fair.

      “You should be with him. Leave this battle, and take your child somewhere safe,” Ethan insisted.

      “And ditch you guys? No way,” Stefan said. “Besides… we all took an oath to unite the Crystals. We can’t go back on that magic now.”

      The dragon oath. My second semester at Arcanea University, we’d all magically bound ourselves to the task of uniting the Crystals of Harmony and opening the portal to Edinmyre at whatever cost. That power would hold us to our word until the job was done. Even if Stefan and Delmare wanted to leave, they couldn’t. We’d all taken the vow, and we had to see it through.

      “None of us can be ready for what’s coming,” Odette offered. “The only thing we can do is face it together.”

      “I thought you swore you’d never do battle again, after the fight at Arcanea University,” Ethan said.

      “I have to this time,” Odette said. “Even if it’s too much for me to bear.”

      My heart stuttered at both her faithfulness, and my guilt. “I don’t want you compromising your values for me. You’re a prophet. You’re supposed to remain impartial.”

      “I will fight one last time, but never again,” Odette said. “I’ve received a vision from my goddess, and I need to be there.”

      “What’d you see?” Stefan asked.

      Odette shook her head. “It’s not important. It just told me that this is where I have to be.”

      Her mate wore a blank look. She hadn’t even told Theo what she’d foreseen. For some reason, that frightened me more than anything else I’d experienced today.

      Low drums sounded throughout the camp, fae playing steady and ominous beats. There were shadows as people danced in front of the fire, giving offerings to their pagan gods. Shifters sang a haunting tune as sorceresses chanted beside them, the words sinister and full of the promise of death.

      I knew the words as the song rang throughout the camp. It was the war song of the fae, and one of our oldest traditions, dating back to before we’d come to Earth. Every fae sang it before a great battle. My friends picked up the tune, singing along with the rest of the fae. I joined in with the others, melding my alto with Ethan’s bass as the firelight flickered over our haggard forms.

      
        
        “I was born for battle

        I was born for blood

        War upon my breath

        To have a good death

      

        

      
        Soar across the sky

        Swing my sword and shield

        Join my god and goddess

        in the hunting fields.”

      

      

      When midnight came, people began heading off to bed, but I struggled with the idea of sleep. I didn’t want to waste my final moments in dreamland, even if it would help me fight better.

      It wasn’t like it’d make a difference. My fate was already determined.

      Ethan sensed my restlessness and stood. “Come for a walk with me?” he asked.

      “Sure.” I got up from the fire. I took Ethan’s arm as we headed into the woods. We didn’t have anywhere to go, but I was unable to stay still nonetheless.

      We didn’t wander far from the camp, but we headed far enough into the woods that no one would hear us talking. The pine trees boxed us in from the outside world as Ethan grasped my arm. “You want to hear a bit of history?”

      “Why not?” There was always more to learn about my culture. I needed a story to distract me from the thoughts racing through my head.

      “In the old days of Edinmyre, when we hadn’t yet left our spiritual home, shifters would go hunting for their mates. They’d search the woods until they found a sorceress to bond with, then carry them off to a cave far off from the village that they had spent weeks preparing. They wouldn’t let them go until the sorceress had accepted the mating.”

      “Sounds barbaric,” I said dryly.

      “No one was ever forced to do anything, of course. It was the way things were back then.” Ethan shrugged.

      “You can’t convince me it was romantic.” I had no fantasies of being abducted by some guy and hauled off to his sex-cave.

      “It was a complicated situation. The sorceress would sit in the cave and wait for her shifter to bring her offerings to impress her. A fresh kill, jewels, whatever she liked. If she slipped away, the shifter would go looking for her, and bring her back to imprison her in the cave until she either rejected him or consummated the bond.”

      “Can’t imagine a better way to get a woman to agree to marry you.”

      “I’d like to trap you in a cave for a few days and not let you out.”

      I gave a wry smile. “It’d be nice.”

      “Run, then, little wolf.” Ethan let go of my arm, and gave me a gentle shove forward. “I’ll try not to catch you too quickly.”

      “Seriously?” I snorted.

      “Nothing wrong with a bit of fun,” he teased. He shifted into a wolf and stomped his paws. “I’ll even give you a head start.”

      The game sounded like fun, so I took off running. I wound around the trees at a sprint, heart pounding as I heard Ethan’s paws thumping against the ground behind me. My cloak tangled in the branches, and I slipped out of it with a squeal in an attempt to get away. Laughter bubbled past my lips as I felt his hot breath on my heels. The world raced by in a blur as I ran, and I heard the sound of Ethan shifting as he reached out for me.

      His strong arms wrapped around my middle, yanking me backward against his hard chest. I let out an oof, but didn’t have time to give any further protest before Ethan slung me over his shoulder.

      “Now that I’ve caught you, I get to do whatever I want with you,” Ethan rumbled. He held me tight as I wiggled, and said, “You’ll be squirming worse than that before I make you come.”

      My insides melted, and the area between my thighs instantly became wanting. Okay, maybe I was wrong. There was some appeal to being roughhoused, taken by a muscular hero to wherever he wanted to go. Maybe our ancestors had done it right.

      “Where are you taking me?” I asked as Ethan carried me through the woods. This reminded me of the night I’d tried to catch him in the act as the Phantom during my first semester at Arcanea University. He’d smacked my ass while carrying me back to the school— against my will, I might add.

      We’d only been flirting back then, but still, it was hot. I pushed myself up to see where he was taking me, and saw that we were approaching a dead-ass actual cave.

      “You set this up or something?” I asked sarcastically.

      “A lucky find, actually. Now be quiet. I don’t want to hear anything coming out of your mouth but moans.”

      “Make me.”

      “I plan on it, onawilke.”

      Ethan cast a spell as we entered the mouth of the cave. His illusion magic moved to create the room. Rugs lined the stone floor, along with large pillows and a variety of fur blankets. Dimly lit lanterns lined the wall, setting the mood, and a smell like decorative candles filled the area. I went warm at the sight of it.

      Ethan tossed me roughly onto a grouping of pillows. My jaw dropped open as I looked up in astonishment, taking in his rugged gaze. We’d had good sex, but he’d never been this… possessive before.

      I think I liked it.

      Without another word, he yanked off my dress before he tore my bra in half, ripping my panties to ribbons. I was fully nude in a matter of moments, my hardened nipples exposed to the cold air, my legs slightly parted to expose my aching center. I was already dripping wet, and the area between my thighs was slick. If he touched me right now, he was going to send me into a spiral of lust.

      Ethan tossed his shirt and cloak away before removing the rest of his clothes. I bit my lip as I took him in, noticing how hard he was. He dropped to the ground before me and put a hand on each knee to spread my legs, ducking his head down.

      His slick tongue ran across my center, focusing on my bud and taking long, deep strokes. My naked body caressed the silk pillows, and I reached out to grab the blanket underneath me for dear life, clawing at it as Ethan glided his tongue through my folds like he glided on the ice. His lips pressed against me as he dragged out the motions, making the movements slow and teasing to work me up. I spread my legs wider, desperate to give him more room.

      “I love it when you expose yourself to me,” he breathed as his hand spread my folds wide, examining me. He rubbed both in steady circles, and my knees trembled.

      This was almost too much. I tried to recoil, but Ethan forced my legs to stay apart as he inserted his tongue inside of me, and that’s when I broke. The arch of my back lifted off the ground with the power of my peak, and my body shuddered as I gave a loud cry of pleasure.

      “That’s it, onawilke,” Ethan muttered as he continued to lick me. “I want everyone to know how much pleasure I gain from tasting you, how much I enjoy the smell of your sex. I desire for everyone in our kingdom to hear you scream.”

      My head spun with how powerful he was. The things he did to my needy body made my legs shake. When my orgasm had finished quaking my world from the inside out, Ethan grabbed me and forced me over his knee. I gave a gasp as he spanked my ass, turning it red. The contents of the cave around me grew hazy, colors blending into one shape as I experienced the bliss of his hand on my ass, before he turned me onto my back.

      “You’re enjoying this a little too much,” Ethan grunted. “Look at me.”

      Ethan grabbed a fistful of hair at the base of my neck and yanked back. I gave a lustful sigh as he exposed my neck, lacing kisses down my skin before his mouth moved over my exposed breasts.

      “Oh, gods,” I cried out. “Fuck me, already.”

      “Not until you’re begging.”

      “I am. Godsdammit, please.”

      Ethan grabbed my ankles and placed them onto his shoulders, my legs lying against his torso and along the length of his body, before he rammed his dick inside of me. I gave an intense gasp as his length filled me up, the new position making him go even deeper. The first thrust was miraculous. It was my salvation as I felt his cock brush up against my g-spot.

      “I want you to dominate my body.” My words were tense as I reached up to feel his rock-hard abs.

      “I’ll feed you pomegranates and chocolate with my tongue as I worship you,” Ethan panted out through a long moan.

      “Fuck yeah.” My nails clawed at his arms as he slammed into me, hammering his dick into me with a vigor I didn’t even know was possible. His thrusts were fast and rough, sending me straight to paradise. My insides felt like they were being rearranged as my husband made me his sex toy, and fucked me like I’d never been fucked before.

      This was fun. More than that, it was freeing. I didn’t have a spare moment to think about anything but Ethan’s dick inside of me, and the orgasms he sent me spiraling into.

      His muscles tightened underneath my hands, and I felt him grow tense. “Give it to me, baby,” I pleaded. “I want it all.”

      That definitely drove him wild. His moans increased in intensity, until the sound of them alone made me come again.

      “Fuck.” Ethan drew out the word as I felt him release, and I pushed down harder to take all of him in.

      Both of us were sweaty and panting. Ethan fell on the pillows beside me, and put a hand on his forehead like he needed time to recover from seeing stars. My legs were shaking. Hot damn, it felt like we’d just run a marathon.

      As Ethan turned on his side toward me, I said, “Okay. I can see now why these abducted sorceresses agreed to marry their captors.”

      “Captor is a very harsh word, for they’d argue that the sorceress’s beauty was what imprisoned them,” Ethan stated. “I understand their sentiments, for you have captured me.”

      Ethan kissed me. I enjoyed the soft sensations as his touch turned from rough to tender, his fingers gently stroking my hair as his mouth appreciated mine.

      By the gods. I was going to miss him.

      When Ethan drew away, I whispered, “We should probably get back. The others—”

      “We’ll return in the morning. I want you all to myself. Just for one night.”

      I couldn’t object to that. And I bet all of our friends were off doing the same thing too, somewhere. Didn’t want to walk in on anybody’s private show.

      Ethan curled up beside me, holding my body to his. He fell asleep on the blankets, and I couldn’t blame him. All that fucking had tired him out.

      Not me, though. I was wired. I stared at the rock ceiling of the cave and contemplated things.

      Something absolutely miserable hit me. This time… had been the last time. I was dying tomorrow. I’d never get to make love to Ethan again.

      Gods, the realization crushed me inside, and I began to tremble. I hadn’t been able to fully appreciate it, so lost in the moment I’d been. I nearly woke him up, to beg him again for another go.

      But that would be wrong. He needed his rest, and time away from the horrors of this world.

      Would he be all right, once I was gone? He’d promised me he would be, that he would move on.

      As much as he’d vowed to keep his promise, I doubted him. Not because I thought he wasn’t being truthful, but because I wasn’t sure how strong he’d be without me there.

      As Ethan dozed beside me, I stroked his hair and thought about what I wanted. I felt that my heart was settled, yet, my mind wouldn’t stop coming up with all the possibilities of what might happen, and what Malovia would be like if we lost.

      These thoughts weren’t going to prepare me for the worst, only make me anxious. I wanted to clear my head before we put everything on the line tomorrow. To do that, I had to get to the source.

      I didn’t need help slipping into my shadow meditation anymore. I could do it all by myself. I closed my eyes and envisioned myself going down that long tunnel, opening the door to the black-and-white forest in which I’d had discussions with my darker self.

      I stepped through to the dark forest, but waiting for me there was not who I expected. It wasn’t my clone, but someone else. My insides twisted in revulsion as I took in his black coat and blazing red eyes. The massive stag laid curled up on his side, staring at me

      “You!” I sneered. I took a wide stance and got ready to call magic to my command, before I realized I couldn’t cast it here.

      Droga blinked. I am just as surprised to see you. I am unsure why you called me.

      “I had nothing to do with this,” I snarled, before I realized that it could be possible that I did. Shadow work called to the gods, and to pieces of yourself you needed to speak with the most. It seemed I had business to settle with the dark god before we faced off in battle.

      I refused to approach him, but Droga let out a gentle gust of breath and said, Do not fear me. We are here in your mind, me called to being by your own discretion. I cannot harm you here.

      I wasn’t sure if he was telling the truth. But if he was lying, I didn’t see why he hadn’t tried to kill me by now. He appeared as comfortable as ever, lying within my vision and completely at rest.

      Well, if he was here and we couldn’t fight each other, might as well see if we could talk it out. Maybe we could come to a truce.

      I stood my ground as I asked, “You know I don’t want to go to war. I don’t want to sacrifice all these people just so one of us can win. Why can’t we work this out between us?”

      Because it won’t satisfy me, Droga said simply. You ask for peace. I do not know the word, and never have.

      “Why can’t we come to a truce?” I didn’t think Droga would ever share power, but if there was a chance to save lives, I had to do the diplomatic thing and at least attempt to negotiate.

      A truce does not interest me. I am hungry for more than just your demise.

      His words were so cool and casual that it was off putting. “Here we are talking about killing each other, and you’re acting so… normal.”

      This is normal to me, Worldweaver. You simply don’t remember.

      Gods were weird. They had an odd perspective on things. “How can you tolerate this?” I sneered. “How can you sit by and allow others to sacrifice themselves so you can live in a world of your own design? You’ve ruined so many lives due to your ambition.”

      You have as well, and will end even more by the time your quest is over.

      “That’s different,” I stammered. “I have no choice. You didn’t have to come to this world just to ruin it. I wouldn’t go to war if I didn’t have to stop you.”

      You are making me out to be a monster, when I simply am what I am. And what a hypocrite you are, for you are doing the same thing as I.

      My throat tightened. “I’m… I’m doing this for the right reasons. I don’t have a choice.”

      Keep telling yourself that, Worldweaver. What makes a god is the knowledge that we are aware that war is useless. I only use it as a tool to serve my own desires, same as you. You choose it to disguise your feeble attempts at power-seeking as righteousness. Do not lie to me. I know you still seek the throne. To do that, you must take it from someone else. So tell me, whose war is this, truly?

      My eyes narrowed. “You’re pure evil.”

      Droga snorted, and smoke came out of his nostrils. What is evil, Worldweaver? I am death. And death will always want more.

      “You’ve hurt so many people.”

      Good and bad do not exist in the fae world.

      “A convenient excuse to kill whoever you wish.”

      It is in my nature to claim. As it is in your nature to battle against me. I will fight to take the souls of this world. And you will fight to stop me. Just like the yearly cycle, where I steal the sun, and my brother chases it back. There cannot be a year of summer, nor a year of winter. It would throw off the natural balance, and as it is known, the light cannot exist without the darkness, for what is happiness without grief? You and I… we were meant to do this forever.

      A stillness claimed me as I understood what he was saying. My task had never been to defeat Droga for good.

      I had been meant to contain him, and stop his plot at this moment in time. Nothing more, nothing less. There would be other Worldweavers, other champions to put him in his place in the future, as there had been in the past. He would connive other plans thousands of years from now to rule the fae and become the sole god of this world, and there would be other champions to stop him.

      But now, that champion was me. I was the only soul who stood in the way of Droga ruling over the fae, and ending our world as it was.

      The other Worldweavers had failed to stop him. I would not.

      Droga huffed. I do not see why Milonna chose you as her champion. I’ve observed you keenly, and there’s nothing special about you.

      “Maybe she knows something about me that you don’t.”

      We stared at each other.

      You are going to die tomorrow, Droga said. He tilted his antlers as he said the words.

      “Yeah. But so are you.”

      Droga snorted again, and this time, smoke filled the clearing. We shall see.

      I turned away from him, to exit the forest and end my vision. We had nothing more to discuss, so there was no point in staying here. All I knew was that the conversation had given me some sort of peace, and put my mind at ease. Droga faded away, his form turning to smoke as he left for the mortal world.

      I knew I’d seen my last days. Because of it, I was unafraid.

      Droga could do his worst. He was going to end me… but I swore to the gods, I was going to end him.

      No matter what my demise entailed, I wasn’t going down without taking him with me.
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      I had no inkling if our plan would work. My only goal was my mate’s survival, however, I couldn’t save my mate without saving everyone else.

      Today was the Spring Equinox, and we’d all perish this day if we did not attain victory. If we could just keep Emma alive long enough to unite the stones at the Sacred Gathering, we’d beat the prophecy. She’d prove it wrong, and the hag’s words would cease to come true.

      There was never a higher cost. I was willing to put everything I had on the line to send Droga back to where he came from.

      At sunrise, we’d painted our eyes and faces with the blood of the deer. It had gone black, mixed with a dark powder that Kiara said was for protection. Our horrowed expressions showed nothing but heathenry and a thirst for blood. I prayed that none of us would witness the spirit of the deer we’d killed and eaten the night before, for if we did, the doe would be the last thing we’d see before perishing.

      Like the war song of my ancestors, I’d been born to do battle on this day, fated to join them in the Great Hunting Grounds, where they’d sing about my valiant deeds forever. Yet I was determined not to hear their song until I’d lived a long and good life with Emma beside me. This battle would be one they’d speak of for ages, but it would not be our end. That I was most certain of.

      “Droga has monsters guarding the city,” Finlay told us as we met in the war tent just before dawn. “You’ll need to slip past them as we make our distraction.”

      “How much time can you buy us?” Emma asked. Her tone was determined, and through our bond, I felt her focus. She wasn’t afraid at all, which astonished me. She just wanted to get the job done.

      “Our forces will be able to stand up to Droga’s army for a few hours, at most. You’ll need to move quickly,” Finlay said. “Their numbers are much stronger than ours.”

      “Then let’s get to it,” Stefan said. “No point in waiting around.”

      Metal clanked as we all moved out of the tent. We’d been hastily given new armor, as ours had been lost when the palace collapsed. We looked ready to fight, and felt ready, too. I hoped that courage would remain with us when we surged into battle.

      Tygrys zoomed eagerly at Emma’s side, ready to fight. Emma carried the silver crown in a velvet bag on her hip. When the time came to seal Droga in his tomb, she’d reveal it, but only then.

      Stefan, Delmare, Theo, Odette, Alexei, and Kiara were coming with us. Everyone else, including Arthur, Finlay, Amantha, and Lord Lucien, were headed to the other side of the city to harness the distraction.

      Myself, Theo, Stefan and Alexei remained in our shifter forms, prowling beside our sorceresses as we roamed through the camp. People bowed out of our way as our heavy footsteps landed upon the mud, uttering their hopes for a good fight… or a good death, if the gods so desired. Smoke from dying campfires wafted in our path, and the echoes of crows crying out from above gave a grave music to it all.

      Soldiers began lining up in rows to make the march to Dolinska. They were just upon the edge of the treeline when an eerie silence broke way across the wind.

      I lifted my head and sniffed the air. Panic spread through me as I realized I could hear the sound of fast-approaching hoofbeats.

      “They’re here!” One of our spies came racing out of the woodland, waving his arms. “They’re—”

      He was cut off by an arrow in his back. The spy staggered forward, falling onto his face before he let out a bloody gurgle and died.

      Branches cracked as alicorns thrashed through the brush, sorceresses on their backs. The sorceresses were carrying bows, which they fired at the soldiers. The first line went down all at once, and soldiers rushed to get into position as Droga’s alicorn cavalry circled around them.

      Shadows fell upon us from overhead, and I looked up. Tents were set ablaze by flames from dragons as their massive wingspans blocked out the skies. Sorceresses screamed as griffins dove from above, talons extended and on the attack.

      Our army immediately moved to race in the other direction, to avoid the attackers and regroup elsewhere. But as we turned to run, hundreds of wolvens flooded out from the plains behind us, snarling and blocking the path of escape.

      They’d boxed us in.

      “They’ve discovered our plan! Resist!” Finlay shouted.

      All at once, the campground broke into complete madness. Thousands of fae fought and died in moments as the two armies battled for dominance. There was the clatter of weapons, the smell of blood, and the gasps of dying fae. I turned in place, already feeling overwhelmed.

      We hadn’t been prepared for this. We’d lost the element of surprise, and already, Droga’s army had a heavy advantage.

      “Emma, get on my back!” I took a wide stance and prepared to kill anyone who got near us. I felt Emma grab my scruff and haul herself onto me as the other sorceresses mounted their shifters. We hurried to the largest group of soldiers that was nearby, looking to stay alive in the safety of numbers.

      “Gather together and charge forward!” Finlay brayed. Gore was flecked across his face, and his sword was already bloody. He was doing his best to salvage the fight, but though it had barely begun, it was already half over. We didn’t stand a chance.

      “Shield wall!” Lucien shouted. Shifters conjured wooden shields, which they held out in front of them to block the arrows. Amantha began firing off offensive spells from gaps in the shield wall, and other Marked followed her lead, killing who they could.

      The enemy sorceresses began responding in kind, tossing battle orbs and other equally violent spells. The shield wall was blasted apart, and soon, there weren’t enough fae to make an effective barrier.

      Everywhere I looked, I saw a fight that looked more desperate than the last. Towman had been surrounded by three shifters at once, and was doing his best to fend them off. Arthur was changing back and forth at a moment’s notice, cutting off a soldier’s head before transforming into a wolven to rip out a griffin’s throat. Lucien waged war with magic, igniting his sword with a billow of blue power before spanning it outward in an arc, killing several enemies at once. Theo and Odette sparred with alicorns, while Alexei was in the air with Kiara, dodging to avoid the attacks their Faction provided from the air.

      Several wolvens approached me from all angles; a whole pack. I indicated to Emma through our bond that she needed to hold on as I fought them off. They came at me from every direction, but I failed to allow them to get me off my feet, using my experience I’d gained from fighting the wargs to eliminate them one by one.

      One of the shifters I’d killed had a mate nearby, and she wailed in terrible grief. She conjured a killing spell to her hands, aiming at Emma in order to attain her revenge.

      Tygrys snarled and latched on to the other sorceress with his telepathy magic. He used his power to blast her outward, sending her sailing over the battlefield hundreds of feet. He did the same with anyone who got close to Emma, tossing them so far that they’d have broken bones, if they managed to survive the fall.

      The ground shook as a massive red dragon landed amongst the battle. He glanced from this way to that, as if pleased by the carnage he’d caused.

      “General Davor,” Stefan growled. On his back, Delmare narrowed her eyes. She held no love for her absent father… only hatred.

      “Go take him down,” I told them. “Every general of Droga’s that falls will weaken him.”

      Stefan needed no other invitation, because he charged forward with a bray. He put his head down and rammed his horns into Davor’s side. Davor gave a snarl, then lowered his own head to charge back. The two dragons locked horns, and the sound their horns made as they cracked together gave a sound like the very earth tearing in two. Stefan shot fire from his mouth, but the flames wrapped around Davor’s form without effect.

      Davor swung his tail toward Stefan. He ducked, and Delmare flattened herself to Stefan’s back. The two drakes went at it again, resorting to teeth and claws.

      Stefan had dealt Davor several gushing wounds. I thought for sure that Stefan had won this battle, until my gut clenched when Davor reached out and snapped Stefan’s head between his jaws.

      Stefan struggled, but Davor held him tight. His eyes narrowed as he prepared to crush Stefan’s jaw between his fangs.

      A cold-blooded terror flooded my veins as I acknowledged Stefan’s fate. This was it. I was going to watch my brother die.

      Delmare gave a harsh cry that mingled with her love for Stefan and her utter disgust for her father. She climbed up Stefan’s spinal scales and launched herself off, landing on Davor’s head.

      Davor gave a snort of surprise, but Delmare didn’t hesitate. Her hands glowed red as she put them onto Davor’s head, and the war general let out a harsh snort of shock. Her scarlet magic spread over him, and before us, I watched in awe.

      Davor’s scales began sliding off of him. Like a block of ice left out on a harsh summer’s day, Davor melted, his skin bubbling as his organs turned to goo. Delmare kept hold of the spell, although her nose wrinkled. Eventually, she was left standing in something that resembled a sticky tar pit. What was left of General Davor was nothing more than a melted, rancid pile of slime. Stefan staggered toward his mate, grateful that she had, once again, saved his life.

      “Ethan, Alexei and Kiara need help!” Emma cried, tugging at my pelt. I looked skyward. Our friends were being chased by an entire griffin horde, and they were close to catching up.

      I gave a snarl, then spread my wings to take to the sky. I focused my attack on the griffin flock, and blocked out all other noise. That left me vulnerable to attack.

      Emma gasped as something slammed into me from the side, and I went careening through the air. She managed to hang on to me as we somersaulted through the air. I had to flap my wings like a clumsy bird to get back upright.

      A gray winged wolven was flying circles around me, diving in to attack again. I put on a burst of speed as I pushed my wings behind me, and slammed into him using my shoulder. I latched onto a leg with my teeth, but he pulled it out of my grasp and kicked me away, tangling himself against me as we warred in mid-air.

      I felt the other wolven rip out feathers as he focused the attack on my wings. Keeping aloft and remaining alive were two tasks that were difficult to pull off at once. I dropped whenever I tried to lash out with my teeth, keeping my front exposed to him so he didn’t hurt Emma.

      The other wolven gave a growl as he sank his teeth into the side of my neck, and I gave a high-pitched whimper. Emma lunged forward, blasting a killing curse out of her hand. It hit the side of the wolven’s head. He stopped flying immediately, his limp body falling like a brick to the ground.

      I had to land, to give the wound on my neck a moment to heal. I shook on my paws the moment they touched dirt, and looked up. The griffin flock was still racing after Alexei and Kiara, but Theo and Odette were hot on their tail. Kiara shot off golden arrows behind her to strike the griffins, while Odette fired off a host of deadly pink daggers. Together, they picked off the attacking flock, until our friends landed safely on the ground beside us, already growing weak with the demands of the fight.

      Arthur called out to Emma, who slid off my back and raced to her brother. Arthur reached for Emma’s hand. As they came together, they used their twin bond to cast spells that had double the effect. A massive briar patch miles long sprouted from the ground at their command, and the thorns growing from the briar speared soldiers through, leaving their bodies hanging on the spikes. The two of them thrust their hands forward at the same time to cast a giant plume of sapphire wolven magic that swelled like a wave, sweeping up enemies and casting them away. Arthur and Emma both conjured illusion monsters of their own creation that stampeded through the army, although they quickly vanished within moments of being cast, despite sustained by their twin magic.

      On and on it continued. Each fight seemed bloodier than the last. I watched as a red wolven carrying his sorceress fell out of the air, rolling to the ground. The force of the rough landing tossed his sorceress from his back. She let out a scream as her enemy went to run her through, but her shifter changed back and brought his sword up to protect her, warring against their foes.

      Their plight was just as desperate as everyone else’s. I panted as I turned in place. This was unwinnable. How could the gods ask us to complete such a task? Droga’s army was immense, and our own rebellion was failing. What did we do?

      As if Luka himself was answering me, Finlay spoke.

      “You and your team need to go!” Finlay bellowed. “This war will only drag on if Gabby and Droga are not stopped! You cannot help us here!”

      I despised leaving them, and yet, I knew he spoke the truth. Continuing to aid them was a fool’s errand. We needed to put our efforts where it counted.

      “Team Phantom, with me!” I cried. My friends rushed to follow as we headed into the trees and away from the battling armies.

      “Tygrys, stay with my brother!” Emma ordered. Tygyrs gave a growl as we raced off, giving a shake of his wings before he flew off to protect Arthur.

      We sprinted toward our destination, planning to enter university grounds through the western gate, like we had when we’d rescued Kiara and Odette. The university was a few miles off, but it was better to go on foot than try to portal there, just in case our magic set off any traps. I changed back, and the rest of the shifters followed my lead.

      Eventually, the looming spires of the university broke into view over the trees. As it did so, I heard shouts from far off, accompanied by the blaring of war horns and the skirmish of battle.

      “Sounds like Finlay is struggling to hold them off,” Theo mused.

      “Which means we have to hurry,” Emma insisted.

      I observed the university walls, and saw that they’d been fortified with a ward, along with covered with barbed wire… that was made with iron. I could feel the burn of the meta from here, warning me to stay back.

      “How are we supposed to get through that?” Stefan growled. “We won’t be able to cross the iron.”

      I froze as a wretched scent crossed my nose. “Do the rest of you smell that?” I asked.

      Before they could answer, a rumbling shook the earth underneath our feet, and shadows crossed over the trees as a monster came into our view.

      This hybrid was haunting. It was a combination of the biez and some other horrid creature I had no name for. The creature stood on four scaly legs, blood dripping down its sides from wounds that festered and stank. A pointed, triangular head revealed dagger-like teeth that were six-feet long, antlers pointed and ten-pronged. The creature had hundreds of yellow eyes sticking out on its head and all over its body.

      Just looking at it made me sick. These weren’t monsters— they were twisted creations of Droga, and with the Crystals of Harmony, he’d been able to overpower nature and create beings to his own dark liking. This beast needed to be put out of its misery.

      Beside the biez emerged three more monsters. One was the shape of a tall, shrouded woman, her hair nothing more than twitching scorpion legs, her face that of a withered skull, body merely a moving corpse. The second was a giant harpy. The naked body of a woman was covered in feathers, branches toppled from the trees at her strength as she spread her wings. The harpy had the face of a crow, but when she opened her beak, I saw with horror that she had a row of sharpened human bones for teeth. The last was a bukavac hybrid, a massive horned toad with twelve legs that stuck out at all angles on its body, and a tongue that was covered in barbed razors.

      Each one was more sickening than the last. If we wanted to get to the stones, these creatures had to be taken down first.

      The rest of us held back, waiting for Emma. Her face took on a twisted expression as she attempted to work her magic.

      “I can’t overpower the minds of these monsters,” Emma told us. “Droga’s already got a hold on them, so I can’t break through.”

      “Guess we take care of it the old-fashioned way.” I withdrew my sword and prepared to slaughter these beasts.

      Theo and Odette took the scorpion woman, Stefan and Delmare went after the harpy, and Kiara and Alexei took the bukavac, while Emma and I handled the biez. Spells exploded across the area, and the monsters roared loudly as battle orbs and shields bounced off their skin.

      The moment magic left our fingertips, an alarm went off over the university. It was ear-splitting and loud, a siren that blared three times before becoming silent.

      Gabby knew we were coming. Emma moved in first, too eagerly. She went to plunge her sword into the monster’s chest, but it knocked her away with a hoofed foot, and she went rolling sideways. I raced in, but the biez put down its antlers and charged. One of the antlers hooked me, and the monster tossed me up into the air. I went sailing several feet before I fell onto a tree branch. It cracked underneath my weight, sending me collapsing onto the ground.

      Emma had gotten back up. She pulled magic from the amulet her father had given her, and sent Unseelie tendrils at the creature to hold its feet. Yet the biez broke them with ease. It stampeded at her, doing its best to trample her underneath its hooves. Emma’s back hit a tree as the monster’s antlers pinned her to the spot, opening its mouth wide to take a bite.

      With my mate cornered, I felt the red fringes of rage begin to overtake me again. That haze nearly came over my eyes, causing me to slip away and become a beast without any thought.

      No. I promised Emma I wouldn’t allow myself to be carried away by my emotions again. I had to remain in control. Instead, I channeled that anger into the Unseelie energy inside of me, which it fed on eagerly. I pulled it out and created a sizzling battle orb, one that pulsed with violent energy that fizzled like a firework. I sent it flying into the monster’s mouth.

      The orb surged past the monster’s teeth and down its throat. It didn’t give much more than a discontented rumble before my Unseelie magic exploded outward in rage, ripping the monster to pieces. Emma hardly had time to shield us before we were both covered in the creature’s insides, its hollowed corpse falling to the ground with its innards ripped out.

      I instantly whipped around to see how the others were faring. Stefan ripped one of the harpy’s wings off, while Delmare used her red battle magic to carve out the monster’s chest. Her magic looked like the edges of burning paper, feasting away at the monster’s feathers. The harpy dove its beak down, attempting to pin Delmare to the spot, but only managed to get its beak stuck in the earth. The harpy wiggled and batted its one good wing as Delmare’s battle magic exposed its beating heart. Stefan plunged his sword into it, and blood spilled out as the monster died.

      Alexei had changed into a griffin, and he’d pecked out the bukavac’s eyes. He was circling the creature, distracting it as Kiara approached, digging into her bag. While Alexei had the bukavac blinded, Kiara sent potions flying at it. The potions exploded over the monster and began eating away at its skin. The large toad attempted to spear Alexei on its horns one last time before the earth shook with its demise, the body falling to the ground limply.

      There was a horrid wail to the right of me, and I staggered backward. The scorpion woman had latched the legs on her head onto Theo’s face, holding him tight. It appeared she was sucking the life force out of him as his limbs wriggled. Theo attempted to break the hold the scorpion woman had on him, but her strength was overpowering. His body began going limp as she suffocated him, feeding on his flesh.

      Odette flung out her hand and created a shield that blasted the monster back. The scorpion woman was ripped off of Theo’s face and thrown to the ground. Theo clutched at his face, blood streaming from his wounds as Odette pounced. With a vengeful yell, she sank her weapon into the belly of the scorpion woman, and cut her open. The monster gave an angry screech as scorpions began trickling out of her insides, eating her alive until her form was nothing more than a collection of insects withering on the ground.

      “Theo!” Odette fell to her knees as he crumpled to the ground. I helped turn him over onto his back, and cringed. His face was bloody and full of holes from the scorpion woman’s legs, but recognizable.

      “I’m all right,” he grunted. He cringed as we helped him up, touching the marks on his face. Theo would survive, but he’d have a collection of memorable scars for the rest of his life from the scorpion woman’s attack.

      “Can you keep fighting?” Alexei asked.

      Theo bared his teeth. “I’m far from done.”

      The siren blazed out again, and panic began edging away at me. I thought it was my own feelings, until I realized the emotions were coming from Emma. Her expression was stricken, terrified we’d be stopped before we even had the chance to get close to the Crystals.

      “We have to move! Gabby will send soldiers after us at any moment!” I cried.

      “But what about the iron?” Delmare asked. She pointed at the barbed wire, and all of us withdrew.

      Emma tilted her head. She wandered toward the university walls, putting her hand out to touch the iron.

      “Emma, don’t,” I said weakly. My fear turned to wonder as I watched her grasp the iron, yet remain unharmed.

      “It’s not real. The iron’s an illusion, to deter us,” Emma said. “Gabby put it here as a grand act.”

      “Are you certain?” Kiara pressed.

      “Yes. Other fae couldn’t be inside the iron circle. It’d kill them. Come and see for yourself.”

      We inched toward the walls. I was wary, but I found that when I reached out to touch the iron, it had no effect. In fact, the sensation of the iron underneath my hand seemed faulty… like if I pressed hard enough, it’d vanish entirely.

      “You’re right. It is an illusion,” Kiara said in wonder.

      “We still have to get past her ward,” Theo pointed out weakly.

      “I can take down Gabby’s ward, but I’ll need a moment to recover afterward. You guys will have to fight for me, for a moment.” Emma took a wide stance. “This is going to take a minute.”

      Emma closed her eyes. She took a few calming breaths as her magic worked on breaking down the ward. I watched as the shield dome surrounding the university began to crack and break. The shield trickled into nothing but ether, and the barbed wire faded away as Emma rendered the illusion completely vacant. The walls surrounding the school now looked like the ones I remembered… like the arms of home.

      Emma staggered, but I changed into a wolf and caught her before she hit the ground. “On my back, onawilke. You can draw strength from our bond.”

      I felt a little energy leave me as Emma took it for her own, but it failed to faze me. I was full of adrenaline, and had copious amounts of stamina. Emma could take whatever she needed.

      “Gabby’s pissed,” Emma noted. “I can feel it through her magic. She knows we’re coming for her.”

      “Good,” Delmare replied viciously. “She should be afraid of us.”

      “She’s going to throw whatever she can to stop us from finding her,” I said. “We all need to be prepared.”

      “She can summon hell itself to fight us, if she wants. It’s not going to stop us from getting back what we rightfully earned. We proved ourselves to those Crystals. They’re ours,” Alexei demanded. “We’re not giving in unless she kills us.”

      I wholeheartedly agreed, yet the pessimistic part of me feared she’d do just that. We crossed through the western gate and approached the university doors. We were forced to halt in our tracks as we saw a horde of guards marching out of the front entryway. There were dozens of them, and they surely outnumbered us.

      They weren’t alone. Leading the group were Zander, Oren, and Andrick, wearing dark armor and standing in our way. Elijah’s old cronies blocked our path to the university, once again intent on making things difficult for us.

      Andrick sneered as he looked us over. “And we all thought you were dead.”

      “You’re going to be dead in a minute,” Stefan threatened. He took a step in front of Delmare, putting himself between his rival and his mate.

      But Delmare came out from behind Stefan, placing a hand on his shoulder. “No. This one’s mine,” she snapped.

      Andrick threw back his head and laughed. “The last time I remember cornering you, you weren’t able to do a thing about it.”

      “I’m not afraid of you anymore,” Delmare said, and she called a battle orb to her palm.

      “You should be afraid of us,” Oren called, but his words were shaky. He didn’t have as much confidence as the other two did, and it showed on the alicorn’s face.

      “I’ll take care of the guards. You guys handle these jackasses,” Emma sneered as she slid off my back.

      “Enough talking,” Andrick snapped. “Let’s show these filth what happens to anyone who isn’t willing to follow Droga.”

      Zander shifted into an alicorn. He stampeded forward with his horn down, and a fight immediately broke out. Theo shifted to counter Zander’s charge, and the two stallions began a brutal duel with their horns. Odette helped her mate where she could, firing off protective shields, but she was soon distracted by trying to fend off two guards at once.

      Alexei and Kiara immediately went for Oren. Alexei shifted at the same time Oren did, and the griffin swiped his claws at the alicorn’s throat. Kiara hit him with a stunning spell, which knocked Oren off his feet. He staggered as he got up, drunkenly wandering the courtyard. He blasted off spells with his horn in all directions, and Alexei and Kiara had to flatten to the ground to avoid being hit.

      Andrick and Stefan were currently locked in a battle of blades, though I could tell by the fiery look in Stefan’s eyes that he wanted to throw his sword aside and tear Andrick apart with his bare hands. Delmare threw battle orbs, but Andrick managed to hit them to the side with the edge of his blade. They flew off in different directions, slamming into the stone building and creating holes in the walls.

      I was busy taking down a group of guards that had run at me in unison. I dispatched two of them, tearing open one’s neck before gutting another. I was outnumbered, but not overwhelmed as I battled five other shifters at once. I felt my father’s courage overtake me, and it was as if he was fighting alongside me as I slew man after man. They couldn’t even touch me… not a scratch was placed on me as their blood splattered across my face. One guard’s wooden shield broke in half by the force of my blows, and he had little time to marvel at my ferocity before my fangs ended his life.

      As I killed the last guard that was attacking me, I heard an arcane cry echo over the courtyard. Delmare ripped a dagger out of her belt and ran at Andrik with revenge in her gaze. She’d dreamed of obtaining vengeance for his harassment her first year at the university, and now she had her chance.

      Delmare stabbed her dagger into Andrick’s heart, then ripped it out. She gave a cry as she pierced his flesh again and again, creating multiple wounds in his torso. Andrick gave a rasping sound, blood pouring from his stab wounds as he sank to the ground.

      Stefan ran forward and grabbed Andrick’s head, ripping it off his shoulders and sending it flying over the hedges. Andrick’s body gave a twitch, while Delmare looked down with a satisfied smirk.

      Zander was pouring blood from all the wounds Theo had dealt him. His sides heaved, the whites of his eyes showing as he realized that he’d made a very dangerous mistake. I ran at the alicorn on three paws. I jumped into the air, and tackled Zander to the ground to expose his soft underbelly. His hooves kicked at the air as I held him down, and Theo plunged his horn down, ripping Zander open from chest to tail. Zander gave a tiny whinney, dying with his entrails leaking out into the melting snow.

      Despite their leaders being slaughtered, the other guards weren’t willing to give up. They pressed in on all sides, creating a circle that blocked us from escape.

      Oren had always been a coward. When he saw that both of his friends had fallen, he turned tail and ran, shoving guards aside in order to get away. Alexei fluttered his wings, preparing to go after him.

      “Leave him be!” I roared. “We’re here for one thing only!”

      The last bit of my sentence was cut off by garish cries of horror. The soldiers surrounding us began to scream as Emma’s visions took over their sight. They clawed at their chests, attempting to rip out some unseen threat. Then, in one swift movement, every opposing soldier hit the ground, gave a gasp, and died. Emma’s visions had been so terrifying to witness that they’d simultaneously died of heart attacks.

      “What did you make them see?” I asked her, slight fear infecting my tone.

      “I cast the intention that they would feel their hearts burning inside of them and wouldn’t feel relief until they ripped it out of their chests,” Emma replied. “Let’s move on.”

      It was so gruesome, and so unlike my mate. I went to reply, to tell her that she didn’t need to resort to torture for us to win today. We didn’t need to become Droga, become monsters. She’d taught me that, and I didn’t want her to let go of herself in this fight.

      As I opened my mouth, I felt a telepathic flare ignite in my mind. Someone was trying to get a hold of me. I tuned in, listening for another wolf’s words as they rattled around in my head.

      Droga isn’t fighting back! I heard Finlay call in my mind, his thoughts on the verge of complete mystification. He’s just… standing there!

      That couldn’t be right. It was impossible. My mind failed to fathom it. What purpose would he have in doing so?

      I spread my wings. “Stay here,” I told the others, and I flew into the sky, looking for Droga.

      I spotted the massive stag miles across the city. What Finlay had said was true. Even from this great distance, I could see the joy on his face as he observed the carnage below him, gaining enjoyment as he watched his army and ours slaughter each other. He failed to intercede, merely observed the whole battle like it was some great show put on for his entertainment.

      Droga hadn’t fallen for our trap. He wasn’t even fighting. But why? Didn’t he care about protecting his army?

      I landed back on the ground, and shifted. “Droga’s allowing his rebels to kill his soldiers without interfering,” I told the others. “He’s not even fazed by the attack.”

      “What?” Emma gaped. “That doesn’t make any sense! He needs his army to invade! Why isn’t he stopping us?”

      “We can’t think about that now,” Stefan said firmly. “We have to get the Crystals. Droga is Finlay’s problem, at the moment. We needed a distraction, and that’s all we can ask for.”

      He spoke the truth. The Crystals were within reach, and we still had to fight Gabby.

      The sound of a door opening caused all of us to tense up. From the tower’s ground floor emerged two figures. It was Professor Lunesta and Professor Victor. They were covered in blood, their cloaks stained with gore.

      “Professors,” I said with slight shock. “What are you doing here?”

      “Finlay requested allies. We’ve been clearing the way for you, getting rid of guards that stand in the way of your path,” Victor stated.

      “Us as well.” Two more people came out from inside the tower. It was Helena and Nicoli— they’d been in a lot of our classes at Arcanea University.

      I wasn’t sure if they were on our side or not, and it must’ve showed on my face, because Helena rushed to explain.

      “I’ve been working as Gabby’s chambermaid, and Nicoli serves as one of her guards,” Helena said. “She never suspected us, because she thought we were loyal to her.”

      “Indeed,” Nicoli added. “Our loyalties have always lied with the true king and queen, your highness.”

      He bowed his head to me. I didn’t realize that Helena and Nicoli had been Finlay’s spies inside the palace. They were both very brave.

      Emma didn’t bother with pleasantries; she had no time for them. “Do you guys know where she’s keeping—”

      “The Crystals of Harmony?” Nicoli asked. “Yeah, we know about them. Droga never stops bragging that he has them. They’re in the school armory.”

      That was on the top level of the school. “Can you take us there, and guide us around Gabby’s guards?” I asked.

      “Absolutely,” Nicoli began, but as he spoke, an ungodly wail began emitting from the corpses around us. Sheer horror twisted my soul as I watched the bodies around us start to move.

      The soldiers that had died from Emma’s spell staggered to their feet. The corpses moaned as they slowly reached out to pick up their swords. They dragged the blades on the ground as they marched toward us, the whites of their soulless eyes showing.

      Andrick’s headless corpse got to its feet. It ambled around the courtyard until he found his head, which he carried in one arm. He grabbed his sword with his free hand, advancing on Stefan with a grim smile.

      Zander’s organs flopped out of the slit in his belly as he stood on bloody hooves. Even so, he ambled toward us with his head down and horn pointed, though there was clearly no light in his eyes.

      These corpses moved, and yet, they weren’t alive. They were nothing but mindless flesh bags designed to kill.

      “What is this dark magic?” Professor Victor yelped as we were pressed against the wall.

      “Fight back!” Emma shouted. Spells and blades whizzed through the air. I cast an Unseelie battle orb, which created a giant hole in the torso of the soldier in front of me, but it did nothing to slow him up. I was forced to put my sword up to block him, dueling hand-to-hand combat with a corpse.

      The others were in similar positions, and no spell or blade managed to stop the dead from marching onward. Even as Stefan hacked Andrick’s corpse to bits, it continued to move, limbs dragging along the ground as the dismembered head moaned. The dead began running toward us as fast as they could, on two legs and four, charging forward and intent on the kill.

      Emma gave a violent cry. She cast her hand out, extending a wave of Unseelie magic over the enemy. Purple energy ricocheted through the air, and once her magic hit the bodies, each of them turned to tiny fragments that fluttered into the air like paper. The courtyard was soon full of the hovering ashes, which coated the air like floating confetti.

      I thought it was over, then, but far from it. Dread comparable to the Underworld itself infected my bones as green, ghostly figures began to form around the courtyard. I recognized the souls of Andrick and Zander standing amongst the bodies of the soldiers that we’d just incincerated. Turned from moving corpses to ghosts, each specter unleashed a sword from his side and bore down on us with eerie cries.

      “They can’t be killed!” Alexei screamed.

      He was right. I swung my sword through one such ghost, and it did nothing but go through thin air. When the ghost swept out its weapon at me, it cut into my arm, drawing blood. I narrowly avoided having my head sliced off by a ghost as I ducked out of the way. Emma put up a shield, and they floated right on through it.

      Not even Emma’s magic could take them. There was nothing we could do to stop the walking dead. They could hurt us, but we couldn’t hurt them. They wouldn’t stop until all of us had joined them from beyond the grave.

      “The rest of you must keep going!” Professor Lunesta cried, and she summoned a spell to her hand as she faced the ghost army. “We’ll hold them off!”

      Victor, Helena, and Nicoli rushed to help her, while the rest of us took off into the palace. We had no idea what was going on, and that aspect was made only more terrifying as I glanced back and watched Lunesta battle an army of ghosts.

      The door shut behind us, and we hurried down the hall. We only stopped to catch a breath when we reached an abandoned corridor that was completely vacant of anyone.

      “What the hell was that?” Emma rasped. Each of us was gasping to fill our lungs.

      “Gabby’s using the Crystals to create an army of the dead,” Kiara said.

      “Can she do that?” Stefan asked skeptically, even though we’d all seen it with our own eyes.

      Emma shook her head frantically. “That can’t be right. When he was first resurrected, Gabby asked Droga to bring Elijah back to her. And he said he couldn’t, because that ability was only given to the goddesses of creation— one of them being Milonna. He specifically couldn’t override her power, even being the god of death.”

      “He didn’t have the power to override all the other gods and resurrect anyone until he had the Crystals,” Kiara pointed out. “But now he has all six, and the stones include Milonna’s power. Because they do, he can use the stones to create a dead army to fight for him.”

      “And doing so won’t drain the energy of the Crystals, because they’re gods, not mortals,” Theo said fearfully. “They can utilize the power of the stones to their full effect without worrying about rendering them useless, because as gods, they’re able to effectively channel the magic of the Crystals without losing any of it.”

      “They’re not even truly resurrected. They’re just mindless walking corpses and ghosts to fight for him,” Alexei muttered. “Ones that we can’t defeat.”

      A shudder rattled up my spine. Every soldier we killed was just more fodder for Droga’s army. They wouldn’t stop fighting for him, dead or alive.

      Even worse… the rebels that fought for our cause would begin fighting for Droga, too, once they were killed in battle. They wouldn’t have a choice but to follow his command.

      “No wonder he doesn’t care about uniting the Crystals and keeping the portal open,” Delmare said. “Once the fae have been turned to dust when the portal closes, he’ll just use the stones to call their souls back from the afterlife to fight for him— all the fae souls— and keep resurrecting them as they’re defeated, until the entire world submits.”

      “No one can fight an army of ghosts,” Stefan agreed. “Well, except maybe witches—”

      “Which is why he’s planning on taking them out first,” I stated. “With an entire army of the dead under his control, nothing’s going to stop him.”

      “We’ve got to get those Crystals back,” Emma growled. “Let’s get to the armory.”

      “It’s up three flights,” I stated.

      We started taking the stairs. We were nearly to the third floor before I felt a heavy spell slam into my torso. It knocked the wind out of me, pinning me to the wall.

      I struggled. Someone had bound me with a type of magical chain. I looked to my left, and saw that Theo, Stefan, and Alexei were all in similar situations as I was.

      Emma gave out a cry as some sort of dart landed in her thigh. She immediately hit the ground, and yanked it out. The familiar cold chill of fear spread across my body as I saw Emma curl up into a ball on the floor, giving murmurs of pain.

      “Emma! Is it noxite?” I called.

      “It’s… not noxite,” Emma choked out. “I’m not sure what it is.”

      Delmare, Odette and Kiara had thrown up shields to protect themselves at the last moment. Standing across from us was Lady Korva, her shoulders thrown back and a hateful sneer across her face.

      I attempted to break her spell, but it held fast. Korva was a master sorceress, and as a shifter, I wasn’t as strong as her. Beside me, the other shifters fought against their bonds, and failed to break free.

      My aunt’s look was gloating as she loomed over Emma. “A yarrow dart, one of the last poisons from your mother’s supply,” Korva said giddily, shooting a glance at me. “I thought I’d save it for a special someone.”

      I swear, my heart nearly stopped just then. Along with St. John’s Wort, yarrow was the deadliest poison you could give a fae. Emma was already running out of time. Gods, I hoped Kiara had something in her bag that could halt the poison.

      “Joining Gabby and Droga was a mistake,” I told Korva viciously. “History will condemn you for it.”

      “All I desired was to elevate the Unseelie class!” Korva bellowed. “To bring the dark fae back into our days of glory, to ensure that my kind would be able to live their lives freely without threat of persecution!”

      “We wanted the same thing,” Emma ground out. “We could’ve worked together.”

      “Spare me your efforts for reunification,” Korva jeered. “My family is one of the oldest lines of Unseelie there are, going back generations to the first immigrants from Edinmyre. I come from a pure-blooded, royal line. I am a descendent of the first Hidden King himself!”

      Korva scoffed. “My son was to take up that title, and rule the Unseelie as he was promised from birth. And you, Worldweaver, consider yourself equal to us. Your filth comes from a tainted peasant family, one that must be stomped out before it muddles the best of our dark blood.”

      Korva was mad, spouting fanatical nonsense as a result of her grief. Odette, Delmare, and Kiara surrounded Lady Korva. She gave a mocking laugh as the girls circled her in.

      “You three are no threat to me. You’re all poor illusionists who barely passed my classes,” Korva hissed.

      “Because you were a rotten teacher,” Delmare threw at her.

      “Yeah! But we’ve worked hard, and we’ve had other teachers that actually cared about our magic!” Odette belted. “You’re going down, you wrinkly old hag!”

      “Korva, this is your last chance,” Emma gasped. “We can still turn things around if you help us. Don’t you realize what’s at stake?”

      I could tell the poison was starting to take effect. My mate’s words were strained, and our bond felt weighed down by a heavy weight. She needed intervention soon.

      “Do you think I’ve cared for anything since my son died?” Korva sneered. “The only thing I desire is vengeance. This world can turn to ash so long as the eight of you are in a grave, especially my forsaken nephew, who took my child from me.”

      Korva didn’t bother exchanging more words. She cast a spell, and I watched as she duplicated herself. Three Korvas stood between us and the armory, facing off against our friends. Korva and her two duplicates immediately went on the offense, flinging out killing spells. The girls had to duck to avoid them, rolling to the floor as Korva let out cries of malice.

      Once she was back on her feet, Delmare summoned red arrows and shot them off at Lady Korva in quick succession. None of the arrows connected, as Korva flicked them to the side with her magic. Korva lashed out with her signature spell, an Unseelie whip with multiple ends.

      The whip smacked Delmare across the face, drawing blood. Stefan let out a concerned cry, but Delmare got right back up with a snarl. As she flung her hand, dozens of firecrackers conjured from her illusion magic soared through the air and exploded. Korva had to dodge to avoid the firecrackers, her cloak catching fire as she went on the run from Delmare’s explosives.

      Odette seemed far less confident as she faced a Korva duplicate. The duplicate cast her arm out, and a horde of snakes materialized out of thin air. They wiggled toward Odette, hissing and flaring their hoods. Odette screamed, backing away until she tripped on a rug. Her screams grew horrified as the snakes began squirming over her skin.

      “Don’t give in!” Theo cried out, and at her mate's words, Odette gained her courage. She forced herself to stand, ripping snakes off of her as she pointed her weapon at Korva. With a high-pitched scream, she cast out a stream of bubbles from the tip of her weapon. The stream of bubbles hit the duplicate, and forced it backward, tossing it through a stained-glass window.

      The duplicate fighting Kiara was playing dirty, sending spears she’d materialized at our friend while simultaneously boxing her in with a ward, so she had little room to run or avoid the javelins. Kiara successfully dodged the spears, though one dinged against her armor. I winced as Kiara held a hand to her side where the spear had hit. Although it hadn’t pierced her side, the blow itself would leave a wicked bruise.

      Kiara dug in her bag to grab a glass bottle. She threw the potion, and as it hit the ground, black smoke filled the area. Kiara ducked inside the smoke, and the Korva duplicate turned in place, trying to see where she’d gone.

      Kiara emerged from the smoke with a dagger in hand that she’d conjured from her illusion magic. With her teeth gritted, Kiara stabbed the blade into the duplicate’s neck. The duplicate withered, floundering against Kiara’s knife until it disintegrated with the black smoke.

      Delmare had backed the real Lady Korva against a wall. Years of frustration from being bullied by Korva had overcome Delmare, and she was going to let her old teacher have it.

      “You know, I was always good at transfiguration spells,” Delmare taunted. “Too bad you never noticed.”

      Korva raised a shaking hand to utter a spell, but Delmare was already half-way through with casting her own magic. Lady Korva’s scream turned into a squeak as her form shrank smaller and smaller, spinning in a whirl of color until Korva was nothing more than a rodent on the floor.

      My jaw fell open in amazement. Delmare had changed Lady Korva into a rat.

      “That’s my hot wife!” Stefan cheered.

      Korva let out a few more terrified squeaks before she ran in a zig-zag motion along the floor, looking for an escape. Odette hit the rat with a stunning spell, and once it lay still, Kiara stepped on the rat with all her strength, crushing the creature beneath her foot.

      The rat did not move. I found it a proper demise for Lady Korva. Underestimating her students had always been her biggest downfall.

      With Lady Korva’s death, the bonds holding us back broke. I rushed to Emma’s side, falling to my knees. By this point, Emma was turning pale, and spittle had formed on her lips. She had minutes.

      “Kiara—” I burst out, but she was already there, tipping a vial past Emma’s lips. Emma drank greedily, until I felt the weight on our bond subside. I didn’t feel relieved until Emma had drank every drop, and her life force through our bond was beating vibrantly once again.

      The moment she got her breath back, Emma sat up and spat, “Fuck your mom, Ethan. Even dead, she’s still giving us problems.”

      “She nor her sister will bother us again,” I said as I helped her up. “Can you stand?”

      “Better, I can fight,” Emma said. “I almost feel as good as new. What was in that potion, Kiara?”

      “My own recipe,” she said proudly. “Queen Antonia was a talented alchemist, but she’s got nothing on my antidotes.”

      “Impressive, to beat my mother at her own game,” I noted.

      “I figured we’d need stronger stuff if we were going to fight Droga, so a couple of standard antidotes needed tweaking,” Kiara said. “But that was all I had, so the rest of you better not get poisoned again.”

      “Like I planned on it,” Emma grumbled.

      “The armory is so close,” I told her. “We’re nearly there.”

      Emma took a few more breaths, then gave a heated growl as she led the way forward.

      As we came to the third staircase, Arthur’s voice broke into my mind, echoing across the miles. We’re unable to hold them. Our forces are on the retreat. The fighting’s spread all over the city!

      Do whatever you have to. We still aren’t done here, I told him.

      Arthur barely gave a semblance of acknowledgement before he was distracted with more pressing matters. My anxiety increased. We were already short on time, and now, we had even less of it.

      “Our army’s scattered,” I told the group. “It won’t be long before Droga gets bored and makes his way over here.”

      “Oh, that’s just great,” Stefan commented. “Let me roll out the welcome mat for him.”

      Just before the staircase, I heard a couple of pathetic whimpers coming from a closet nearby.

      Out of mere curiosity, I opened the door. My mouth soured with distaste. Lord Zlodia and Steward Solomon were both hiding within, cowards they were. The two shifters were crowded against each other, panting heavily in the small space.

      They appeared momentarily terrified at the sight of me, but I merely sneered and slammed the door. I had no time to execute petty traitors, and their deaths wasn’t worth the effort taken to wipe the blood off my blade.

      “Ethan, come on!” Emma was already halfway up the stairs. I hurried to race after her. When we got to the third floor, I waved my hand so the others would follow me. I led them to the armory door… which, of course, was bolted shut with a lock.

      “It’s got a ward on it. This one’s stronger than the one surrounding the university. I can’t break it,” Emma said in a panicked tone as she attempted to break the ward, and failed.

      The Crystals were on the other side of this door. We weren’t going to let a stone wall stand between us and saving the fae. The shoulders of the shifters rounded, like they were prepared to change and ram the door down with brute force.

      “Over here!”

      I turned. My heart leapt as I saw Helena and Nicoli racing up the stairway. My hopes dropped as I realized the professors weren’t with them.

      They hunched over their knees to catch their breath as I asked, “Did Victor and Lunesta…”

      My words died slowly as Helena shook her head.

      “They didn’t make it,” Nicoli said sadly. “And are members of the army of the dead now, sadly. We were unable to hold our position once they fell, and had to flee. They’ll be on our tail at any moment.”

      “Can you get us into the armory?” Emma asked.

      “Yes. I’ve just come from Gabby’s office. I stole a key from there,” Nicoli told me. “It’ll open both the lock and the ward.”

      “Move aside,” I told everyone, and our friends stepped out of the way to let Nicoli through. He withdrew a key from his pocket, which he used to open the lock. I felt the ward fall away, and Nicoli pushed open the door.

      Our footsteps echoed as we walked into the room. The armory was a massive place. It was one of the largest rooms in the school, bigger even than the grand ballroom on the first floor, and able to hold hundreds of weapons. Axes, maces, and swords of all kinds lined the wall.

      And there, mounted in cases at the end of the room, were the Crystals of Harmony, still in their respective weapons.

      “We’ve found them!” Odette burst in joy.

      “Not all of them,” Theo noted. “The Unseelie stone is missing.”

      He was right. The dark necklace was gone.

      Just at that moment, a hollow feeling overtook me, and my entire form felt weak as my breath was stolen from my chest. I couldn’t describe it… it was similar to the feeling of your heart being forcibly removed, and yet, you remained living. Something had been taken out of me that had always been there before, since birth, and now that it was gone I felt helpless and cold.

      With a sense of deep loss, I realized I couldn’t feel my bond to Emma anymore. No matter how much I tried to reach out to her, all I felt was the walls of my own consciousness. She stared back at me as she realized that she couldn’t feel my half of our bond, either.

      I knew then what the empty feeling was. My magic was gone.

      I attempted casting an Unseelie battle orb, and nothing ignited in my palm. There was no rush of feeling, no movement of energy. Only the loud sound of blood coursing through my ears.

      “I can’t use my magic,” Alexei said with fear.

      “I can’t, either,” Kiara replied with horror. The rest of the room attempted to cast spells, becoming more and more panicked with each failure that arose.

      I tried again, but everything I attempted was ineffective. I couldn’t shift, couldn’t create an illusion… couldn’t do anything.

      Emma cast a spell, creating small feathers from nothing and sending them fluttering into the air.

      “My magic’s fine,” Emma said. “Stronger than ever, really.”

      Of course she still could. As the Worldweaver, she was the only one who still had a connection left to Edinmyre. The rest of us no longer did. An icy anguish filled each part of my spirit as I understood the truth.

      The portal to Edinmyre had closed for good. We were too late to unite the Crystals.

      Helena suddenly collapsed. Her form was shaking as she struggled to breathe, face whiter than snow. Where she’d been fine only a moment ago, now, she seemed on the verge of death.

      “I… I feel funny, Nicoli,” Helena said faintly. Her voice was one of an old woman, and not a young girl.

      “I do too,” Nicoli replied, his tone void of all strength. He took a staggering step forward before he fell to her side, unable to support himself any longer.

      “What’s going on?” Odette cried out in fear.

      None of us could answer. We’d never seen anything like this before.

      Tears dotted the corners of Helena’s eyes. “Nicoli, I’m scared.”

      “Don’t worry, my mate,” Nicoli gasped out. “We’ll be together soon.”

      Helena reached out to grasp Nicoli’s hand. The moment they touched, both of them began disintegrating. Their forms became dust in the blink of an eye, bodies drifting away into tiny fragments of nothingness, becoming piles of ash on the floor. It was as if they were never there at all.

      Milonna’s warning had come true. We’d failed to stop this. Our last-ditch effort had come to ruin. The portal to Edinmyre had closed forever, and all of the fae were doomed to a slow demise now. It was only a matter of time before each of us turned to dust.

      The door to the armory opened. Defeat pressed in on me as I saw Gabby, dressed in her finest armor, enter the room. She was flanked by dozens of soldiers, each of them the walking dead. They did not attack her, but moved on her orders and marched in formation. She put up a hand to stop them, and they halted in place, waiting on her command. The Unseelie stone hung around Gabby’s neck, suspended there by the dark necklace.

      Moments passed before the ghostly spirits of Helena and Nicoli appeared in the place where they’d died seconds ago. They floated over to join Gabby’s dead army, their expressions lost of all feeling.

      Gabby’s mouth was thin as she stated, “You’re too late to unite the Crystals. I suggest you surrender now, so I can show you mercy. If not… prepare to face a fate worse than death.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Emma

        

      

    

    
      The sight of Gabby wearing the dark necklace made my insides churn, and it wasn’t with fear. It was fury. I could hardly stand the sight of the smug bitch, standing there acting like she’d already won.

      We’d failed to unite the Crystals in time. But you know what? If we were already doomed, I might as well make Gabby pay for the havoc she’d wreaked on this world.

      I remembered what she’d done to Ozzie and Jasper, and an undeniable rage welled up in my chest and threatened to spill out of me. I could turn to dust the moment Gabby’s heart was crushed underneath my blade, but not a second before.

      I immediately turned to make a break for the Crystals of Harmony. But Gabby made a mocking noise, and cast her hand out. The circlet that held the Seelie stone hovered until it nestled into her hair. The dragon, alicorn, and griffin stones ripped out of their weapons, making them useless. They hovered in the air, until they forged themselves into the breastplate that Gabby was wearing, a sizzling sound filling the room as the smell of melting metal resonated throughout. Lodburzan spun through the air, and Gabby latched on to it, holding the sword that contained the wolven stone with an iron grip.

      The sight of my sword in her hand made me want to rip her apart muscle by muscle, bone to bone.

      “I don’t like people who steal my toys,” I growled. “Give the Crystals back.”

      “You can’t win this fight. I’ll be kinder than Droga. This is your last chance,” Gabby warned.

      I looked to Ethan, and to my friends. Without their magic, they were virtually defenseless, especially against an army of the dead. They couldn’t kill them, only hold them off long enough for me to… hopefully… defeat Gabby.

      It would be heartless of me to ask them to do such a thing. Yet Ethan clutched on to the hilt of his sword, and at the same time, the others lifted their blades. They didn’t have magic anymore, but they still had their weapons. They wanted me to keep fighting.

      I steeled myself and said, “I’d tell you to go to hell, but you know what? I’m already sending you there.”

      Gabby’s face flushed red with rage. “I should’ve known you wouldn’t quit. You and your friends are stupider than you look. You can’t even admit defeat when it’s right in front of you.”

      “You're awfully confident for someone who’s lost to me in a duel,” I reminded her.

      “I’m a goddess now! You don’t stand a chance against me,” Gabby yelled.

      “I mean, of course you have to cheat to be able to beat me,” I said, giving a careless shrug. “Otherwise, it wouldn’t be fair.”

      Gabby wrinkled her nose in disgust. “I’ve spent months lying awake at night, dreaming of killing you in a million awful ways. I can hardly believe my dream’s about to come true.”

      “You sure about that?” I gave a cold laugh. “You know, I’d hoped we’d find your little daughter on the way up here. Princess Signe should get to know her family.”

      “You threaten to touch my daughter?!” Gabby screamed. “I’ll end you.”

      Apparently we were done talking, because Gabby sent a killing curse straight at me. I dodged the red flare.  It slammed into the stone column beside me, blowing it to bits.

      The army of the dead instantly moved in on my friends. I heard the clash of swords all around me, but though I was frightened for them, I couldn’t focus on anything more than dodging Gabby’s killing spells. She sent flare after flare at me, and each one exploded on the floor or blew apart the wall as I ducked out of the way.

      Battle orbs weren’t going to cut it. I was going to have to do some serious magic to kill this bitch, and if her goddess power made her unable to be killed, then I’d do whatever I could to get the Crystals of Harmony back. I summoned thorns around Gabby, creating a massive briar patch that boxed her in, the thorns growing like black spikes all around the room. The jagged thorns protruded out at her sharply, knives aimed at her heart. They grew from everywhere— the floor, the ceiling. Several thorns erupted out of the floor and pierced the walking dead, spearing them through. My friends used the thorns as a giant shield, ducking behind it like a barricade to protect them from the dead soldiers, poking their weapons out through the gaps to stab any walking dead that came by.

      Gabby made a disgusted noise, like my attempt was pitiful. She reached out a hand, and as her fingers hovered over the thorns, they curled inward on themselves and withered. She cleared a path for herself until she was directly facing me with a wicked grin.

      Gabby summoned a horde of flying daggers. She sent them spiraling at me like darts, but I changed the daggers into doves in the blink of an eye. The doves flew upward, sending feathers spiraling to the floor. I changed the feathers into throwing stars, which fell from the ceiling. The throwing stars melted into goo as Gabby tossed a hand up, the throwing stars slicking to the floor uselessly around her like black tar.

      It was then my enemy gave a wretched scream. As she flung her hands up, her magic ripped off the roof. Bricks and concrete went flying into the air as she exposed the armory to the elements. A terrible storm was waging outside, and lightning crackled against the skies as rain downpoured from above and thunder shook the floor beneath me. The storm didn’t deter the army of the dead, nor my friends, who kept on fighting.

      I switched to Unseelie magic. I drew magic from Lucien’s necklace to enter into my shadow form, and spiraled into the air. I spun around the room, aiming to strike through Gabby and hammer her hard with everything I had.

      As I got close, I aimed for Gabby’s head, preparing to soar right through it. She threw a hand back like she was smacking me, and a sound like thunder blasted through the room. It felt like a lightning bolt itself had hit me as her goddess energy traveled through my form, hitting me with the full force of a hundred spells.

      Her hit was hard enough to knock me out of my shadow form, rolling on the ground with the blowback of Gabby’s power. I groaned and forced myself to get back up, although my head still spun with the aftereffect of the slap.

      The amulet resting around my neck grew hot, warning me I was pulling too much Unseelie magic from it at once. I dove my hands into my bag, switching over to using shifter parts. A wolven tooth turned to ash in my hand as I shot off a massive black battle orb, one that was larger than a dragon. Gabby turned the dark mass into nothing but smoke that billowed around her, depicting her as an expert of black magic as she took on its energy and changed it for her own. A dragon scale dissolved to dust once I cast a curse, and an alicorn horn withered away as I used the magic inside it to power a hex. I went through monster teeth and calcified monster eggs, pulling from them to create Unseelie magic until the pockets of my bag were full of ashes.

      Nothing worked. Gabby rebutted each of my dark spells with ease as she used Unseelie magic of her own, conjuring dark shields that ate away at my spells and fueled her own power. Her form glowed with a red sheen, one that grew more scarlet with each bit of energy she absorbed.

      The Unseelie stone had done a similar thing when I’d fought against it. That had to be her goddess power… feeding off dark energy. I realized she wasn’t fighting back at the moment, and she didn’t have to, because I wasn’t doing anything but giving her more juice to work with. Every time I cast an Unseelie spell, she used it to bolster her own magic, and weaken me. I had to cast a spell she couldn’t drain me with.

      I only had a little power left in my necklace, and one more shifter item to use— a griffin claw. I had to make this next spell count.

      Another last-ditch idea popped into my head. I hated to do this, as I promised Ethan I never would again. But this was war, and I found I didn’t have a choice. I reached out to Edinmyre and called upon my spriggan, the dark Unseelie monster that belonged to me. The griffin claw I’d been holding on to dissolved in my hand as the dark creature appeared.

      Most would shudder at the sight of the spriggan’s fanged mouth. Its eyeless soul would strike terror into the hearts of most fae, but I didn’t even flinch. I wrinkled my nose as I pointed at Gabby.

      My spriggan instantly went for her, but she was hardly afraid. In the blink of an eye, she summoned her own spriggan, and the two monsters tangled together in a snarling, torturous mess. Black blood and bits of rotting flesh mingled on the floor, until Gabby’s spriggan had thrust its hand through my spriggan’s heart. It happened just before my spriggan ripped off the enemy’s head. Both dark spirits dissolved with shrieking wails, and I felt a hole in my spirit form as the spriggans succumbed to death, to a formless life where neither of them existed… not here, in Edinmyre, or anywhere else.

      Holy hell, I didn’t even know that spriggans could be killed, or could kill each other. My hands shook as I forced them into fists, and Gabby looked upon me with a hideous sneer.

      “You can’t beat me at Unseelie magic,” Gabby snarled. “You need items to perform it, and you’re running out of power in that little necklace of yours— I can feel it. I’m a goddess. I can harness it instantly from the Underworld. You won’t defeat me that way.”

      I felt the energy in the room shift as Gabby went back to Seelie magic, already back on the offensive. At an instant, hundreds of Gabby’s duplicates filled the room, materializing out of thin air. They all turned in unison with the same grotesque smile, eyes deranged and looking to cause suffering. Each of them summoned a battle orb and sent it spiraling at me, hundreds of glowing lights filling the space.

      I put up a shield to defend myself with one hand, and Gabby’s battle orbs exploded against it. Cracks began showing in the transparent illusion, and I knew if I didn’t match Gabby’s power, this was the end for me.

      Casting duplicates was the most advanced Seelie magic you could perform, but I found myself drawing directly upon my connection to Edinmyre for my strength. I used my bond as the Worldweaver to our ancestral home to access magic that was indescribable as I created duplicate after duplicate. My clones popped up everywhere, until eventually, their numbers rivaled Gabby’s.

      Her eyes took on a slight note of shock as she watched all my duplicates appear. My clones began attacking the duplicates Gabby had made, and soon, red and blue battle orbs were flying all over the place. There were high-pitched screams as both duplicates turned each other to shreds, either stabbing them through with swords or disemboweling them with battle orbs. Gabby and I locked eyes and never let go, chests heaving as our clones waged war.

      Eventually, there were no clones left standing. All of our duplicates had killed each other, leaving none alive.

      “This is child’s play,” Gabby spat. “I need to show you what I can really do with the power of these Crystals.”

      Gabby raised her hands, and I watched as the Crystals began to glow. The colors in the room reverted to black and white, and the armory changed, becoming a black throne room that was lined with banners in Gabby’s sigil. The very skies changed, the thunderstorm vanishing to be replaced with the nearby sight of planets orbiting at the speed of light. Gabby was using the Crystals to create another reality, bending the world to her will.

      But as she used their power to change Earth as it was, I watched as corpse after corpse began dropping. The walking dead fell to the ground and lied still. Helena and Nicoli’s souls vanished, along with other ghostly specters. It gave my friends time to recover some strength behind the thorn barricade.

      Gabby saw all her soldiers dropping, and her eyes widened. She realized she was taking too much power from the Crystals, and their magic was failing to sustain her dead army and change reality at the same time. She was forced to end her spell, and channel the power of the stones elsewhere.

      The armory returned to the room it once was. The corpses began rising off the ground again, picking up weapons to fight, although the ghosts did not reappear. There were shouts and screams from my friends as the walking dead began attacking again.

      I instinctively reached out through my bond to Ethan, but met nothing. I couldn’t even tell if he was okay, and through the brambles of the thorn barricade I’d created, I didn’t know if he was all right. I could hear him screaming orders at the others to keep fighting, but nothing else.

      Gabby was trembling. She turned her wrist as she observed the wolven stone, unsure of what had happened.

      “You can’t use the Crystals to fight me.” I let out a harsh laugh. “You need all their power to sustain your dead army. That’s why you haven’t used them until now. Even their magic has limits, and pulling souls from the Underworld to fight for you is pushing the boundaries of what they can do.”

      Gabby’s lip rose as she snarled, “I don’t need the Crystals to kill you.”

      I was yanked forward as my hands and neck were forced into some kind of wooden stock, and brought to my knees. I attempted to escape, but the bonds held me tight. I looked up. Horror severed through me as I realized Gabby had forced me into a guillotine.

      There was a rumbling sound as the blade came swooshing down, and I knew I had seconds to live if I didn’t do something. I felt the blade touch my neck. I closed my eyes and burst my magic out of me just before the blade severed my spine.

      The blade turned to feathers, and they created a pile around my neck as I asked my Seelie power to break the guillotine apart. The mechanism crumbled into pieces, and I staggered out of it. I put a hand to the back of my neck and realized there was a slight cut below my hairline.

      Two could play at that game. I formed a metal coffin around Gabby, containing her within a sarcophagus of metal spikes. The spiked door went swinging shut to end her, but Gabby exploded the lid off the sarcophagus and stepped out. In frustration, I shot off a sapphire killing curse at her heart.

      Gabby ended my spell with a flick of her fingers. As she brought her other hand slashing down, ropes formed around my wrists and ankles. I was yanked onto my back, and the air was forced out of my lungs.

      Before I had time to gasp, my arms and legs were pulled in four different directions. I looked to the side, and my heartbeat began to race as I realized that the ropes were tied to skeleton alicorns, who were pulling the ropes tight.

      This bitch was trying to have me drawn and quartered! And it wouldn’t take but a moment. Once those alicorns leapt into a gallop, my body would be torn apart. I felt the ropes tugging at me, cutting into my skin, and my limbs began to burn with tremendous pain. I gave a wretched scream of pain and effort as my Seelie magic burst out through my limbs. Blue magic rippled up the ropes and severed them, setting me free. The blue magic continued racing up the ropes, until it met the alicorns that they’d been harnessed to. My blue magic ate away at the skeleton horses, until they crumbled into a pile of discarded bones on the floor. I was left on my back, rasping for breath and feeling a few inches taller in all directions.

      That had been a close one. I didn’t give Gabby time to cast another spell, and responded with a counter-illusion. As I got up, I attempted to take over her sight, and make her see a terrifying vision.

      I made an awful miscalculation, because my spell rebounded on me the moment it touched her consciousness, throwing me back onto my ass. The armory around me began to melt, bleeding into black like a melting ink painting. Gabby ran toward me with Lodburzan held overhead, intent on driving my own sword into my heart.

      I canceled out my illusion, and the room came rushing back into focus. I had enough time to throw up the sword Desmona had given me to halt Gabby’s attack. My arm shook with the effort of holding her back, and as she drew away for another blow, I rolled away and back onto my feet. We began sword-fighting, forgoing all spells as her blade met mine in equal strength.

      Gabby made a miscounter, and it gave me time to slash the sword at her throat. She batted my sword away, but not before the tip of it made a small dash below her eye. The tiny cut began to bleed, a droplet dripping down her cheek like a tear. I took a few steps backward, and understood.

      Gabby was a goddess now, but she’d ascended when she still had a mortal body. Her form was an incarnation of her goddess power, like Lady Magdalina had been. Therefore, I could kill her.

      Didn’t know what she’d do to us from the afterlife once I sent her there, but might as well take this one step at a time.

      “You want the Crystals?” Gabby hissed. “Come and get them!”

      Gabby’s wings appeared behind her, and she spread them wide to take off. I sheathed my sword and summoned my own wings to give chase, flying after Gabby through the open roof and into the rain. I had to dodge lightning bolts, and the rapturous thunder nearly shook me out of the skies as I chased after Gabby. She tossed killing spells behind her as she flew, dodging around the towers of Arcanea University and soaring behind gargoyles.

      One of her rogue killing curses hit a nearby tower. Against the noise of the storm, I heard the dying cries of Lord Zlodia and Steward Solomon as it crumbled upon them, crushing them beneath the stone. Bits of Arcanea University were blown apart by her curses, her hexes acting like bombs as she exploded classrooms and stained glass windows to slow me up. I sent spells racing after her, but to no avail.

      We soon left campus and were flying over the woodlands outside the university. She was directing me away from the city. The forest ended, and below us spanned a large flat area, the campsite that we’d come from. It’d been flattened by Droga’s army, and now, the rebel forces were attempting to retreat from the army of the dead.

      On the horizon, I could see a large shape moving against the gray clouds, though his form was so cloaked in the darkness of the storm I couldn’t see him properly. The Black Stag of Wrath. As the lightning flashed, his shadow flickered against the clouds, and there was a deep laugh that struck terror into the deepest parts of my soul.

      I realized she was taking me to the battlefield. She wanted me to face Droga, and fight with him side by side.

      I could only take on one god at a time. I had to tilt in the air in order to wrench back my arm to take aim. I sent a blue battle orb spiraling at Gabby, and though it missed her torso, she didn’t have time to steer out of the way completely. I watched with graim satisfaction as my spell severed her right wing from her shoulder.

      Gabby let out a wretched scream of agony that even made me feel sorry for her. The pain of losing your fae wings was insurmountable torture. Immediately, Gabby began spiraling downward. I tucked my wings to my side and dove after her as her body crash-landed onto the battlefield, spraying up dirt. She landed hard, on her left side.

      Her screams were tortured wails as she peeled herself off the ground. She looked deranged, blood streaked across her face, one wing completely torn off while the other was crooked. I landed, holding my sword with two hands and wondering if I’d made a mistake as I watched her dark eyes take on something sinister.

      Walls immediately formed around me, and I began to sweat. Blisters and burns formed on my skin, and I let out a cry of immense pain as I turned in place, caught by the cursed metal.

      Gabby had put me in an iron box. She’d left only a small square slit for the eyes, so she could watch me die. Glee formed in her gaze as she came close.

      “Get out of that one,” Gabby taunted. She tightened her fingers, and the iron box began closing in on me. The walls inched inward, making the space tighter and leaving no room to move.

      Gabby laid a hand on the side of the iron box and did not flinch away. Lady Magdalina hadn’t been affected by iron, either. She had me on this one.

      I attempted to cast a spell, but nothing happened. The iron rendered my magic useless. But if I didn’t get out of here, I’d be squished. The iron walls began pressing on my arms, and I whimpered in agony as burns formed through my armor, sizzling my skin.

      I had to think. What had Ethan said about iron? We were able to use it in our swords and armor, because our intention turned it into something else… our words had power. We could use steel swords because steel wasn’t the same thing as iron.

      If I was going to escape, I had to change the iron into a different compound. But how could I do that without magic? I couldn’t change the iron into steel without my abilities.

      It’s not iron, I thought wildly to myself. It’s nothing but a bed of flowers.

      That was ridiculous; of course it was iron. I could feel how much it drained my magic and the blistering pain of the hard walls pressing in on me.

      But words were intention, and if I truly believed that, I had to show that now. The answer came to me… a fae’s power wasn’t in their illusion magic, it was in their intention. I had to persist in my belief, and once I did, the magic would come. I closed my eyes to aid in the distraction.

      It’s not iron. I can feel the petals of the flowers and smell their scent. It’s like lying in a bed of long grass on a warm summer’s day.

      It was so hard to convince myself. The box was starting to suffocate me, squeezing the air from my lungs. But I refused to listen to what my body was telling me, and ignored reality as I dove into my imagination.

      The iron box is not my reality. I feel the velvet of the petals and the sun on my face. I hear the bees as they gather nectar from the flowers around me. I’m in a garden. I’m safe. All is well.

      Just before my bones were about to crack under the pressure, the iron box exploded around me into a fluttering array of white rose petals. I gasped for breath, and nearly doubled over, holding my side where my ribs had been broken during the siege of Dolinska. The burns and blisters still etched up my skin, but they weren’t as bad as I’d thought them to be. I’d gotten out just in time.

      Gabby’s mouth gaped as she took me in, unable to believe that I’d foiled her plot, and managed to escape the iron.

      “It’s not possible,” she rasped, her face going pale.

      “Anything’s possible,” I told her with a sick chuckle. “You just have to be delusional enough to believe the fantasy.”

      Gabby let out a scream so loud, it hurt my ears. She made a sweeping motion with her hands, and as she did so, the ground beneath me began to rumble. I fell to my knees as a building made of black obsidian, much like the towers in Eiragrad, began to rise from the earth. The tower rose higher and higher, lifting Gabby and me into the air and creating a skyscraper of monumental proportions. I looked down, and realized we had to be a hundred stories up.

      The evil queen bared her teeth as she lifted a hand. “Goodbye, Emma.”

      She blasted me backward with a shield she’d forced out of her palm. The shield hit me, and knocked me out for a few seconds as it threw me off the tower’s edge. When I came back around, I realized I was still hurtling through the air, and dangerously close to the ground. Wooden stakes began rising from the earth, waiting for me to fall upon them.

      She meant to impale me, like she was famous for doing to her enemies. My wings didn’t have time to slow me up, so I cast a portal at the last moment, and fell through it. I shut my eyes, just in case I hadn't cast the spell in time.

      I tumbled into something soft. When I opened my eyes, I saw that I’d ended up in some sort of cloud-like world, one with a soft-pink sky.

      I didn’t have time to marvel, because my portal shut once someone else fell through it. Gabby had seen what I’d done, and pitched herself off the tower to come after me. My sword was still attached to my side, and I wrenched it out of its sheath as Gabby swung her weapon at me. Our swords danced for a minute or two before Gabby summoned another portal.

      She stepped on through it, and I followed her, though I had no idea where it might lead. My only thought was to chase her. I jumped through the portal and found myself in Edinmyre, at the top of a mountain. The snow whipped into my eyes and blinded me as Gabby spun Lodburzan in an arc at my stomach. I repelled the blow, and the force of my hit was so strong it knocked her off the mountain side. She plummeted several feet before Gabby opened up another portal to fall through as she tumbled off the mountain. I jumped off the mountain’s edge and followed her through the portal, landing in a fiery desert; another part of Edinmyre.

      The immense heat burned my skin, and the blinding light got in my eyes as Gabby jabbed two short strikes in my direction. She knocked me backward, but this time I opened up a portal of my own, and transported myself to a rainforest. I attempted to close the portal on Gabby as she followed me through, to cut her in half, but she sustained the portal with her magic and tumbled out. The portal exploded with the force of the warring energies, the effect similiar to a bomb going off. We both threw up shields as the imploding portal leveled the area around the rainforest up to a quarter of a mile, creating nothing but a huge crater. Gabby ran at me, but I cast another portal and slipped through again, this time landing in a coniferous forest. The ring of our blades rang out as swords rattled each other, even through the portal’s tunnel.

      We went through portal after portal, entering multiple different lands, some on Earth, some on Edinmyre, our swords clashing for just a moment in each realm before I followed her into another. At some points, we didn’t even have time to attempt a strike at one another before we fell into a different portal. We were both casting them so quickly, popping up at different parts of the universe at multiple moments of time, and there just seemed no end to it.

      Finally, both of us fell through a portal that took us back to the battlefield, at the base of the skyscraper she’d created. We were flat on our faces, panting for breath. I doubled over and heaved, bile spewing from my throat. Gabby trembled, but kept her bearings.

      After a few moments, both of us staggered to our feet at the same time. Gabby clutched Lodburzan, looking more pissed-off than ever. She sent an intense gaze at my sword, and it became liquid in my hands, forming into a puddle of silver goo.

      I was weaponless, but my magic wouldn’t fail me. I called to the nearby woods, looking to latch on to the first monster’s mind I could find.

      Trees toppled over as a strange chimera came bursting out of the forest. It had the back half of a horse and the front half of a warg, with piercing red eyes and fangs that protruded from its upper lip, claws that were bigger than my entire body. A psoglav— they were related to wargs, and were native to the woods around the university.

      This was a wild being, one that hadn’t been claimed by Droga’s brainwashing yet. I grabbed onto the monster’s mane and hauled myself onto its back.

      Gabby had the same idea I did— she’d called and overpowered the mind of a hideous, spider-like creature with long, venomous fangs that was just as large as the psoglav.

      Her mount moved in a blur, and had a human skull for a face. I’d studied these creatures, and knew they came directly from the depths of the Underworld. Gabby had summoned a kikimore. The two animals locked gazes and hissed, like they were mortal enemies.

      My monster let out a braying noise before it charged. Gabby rode her mount toward me at full-speed, and the two monsters clashed head-on.

      My arms felt like they were about to be ripped out of my sockets as I struggled to hold on. My monster screeched, digging in its claws to the side of Gabby’s mount, while Gabby’s monster bit into my mount’s neck. Both of us were tossed around on the backs of our respective monsters, holding on for dear life as the creatures circled each other, then dove again.

      My monster was victorious, and tore out the other creature’s throat. The monster sank to the ground with a low moan, but Gabby wasn’t about to be bested. Before she leapt off the kikimore, she sent a killing spell ricocheting at my monster, which made a giant hole in his skull. My mount slumped to the ground, dead, and I had to roll off its back in an effort not to be crushed.

      We stood beside the bodies of our fallen mounts and stared one another down. Gabby and I faced off once again, each of us looking for a new opportunity.

      This was such a useless fight. Everything Gabby and I tried canceled each other out. No amount of magic or power would end this battle. We could do this forever, so long as one of us didn’t weaken.

      It would be me first. I was still mortal, and Gabby had a goddess’s power. She had more energy than I did, and my body was already struggling to keep up. I couldn’t force this fight to keep going, because eventually, I’d have to succumb. I had to think of an alternative way to get her guard down.

      Words were the most powerful magic there was. And if my powers weren’t strong enough to take Gabby down, then the only way to stop her was to beat her at her own tricks. Gabby thought she was a master manipulator, but she had nothing on me. She wanted to play the game of power?

      Fine. Let’s fucking play.

      Gabby approached me. She breathed raggedly, teeth clenched as she dragged Lodburzan through the mud.

      “Do you honestly think you can stop us?” Gabby screeched. “Droga and I are gods, more powerful than all the others because we have the Crystals of Harmony. We’ll create a dead world, then once all the souls on this plane are under our control, we’ll use the Crystals to jump to new realities, moving from place to place until every realm in the universe has become ours!”

      “You’ve lost your mind,” I said with horror.

      “That’s what the weak say when they can’t understand the perfect vision of power.”

      Gabby swung at me. I had to dodge the blade of my own weapon, and roll in the mud to avoid getting stabbed. I managed to scramble to my feet, backing away as Gabby cornered me with her rage.

      I thought wildly of deceptions and lies. Until I realized that the worst thing I could say to her wasn’t a fae trick, but the truth.

      Gabby only had one weak spot that I knew of, and I had to utilize it. It was time to twist the knife in.

      “Did you know Droga’s been playing you?” I let out a mad laugh. “He’s had the power to bring Elijah back ever since you gained the Crystals.”

      Gabby froze, and I knew I’d hit her right where it hurt. Denial ebbed at her words as she spat, “No. Droga wouldn’t lie to me.”

      “All he does is lie. He could resurrect your mate with the help of the Crystals, but chose not to, because he wants you under his control!”

      “You’re lying!”

      She swung the blade at me, and I had to duck. I kept backing away, speaking as fast as I could.

      “Maybe you’re not insane,” I said frantically. “Maybe you’ve had too much power for too long, and you know what? Power corrupts when it’s unbound. You’ve carried nothing inside of you since Elijah died but bitterness and resentment. You’ve tried to bend the world to your will, and yet, none of it matters, because you lost it all. And when you try to change the world for too long, well, it changes you. I should know.”

      She punched me across the face, and I fell onto my knees. Gabby took me in, staring at me for a moment or two before her expression took on a look of dispassion.

      Gabby flung Lodburzan down before me, and it plopped in the mud. I had no idea what she was doing, until she said, “I’ll hear no more of your words. This fight is over. You will submit to my will… Damawilke.”

      Ice ran through my veins at the mention of my true name. I didn’t know how she’d found out, until I thought back.

      Jasper. He must’ve overheard Ethan and I talking in the woods after my ceremony. But if that was true, why hadn’t Gabby used my true name against me immediately after she’d learned it?

      The answer came to me quickly. Because she had tried, and failed. I’d been lost in time shortly after Jasper told Gabby what he knew. When my true name failed to render any power over me, Gabby must’ve figured it ineffective, a lie he had told her to mislead her… even though it was Kalina’s time powers that protected me, keeping me out of her reach. She couldn’t use my true name against me if I was lost in the time vortex of the universe, even as a goddess.

      I wondered why Gabby had waited until now at this point in the battle to put Jasper’s words to the test, and use my true name against me, until I realized it’d been due to a sore spot of pride. Gabby wanted to prove to herself she could beat me on her own merits. It’d eat away at her forever if she had to deal with the bitter truth that she had to take total control over my magic, and my mind, in order to defeat me. She’d have to accept the fact that she wasn’t strong enough to kill me on her own terms, and concede to the idea that I really was better than her. I knew Gabby, and to place me on a pedestal above her was a fate she’d consider worse than death.

      But I’d brought up Elijah, and now, she had ceased to care about her pride. My hands were no longer in my own control as I reached out and took Lodburzan. I put the blade against my throat, my form trembling as I prepared to sever my artery. With the use of my true name, Gabby had complete power over me, and I couldn’t fight back.

      “How does it feel to be completely helpless?” Gabby asked, satisfaction bursting through her tone. “You’re mine.”

      I thought it was over, then… until I heard a scathing voice in my mind whisper, She’s finally going to pay. I only wish it’d been worth it.

      Shock made my spirit go still. That wasn’t my thought. It was hers.

      Gabby had power over me with my true name, but doing so left her own mind open, and attached to my own. One last chance for me to save myself. Gabby’s mind was open to me now, and it would remain so as long as she attempted to use my true name against me.

      I had to at least try. Blood trickled down my skin as the edge of the sword dug in. Before my fingers moved to slash the blade across my neck, I followed the magical trail that held my mind to hers, and forced my way into Gabby’s consciousness.

      I felt Gabby’s body go still underneath my mental hold. I claimed her consciousness as if it was my own. I raced through her thoughts, taking in her recollections of her life, her dreams, her plot to take over everything that lived and breathed.

      With brute force, I turned her thoughts in a different direction. I could see every memory that Gabby had of Elijah playing out within her mind on hyper-speed, flashes of their life together and how happy they’d been. I pressed down upon her the despair now that Elijah was gone, the immensity of her endless grief. She’d lost her mate, and no title, whether that would be queen or goddess, would satisfy the emptiness she felt at the loss of her shifter.

      Sorceresses weren’t strong without their mates. Gabby held immense power, but the true, ultimate power she’d had… the power of love… had left her long ago. Becoming Droga’s bride could not come close. All the magic Droga had given her made her feel nothing, when Elijah’s love had given her everything.

      As I made that reality clear to her, I brought up another memory— the blissful night she and Elijah had conceived their daughter, for that had been the most wonderful moment of her life. For a single, shining moment, she knew she mattered to someone, and that she was her mate’s entire world. Elijah would die for her, and she knew it, because she’d do the same for him.

      It paled in stark comparison to the hopelessness she’d felt the morning Signe had been born. Her daughter was placed into her arms, and she’d had to lock eyes with a child who was forced to endure the world without a father to guide her.

      Elijah, truly, was gone. And without him, she could not bear to live a moment longer.

      Gabby fell to her knees. The hold she had on me vanished as she willingly let me go. I slowly rose, clutching Lodbuzan.

      Gabby didn’t move to flee as I came closer. She’d lost the will to fight.

      I wondered then if she’d cared at all once Elijah had died. She’d fought to raise Droga and stayed by his side to get revenge on us, and to provide safety for her daughter. But her greed had been destroyed once she’d lost her mate and king. Elijah had been her whole world, and without him, even the promise of owning a universe failed to satisfy.

      “Kill me,” Gabby rasped. “I wish to go to my mate, whether in heaven or hell he may be.”

      Elijah was definitely in the Underworld, and if Gabby wanted to join him so bad, I’d happily grant her request. I swung my sword at Gabby’s neck, gritting my teeth as I lopped off her head.

      Gabby’s headless corpse fell to the ground, while her head went flying several feet away. I did not mourn her. I only hoped she found some sort of peace.

      The minute she was dead, I scrambled to grab the Crystals. I pulled off the Crystals that were embedded in the breastplate, and wrenched the circlet from her dismembered head before grabbing the dark necklace from her severed neck.

      I expected the stones to be weakened by summoning the dead army, but they still thrummed with immense power. What Finlay had said was true. Gods could wield the power inside the Crystals without draining them of their magic, as long as they didn’t try too many powerful spells at once. It was so unfair.

      But the rules didn’t need to be on my side for us to have a chance of ending this. I shoved the stones into my bag with the silver crown, and made another portal back to the armory, leaving Gabby’s discarded corpse behind me.

      The army of the dead had nearly hacked my thorn barricade to bits. My friends were pressed against the wall, looking terrified that there was nowhere to go. Ethan locked eyes on my form, and relaxed when he saw I was unhurt.

      I didn’t understand why the dead army was still moving. I killed Gabby, and took the Crystals, so these walking corpses, along with the ghosts, should’ve stopped fighting.

      But then I realized that the spell Gabby had cast using the stones still held, and would continue to hold until I drained the power inside the Crystals of Harmony and used them to open the gate to Edinmyre. There would be no other way for me to direct or wield the magic inside the Crystals to stop Gabby’s spell. If I wanted the dead army gone, I still had to finish this.

      I blasted back the army with a blue ray of magic, which also shattered the rest of my thorn barricade. I created another portal with my other hand, while my friends blinked at me.

      “Come on!” I shouted. I ushered them through the portal. They entered one by one, until Ethan and I were the last ones through. I closed the portal so the corpses couldn’t follow us as we stood gasping on the edges of destroyed cobblestone streets.

      I’d transported us to the palace ruins. It was the closest my portal could take us to the Sacred Gathering, as the site was so magically powerful, it rendered any portals useless that attempted to appear anywhere near it. We’d have to run the rest of the way.

      Now that Gabby was dead, the thunderstorm had ended, and the sun was starting to come out, bathing the earth in an orange hue of a forlorn sunset.

      “Onawilke! I’m so glad you’re all right.” Ethan embraced me, and I held him against my body. I’d been so worried I wouldn’t see him again.

      “Did you get the Crystals?” Theo pressed.

      I nodded as I pulled out of Ethan’s arms. “Yes, and Gabby is dead.”

      Ethan sighed. “I don’t know if it makes much of a difference. The way to Edinmyre has been shut. The fae have lost their magic. We’re all going to die anyway. It’s too late.”

      “Don’t think like that. Fae are perishing as we speak! We need to keep fighting, and battle to save what’s left!” Kiara insisted.

      “Maybe we can still unite the stones. If so, we’ll be able to save those fae who haven’t disintegrated into dust,” Alexei added.

      “I mean, this would be a hell of a lot easier if we didn’t have to fight literal zombies,” Delmare complained.

      “It’s not like anything in our lives is simple!” Stefan let out a galliant laugh.

      “Hear, hear!” Theo agreed heartily. “As far as I’m concerned, an army of the dead makes it all the more interesting!”

      A light of hope came back into Ethan’s eyes. “Then let us press on! We can’t save everyone, but we might be able to restore the country! The sun hasn’t gone down yet!”

      I wasn’t sure if uniting the Crystals now would have any effect, now that the time to restore the portal had passed. But dammit, better late than never. We took off into the woods at a run, racing for the Sacred Gathering’s hold.

      There was fighting everywhere in Dolinska— and I truly meant everywhere. Fae were in the woods, battling corpses and fleeing for their lives. Dust was thick on the wind, and I choked on it as fae turned to ash before my very eyes. I saw sorceresses and shifters vanish, gasping their last before dissolving into thin air, only for their ghostly souls to appear on the very spot they’d perished, and give chase after us. I must’ve watched dozens of fae hiding in the woods become particles, floating away as their mates called their names. We didn’t stop to fight the corpses or the ghosts, just pursued onward.

      A spell flew by my head and nearly knocked it off. I skidded to a halt, turning in place to see who’d thrown it.

      It was Morgan— one of Gabby’s crones. She had blood streaked all over her face, and looked absolutely murderous.

      “Quit running and face me!” Morgan shouted. She approached with another spell in her hand. She had to be deranged. She was alone, and hopelessly outnumbered.

      She needed to get out of our way. We were trying to stop this!

      “Where’s Melissa?” I snapped. Her twin sister had to be somewhere nearby.

      “Like I’d tell you,” Morgan snarled. “I was on the battlefield! I watched you kill Gabby! She was my queen, but more than that, she was my best friend!”

      “She wasn’t your friend! She was your bully!” I screamed back. “She constantly picked on you and pitted you up against your sister for her own entertainment. That’s not someone you should grieve!”

      “You don’t get to tell me how to feel,” Morgan shouted. “Gabby was mean to me, but she gave me a new life as a noble lady in her court. You won’t get away with ruining my station!”

      Morgan tossed another spell, but I put a shield up to block it. The spell bounced off of it, backfiring against its caster and sailing in Morgan’s direction.

      Morgan screeched. She didn’t have time to get out of the way before her own spell collided with her torso. The spell spread across her skin like embers on burning paper, and with a high-pitched scream, Morgan withered away, a final blast creating a small crater in the ground as her entire form burst outward like a star exploding, glimmers of light ricocheting outward.

      I didn’t even stop to observe the smoking pit. Morgan had chosen her own fate, and if her sister was smart, she wouldn’t try the same thing her twin had and stand against us.

      We left the charred hole behind and kept going. About a quarter of a mile before we reached the Sacred Gathering, we reached a line of the walking dead. They held swords in their hands, and lifted a shield wall to prevent us from getting through.

      A lump formed in my throat. We couldn’t push forward that large of a force without condemning a few of us to their deaths.

      Ethan took a breath, preparing to tell us to fight. Before he could, a massive figure strode out of the trees and approached the line of soldiers.

      It was Professor Desmona. Her sword was streaked with gore, and a huge cut across her face bled madly as she faced the corpse army with the look of a true warrior.

      “Go, my queen,” Desmona called to me. “I will hold them off.”

      I forced myself to speak, although my voice was strained. “You can’t fight—”

      “I can, and I will, even if it means the end of me,” Desmona replied. “Run.”

      Ethan yanked on my arm, and my friends and I broke off running in the opposite direction, to go around the line of soldiers. From behind us, Desmona challenged the dead army.

      “I hear the voices of my ancestors calling, beckoning me to the Great Hunting Grounds!” Desmona cried. “You cannot make me fear you!”

      There was moaning from the corpses, a war cry from Desmona, the clashing of steel. I dared to look behind, although it was a glance that I would regret for the rest of my life. Tears streamed down my face, and I let out a choked cry as I watched Professor Desmona be buried under a pile of walking dead, her screams of victory choked out as she was brutally slaughtered.

      I prayed that Desmona would raise a mug of ale tonight with her ancestors in the Great Hunting Grounds. But first, we had to set her spirit, and the souls of the other fae, free.

      I broke into sobs when I saw the sight of the Sacred Gathering. The cauldron hanging in the middle of the circle had never looked more welcoming. When we got to the clearing, I fell to the ground and tipped the bag over. The Crystals came spilling out from the bag, though I shoved the silver crown back inside. I used my magic to unforge the Crystals from my sword, the circlet and the dark necklace and they fell one-by-one onto the ground.

      “Oh, Emma, please hurry,” Odette whimpered. “He’s coming.”

      My heart raced, and a tightness strangled the life from my chest as I heard the sound of hoofbeats approaching. Droga knew we’d defeated his wife, and that we had the stones. He was going to stop us from performing the ceremony.

      Over my dead body.

      “Place these in a circle around the Gathering!” I screamed. I distributed the stones, giving them to my friends and Ethan. I clutched the Unseelie stone, racing to put it at the top of the circle and across from the Seelie stone as the others put the wolven, dragon, alicorn, and griffin stones into their respective places.

      I entered the middle of the circle. Once I did, the tremendous power of the Crystals of Harmony coursed through me. Their magic connected, making intertwined strands of blue, red, pink, gold, white, and black, blaring out a humming sound that thrummed through my being. I felt their resonance rocking me to my core like the touch of a god as a windstorm whipped around the area at their power. My own magic as the Worldweaver paled in comparison to even one of these stones. Their combined power nearly knocked me off my feet, but I forced myself to remain steady as my hair whipped around my face.

      It was then Droga arrived. The massive black stag turned over trees in his way, his form looming over me. His eyes glowed with a reddish fury that was truly damning. I shook in his presence as the colors of the Crystals of Harmony whirled around me. Smoke furled from Droga’s nostrils as he lowered his head, preparing to break the circle the Crystals made and end the ceremony.

      My friends scattered away from his stomping hooves, ducking into the trees and away from the Sacred Gathering to avoid being trampled. All but one, that was.

      Kiara did something crazy. Instead of running away like everyone else, she charged in front of Droga. She stared up at him, refusing to tremble in his stead.

      Out of my way, girl, Droga seethed. You are delaying destiny.

      “Kiara!” Alexei cried, and he rushed to protect her. Then his eyes shifted, and his gaze widened as he looked at something beyond Droga.

      Even over the humming of the Crystals, I heard him utter, “The doe—”

      Droga lowered his head and charged. One of his antlers pierced Alexei straight through the chest. He let out a gasping noise as the air left his lungs, eyes wide with shock.

      Kiara gave a horrible wail, and Droga threw his head back. Alexei sailed through the air until he landed harshly on his side, and I heard several of his bones break. I stared open-mouthed at him, expecting him to get up, before I realized…

      He didn’t see me anymore. He didn’t see anything. He was gone.

      “Kiara, run!” I pleaded, voice cracking on the last note. Didn’t she see that Droga was unstoppable? He’d killed Alexei! She needed to save herself!

      “Finish the ceremony!” Kiara screeched, in terrible pain. She’d just lost her mate, the love of her life, yet she still refused to move, planting herself between the dark god and me.

      Droga snorted, digging his hoof into the ground before he lowered his gaze on Kiara. She gave a rattling gasp as Droga absorbed her life energy, draining her until there was nothing left.

      Kiara collapsed beside Alexei’s lifeless form.

      In her eyes, I saw the reflection of the spectral doe just before the light went out.

      Odette gave a high-pitched scream, and Delmare began wailing. I heard the sobs of the shifters as they witnessed the lifeless forms of our greatest friends lie discarded on the ground like Droga’s playthings.

      Ah, now. Where were we? Droga asked.

      Tears trickled down my face. My tongue attempted to form words, but there were none that could describe the devastation that I’d just witnessed. I’d seen so many cruel things in my life, but this…

      Kiara and Alexei had been a part of us. They’d been our family. Without them, we would’ve never gotten this far. Why would they give themselves up like this?

      “Emma!” Ethan shouted from nearby. “The sacrifice!”

      I stalled. Lucien said that I would have to make a sacrifice to unite the stones, although we hadn’t been sure what it was. The ceremony could require anything.

      Then it struck me, sharp as a blade. Kiara understood. I had figured the stones needed my sacrifice, my life for the portal to open, but Kiara had realized that the Crystals would accept any sacrifice, so long as it was an offering of fae blood. That’s why she’d charged in front of Droga so freely, so bravely, ready to give it all.

      There was nothing more to offer. I’d already made my sacrifice, because I’d lost two of my best friends. Their blood had spilled upon the revered land of the Sacred Gathering. The stones were satisfied with the gift. I could end this.

      With the loss of Kiara and Alexei still echoing in my voice, I cried out the incantation with all the strength— all the pain— I could muster.

      
        
        “Loyalty, bravery, faith and compassion,

        In perfect harmony.

        Crystals united here as one

        To restore our history.

      

        

      
        Edinmyre and Earth married true,

        No longer may we roam

        Light and dark now join together,

        Guiding our way home.”

      

      

      The light that connected the Crystals erupted toward the sky, creating a halo as it shot into space. I began to hover off the ground, and all of Dolinska shook. Magic surged, creating a sonic boom that echoed throughout the area. The powerful shockwave nearly knocked Droga off his feet, making him stumble against a tree.

      As the Worldweaver, I felt my powers expand and grow as a new connection was forged between Earth and Edinmyre. Energy surged through me until I was a conduit, giving life to all the fae in Malovia. Through the colors swirling around me, I watched as magic returned to my friends, rushing into their chests until their entire bodies glowed with a thin, ethereal sheen that glimmered more dazzling than diamonds.

      All at once, there was a shattering sound as the Crystals were destroyed. Each one broke into a million pieces, turning to dust with the immense power it took to create the portal, floating away upon the wind. As my feet touched the ground again, I walked forward, completely mystified. An ivory gate had appeared, its features appearing as if it had been carved to look like wood twisted with climbing ivy. Within the gate was a thin veil, displaying beautiful hills and mountains, winding forests and massive trees. All you had to do to get there was step through.

      A true, permanent portal to Edinmyre. Now the fae could go back and forth whenever they wanted. The Sacred Gathering had been changed. Any faerie could come to this gate and enter in, and through it, they’d be able to return to their ancestral home. Tears coursed down my cheeks as I witnessed the incredible, magical sight.

      I realized that all was silent. The howls of the walking dead were no longer haunting the skies. They, and the ghostly specters, were gone. Droga could not summon them to fight without the Crystals.

      No! This cannot be! Droga raged. He stomped his hooves, tossing his antlered head angrily as he cried, I am going to destroy you!

      I faced Droga without fear. He could kill me. I’d done what I needed to do and fulfilled my destiny. He’d already killed two beloved friends. In my eyes, what he proceeded to do now didn’t make any difference, because he’d already lost.

      Droga fixated his eyes on me. I knew he was working his dark magic upon me, calling upon it to drain my powers and take my life force for his own. But his red gaze flashed as I felt his power swell around me.

      It refused to touch me. His magic came close, then drew away like it was burned. I felt a thick, warm energy surrounding me like a blanket, and a golden light shimmered on my skin and armor. I turned my hands over as I observed them, completely mystified.

      You have been shielded by Milonna’s grace. I cannot take your life, Droga said with astonishment.

      Droga’s attention moved to the side, where Ethan was hiding behind a tree. He’d been creeping up behind him, attempting to get close for a silent strike.

      However… Droga breathed. That doesn’t mean I can’t get someone else to take it for me.

      My breath was stolen from me as Droga whipped out and grabbed Ethan. He used his Unseelie magic to wrap him in dark chains, hovering him over his antlers. My mate struggled against the bond, his expression cold with fear.

      “Let him go!” I shrieked. My hands shook with fury, and my heart was overtaken by panic as I watched my mate be captured by Droga’s dark power.

      If you want him, claim him for yourself! Droga took off. Trees toppled over in his path as the Black Stag of Wrath ran away from the Sacred Gathering and back toward the city, taking Ethan with him.

      I took a running start forward, grabbing Lodburzan from the ground before leaping into the air. My wings lifted me into the sky, and I beat them faster and faster in order to keep pace with Droga, who had already gotten a decent head start. He was toppling over buildings in his escape, laughing maniacally as I hurtled behind.

      The sunset crashed over the horizon as I gave chase. The heavens above had turned from orange to red, bathing Dolinska in a bloody light.

      I didn’t know where he was taking me, until I watched Droga collide with the Field. The east side of the massive wooden arena where the King’s Contest was held blew to pieces as Droga smashed through it.

      Once I got there, Droga faced me at the other end, shoulders heaving as he shuddered with hatred. Ethan was on the ground underneath his hooves, on his hands and knees and looking more trapped than I’d ever seen him appear.

      “Droga!” I screamed. I cast my hand out. With the full power of Edinmyre flooding through me, I summoned the height of my magic.

      A pack of sapphire, glowing wolves as large as Droga manifested in the arena. They turned on Droga with snarling forms and ran at him, their paws pounding against the earth. The ground shook, and Droga let out a scream as the wolves descended upon him. They pounced on his pack, sinking their teeth into his neck and sides. The group fought as real animals would, and I watched as my pack tore into Droga like he was a stag they’d cornered on the hunt.

      When Droga was busy, Ethan and I ran to each other. We met up in the middle of the arena, and grabbed each other’s arms.

      “Onawilke, the silver crown,” Ethan panted. “Use it now.”

      “You need to run—” I began to say, because I didn’t want Ethan to be here. Putting Droga in his grave would be a lot easier if I wasn’t worried about my mate getting hurt. But the ground shook again, and Ethan and I held on as cracks began to form in the earth. The scream from Droga made my heart nearly cease to beat in my chest.

      I’ve had enough of this! Droga had defeated my wolves. They faded away into the wind as he approached us, though his steps were staggering. The wolves had torn into him, and he was dripping blood, his skin ripped to pieces as he approached. I forced myself to have courage as I got to my feet to face him.

      “You can keep knocking me down, but I’ll get up every time,” I told him. “No matter how many scars you give me, all it does is provide me with strength. I’ll always keep fighting you, no matter what I lose. Champions are built, not born. I earned my title as Worldweaver every time I had to pick myself back up and keep fighting, and now, I don’t know how to stay on my knees.”

      Droga sneered. Milonna’s champions are weak. This won’t be the happy ending you think it is.

      “You can’t stop me, Droga,” I told him. “Nothing can stop me, because you know what? No one can. To become what I desired to be, all I had to do was know that I was unstoppable, and that my victory was inevitable. I had already won before I even came to Malovia, before I knew about my destiny… all of it. Not you, or hell, or even my own fear was able to stand in my way. Nothing is powerful enough to stop me, unless I choose that it will. I decide my fate and my life. You say that you are a god, but I create the magic in my life. And because of that, I’m stronger than you could ever be.”

      Droga let out a dark chuckle. You think you have everything figured out, Worldweaver. But even you won’t be able to resist the darkness of the Hidden King. One who has already promised his blood to me.

      I didn’t understand what he was talking about.

      “Stop speaking in riddles!” Ethan shouted. “The Hidden King is dead!”

      Don’t play games with me, boy. Elijah Zlodia was no dark master. It is you who are the leader of the Unseelie, Droga replied.

      “What? No, I’m not!” Ethan protested.

      Then Ethan’s eyes flashed violet, and remained that way. A twisting feeling knotted up my insides as I watched Ethan withdraw his sword from its sheath, and approach me.

      He took a wide swing in my direction. I batted it off, though the blow made me stumble backward and nearly off my feet.

      “What are you doing?” I gasped.

      “I’m sorry, onawilke! I can’t stop myself!” Ethan wailed.

      Droga emitted a chilling laugh. Mine to control. You will die this day, Worldweaver, at your mate’s own hand. There is no escaping it.

      I struggled to comprehend what was going on. A faint memory broke into my mind… of Ethan offering his blood to Droga at the stone altar, in the catacombs where the Black Claw had been hiding, in order to gain entry to the cult. The altar had glowed amethyst once his blood had touched it. The same color his eyes were gleaming now.

      Lord Lucien’s words brought only more confirmation. “A Hidden King can only come from the line of the first original Unseelie kings, which originated hundreds of years ago. This must be a bloodline that Ethan and Elijah both share… an Unseelie king never makes their identity known, for the safety of his court and his people… if they are to be true leaders of the Unseelie, these Hidden Kings must remain out of sight, and unproclaimed. That’s how the royal magic passes down, from one Unseelie monarch to another.”

      Wretched grief cleaved me through as the love of my life approached me with a sword. I had no choice but to face the grave truth.

      Ethan was the Hidden King. He always had been. And as Odette had prophesied, me saving Ethan’s life from the leshane had brought my killer right to me. My mate had just agreed to another bad contract, with the dark god holding the terms. By refusing Droga’s accusation that he was the Hidden King, Ethan had confirmed that he was— because a Hidden King always had to deny that they were one. With his denial of the name, he’d consented to being the Hidden King himself.

      The dark god had tricked Ethan into confirming he was the ruler of the Unseelie by getting him to verbally say that he wasn’t. And now, with the offering of blood, alongside his declination of the title, Ethan was Droga’s to control.

      My husband struck again. I batted away his sword with a clash of my own, and put up a hand to blast Ethan back. He rolled backward, only to spring back up again. I threw a battle orb, but it was a half-hearted attempt. It sailed by his head as his sword struck mine again. I attempted to use a binding spell on him, but as it settled around his form, the spell melted away. Droga’s wrath protected Ethan, as Milonna’s grace protected me.

      A lump grew thick in my throat. I couldn’t cast anything worthwhile to defend myself, because it would kill Ethan. Droga had complete control over him. Though he wanted to stop, he couldn’t. The offering of his blood upon the stone altar, and the bad contract he’d just made, had given Droga utter power over my husband.

      See if you can put me away now! Droga cried. Choose, Worldweaver! Your own life, or the life of your mate!

      “Emma, kill me,” Ethan pleaded as we fought. His blows made my arms quiver and ache. In his tone was desperation. “Take my life so you may live.”

      Tears fell as he struggled to resist Droga’s hold, and though his eyes gleamed amethyst, I could tell within them was nothing but suffering and woe. Ethan longed to die, if it meant saving me.

      “I won’t hurt you!” I promised. If I could seal Droga away inside his tomb, his control over Ethan would end. We might get out of this alive. I put an exploding shield between us, and it blew Ethan back a few feet, giving me some time. I fished my left hand in my bag and wrenched out the silver crown, taking a breath to recite the spell.

      
        
        “Droga, Black Stag of Wrath,

        On fae souls you have dined—”

      

      

      I grunted and had to stop the incantation as Ethan came charging at me. He rammed his shoulder into mine, and I scrambled away from him. His sword smashed into the dirt as I rolled out of the way, choking out the words.

      
        
        “The time for suffering is over now,

        With my magic thus I bind—”

      

      

      I scrambled to grab my sword and get back on my feet just before Ethan’s sword cut off my head. I stopped his blade mid-swing, though my arm shook. I continued to speak as I batted Ethan off, dancing around him and fainting blows.

      
        
        “Return to your stone prison,

        This silver crown is your jailer

        For I have come to offer it,

        The blood of a Worldweaver.”

      

      

      I blocked another one of Ethan’s blows, and the effect left him open. I could easily stab him through the heart right there, and it would all be over.

      Yet I hesitated, and Ethan belted out, “What are you waiting for! Kill me, and save yourself!”

      I could not respond before he attacked again. A corner of his sword nicked my forehead, causing blood to stream into my eyes. Everything went red, and I trembled with the inevitability of it all.

      Droga snorted, growing impatient with Ethan’s failed attempts to end me. This shall not pass! I will not allow it to happen!

      Droga put his head down and charged at me, aiming his antlers at my torso. I kicked Ethan down and spun around at the last moment, facing Droga just before he impaled me. I dodged around his antlers and plunged my sword forward, crying out,

      
        
        “God of agony and suffering,

        Return now to your grave!”

      

      

      My sword went upward. It penetrated the bottom of Droga’s mouth, slicing upward through his skull and entering his brain. With my other hand, I slammed the crown onto Droga’s head, as hard as I could muster.

      We both froze, then. Droga gave a gurgled chuckle. Blood came bubbling up past his lips as he looked at me. Well, well.

      I wasn’t sure what was so damn funny… until I realized I couldn’t breathe. I was literally unable to take a breath.

      Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw her. The spectral doe. She gazed back at me with her ghostly form, bowing her head to me in what seemed like reverence as she acknowledged the end.

      I looked down… and saw that there was a sword sticking through my chest.

      Blood poured from the middle of me, soaking my armor. I could feel it inside of me, now, the blade… it was sharp and stinging, cutting a hole through my organs, most profoundly, my heart. I wasn’t sure how it kept beating, struck through like that, and knew it wouldn’t for much longer.

      The breaths from Ethan’s lungs were rattling and shallow as he stumbled before me. He had let go of the hilt of the blade that he’d used to stab me in the back. His expression was wide with shock, unable to believe that he’d truly done it.

      I was still holding on to the silver crown on Droga’s head, though my shaking fingers were about to drop it from my grasp. With the last of my breath, I choked out the final words.

      
        
        “I say to you, god of poor death,

        This world be no longer your slave.”

      

      

      I felt all of my magic leave me as I surrendered it to the power of the silver crown. It flooded outward through my torso as it rushed toward Droga in one powerful blue burst.

      As the wave of sapphire magic hit him, Droga gave a dying moan. The silver crown burst into ash, spreading away like smoke on the wind… never to be used again.

      The dark god withered away as a stone monument rose out of the cracks of the earth, forming from the jagged stone underneath the surface. The lid of the stone coffin opened up. Droga’s body collapsed, his hooves scrambling against the dirt as my magic wrapped around him, forming chains. Against his will, he was dragged toward the grave. With one last cry of rage, he disappeared into the bowels of the earth, and the lid of the tomb was placed over the stone coffin. A new seal appeared, containing Droga within his grave once again, until a time in the future that none of us knew. My sword lay covered in his black blood before the new grave.

      I coughed. Blood spewed out of my mouth as my knees buckled. The amethyst glow had vanished from Ethan’s eyes, and he caught me before I hit the ground. The sound of his broken sobs were the most agonizing thing I’d ever heard as he cradled me in his arms. His warm tears dotted my face, and I felt cold as life began to leave me.

      This day was just a wicked replay of every horrid moment Ethan and I had been forced to go through. Enduring the King’s Contest here at the Field… the struggle to save him from the leshane’s control… the bitter memory of the night when he’d stabbed me at the masquerade…

      Yet this time, his blade had struck true. There would be no recovery from this. My prophecy had finally come to pass. It was done… I never had to worry about it ever again. Relief overcame me, and I welcomed dying. I was glad for it to be over.

      The strangest thing happened. I heard the notes of my ice skating program flooding my ears, the crescendo of A Time for Us being played on a far-off violin. My lip wobbled as I realized we truly were Romeo and Juliet. We’d never get our happy ending, though we’d tried.

      It’d been worth it. I hadn’t gotten long with Ethan, but the time I did have with him had immensely mattered. It was okay. I could go in peace.

      “Don’t leave me,” Ethan whimpered. His shaking fingers brushed my face in an act of supreme love.

      “I’ll never leave,” I whispered back. “I love you.”

      “My love is a poison,” Ethan spat, his grief wrenching out of him as he wept over me.

      “Then I’ll drink it from your lips. Don’t deny me, my love.”

      I had the faintest acknowledgement of Ethan’s mouth pressing to my own. I could not muster a response back, because by that point, I was fading into another world. I savored the final, sweet taste of him as my soul left my body, venturing toward the unknown.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      There was a golden light at the end of a tunnel. I heard birdsong, and tasted honey, and smelled new blossoms on the wind. Up ahead was a beautiful spring land, beckoning me to venture there. I felt no pain, nor did I have any worry. Everything was well.

      The first thing I saw was the hag. She waited for me, her elderly form giving me a withered smile as she extended a wrinkled hand, beckoning me to come closer.

      I did so without question. The hag had given me my prophecy. She’d been there for me at the very beginning, and every step along the way. It was no wonder she’d appear now, at the conclusion of my quest.

      As I ventured closer, the hag morphed. Her face became young, pleasant. Surprise drifted through me as the hag transformed into the Spring Princess, virginal features shining through.

      I was beginning to understand. When I’d nearly come close enough to the Spring Princess to touch her, she changed yet again. I caught sight of Milonna’s motherly form. The smile on her face was gentle, though her expression was beaming with pride.

      My champion. Milonna opened her arms, and took a step toward me.

      Joy clung to me like a warm blanket. I realized, then, what Milonna truly was… the maiden, mother, and crone, all three forms of womanhood in one. She’d been guiding me along my journey all along, taking different shapes. Now I was grateful I’d always listened to the hag’s words, because they’d led me straight to my goddess’s arms.

      I fell into her embrace, and as she wrapped me within her affectionate touch, I felt as if the world itself had been repaired. Or, my world, at least.

      “Goddess.” I breathed in her beautiful lilac scent and knew as long as I was with her, nothing would ever harm me.

      You have done so well, my champion, Milonna said, and she grasped my shoulders as she took a step back. How would you like to join my Brygada?

      Figures appeared behind Milonna. Thousands of shieldmaidens and sorceresses, her champions, conjured in a circle around me. They wore armor and robes, carried heavy weapons and powerful magic.

      These were the strongest and bravest women that had ever lived, beings that served Milonna in the afterlife as a reward for their great deeds on Earth. Now, they wanted me to be one of them. There was no higher honor.

      I glanced behind. I could still hear Ethan’s sobs echoing in the distance, though they got farther away with each passing moment. I thought of him, my family… my friends.

      “What about them?” I asked.

      They’ll be all right, Milonna said gently, and she extended her hand. Come.

      I took Milonna’s hand. I grasped her fingers tightly as she led me to the spring portal, through the golden light and into a new life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Ethan

        

      

    

    
      Someone kill me. If the gods have any mercy, they’ll take my life.

      They had none, for I was cursed to roam this earthly plane after my love had departed from this world. By my own hand, for I had killed my mate.

      Dolinska had been rebuilt by sorcery. After the battle was over and it was clear who had won, the country had hurried to install me as king yet again on Malovia’s throne.

      I did not want it. I did not want anything, save for my wife to come back to me.

      Magic had come back to the fae world with the reopening of the portal to Edinmyre, stronger than it ever had been. The portal that Emma had opened to Edinmyre had remained open permanently. Fae were drifting back and forth between the two realms, touring their ancestral home.

      It was truly a miracle, but the wonder failed to cheer me. There were no miracles left in the world. Not for me.

      Sorceresses had reconstructed Milonna’s cathedral with their magic, and it is where Emma lay now. My wife’s body was lying in state, presented at the head of the cathedral in a glass coffin. The coroner had stitched up the hole in her heart that I’d made, and placed a spell upon her to preserve the body, but no embalming had been done. Her hair had been combed, blood washed from her skin as she lay in her finest navy gown. Her hands were placed gently on top of her sword, lips painted red. She lay in the same spot we’d been crowned, the same place we’d taken our wedding vows, underneath the light of the circular stained glass window. If anyone deserved such reverence in the halls of a goddess, it was her.

      She’d been dead for six days, presented here to the public so they could say their final farewell. My eyes fixated on Emma’s husk and refused to leave. Her skin was no longer soft but waxy, form rigid and cold. She appeared a lifeless statue, a relic, and not the girl I’d loved.

      I’d planned for a future with this woman… fought at her side, made love to her. That body couldn’t be the one I had touched so fondly, the one I’d thought so fair on our wedding day. This must be some sort of cruel dream.

      I’d given up everything to be with her. Ultimately, I’d failed to protect her from her final demise.. which was myself.

      I no longer had a soul. It’d withered away when she had died.

      It was my last day with her. We’d hold an official funeral and bury her tomorrow.

      So many people showed up to pay their respects. The halls of the cathedral had been crowded with fae wishing to say goodbye to their queen. The line extended outward past the doors of the cathedral. People had to stand in line for hours to get a short moment with the queen’s remains, but still they stayed, standing out in the pouring rain just for a chance to kneel before her glass casket.

      Piles of white roses had been brought and laid at the coffer’s feet by the masses. They’d all heard the legendary stories by now, and came to revere the Worldweaver that had saved them from the wrath of Droga and his evil bride.

      As they left, people whispered and bowed to me, giving their condolences. I hardly acknowledged them. On my shoulder, Tygrys buzzed, his head hung low. He’d barely left me since we’d lost her, and the faekin seemed entirely distraught. Without Emma, he was entirely confused on what to do. He had no purpose anymore.

      I felt much the same.

      I hadn’t left the cathedral since she’d been brought in. I remained in the pews like a ghost, haunted by what I’d done. My greatest crime was upon me, and my sentence was that I’d have to deal with the guilt of carrying it forever.

      I’d murdered my love. A thousand hells could not compare to that reality. If only Droga had finished me off. It would have been a mercy.  But it wasn’t like the dark god to bestow kindness, and I was certain that this was my true punishment for everything I’d done wrong. I’d killed my father, and others. So many lives were wasted at my hand.

      I’d felt her heart give way under my blade as I’d shoved it through, and had ceased to feel anything since but harsh remorse and utter sorrow. I thought I’d been sad before, but those unhappy times had been illusions. I didn’t know what the word sadness meant, until now. Everything I’d felt before paled in comparison to this endless, all-encompassing grief. I was lost. Without her, I didn’t know where to go.

      What had it all been for? Nothing mattered anymore. There was no balm or comfort that would help ease this pain.

      Through the quiet of the cathedral, I heard the strings of a lute. Sorceresses sang out in low voices, a tribute to their fae queen.

      
        
        Into the world borne a rose-maiden fair

        Eyes of green and red of hair

        A maiden beholden to her fate

        Destined to be cleaven from her mate

      

        

      
        He was called the White Wolf, a chosen king

        And this is the tragedy of which we sing

        For he took the maiden for his bride

        Believing her fate he could abide

      

        

      
        So the maiden was made queen

        But there were things still yet unseen

        The dryca warned her she would die

        Yet the maiden believed she lied

      

        

      
        Revolution tore the country apart

        And it broke the maiden’s heart

        She tried to stop what destiny would make

        This would be her greatest mistake

      

        

      
        Blood red from her body ran

        Her death did echo through the land

        In his arms the king held her tight

        While her soul fled safely through the night.

      

        

      
        Melted away the last of the snow

        As the maiden’s life grew to a close

        Now forever our nation knows

        Of the White Wolf king

        And his white rose.

      

      

      I’d remembered the stricken faces of my friends as I’d carried Emma’s body up the streets of Dolinska, covered in her blood and weeping so hard I couldn’t see straight. Recollections of that night were… foggy. I barely remembered Arthur attempting to wrench Emma out of my arms, or how I’d hit him and clung her to me. I didn’t remember being dragged off by Stefan, or the noises my friends had made when they’d realized…

      One thing I did recall, however, was how I’d raged at them the moment Emma’s body had been taken away to be prepared for burial.

      “Why, Odette?” I’d choked as evening fell, the moment the battle had ended. “Why’d you let me live?”

      She’d stared at me with those big blue eyes of hers and said nothing. The others were similarly wordless.

      “You should’ve killed me! Any one of you!” I’d bellowed. I’d pointed violently at Odette, and Theo had stepped in front of me, to shield her from my rage. “You had foreseen it— you knew that I would cause her death, yet you permitted me to live! Now look what’s been wrought… Emma is gone.”

      Odette was barely able to utter, “It was her choice.”

      And so it was. I wanted to lay down and die of misery, for I could not bear to live with myself after killing my own mate.

      Yet I’d sworn an oath to Malovia. I was still a king, and my people needed me, as broken as this country was. Someone had to step in and set things right again.

      I hoped I wouldn’t last long. Another war, an assassination, perhaps, and I’d let them take me. Then this damned country could host another King’s Contest, put another fool on the throne, and he’d be challenged for power by some other greedy soul, and on and on it would go, because the fae were brutal bastards who never learned their lesson. Our sons and daughters would continue to pay the price, and we’d go on to ruin each other until the end of time.

      I didn’t want any part in it anymore. I’d had my fill of the game of power, and I had no desire to keep playing.

      I just wanted to be with my wife.

      A hunkering form sat down beside me. His cloak was dirty, and he smelled of ale. I don’t think he’d put the bottle down since the glass casket had been unveiled.

      If anyone’s grief was comparable to mine, it was Lucien’s. He had lost a child. He shifted beside me and said hoarsely, “You should get some rest.”

      I hadn’t slept in days, besides catching off moments in the pews during the middle of the night. “I must sit vigil beside her grave. She needs me.”

      “Your country needs you. You will need to return to rule, after tomorrow.”

      The thought of leaving Emma in the burial chambers underneath the cathedral while I returned to give orders and make decrees was harrowing. I’d promised Emma I’d go on if she died, vowed to make things right in the country even if she wasn’t here, and move on despite the pain of losing her.

      That promise had been foolhardy to make, because I didn’t think I could do it. I wanted to crawl into that glass casket with her and suffocate… never to come out. I felt ashamed I was breaking my vow to her, after she’d been so worried about my reaction to her loss, but we hadn’t planned for this. Perhaps there would’ve been a chance I could’ve gone on without her if she had died under different circumstances, but I had been the one that had killed her, and so, the remorse alone was enough to turn my promise into nothing but regret.

      I was a coward unable to keep a simple vow to my mate. Another reason to despise myself.

      Lucien shifted beside me, and I felt urged to speak.

      “I’m sorry.” I’d said it a million times to him since that day.

      “It’s not your fault.”

      He’d said that a million times, too. I didn’t know if either of us believed it, but by some miracle, Lucien still loved me. He didn’t hold me accountable for Emma’s end.

      I wished he did. A father’s revenge would be a welcome release from this cursed existence.

      Evonna had refused to return to Malovia with the twins since she’d heard the news. She was more or less in denial. She’d truly believed that Emma would not die.

      We all had, I supposed. Each of us thought we’d find a way around the prophecy.

      She’d refused Lucien’s offer to come to America. She wanted to be alone. I wasn’t sure where they’d end up after this. I felt I’d ended their marriage the same as I ended Emma’s life.

      Lucien uncapped a flask and took a swig. The smell of vodka hit my nose. He wasn’t one to drink. Lucien was an honorable man, always willing to keep up the good fight, but this seemed to be his limit on what he’d accept out of life. It was terribly sad, watching such a strong and wise warrior turn into a drunk.

      I’d driven him there.

      “Stefan wishes to speak with you,” Lucien said after clearing his throat. “He’s waiting.”

      “I cannot leave her.”

      “Go. I will sit vigil.”

      Parting from Emma’s body, even for a moment, was torture of the sheerest kind. But she wasn’t there anymore, and I had friends who needed me. With a great deal of effort, I got up, and proceeded toward the entrance to the cathedral. Tygrys followed, hovering behind me with humming wings. My feet felt like they were stepping on daggers, body full of lead as I exited the main sanctuary.

      Stefan, Delmare, Theo and Odette were in a private room off the entrance hall, all dressed in black. Stefan and Theo remained in the corner, their heads bowed. Odette had refused to look at so much as a bottle of water since everything had happened. She sat in a wooden chair and stared at a burning candle, watching it die out.

      Delmare sniffed as she lifted Isaak in her arms. She’d barely said a word since Emma had been gone, and when she did, she started crying. She thought it was better to stay silent.

      It pained me how empty the room felt. Three of us were dead now. That only five were left made things feel incredibly barren.

      Emma would be appalled. All of us dressed in all our finest funeral gear, looking somber and unable to stop crying. She’d want us to go out in the sunlight and enjoy the day.

      How could we without her, Alexei, and Kiara?

      I nearly heard Emma say, This is gross. You guys need to stop being dramatic and make a dick joke or something.

      A smile barely lifted my lips as I heard the ghost of her voice in my mind. She would definitely say something like that.

      “You wanted to see me?” My voice cracked as I looked at Stefan. I couldn’t imagine why any of them wanted anything to do with me ever again.

      I knew at least one person in this foyer shared that sentiment. Since I’d confessed to them what I’d done, Delmare had been unable to look me in the eye. I knew; she hated me.

      And Stefan loved me, and was my best friend. He did not blame me, and she did. That caused division between them. I’d overheard them tearfully arguing about it before the cathedral had closed late last night.

      My mere existence was causing damage to everyone. Was I going to end their marriage, too?

      Stefan nodded, and pushed off the wall. “We need to decide what we’re going to do with their ashes.”

      I understood his meaning without him having to explain more. The day after the battle, we’d burned Kiara and Alexei on a joint pyre, and combined their remains into a single urn. The only question we had now was where they should be buried.

      “The urn should go to Kiara’s family. Siona and her parents weren’t able to be at the funeral,” Theo added quietly.

      “What about Alexei?” Delmare asked.

      “We’ll keep some,” Theo decided. “We’ll spread a pile of their ashes in the woods outside of the university. Then we’ll give the rest to Siona. It’s the right thing to do.”

      No one objected further, so it appeared we all agreed.

      Theo said, “Do you think we caused this?”

      Odette had been silent throughout this whole thing, but now she whispered, “Yes.”

      The room went silent at her answer, and Theo went to explain. “We took the dragon oath to unite the stones at any cost, even upon death. The stones needed a sacrifice to unite— any sacrifice, not just Emma’s. Kiara figured that out before the rest of us did. She and Alexei died to fulfill it. Maybe it wasn’t even their choice. The oath’s magic bound them to it.”

      “I knew when we took that oath some of us weren’t getting out of this,” Stefan said gravely.

      “So it’s confirmed,” I said darkly. “The dragon oath killed them.”

      “Of course it did! Perhaps if we hadn’t made that vow, they’d still be here today,” Delmare spat, and a tear slipped down her cheek.

      “Some of us wouldn’t be,” her husband said, and he wiped the tear away. “No matter how we could’ve done things differently, it wouldn’t have changed anything. Someone always had to die.”

      “And Emma wouldn’t have survived.” Odette closed her eyes. “Not in any circumstance.”

      I went to walk out of the room. Before I could, Stefan strode forward and grabbed my shoulder. “Ethan, wait.”

      I nearly attacked him. His comforting touch was like fiery iron being pressed to my skin. I did not like it. I did not want it. “What?”

      “You can’t keep going on like this,” Stefan insisted. “She wouldn’t have—”

      “What would you have me do?” I responded harshly. “My wife is dead.”

      Stefan’s hand slowly dropped from my shoulder, and he stared at me. He had no words to give.

      I couldn’t stand around and talk about this anymore. I left them all without a goodbye.

      I wanted to return to Emma’s body, but I had a filthy longing to be alone, and I couldn’t sit vigil at her grave while bearing the brunt of her father’s grief alongside my own. I wandered the halls of the cathedral aimlessly, avoiding the high priestesses who offered a listening ear. By the gods, I was just looking for some peace.

      I heard Finlay ahead, talking in a low voice to Amantha. I knew if he saw me he’d try to bolster my spirits, and I couldn’t handle that right now, so I took the other way around.

      I found myself wandering the stairs downward, to the crypts below the cathedral. By the entrance, there was already an empty space in the wall prepared for Emma’s internment.

      I hated it.

      I ended up at my father’s grave. I stared up at the statue that held his visage and found no comfort. Tygrys fluttered to the top of the statue and stood on its head. I knelt before the outlet that contained my father’s casket, putting my head to the cool stone and pleading that someone would hear me.

      “Father, please,” I begged. “Don’t let me go through this alone. Intercede on my behalf to the gods that my existence ends now, so I do not continue to be this shell of a man. If not, then show me the way to restore what I have lost. Do not watch as I continue to be lost in my misery, no matter how much I deserve it. If I was ever your son, and you still have love for me in your heart, then please… give me a way out of this.”

      I opened my eyes and withdrew my head from the stone. I fell backward, jaw open in surprise as I realized that I was kneeling across from my father.

      He hovered in the air as a spirit, dressed in all the finery of a king. His body was whole, and his countenance was gracious as he stared at me from above. I thought I’d forgotten what my father looked like, but seeing him now, it was like he’d been committed to my memory. Every line in his face was identical. Even his bold spirit took up the room, as it had in life.

      “It’s you,” I gasped out. I couldn’t believe this apparition of King Lycus had appeared here… why now, after I’d begged for him to come to me before, and he’d never answered?

      He said nothing, but jerked his head, as if giving me an indication to follow him. I staggered to my feet, then rushed after him. Tygrys zoomed beside me. My father led me out of the crypts and into another hallway of the cathedral, where he drifted up a set of stairs. I took them two at a time, following the spirit of my father to the second floor of the cathedral, which was a loft that overlooked the main sanctuary. I was unable to rip my eyes away from my father’s spectral form for even a moment… save for when we passed overhead the area where Emma lay, and I had to take a painstaking glance down.

      My father emitted a gruff noise, as if to capture my attention. I averted my eyes from my mate and continued to follow him down the hall, where he hovered before a door. He locked eyes with me before vanishing there, leaving the surrounding area cold.

      I opened the door. It led to the cathedral’s library, which held old tomes that the sorceresses used to perform religious rites. Inside the library was Arthur, pulling books off the shelves and setting them on an oak desk.

      I blinked. Why would my father lead me to Arthur? I didn’t understand.

      I observed his spindly form, which was hunched and weary. He had a black eye from where I’d hit him. I was truly sorry I couldn’t remember.

      Forgetting things, seeing spirits… I was starting to think I’d gone insane. Maybe I had, and this was all some grand delusion.

      If Emma was still alive somewhere, I welcomed it. I wanted to be mad, if it meant she breathed.

      Arthur noticed me hovering in the doorway. “Oh, Ethan. I didn’t see you there. Sorry. You’re… well, you have a talent for sneaking up behind.”

      I flinched, and Arthur realized what he’d said. His cheeks flushed red as he hurried to say, “I’m just going through the cathedral’s library. The high priestesses might have something that’s important to Kalina’s…”

      He shook his head. “Anyway. That’s not important right now. We’ve got years, really.”

      His haggard look was one I shared. I’d never felt closer to my brother-in-law. If anyone in this world knew how broken I was, it was Arthur. He, too, had lost a mate. And now, a sister.

      I entered the room and closed the door behind me. “I figured you would’ve brought them back by now.”

      Arthur swallowed a visible lump in his throat. “I took a portal to the United States just this morning, and paid a visit, though Mum is refusing to bring them back to Europe.”

      “I can hardly blame her.” Things were horrible here, and it felt like they would be always.

      “If my mother thinks she can keep my children from Malovia, well, she needs to think again. This is their home. They need to grow up here.”

      Arthur coughed into his hand and added, “I think you need them, too.”

      Seeing Kalina and Kazim would bring a bit of light back into my world again. A dim light, but one that would feel like the sun, compared to the blackness I was shrouded in.

      “How does it feel?” Arthur asked quietly.

      He didn’t have to ask that question, because he knew. “It feels pointless,” I admitted.

      Arthur took a breath to respond, but I cut him off. “Can you honestly tell me it gets better after this?”

      “No. The pain doesn’t go away. You just get used to it.”

      Silence stretched between us. I didn’t know why, but words started pouring out of me, because I felt like Arthur was the only one who’d be able to understand.

      “I’m not like Finlay. I can’t move on now that Emma’s dead,” I said. “I wouldn’t be able to find someone else to love like he did.”

      “Nor I,” Arthur admitted heavily. “He’s attempted to convince me otherwise, but as far as I see it, that road’s long ended for me.”

      Terror flooded through me at the long expanse of life that I still had ahead of me. I couldn’t live like Finlay, choosing to love another woman after I’d lost the only one who’d meant anything to me, and I couldn’t live like Arthur, a lonely bachelor for the rest of my existence while I lingered on like a ghost, waiting for death to claim me.

      Both options were forbidden to me. I wouldn’t take them. There had to be an alternative. If Emma was right, and we truly had the power to choose our own fate, I needed to prove it to myself now.

      I chose Emma. I wanted her back, and damn the gods, death couldn’t have her. She was my destiny, and I would not live out the rest of my years without her.

      “Tell me there’s a way out of this,” I pleaded.

      Arthur said nothing. Tygrys let out alarmed mews. He made circles in the air, before he yanked at Arthur’s tie as if to tell him something urgent.

      “What is it?” Arthur asked. Tygrys hovered to a bookshelf, then pulled at the spine of a large tome. Tygrys used telepathy to hover the dusty old book to the desk before Arthur, where he dropped it before us. The spine spread out to an illustrated page of a man kneeling before a beautiful woman. The very book appeared to be hundreds of years old.

      Arthur stared at the book, then shook his head. “Malyludwy and their photographic memories.”

      “Do you know something I don’t?” I asked.

      Arthur’s gaze was mingled with indecision. He bounced nervously at my side, and said, “Ethan… there may be something we can try.”

      Something warm and pleasing flowed through my veins. It abated my grief, giving me a spark that felt nearly like hunger, or perhaps, the satisfaction of that need. I’d lost it completely, so I wasn’t sure what it was, until the beloved feeling settled in my heart again…

      Hope.

      I pounced on Arthur. I bunched my hands in his sweater vest, shaking him roughly. “You’re telling me there’s a chance we can bring her back?!”

      “A fool’s hope,” Arthur rasped. “Nothing more.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?” I growled.

      “Because— because I didn’t want you to go through the same pain I did!” Arthur admitted gravely. “I didn’t want to give up after Vara died, and it consumed me to the point of madness. I told Emma about this, but never mentioned it to you. The ceremony didn’t work for Vara… and if it doesn’t work in Emma’s case, then it’s going to make her death all that harder to accept.”

      “I will never accept this,” I raged. “What do you know?”

      Arthur paused. “It’s just a children’s story. But if it holds any weight… there might be a way to reverse this.”

      I slowly let him loose. Arthur took a step back as he asked, “Have you been told the romance of Evanam and his mate Oriana Faire?”

      I knew the tale. Hadn’t thought about it in years. I couldn’t recall how it went. “I have. What must I do?”

      “Tonight is the sixth night after the first new moon upon her death. The ceremony must be performed tonight, Ethan, or it won’t work, do you understand?”

      “Yes. I’ll do anything.”

      “Then leave this cathedral,” Arthur ordered. “Gather lavender, cedar, mugwort, and a branch from an elder tree. Once midnight falls, we will prepare the body and proceed to make the sacrifice.”

      I paused, only briefly. “Sacrifice?”

      “Death has claimed her. For her to come back, someone will need to take her place, and the only one who can do that is someone who has a soul bond with her,” Arthur said.

      I didn’t even take a moment to reconsider. “Very well. It is what must be done.”

      “Ethan, are you sure—”

      “I’ve never had greater certainty that this was what I was born to do; to give myself for my love. Malovia needs her queen far more than she needs her king, and Emma was the greatest fae queen that ever lived,” I said in a choked tone. “She must be restored to power, so she can lead the country into a better world. I cannot do it, could never do it, but she can. I will take her place on the other side of death. That way, she can lead the fae into a new tomorrow. She was a better monarch than I could ever be. Our country must be governed by her, and her alone. She’s the only one selfless enough to do the job properly.”

      We’d all been so self-absorbed. Elijah, Gabby… even me. We all wanted power for our own selfish reasons, though I’d tried to delude myself into thinking mine were noble.

      I knew better now. Emma was the only one who’d risen to power purely for the benefit of others, and not herself. The fae had changed, but we hadn’t changed enough to sustain our future. Emma would see to it that we remained on the right path.

      Arthur nodded. “Then meet me back here once all others are gone. This is dark Unseelie magic, and we can’t risk anyone interfering. We only have one chance to get this right.”

      I nodded, then burst out of the library to gather the necessary supplies. Beside me, Tygrys gave the first happy hum he had since before the battle had begun. I wasn’t sure if this was the right thing to do, or if I was fooling myself, tricking my heart into believing there was a way to repair what I’d done.

      I just had to believe. Hope beyond hope, no matter what my senses were telling me. Emma was gone for now, but she wouldn’t be forever.

      I wouldn’t accept any other alternative.

      It felt agonizing waiting for darkness to fall, waiting for the patrons clear out of the cathedral. I hovered by the doors, watching them drift out one by one. My friends were the last to leave, returning home with heads hung low.

      They wouldn’t be grieving for much longer. Emma would be back soon.

      Once everyone was gone, I locked the cathedral doors and carried a leather bag up the aisleway. Arthur was standing by Emma’s casket, the thick book from earlier in his hands.

      “I got rid of the high priestesses,” he said. “They’ve been busy anyway, with the work at the Sacred Gathering.”

      I gave a stiff nod. As the religious leaders of our world, the high priestesses had their hands full with adjusting life in Edinmyre to life here on Earth. They had to lead the people into a new way of life, though it was already a tall task.

      Poor Lucien had drank himself into unconsciousness. He’d sprawled out across a pew, giving soft snores. Arthur shook his shoulder, but he didn’t wake.

      “He’ll stay out of it until it’s done. Just as well. Don’t want him attempting to stop us,” Arthur said.

      “What do you need me to do?” I asked.

      “Take petals from the roses scattered around the casket and make an enclosed circle. We must take care not to step outside of it once the circle has been formed, for it cannot be broken,” Arthur instructed. “I’ll light the cedar.”

      I did as he asked. Arthur ignited the cedar in an incense holder. An aromatic woodsy scent filled the space, and I began laying out rose petals. “Tygrys, come here.”

      Tygrys gave a reluctant buzz, then shook his head. He flew backward, as if he was reluctant to enter the circle.

      This was strong magic he was afraid to interfere with. Fine. Suit yourself.

      As I finished the circle of rose petals, I turned to Arthur. He was binding the lavender, the mugwort, and the branch from an elder tree together, tying them with twine. He placed it aside and said, “Help me move the glass case off of her.”

      Both of us took an end, and lifted the top of the casket off. We laid it on the ground, and Arthur placed the bundle on top of Emma’s chest.

      Being so close to her still body was unnerving. I nearly reached out to brush her perfect face before I pulled away. I didn’t wish to caress her when she was still cold, and she’d be alive again in a moment. This time, it would be me who was immobile and lifeless, not her.

      “What now?” I asked. Arthur had opened the book and was thumbing through pages.

      “I will recite the incantation,” Arthur stated. “You must imagine her alive again, with as many details as possible. We cannot stop until you truly believe she is here beside you and well.”

      That felt near impossible. My eyes told me she was still and cold, unbreathing. I didn’t hear her voice, and I couldn’t feel her presence. Our bond was as dead as she was.

      But I closed my eyes, and forced myself to imagine the impossible. I imagined how soft her red hair felt underneath my hands when I ran my fingers through it, and the vibrancy of her green eyes. Arthur started chanting words in the Unseelie language, and they swelled around me as I remembered Emma’s sweet scent, how her skin was as soft as roses, and how wonderful it’d felt to be inside of her that night before everything had changed.

      An image of her lying in that coffin, stony and unresponsive, hit me, and it nearly jarred me out of my thoughts. I knew if I opened my eyes at that moment, I’d lose control of my dream, and we’d fail to bring her back.

      “Keep trying,” Arthur said, as if he knew what I was thinking. He’d stopped the incantation for a slight moment to encourage me. “We can’t give up.”

      Arthur resumed the Unseelie chant, and I scolded myself. Thinking of the past wouldn’t help me now. I had to imagine something new… a better future.

      I pictured a sunny day outside the palace. Emma ran under the yellow light of the sun, looking back at me and laughing as I chased her through the gardens. I caught her, and spun her around as the birds chirped around us. Her laugh was vibrant and her voice was sincere. We fell onto a blanket, where servants had laid out our favorites for a picnic. Emma poured honey into my tea before she fed me freshly-picked berries from the garden. I could smell her perfume and feel her lips on mine as I lovingly caressed her arm.

      It was so real that I could smell the honey and taste the berries. This day had never happened, and yet, it was as clear to me, as if it was possible it could take place tomorrow. I replayed the scene over and over in my mind, until it had cemented into reality and I forgot that I was at the cathedral. In my mind and in my soul, I was there with her, and that was the only reality that mattered.

      Emma is here. She is happy and more alive than she’s ever been, I thought. I don’t need to grieve for her, because everything’s all right and I’ve lost nothing. Emma and I are together. We are fine and both of us are well. She is here in my arms again… I just know it.

      With the scene came a burst of something that felt like confirmation, a warm flower in my chest that bloomed like a beautiful rose. In that moment, I ceased to feel loss or pain, because I truly believed it. Emma was here again, and she was beside me. I’d never lose her, because she had always been close to me. Before I even knew she existed, we were. I only needed to realize it, or rather… remember it.

      A gust of wind brushed by my face, and I opened my eyes. The rose petals were drifting into the air, spinning in a fast column around us. The elder branch, lavender, and mugwort had ignited, burning away into ash even though the fire didn’t touch Emma’s body.

      At the edge of the circle appeared a portal. It was pure white, so bright that I had to shield my eyes from the harsh glow that filled the cathedral. I was sure anyone who stood outside would see the beaming light streaming through the windows.

      Arthur stopped chanting. He closed the book and dropped it to the ground, proceeding toward the wonder with a gaping mouth.

      “It’s a portal,” Arthur marveled.

      “Should we take it?” I asked. We had no idea where it went. From outside the circle, Tygrys gave an urgent mew, as if encouraging us to go on ahead.

      “This must be part of the ritual,” Arthur insisted. “We should take the risk.”

      I said nothing more. I approached the portal, and Arthur followed me. I put a hand on his chest to stop him.

      “This is my task,” I said firmly. “I need to go alone.”

      “She’s my sister,” Arthur said harshly. “I won’t leave her return to fate. We do this together.”

      He was insistent, and I didn’t want to waste time arguing about it. The portal could close at any moment. Arthur and I stepped through the portal at the same time, and as we did so, it shut behind us.

      I knew immediately that we were in Edinmyre, though it wasn’t a part I recognized. The grass here was white, the sky clear blue, with not a cloud above it. When I looked behind me, I saw hills, forests, and trees… though up ahead, everything was cloaked in a thin veil of fog. The mist was so heavy, I could not see through it.

      Curiously, we remained as men. I didn’t understand why we weren’t forced into our shifter forms, as that was what usually happened here, but I didn’t question it. This was a new part of the realm we hadn’t yet seen or experienced, and being stalled by the rules wasn’t going to help us get Emma back any quicker.

      “Do we go forward—” Arthur began, but his voice was cut off as we saw a figure approaching through the mist. A man.

      I squinted to make out his features, and once I recognized who it was, my knees buckled. I nearly hit the ground before Arthur caught me. I couldn’t believe my eyes.

      My father approached us, his head held high and his cloak swept behind him. He wasn’t a ghostly figure, as he had appeared to me in the cathedral, but real flesh-and-blood, solid and tall before me. By the gods, he appeared more regal now than when he’d been alive. He came to me with a smile, a visage of pride written across his face.

      I ran to him. “Da!”

      I stumbled and tripped on the way to him. When I finally reached him, I flung my arms around him and clung him tightly to me. Tears of joy broke from my eyes and streamed down my face as I embraced his broad shoulders. I was both mystified and grateful for his appearance.

      “My son.” Father cupped my face in his hands. “You have done so well.”

      I gasped to speak through my tears. “But I’ve failed you. So many times—”

      “You have lived with a king’s true heart,” Father boomed. “I’ve watched as you’ve fought for the very soul of our country, and done your best to protect the people you love. You did your best every step of the way, and I couldn’t be prouder of you.”

      He kissed my cheek, and I was overcome by emotion. “I’m sorry I caused your death.”

      “Nonsense. My death was my own choice. I died as a fae should, on the battlefield, and it was not your doing,” Father replied. “Carry that guilt no longer. It was never yours to bear.”

      I was so cowed I couldn’t speak. I feared if I did, I’d sob in his arms. Years of shame and pain washed away as if they’d never taken place at all. I would’ve given the world to hear my father say that before, and now he had, restoring me in a way I’d never thought I’d experience.

      Arthur bowed slightly as he came before us. “Your majesty. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “The pleasure is mine. I’m honored to be in the company of one of the Arcanea’s greatest scholars,” Father replied. “It is quite impressive you’ve uncovered the details of one of the fae’s greatest hidden secrets. I commend you for it.”

      I held my breath. “So, then… can Emma return to life?” I asked.

      Father’s brow furrowed. “That remains to be seen.”

      I refused to let my heart drop. This would work— it had to.

      “Where’s Emma?” Arthur asked abruptly, refusing to relent.

      “Inside,” Father said. “You will not be able to enter the Great Hunting Grounds without a guide, as your spirits have not yet left their mortal lives. The griffin guards who protect the gate into the Grounds will not allow you through, save for if I act as your emissary. I will be your escort into the afterlife. No one shall touch you, so long as I am at your side, but be warned. You will not be permitted to stay for long.”

      I nodded. “We won’t delay. We are here for one thing only.”

      “Then let us be off.” Father clapped a hand on my shoulder, and we strode forward. The mist encapsulated us, until I couldn’t see anything but my father and Arthur beside me. We walked for a time, until I saw the pearly shine of silver gates in front of me.

      Surrounding the gates were griffin guards, in both shifter and man form. They wore golden armor, and carried fierce weapons. By their countenance, I thought they were old… they’d been guarding these gates for millenia, and weren’t about to let anyone pass who didn’t belong there.

      “Halt,” a guard cried as we approached. He stomped his spear against the ground. “Who goes there?”

      “It is I, Lycus, First of His Name and former King of the Arcanea, and a soldier of the Eternal Hunt. I am here to guide my son and his friend into the Great Hunting Grounds,” Father said, gesturing to us.

      “The two of them may not enter,” the guard replied. “Their spirits have not yet passed, and the living are not permitted to roam the lands of the dead.”

      The expression of the griffin guards was impassive. I knew in my gut that they were more powerful than Arthur and I. Fighting them wouldn’t do us any good. They’d just chase us away.

      “They are here to intercede on behalf of another, to trade a life for a life,” Father replied. “They will not remain.”

      Two of the guards glanced at each other. One of them nodded.

      “Very well,” the guard replied. “A message came just this morning from the Mother Goddess herself, indicating there would be such an exchange. You may enter. But do not tarry long, for if you do, we will find you.”

      The guards stepped aside, and the gates opened. As I went to step on through, Father grasped my arm, gripping it tightly.

      “Whatever happens now is in the hands of the gods,” Father replied solemnly. “What shall be shall be. Prepare yourself, my son, for the outcome could be one you may not expect.”

      My lips flattened, and I nodded. Despite my father’s warnings, I wasn’t about to accept any other alternative but the one that I desired. Emma was my cherished soulmate. I would give myself to her, and allow the gods to have my soul in exchange for her own.

      There was no greater love than one who was prepared to lay their life down for the person they adored. And my love for Emma was ever so great.

      I prayed the gods saw it that way, and found me a worthy exchange for her life.
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      I held on tightly to Milonna’s hand as she led me onward. As we emerged through the tunnel of light, I found myself in an entirely new world.

      Everything was majestic here. There were so many vibrant colors, pink, purple, yellow, and green. Rainbows were reflected in the foliage and in every living being. Faekin of all kinds lingered in the prairie and in the far off trees. I saw women made from nature’s elements twisting in the wind, and dozens of malyludwy gathering honey for their magnificent hives, which were made of diamonds and nestled into the branches of enormous trees that were hundreds of feet tall.

      I marveled as my eyes took in miniature beings that I’d never seen before— pixies. They were humanoid creatures that appeared to be made of flower petals with dragonfly wings. They were no bigger than my hand, and lived amongst the flowers that were growing everywhere. The pixies had black eyes, and made crooning sounds as they watered the plants around them and picked berries, cultivating the space. They tugged at my wolfish ears, and yanked playfully at my tail and wings.

      Beside the pixies were sprites. They were very similar to Fortune Fairies, as they appeared to be small balls of glowing light, but if you looked closely, you could see the outline of small people with pointed ears and insect wings glimmering in the sparkle of the halo they created. The sprites made music as they bounced above the gardens, sprinkling fairy dust onto plants. The minute the fairy dust touched the flowers, they sprouted to tremendous heights, the average flowers sprouting up to the heavens until they were taller than houses.

      “I didn’t realize these beings still existed, even here,” I stated. “I was told by my professors that they died out years ago.”

      They have always lived here in the Great Hunting Grounds, Milonna told me. But now that the portal to Edinmyre is open, these creatures may travel between Edinmyre and Earth freely.

      These types of faekin had been considered extinct on Earth, but now, they could go there to flourish. What a wonderful thing.

      Among the pixies and the sprites, butterflies of all kinds fluttered in marvelous kaleidoscopes, so many that they flooded the air around us. The butterflies nestled in my hair and landed on my dress, cloaking me in an array of wings.

      As I flourished in the sunlight, a sprite flew over me, shaking fairy dust over my form. At her magic, my clothes changed. The armor I’d been wearing melted away into a pale blue dress the color of ice, with a handkerchief skirt and fluttering sleeves made of gossamer. I felt my wings appear, and wolf ears appear on my head as my bushy tail skimmed the edge of the tall grass behind me.

      In the Great Hunting Grounds there were stone ruins of all kinds, crumbling monuments and beautiful archways overgrown with thorns and roses. Everything here seemed ancient and timeless. There was no decay that didn’t have an element of beauty to it. The very air smelled sweet, and the temperature was neither too warm, nor too cold.

      I realized that here, the aches that usually permeated my body were absent. I barely had time to marvel for a moment before Milonna smiled and said, Yes, Emma. There is no illness here. You are cured. You may never worry about your illness again.

      The immense gravity of her words pressed against my spirit and nearly made me weep. I was healthy, free of my Earthly burdens. Despite what my illness had put me through during my mortal life, that was over now. I could finally rest— really rest, without any sort of agony— and be at peace. To think that I never had to consider another treatment, take another pill, worry about my body… ever again… was tremendous. I wanted to fall to my knees and thank Milonna for this gift, but she tugged on my hand, and led me onward.

      “Where are we going?” I dared to ask.

      Inward, to the Great Hunting Fields, the part of the Grounds reserved for the highest among fae, Milonna said. It is there we will celebrate your victory.

      I could hardly believe Milonna wanted me to be part of her Brygada, no matter what I’d done, but I didn’t question her. On the horizon were buildings. Milonna drifted upward, and I fluttered my wings so we could fly together.

      We approached the buildings, until I realized that they weren’t really buildings at all, but mushrooms. The mushrooms were absolutely gigantic, and were an array of different colors, with dots spotting their tops. My eyes widened as I took in the sight of other fae, sorceresses and shifters who’d lived and died. They roamed among the giant mushrooms, going in and out of wooden doors that had been built into their sides.

      “What are those?” I asked curiously.

      Illusion rooms, Milonna told me. Would you like to observe?

      I nodded. We floated downward, and I let go of Milonna’s hand as I faced a masie purple mushroom with pink dots on its cap. The wooden door built into the side of the mushroom was carved with dozens of elaborate illustrations of sorceresses lounging beside shifters near a winding river. It was the most lovely art I’d ever observed, more fine than anything I’d seen on Earth.

      You may create anything you wish here, Milonna told me. Merely open the door, and it will appear for you.

      I put my hand on the doorknob, pondering what I could create. I wasn’t sure what I could fashion, so I set my intention on the room creating what I needed the most.

      When I walked into the room, colorful images began playing around me. It was like I was caught up in one big movie screen as scenes from my life flashed before my eyes. I watched as I arrived in Malovia, and met Odette at the train station. I observed as Kiara and I saved Alexei from the tarinticula and as Delmare and I laughed in the cafeteria. Arthur took my hand and fought beside me, and Tygrys rubbed his tiny face against my cheek. Ethan kissed me underneath the clocktower, and I finished my long program at the Eastern European championships to a standing ovation. The crown was placed atop my head, and I walked down the aisle to take Ethan as my husband.

      All happy memories. All some of the most profound moments of my life, some mundane, others, tremendous.

      I watched the images and smiled. My life had been so short, but what I’d done mattered. Although I’d died young, it hadn’t been a waste. I’d fulfilled my purpose. Now, my spirit could linger on in peace.

      The images changed, until I saw myself as a baby. My mother held me, smiling as she turned in circles around the room. I gave a childish giggle, one that reminded me so much of Kalina.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a shadowy figure. It looked like some sort of deer, but as I attempted to peer closer, the figure vanished.

      Once she disappeared, the images around me vanished also. I left the room, pondering everything I’d seen.

      Milonna watched me carefully, and we began walking through the mushroom patch. Did you find what you desired?

      “Yes,” I told her. “My life was one hell of a ride. And I didn’t regret a single moment of it.”

      Not even my death.

      As we left the mushrooms behind us, Milonna took to the sky again. I beat my wings to catch up to her, and found that she was leading me toward a forest. The trees continued to get larger and larger, until they were the size of skyscrapers, ivy and moss climbing up the bark of the beautiful behemoths.

      Through the trees, I saw the shapes of massive animals roaming the Grounds— monsters. I didn’t think they existed here. I caught sight of the awlya we’d killed in the pursuit of the dragon stone. The owl-like creature was chasing after a wolven shifter below. I called out a warning to the shifter below, to tell him to watch out.

      The awlya tackled the wolven shifter, and they went rolling. They tumbled into each other, wrestling around. I thought for sure the wolven shifter would lose, until I realized they were playing. The screeches of the owl monster were pleasant, while the wolven shifter laughed.

      They weren’t the only ones. A sorceress rode on the back of a biez, and beside her, another sorceress clung to the back of a horned bear. They were racing, seeing who could reach the edge of the treeline first.

      There were hundreds of monsters below us, and they didn’t move to attack or harm any fae. The glen appeared peaceful. I understood that the fae in the glen were training the monsters, and was astonished by the thought. On Earth, all fae sought to do was destroy them.

      “This seems unusual,” I stated as I watched a fairy feed a bukavac bits of swamp reeds.

      Here, monsters and faeries live in peace. They are our pets and devoted partners, and not those we hunt, Milonna said.

      It was marvelous to think in that way.

      During our flight, it began to rain. Not a downpour, but only a slight drizzle. Miloona waved her hand, and the raindrops suspended in mid-air, appearing like glistening diamonds hovering in space. I flew between the raindrops, marveling at their brilliance as we continued on our journey.

      In the middle of the forest was a tree bigger than all the others. I wasn’t even sure it was a tree, because whatever kind it was certainly didn’t grow on Earth. It had these winding, twisting branches that extended upward to the sky, and roots that pushed up out of the dirt.

      The tree was miles wide and grew to an incomprehensible height. Milonna and I appeared smaller than ants next to even one of its massive roots. The dragons that flew around it were mere honeybees in comparison. I didn’t understand how such a magnificent thing could exist, except I felt the magic pulsing from it even at a distance. It was even stronger than the Crystals of Harmony had been.

      There were arches and windows built into the side of the tree. I watched as hundreds of fae flew in and out of the tree like a massive hive, always coming and going.

      This is the Tree of all Being. It is where all the fae live, each one who has lived throughout eternity, Milonna told me. The tree grows and grows each year, to make room for everyone who completes the journey into the afterlife. It is where we build our community.

      There had to be millions of fae living inside that tree. It was absolutely maddening to think about… yet, made all the sense in the world. Milonna flew inside one of the archways cut into the tree, and I followed her.

      We landed in a carpeted hallway. Expensive sconces lined the walls, illuminating the marble sculptures and ornate paintings. It felt like we’d landed in an exclusive museum. Each door that lined the hallway was carved of mahogany, and had a gold plate of the name the room belonged to. It reminded me so much of Arcanea University, and I instantly felt at home.

      Fae came and went, laughing and having elated conversations. A couple of them raised a hand in greeting, calling out a welcome to me, the newcomer, while all of them bowed to the goddess beside me. When I peeked inside a doorway, I saw the rooms that the fae had were more like individual houses. There was enough room for everyone, and if there wasn’t, the tree merely expanded to make more.

      “Is this where I’ll be staying?” I asked.

      Milonna let out a tinkling little laugh. Oh, no. You will have a private suite in my personal palace. It is where all my champions stay, along with their chosen mates.

      Ethan. My love. He was the reason my soul had chosen to live and breathe, and he was the reason I was here.

      I didn’t blame Ethan. Not one bit. He’d had no control over what he did, and his actions had given my spirit some sense of peace. I could be gloriously happy here, and already was. Everything would be all right.

      I only wished that he was here with me right now, though that would be wishing for his death, and I didn’t want that. I wanted him to live a full and happy life on Earth, despite the suffering I knew he had to be in now.

      “Can I visit him?” I asked. I knew the dead had been permitted to visit the living, in some circumstances… even if Ethan couldn’t see, hear, or touch me, I wanted to see him, and give his soul some comfort that I was nearby and watching over him.

      In time, Milonna replied. There is still much to see.

      Milonna led me onward, and I forced myself to put Ethan out of my mind, for the moment. I’d made my choice for Malovia, and to save the fae, I’d had to split Ethan and I up. Mourning our separation in a glorious place like this would be worse than a sin. Our time together had been a gift, one I meant to honor. We would reunite eventually.

      Even so, despite the rest my soul felt, a part of me still longed to be with him.

      I would count every moment until I was in his arms again.

      We flew down a winding staircase that seemed to go on forever. When we finally reached the bottom floor, I looked above me and saw the twisting roots of the tree, tangled like some kind of intricate roof. Sunlight streamed in through the opening of the roots, illuminating long tables fit to seat hundreds of fae. The sound of shifters singing war songs echoed throughout the space, and the spell of ale filled the massive room as tankards clinked together. Along the tables was spread a variety of food; rolls, freshly hunted game, cakes… anything you could want, really. It was a whole feast. I realized I didn’t have any more food allergies and could eat whatever the hell I wanted. I nearly died again of happiness.

      Laughter rumbled alongside the drinking songs, and I smiled. This was the great drinking hall of our ancestors that everyone had always told me about. I cast a look around the room for Professor Desmona, but didn’t see her there. Perhaps she was someplace else.

      Milonna walked into the center of the tree. I followed her through a massive stone archway, and gaped once I entered the room. Underneath the Tree of All Being was a pool, crystalline in color. A waterfall trickling out of a massive mirror above us splashed into the pool, which held dozens of transparent rusalka that swam within its depths.

      We flew upward to face the mirror. It was circular, with a silver ornate edge. I didn’t see my own reflection within the massive mirror, but instead, a window into another new world. There, I saw the expanse of a massive purple field, with floating palaces made of white stone nestled within the clouds.

      This is the entryway into the Great Hunting Fields, the area of the Grounds that are reserved for our greatest warriors and heroes. Most fae are not permitted to enter, but you, my champion, can come and go any time you please, Milonna informed me. Follow me.

      Milonna floated through the mirror’s surface, which rippled like water once she touched it. I flew after her, and once I touched the mirror’s reflection, I found my body immersed in some kind of thick liquid. It was viscous, and melded to my body like some sort of gooey substance before I found myself coming out the other side.

      The floating palaces were even more magnificent up close. They were linked by bridges, six castles hovering hundreds of feet above ground.

      I heard the sound of swords clashing, and people yelling. I brought my eyes down to ground-level, and saw a massive gold arena standing beneath the glowing palaces.

      This arena is where the Eternal Hunt trains, and where my Brygada practices their skills, Milonna said. You should become acquainted with it.

      I was more or less an apprentice all over again. No matter how skilled I was, I was nowhere near as good as women who’d been practicing magic and sword play for thousands of years.

      When we came to the entrance of the arena, the sounds of battle only grew louder. Inside was a circular dirt area where shifters and sorceresses practiced, both with weapons and with magic. Above the arena were stands where spectators could observe the sport, though there wasn’t anyone here to watch now, only fae who were working on improving their skills.

      They looked tough. I was totally going to get my ass kicked a million times before I could stand on my own here.

      Milonna sensed my unease, and said, I chose you for a reason, Damawilke. You belong here.

      “But why me?” I asked as I faced her. “There were others.”

      Milonna gave me the fondest look. My dear, you were the only choice I could possibly make.

      The arena around me began to fade into a shimmering waterfall of cascading glitter, portaling us to a different space entirely. Details around the room began to materialize. Everything was made into glistening glass. The room itself was circular, edged with decorative designs of frost. Silver banners hung from the ceiling, and on a long stage sat seven glass thrones.

      I found myself in the presence of all the Seven Gods— absent Droga, of course. All of them but Milonna were in their deer forms, peering down at me with a look of interest.

      I noticed Radek, the Red Stag of War, first, because he had the brightest coat. His fur was scarlet, his antlers blazing with fire. Fae ruins were tattooed underneath his eyes and across his cheek. He had a very imposing presence.

      I could hardly gaze at Luka. Ethan’s chosen god was hard to face as he remained at the corner of the room like a specter waiting to emerge from the fog. His coat was dark brown, face smudged with an ashen substance to disguise his features. His presence was so similar to my mate’s, and it was… disturbing, to say the least.

      Neva, the Phantom Doe of Shadow, was the smallest deer in the room. Her white form was ghostly, nearly transparent as she stared at me with pure white eyes, mist pooling around her form. She was the doe that had been in the illusion room with me when I’d watched the replay of my life.

      I longed to start asking her questions, but remained silent at her inquisitive stare… for now. I was sure that soon, the goddess of time would explain everything to me.

      That is, if she was still my friend.

      Vesna, the Blue Doe of Knowledge, stomped her hoof on the floor as if applauding me. My spirit wavered as I took in the love she had for me in her sapphire eyes. Even now, I could sense the pride she had pouring out for me.

      The largest deer in the room glowed with a yellow light that was harmonious and true. His coat was golden, shimmering like the very sun. His antlers had hundreds of prongs, and went off in all directions, ivy wrapping around the ends. He was Tomir, the Father Stag of the Hunt, and the king of the gods.

      Fae hell, he was even more massive than his brother had been. Of course, my filthy mind immediately wondered how big he was, and how Milonna handled it in bed.

      I wiped my thoughts of that mental picture— I shouldn’t be thinking about my goddess in that sort of way— and immediately got to my knees, kneeling before the deities. I really hoped they couldn’t read minds, and if they could, that they hadn’t surveyed mine. Trust me to be thinking of sex the first time I met such incredible beings.

      Arise, champion, Tomir boomed. He had a voice that quaked like thunder. We welcome you into our hall, for you have proven yourself a hero.

      I rose to my full height. “Thank you, my king. I am honored to be here in your court.”

      I’d been a monarch, but that title might as well have been one of a servant. Tomir had so much endless power. The natural reverence I had for him couldn’t be described.

      Vesna transformed, becoming the woman I knew as Lady Magdalina. Her lips tilted upward into a look of love as she approached me, cupping my cheek. I knew you could do it. Well done, Emmaline. Well done.

      I leaned into her touch. “I didn’t want to let you down.”

      I knew you never could. Lady Magdalina took a step back. Neva approached me, and as she did, her spirit transformed.

      The differences were minimal. She had a tiny set of transparent antlers blooming through her pale hair, and flecks of fawn spots dotting her cheeks, like all goddesses did. But her blue eyes were still the same, and so were all her features. I took her in with a combination of wonder and affection as she approached me with outstretched arms.

      “Vara!” I exclaimed. I didn’t know if it was allowed, but I didn’t care. I embraced her. As I flung my arms around her, she clutched me tightly to her, giving me an embrace that felt just as full as all the ones I’d felt on Earth, this one even more so.

      I’m here, beloved sister. Vara’s voice was as sweet as warm honey. Your task is done. You can finally celebrate your victory.

      I sniffled as I wiped away tears of joy. I couldn’t believe she was here in front of me. “How— why didn’t you tell us—”

      I didn’t remember my goddess self before my last incarnation died, Vara explained. My previous life on Earth was designated to be short, to give birth to the one who will change everything.

      “Kalina,” I said.  I opened my mouth to ask more questions, but Radek let out a strong huff.

      Don’t go ruining it, would you? Radek stated. He transformed into a brawny, bearded man with jet black hair. Your story’s complete. Let the others have their fun, hm? No point in spoiling the rest.

      Radek reminded me so much of Stefan. Even their voices were similar. I swear, my friend had to be descended from one of Radek’s Earthly incarnations, because the similarities were too uncanny.

      Tomir changed into a tall man with a sweeping fur cloak and golden hair. In his man form, Tomir looked all the part of a king. He gave a look of deep fondness to Milonna, who returned his gaze in kind. They were clearly very much in love. Their connection reminded me of Ethan and I, and it made me pine for him.

      Even in the Great Hunting Grounds, his absence made me unbearably sad. I had sympathy for what Ethan was going through on Earth, because it had to be sheer torture.

      Another deer entered the room through a set of silver double doors. She was small, the size an average doe would be. Her coat was a mixture of black and gray, red dots spanning her back to match her violent eyes.

      When she came near, the doe transformed into a woman wearing a black cloak coated with black feathers, small antlers blooming out of her hair like horns. I immediately recognized her, snarling when I realized it was Gabby. My hand went to my side to grab a sword, but I realized I didn’t have one. Shit.

      There’s no need for us to fight, she replied. You won, after all.

      Gabby sounded pretty bitter about it, but made no move to attack. I guess she really had admitted defeat. I took a more leisurely stance, but didn’t drop my guard. I didn’t think Gabby would have the balls to fight here, in the presence of the other gods, but she was an unpredictable bitch, so I wouldn’t put it past her.

      “You put up a good fight,” I said, to try and smooth some of the tension between us. “I have to give you credit. You weren’t easy to beat.”

      Gabby huffed. Yes, well. I have more important matters to deal with.

      Of course she’d act like she had better things to do than discuss her end at my hands. She wanted to pretend like it hadn’t been a big deal.

      I wasn’t going to rub it in. If I had to deal with Gabby for all of eternity, I might as well try to get along.

      “What will you do now?” I asked. I imagined endless destruction and total chaos.

      I will take Droga’s place as the mistress of darkness and poor death, until he’s awakened again, Gabby stated. I am known now as the Raven Doe of Night, and will be for all of time.

      Take it easy, Radek stated. You have just joined our ranks, and have much to learn about being a part of the Seven Gods.

      Eight, Gabby replied crossly. There are Eight Gods now, and don’t you forget it.

      Gabriella, Lady Magdalina snapped. You must earn your place among us.

      Yes, of course, Gabby stated, before she fell silent. At least she respected Lady Magdalina, but definitely not anyone else.

      Gabby was going to be a horrible diety. I took pity on anyone who was stupid enough to proclaim themselves to be her patron, because she was going to put them through some major shit in order to serve her.

      But she was the gods’ problem now, and not mine, so I did my best to ignore her. “Will you build your palace here, with the rest of the gods?”

      I really hoped not. I didn’t want to look at her stupid castle outside my bedroom window at Milonna’s palace.

      No. This is not where I chose to make my domain, Gabby replied. I’ll stay to watch your performance. But then, I must leave. Elijah waits for me in the Underworld, and I must go to him.

      “Performance?” I blinked.

      In an instant, the room around me changed as we portaled to another place. I found myself standing in the middle of an ornate skating arena, at center ice. The gods who’d been standing before me were now sitting in the stands, waiting for me to start my program.

      My wolf ears and tail had vanished. I found myself wearing my skates, my hair pulled back into a bun and my gown changed into a light blue figure skating dress. The expanse of the ice around me was wide and open, going on for what felt like forever as the heat of the spotlight beamed upon me.

      Tears slipped from my eyes and trembled down my face. I could skate again.

      Go, Emma! Vara cheered from the stands, and she let out a laugh.

      Lady Magdalina’s expression was full of expectation as she gazed at me and said, As my student, I hope you put my teachings to good use. Show the gods what I’ve taught you.

      A song began playing over the intercom. I didn’t know the music, but my body moved of its own accord, as if I’d memorized every movement by heart. I realized that this was the song of my soul, and I’d always been meant to have this skate. I leapt into jumps flawlessly and performed spins with a delicate air, feeling as if I was lighter than a feather. My footwork sequence was one of a ballerina’s, flowing and effortless.

      I didn’t grow tired, or weary. My lungs didn’t labor to breathe, and there was no stitch in my side to struggle to keep up with the music. I could perform like this for hours, forever. My knees were strong, and my bad leg, which was now healed, supported all my weight on the landing of every jump.

      I couldn’t describe how monumental this was to me. A million dreams flew out from my blades as I danced. Elation spread through me at the miracle this was… this feeling I thought I’d never get to have again. I hadn’t realized how close to heaven I’d been when I was skating, but the feelings the ice gave me here were nearly identical to those that I’d had when I was alive, and I knew that back then, I’d never been closer to the gods. I had no fear of falling. There was no wobble, no trepidation as I gave the greatest performance of my existence.

      It wouldn’t end here. I could have my dream again. I could be happy, have everything I ever wanted. As I took my ending pose, applause rang out from the gods above, and my spirit soared with euphoria.

      Bravo! Lady Magdalina cried out, rising to give me a standing ovation.

      Gabby left, casting a black portal to what I presumed had to go to the Underworld. She’d been impressed by my skate, I could tell, but wouldn’t give me any compliments about it.

      Didn’t matter. Her wordless exit was all the praise from her I desired.

      As I took a bow, my skates vanished and my gown returned, the ice rink materializing once again into the silver throne room. My hair fell out of its bun, cascading down my back in curls as the gods approached me.

      A true performance to entertain even the highest among us, Milonna praised. An excellent show, champion.

      You were beautiful, Emma. I always thought you were your most powerful when you were skating, Vara added.

      “Thank you,” I breathed, and I inclined my head to them. “It would be an honor to perform for you at any time.”

      I’d be more than happy to show up, but somebody seems a little jealous, Radek joked.

      Lady Magdalina huffed. I will take Gabriella under my wing. She will be my student in the spiritual realm, as she was in life. I’m looking forward to the challenge, though I daresay she has a lot to learn.

      Good luck with that. Teaching Gabby anything was like having a fist fight with a boulder.

      But if anyone could crack her stony exterior, it was Lady Magdalina, and she had an eternity to try.

      “Can I go to my room?” I asked Milonna. It was hard to describe, but my spirit felt weary… like I’d made a long journey. I wanted to take some time to rest.

      If you so decide, Milonna replied. There is a chance you will not remain here.

      “I don’t understand,” I said slowly. I didn’t get what she was saying. I mean, I was dead. Where else was there for me to go?

      You have to make a choice, champion, Milonna said.

      A tightness quickened in my soul. I thought I was done making tough decisions, and that this was my reward. There couldn’t possibly be more, could there?

      But there was always more. I’d learned that over the years. The journey was never really over. The path just changed. Apparently, that remained true even if you were dead.

      Follow me, and all will be made clear. Milonna waved her hand, and at her magic blossomed a new portal. Radek and Tomir left the room, bowing out to leave me with the goddesses.

      I had an innate knowing I didn’t want to go through that portal. I turned to Lady Magdalina for support. “Will you be there?”

      I’m afraid this is a task you must take on without me, Magdalina said kindly. But know I’ll always be waiting for you, Emmaline. Whatever you shall choose.

      I’ll come with you. Vara came to my side, and put a hand on my shoulder to guide me through the portal.

      We stepped on through, and I found myself emerging into a great open plain. At the edge of the plain was a slight overcast of mist. I figured we had to be at the edge of the Grounds.

      I didn’t see anything of significance. “Why are we here?” I asked Milonna.

      Look. Vara pointed to the mist, and I peered closely to see what she was gesturing to.

      Three figures were emerging from the fog. My spirit caught and tugged against my being as I realized who it was.

      All my soul fathomed was Ethan. Somehow, someway, he was approaching me, here in the afterlife. He looked more gorgeous than he ever had, and although we’d been separated for such a short time, it already seemed like a lifetime.

      His smile brightened when he saw me, and relief shone in his eyes. “Onawilke!”

      “Ethan!” I ran full speed at him. He hurtled toward me, and we closed the distance between us in seconds. Ethan wrapped his arms around me and spun me around as we clashed together. He kissed me, my lips, my hair, all over. He took gasping breaths, as if he couldn’t get enough of me. I’d never seen him be so emotional, not even in the worst parts of our life.

      “Oh, I love you,” I said, and I cupped the sides of his face as I kissed him again. “I love you, I love you.”

      I was so overwhelmed that I couldn’t speak anything but those words. My entire form wept at his touch, and I felt the power of our bond surge through us as shifter and sorceress. We were fated mates, not meant to be severed by death or life. He shook in my arms at the immensity of it all.

      “I’ve lived through seven hells without you there,” Ethan rasped, and a tear ran down his face.

      I wiped it away with the tips of my fingers and stroked his hair. “I’m here, darling. I’m here.”

      As our bodies touched, I felt a kind of disconnect through our bond. My form was solid, but there was a certain ethereal magic to it that was different from Ethan’s. I felt his blood pulse underneath his skin, and his heart beat against his chest.

      He hadn’t yet died. Something felt very wrong.

      I was so caught up in the joy of Ethan’s presence that I hadn’t seen the other two men that had come with him. One of them was my brother. I gaped, hardly able to believe that Arthur was here. He was alive, too… my spirit felt it. What was going on?

      At the sight of Vara, Arthur staggered, and sank to his knees. Vara knelt beside him, taking him into her arms as he sobbed into her bosom.

      There, now. We’re together again, just as I told you we would be, Vara said, smiling as she straightened his crooked glasses.

      Arthur’s lip wobbled as he said, “Vara,” and nothing more.

      I hadn’t seen my brother look well in months. But in Vara’s embrace, he was.

      I turned away from Arthur and Vara’s reunion to give them some privacy. Even though I stepped away, Ethan didn’t let me go. He kept his hands on me, binding me within my arms as if he was afraid that if I stepped out of them, I’d disappear.

      I observed the man standing beside us. I’d never met him, but I knew exactly who he had to be. It was Ethan’s father, King Lycus. I was truly in awe.

      “You’re as beautiful as your mother, with an even stronger heart,” Lycus said deeply. “It is a great pleasure to meet you, my dear.”

      I blushed at the compliment. Hey, I could have a crush on him and no one would be the wiser. His dad was kind of a silver fox.

      “Nice to meet you, too,” I said. “Ethan’s told me so much about you.”

      I’d shake his hand— curtsey, or something— but Ethan was still crushing me to his chest.

      “Yes,” Lycus agreed. “You two are certainly perfect for one another. I could not have chosen a better mate for my son.”

      I blossomed at the praise. Milonna stood at a distance, observing the entire scene without interference.

      “Why are you here?” I asked Ethan. “I can feel it… you’re not dead.”

      Ethan let out a breath. “My father acted as our emissary into the Great Hunting Grounds. We’re here to make an exchange.”

      “A what.” My tone was deadpan.

      “Remember when I told you how Evanam Faolin performed a ceremony to resurrect his mate?” Arthur asked. He managed to get shakily to his feet, with Vara’s help, but did not let go of her hand.

      “Yeah, but you tried that, and it didn’t work,” I protested.

      “It worked this time, because we performed the ceremony in the right way,” Arthur added.

      “And I’m here to take your place,” Ethan added urgently. “I will give up my life for yours. You can return to a mortal life, and rule Malovia as her true queen. I will lay my life down and die so that you can live.”

      My mouth fell into a thin line. “No.”

      “No?” Ethan appeared aghast.

      “No!” I said, more firmly this time. I pulled out of his arms. “You aren’t sacrificing yourself for me!”

      “But—”

      “I’m the one who died,” I said firmly. “It’s my time. You have a full life ahead of you. You can’t just throw it away because of me. I’m gone. You have to accept that.”

      “You wouldn’t be dead unless I killed you,” Ethan argued.

      “So? You can’t change that past!”

      “We can,” Ethan pleaded, and he grabbed both my hands. “We can fix everything. Our people still need you, Emma. You’re a better monarch than me. You’ll lead them into a life of peace, where without you, I’ll only send them tumbling into destruction. This is the right thing to do.”

      “And what about what I want?” I asked. “Did you think about that?”

      Ethan blinked. He got this astonished look on his face, like he was some dog who’d had their chew toy taken away.

      I huffed. I was a little pissed off that Ethan thought he could come here and make this decision for me. It was kind of bullshit.

      “I’m… I’m at peace here,” I told him. “I’m not sick anymore… I can skate again. I never have to worry about being in pain or suffering. I’m okay here. I promise.”

      Ethan’s head dropped. “I understand, my love. I accept your choice. I will never force you to do anything you do not wish to, and if this is your home now, I must honor your decision.”

      He went to walk away. I grabbed his wrist to pull him back toward me.

      “That doesn’t mean I wouldn’t consider going back,” I stated slowly. “But only for the right reasons. Only— only— to be with you. That’s the singular reason I’d want to return to my mortal life. So we can live out our days together. I wouldn’t come back for my people, or for the good of the country. I’d come back because we didn’t get enough time together, and I want to be selfish, and have you all to myself. You’re the only thing I would give heaven up for.”

      My voice rattled as my words grew heavy. “I’m always doing things for other people. I gave myself up for the fae and killed myself for the good of my nation. It’s time for me to put myself first and think about what I want. If I leave the Great Hunting Grounds, I want you.”

      Ethan frowned. “We both know that’s impossible.”

      I wasn’t going to accept that. There had to be a way. I wanted to stay here, but I wouldn’t without Ethan. Neither of us felt whole unless the other was nearby. It was the curse of being a bonded fae.

      At the same time, both of us couldn’t return to our mortal lives. It was impossible. Someone had to make the sacrifice, and stay in the Great Hunting Grounds. It seemed like we were doomed to be apart.

      Arthur took a step forward. “Actually, Ethan, you’re not going anywhere.”

      “What?” Ethan’s eyes widened. “I don’t understand. This is the only way.”

      “The matter is settled. I’ve been planning this for several days now, and I said my goodbyes to my children and the world we came from,” Arthur said. “I will make the sacrifice. I will give my life in exchange for Emma’s, so both of you can return to Malovia.”

      Shock overcame me, and Ethan stiffened beside me. I couldn’t believe he’d just spoken those words. “No,” I said immediately. “It won’t work.”

      “We have a soul bond, as we are twins,” Arthur reminded me. “The gods will take the exchange.”

      “Arty, you can’t,” I said, and my voice cracked.

      “I can, and I will,” he stated firmly. “This is the right thing to do.”

      “But you’re a father,” I protested. “The twins need you.”

      Arthur shook his head. “No. The twins need you.”

      He sighed, and took a step forward. “I am not the father the twins deserve. Without Vara there, I am unable to manage. I won’t be able to give them the life and the love that they need, in my broken state. If I raise them, they will know nothing but deep sadness, and the void of trying to please a father whose soul is already so far away. Despite trying, I cannot give them the love I want to, because the truth is, Emma… my heart just isn’t interested in living anymore. It hasn’t been since Vara died.”

      He turned away from me. “I’m doing what’s best for my children. I am a shifter who is mated to a goddess, and no matter how hard I try, I am destined to become a shell of a person without her at my side. The magic that binds Vara and I will continue to drive me mad until we are reunited. That’s no life for two children to endure, watching their father slowly slip away.”

      Arthur grasped Ethan’s hand, then mine, clasping them together. “But you two… you are already better parents to Kalina and Kazim than I could ever hope to be. Kazim and Kalina need united parents who are a team, parents who can fully be there for them in ways that I can’t. And that’s why I’m doing this. I’m sacrificing my right as a father to give my children to people who will be able to protect them from the world, and teach them everything they need to know to survive such a harsh place. They deserve to grow up in a whole and functional family, one who is willing to put them first.”

      “Arty…” I whispered.

      “I specifically ask that you take them in, and raise them as your own,” Arthur said. “Give them the strong lineage the fae will respect. You will be their mother and father now. I think you were always meant to be. They need a mother. And it needs to be you, Emma.”

      I blinked away tears. Arthur’s confession was so raw and honest.

      “Knowing that you are unable to be the father they deserve, and giving them up so they may live a better life, is the most selfless thing you could ever do,” Ethan said. “Of course we will take them. We will raise them as our own, for I know in my heart, they are already mine. And Emma’s, too.”

      I still had to try one last time to save him. My brother couldn’t give himself up for my sake. I’d never get over what an incredible gift that was. “Please reconsider,” I begged.

      “I don’t have to. I wish to remain here with my mate,” Arthur said. “It is where I belong.”

      “But…” My voice became small. Vara threaded her fingers through Arthur’s hair, and I knew intimately that she wanted him to stay.

      “I’m not leaving again without Vara,” Arthur insisted, and his voice grew emotional. “Don’t ask me to return to my life without her, Emma, because I just can’t do it. Let me stay here, to serve Vara and join her harem. I will better defend my children from the afterlife, as a servant of a goddess, than a mortal body broken with grief from the death of his incarnated mate. You two talk about what you want… but this is what I want, too. It’s better for everyone this way.”

      I looked to Milonna for guidance. Surely she would stop this.

      The choice is yours, champion, Milonna said. She would not interfere with what I decided.

      I took a moment to ponder things. Part of me didn’t want to go back to the land of the living… and it was a huge piece. I had little desire to return to a sick body, to deal with loss and death for an innumerable measure of years.

      But I thought of Malovia, and my people, and the difference I could still make in the world. And I knew what choice I’d pick, every time, because I’d done it before.

      I thought of Kazim… and Kalina, and the long journey she had ahead of her as a demigod.

      The memory of her innocent face sealed the deal. I would not leave her to discover her fate alone. I would be her protector and her guide, because I was her mother.

      I always had been. Blood didn’t matter. She’d been my daughter since the moment she’d been born, and there was nothing stronger than a mother’s love for her child. I cherished her and Kazim as if I’d grown them in my own womb. I would go back to my mortal life, if only for the sake of the twins.

      I was really going to miss him. So badly that even in this land of paradise, his absence already ached. A sob broke free from within me as I reached out to embrace my brother.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do without you, Arty,” I whispered. I clutched him so tightly to me I wondered if he could still breathe.

      “Aye,” Arthur replied softly. “I love you, sis. You were a wonderful part of my life. Every moment I got to spend with you was a blessing.”

      He pulled out of my embrace, and my chest ached. “But we both have our own paths now. Let’s see where they may take us.”

      Silence stretched between us, and Milonna cast her hand. A golden portal bloomed, burning like the sunlight. I knew where it would lead, and a combination of dread and hope rushed through me. This was my second chance. I’d make every day worth it, for what my brother was giving up.

      Once you step through this portal, the exchange will be made and you will return to your mortal life, Milonna said. It will not close until you are ready to leave. Say your goodbyes, champion. And know I will be there for you each day, biding my time until you are ready to join my Brygada once more.

      Milonna vanished. Ethan clung to me as Vara began leading Arthur away into the mist, humming a soft tune. Silently, King Lycus trailed after them. Sobs wracked through me as I wept, and I clutched Ethan’s arms.

      Ethan didn’t have to say anything, because both of us wanted to follow, if only for a moment. We trailed after the three of them, through the fog and into a part of the Grounds I did not know.

      There was singing up ahead. It started off soft, but grew louder with each step I took. As we listened, I realized that I recognized the tune.

      The Malovian National Anthem. Except the words were slightly different. I clutched Ethan’s hand tightly in mine as we proceeded forward, taking in the sound of the heavenly, glorious tune.

      
        
        From a place there far beyond

        We defend this glorious land

        For our children and our people

        For our country we will stand.

      

        

      
        We have left our sword and shield

        We have left battle far behind

        Paradise be ours and true love shall be mine!

      

        

      
        All shall live in harmony under the reign of king and queen

        There will be no more sorrow, there will be no more need,

        United we stand in a nation where all fae are free!

      

        

      
        From a place there far beyond

        We came to make a new home here

        There will be peace in all the land

        And there shall be no more fear

      

        

      
        From a place there far beyond

        We say goodbye to all the wrong,

        Emerging from the pale

        A new day dawns…

      

        

      
        A new day dawns!

      

      

      The fog cleared. Both of us quaked as our eyes took in the most spectacular sight of our lives.

      Before us were palace ruins, overgrown with ivy. Standing among them, on top of the ruins and all over the courtyard, were the people we knew and loved, singing the anthem’s melody. Lady Iris and the Alicort Court made a choir of harmony, singing with everything they had in them. Professor Hemlock’s daughter, Callista, spun in place beside Professor Mara, dancing in celebration. Helena and Nicoli threw flower petals into the air, while Professors Victor and Lunesta added their voices to the chorus.

      Ozzie was sitting on Jasper’s lap, bouncing along to the music while Jasper gave him a fond smile. Professor Despona grasped her sword and bowed to us as she sang along. Babcia and Bapa mingled their rousing voices to the crowd, clearly enjoying the rousing symphony as they swayed back and forth.

      At the very top of the ruins was Alexei, waving the Malovian flag with joy. Kiara was beside him, standing tall with her shoulders thrown back. Both of them saw us. Their faces broke into wide smiles, their expressions revealing every bit of love they had for us without having to say a single word.

      Arthur and Vara added their voices as she led him up the stairs of the ruins, and King Lycus joined in with his deep baritone. A white light beamed behind them all, creating a divine halo that beckoned them onward.

      Ethan and I had tears brimming at our eyes at the holy display. Tremendous emotion welled up inside of me, overcoming all sense of loss. They were in paradise, existing in perfect union with the gods in a world of everlasting love. We could hear their final song because a part of us had died with them, and so, a piece of us would remain here in the afterlife, until we found ourselves joined together with our friends once more. To love them had truly been to experience the compassion of the gods.

      As the song drew to its close, I allowed myself to be wrapped in the bliss of true harmony.

      We’d done it. We’d won. Together.

      The anthem ended. The light brightened, engulfing us into an array of hope. Our fight had ended, and a new dawn was brightening, bringing with it the promise of something the fae never had before…

      Peace.
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        Three Years Later

      

      

      The world was wide and open, and I couldn’t wait to spend the rest of my life with the woman I loved… exploring every inch of her body, savoring the passion I had for her as reality continued to be changed by our love.

      The sun shone into my eyes as summer lengthened over Malovia. In the palace gardens, I gave chase after Emma. She laughed as the skirt of her dress swept over flowers, scattering petals upon the air as their scent invaded the wind.

      We romped around the hedges. I caught her by the waist, turning circles with her before we fell upon a blanket. I buried my face in her hair, kissed her head, and had the thought I’d never felt more alive.

      Emma gave me a kiss, then drew herself upright. “You seem like you’re in good spirits.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” I replied. “It’s a perfect day, and my world is perfect, so long as you are in it.”

      My wife gave a small sound of amusement. Emma poured herself some tea and added honey before she fed me a strawberry, putting a dot of cream on my nose.

      It all felt so comforting and familiar. It was the same scene I’d imagined while undergoing the ceremony to return her to life, and it happened exactly at this moment, every detail playing out just as it should.

      Emma’s words were true. We did choose our reality. I couldn’t be more grateful I’d chosen to spend every moment with her.

      “Do you think this is everything we ever wanted?” Emma asked as she took a sip of tea.

      “Not at all,” I replied. “It’s far more than I could’ve ever dreamed.”

      Emma smiled as she bit into a cherry tart. I listened to the sound of the birds chirping and took a long pause to feel grateful for everything we’d gained.

      The fae world was at peace. The Black Claw had been completely eliminated, Droga was locked securely in his grave, and the Unseelie and Seelie fae lived together in true harmony. Dolinska had been rebuilt, and all of the enslaved supernaturals and humans had been set free, and sent back to their societies.

      We could wipe the minds of the humans with our magic, but we could not do the same with the supernaturals Droga had captured from other magical races. They would remember. And someday, the fae would pay the repercussions for what we’d done, though there was no telling when that would be.

      I did not concern myself with fears about the future. My mate and I had been through the worst, and we’d come out of it despite all odds. Whatever shadows would next cross our doorstep, we would deal with once the time came.

      The royal palace had been rebuilt, and Arcanea University converted back into a school. Unseelie classes were being taught at the university, and dark magic had become fully integrated into society. It seemed after centuries of being at war, the two different fae courts were willing to put their differences aside and live together as one.

      “The press is reeling over what you did to those witches,” Emma said as ate a raspberry.

      I shrugged. A group of witches had been caught along our border recently, spying for the Miriamic Coven. The public had demanded that they be hanged. I let them go unharmed. “Slaughtering people is not the way to run this country.”

      “People will say we’re weak.”

      “Let them. It’s harder to offer mercy than death.”

      I was a changed man. I had hung up my sword and my armor, and vowed never to go back to war until I could no longer avoid it. Since I had taken Emma’s life while under Droga’s control, my eyes had been exposed to the truth.

      I once believed that there was no price too great for saving the country, no individual that wasn’t worth sacrificing in the name of restoring peace amongst our people. Previously, I would’ve given up thousands of lives, if it meant preserving Malovia for generations to come.  I had thought that the cause of nobility, justice and the greater good was worth more than all of us.

      Now, I knew my former ideals to be nothing but lies. One life lost to the cause of peace was one life too many. I had sworn to do anything to save my country, but hadn’t asked myself what my country could do for me, and the people I loved, or even the world at large. I was no longer a patriot, but instead, an individual concerned with the wellbeing of all, not just the Arcanea. As such, I had promised myself that in the future, I would do whatever I could to save as many lives as possible, instead of destroying them in the name of our nation. When the next war came, as it inevitably would, I promised myself that I wouldn’t act as I did before. I would consider the consequences of each battle.

      And I would not raise my sword again until I had no other choice.

      We lingered in the garden for as long as we could, enjoying our lunch and savoring the day before Emma said, “We should go. The others are waiting for us.”

      I nodded, and held out a hand to lift her up. We wandered through the gardens arm-in-arm, approaching the palace gates.

      As we walked the cobblestone path, people bowed lowly, giving us the utmost respect as they uttered low compliments. Some people met my eyes, but everyone averted Emma’s gaze, too terrified to meet it.

      “I can’t believe they still treat me like this,” Emma murmured as we entered the palace.

      “You are nearly a goddess to them,” I responded. “Everyone saw your body, and knew you were dead. That you returned astonishes even your enemies. The entire kingdom reveres you.”

      When we’d come back from the Great Hunting Grounds, the cathedral had been full of patrons ready to partake in the morning service. They and the high priestesses had walked upon an unusual scene, the remnants of the resurrection ceremony. People gasped as they’d watched Emma’s spirit return to her body and rise up from her casket, restored to life. She appeared like Milonna herself descended to Earth.

      Arthur’s body had laid on the floor amongst the white rose petals, his spirit gone on to join Vara. The entire moment had been… beautiful.

      And overwhelming. It was a miracle and a death all in one, for the entire country to observe. My joy had resulted in Emma’s grief, but you could not have life without loss. We’d all made our choices, for better and for worse. This is how it’d ended up.

      “Well, I wish they wouldn’t,” Emma responded crossly. “My brother made the sacrifice, anyhow.”

      I grasped her hand. “We all made sacrifices. You gave yourself up for your country, and Arthur gave himself up for you. None of it was easy, but we did it together.”

      “Exactly. If only people could see that, and not think that I did it all on my own. I wouldn’t have made it without all of you.”

      “They want a heroine, onawilke. Someone to worship and tell stories about.”

      Emma gave a grumpy sigh. “I guess it has been beneficial. No one complains about the laws we pass anymore.”

      “Indeed.” No one wanted to appear foolish enough to object to the words of a woman who’d seen the afterlife, and returned to talk about it.

      Her grip tightened on my arm as she said, “If only he were here. He’d be so happy to see how much things have changed.”

      “He does see, and he knows,” I told her. “He is with you, despite him being gone.”

      Tears still rose to Emma’s eyes whenever we spoke of Arthur. “It was wrong. I got so little time with him.”

      “The time you did spend with him created a love that will last a lifetime,” I told her. “Your brother will be waiting for you in the Great Hunting Grounds, as will all the people we lost. They are at peace. It is up to us to carry on the torch for them.”

      “I know.” Emma wiped her eyes. “If only we didn’t lose them at all.”

      There was a heavy weight on my heart that would never go away. It still felt as if we’d lost Kiara and Alexei yesterday. None of us had gotten used to their absence, even in the years that passed. Whenever all of us were together, I found myself looking for them, searching the room for their presence before I realized again that they wouldn’t be found in any place I sought.

      We all missed them. So much so that we didn’t feel complete without them here. There was a hole in our union that would never go away, so long as we were bound to this life.

      But they would not want us to carry on in this way. They had new existences in the Great Hunting Grounds, and we had our mortal lives on Earth. Being separated from them now did not mean losing them forever. Friendship overcame everything, even death. This was just a small part of eternity we had to bear, until we met them again.

      Kiara’s family had done their best to move on. Her parents had gone to South Africa, swearing off returning to Malovia ever again. Siona had reopened her shop, and married a sorceress from the griffin Faction last year. I hope she and her wife were happy, although I knew Siona would always grieve for her sister.

      We took the stairs downward until we came to an ornate golden door. Emma turned the handle, and we stepped into a beautiful illusion room. The room had taken on the appearance of a massive frozen lake surrounded by mountains. Snow trickled lightly from the ceiling, which was overcast into a gray sky.

      It looked very similar to the frozen lake we’d flown over on our way to the dark fae city. Emma had rebuilt the Hall of Wonders with her magic. I thought no one would be able to replicate it but Lady Magdalina, yet Emma had grown even more powerful since her return.

      “About time you two showed up,” Stefan said. He was on the ice, guiding Isaak along. They’d put hockey skates on his feet from the moment he could walk. He loved it, though he fell whenever Stefan stepped away.

      “We were enjoying our lunch in the gardens,” Emma replied.

      “Yeah, and giving the palace a good show, I bet,” Stefan teased.

      “We did no such thing,” I said.

      “We all heard you last night,” Delmare sat on a wooden bench by the ice, holding her black cloak tightly around her as a small fire blazed. She reached out to grasp Emma’s hand affectionately as she drew near.

      “Good,” Emma replied. “Maybe they’ll learn to stop bothering us once the door is closed.”

      Doubtful. A king and queen’s work was never done, and there was always more to do… ways to make the country better, ways to provide a better life for Arcanea everywhere. We stole away what moments we could behind closed doors, but we belonged to the people now.

      “I heard you’ve taken an interest in coaching hockey at the university,” I said to Stefan. He reached out to catch Isaak before he tumbled over.

      “Hey, someone needed to take Lucien’s place,” Stefan said. “I figured I might give it a shot.”

      I nodded grimly and didn’t elaborate on the subject.

      “Besides, I need some time to get away from these boors at the palace,” Stefan said. “Give me any excuse, I beg you.”

      We’d rebuilt our Circle, and restored Stefan to his council place on it, along with his mate. Delmare’s reputation as a lady had risen in recent months, as her paintings were hanging in the Louvre, and some of her books had recently earned awards and accolades. She’d become a famous artist, as she’d so desired, and we couldn’t be prouder of her. She’d proven that coming from a peasant’s background meant nothing in the light of the person you would become.

      Emma waved her hand, and our summer attire was replaced by winter gear, skates on our feet. We stepped onto the ice and skated around hand-in-hand, taking in the gorgeous scenery.

      I enjoyed the privacy immensely, glad that down here, there were no nobles or governors to bother us. In the Hall of Wonders, we had an escape where we could truly be ourselves.

      Across the ice and at a great distance from us were Finlay and Amantha. Finlay wobbled on his skates as he clung to Amantha like a cat, terrified he’d fall. Amantha laughed, coaxing him along as they moved at a snail’s pace.

      Finlay had been elected as one of the wolven pack’s leaders, and we’d given him his spot on the council back. The intolerable prat had saved our asses in the war, and was determined to help us build the country back better than it had been before.

      And, though I’d never say it aloud, he was my friend. I’m certain he wouldn’t admit it, either. Some things never changed.

      Amantha had done us all proud and gone on to be a champion in the figure skating world. She was quite reputable now, and somewhat of a sports icon in Malovia. We’d attended her last performance, and although Emma had cheered, I’d recognized that sadness in her eyes. Despite being happy for our friend, she wanted to be out there with her. It was a grief she’d never let go of.

      “How’s your knee?” I asked Emma as we made another lap.

      She winced. “Sore. I think I’ll be done soon.”

      It still, and always would, continue to bother me whenever she was in pain. “If I could make it better—”

      “My life is still a good life,” she said. “I’ve come to terms with my illness and how my body works. I’m okay with how things are. And maybe one day, I’ll be well. They’ll be better treatments, more powerful magic.”

      “We can only hope.”

      “And if not,” Emma pressed. “It’ll still be worth it, to be here with you. The gods chose me to go through this so I could teach and inspire others. In that way, even my greatest trial is a gift.”

      She had such a different perspective on things now. Since Emma had returned from the Great Hunting Grounds, things didn’t bother her as much as they once did. Nothing shook her iron resolve. It was both inspiring and unsettling. I was in awe of her at all times, and sometimes thrown off by her attitude to be resigned to whatever circumstance. She’d seen what lay beyond, things she could try to explain to me but that I couldn’t understand. Because of it, she was at peace.

      While we skated, sprites that looked like snowflakes and pixies that were made of ice did pirouettes mid-air around us. The faekin of Edinmyre had traveled to Earth to live here, and there was always a new species to discover. Fae zoologists and historians had a mountain of a task ahead of them, documenting and learning about them all.

      There was a giggling noise as others entered the Hall of Wonders. Theo’s voice echoed off the mountains as he shouted, “Girls, don’t get too carried away. Theodora— Theodora!”

      A little blonde two-year-old was tossing snowballs at the pixies that flew around the room. The pixie whizzed out of the way of the snowballs, making indigent sounds as the toddler let out cries of glee. Theo hurried to grab her, carrying her away from the horde of misfortune faekin.

      “What have I said about being polite?” Theo scolded.

      Theodora laughed, then smashed a snowball she was holding against Theo’s nose. The alicorn shifter huffed and blew snowflakes off his lips.

      Odette walked into the room carrying another child, who was identical to Theodora. The girl was sucking her thumb, and curled up against Odette’s chest. “I think they’re due for a nap. Odessa’s all worn out.”

      “So am I,” Theo replied wearily. He rubbed his face before looking over his shoulder. “Kiara, hurry along!”

      “Coming, Daddy!” A third child toddled toward them, falling face-first in the snow before she pushed herself up and hurried after her parents. Theo bent down to wipe the snow off her cheeks.

      Theo served as the fae representative on the United Supernatural Union’s council. With the animosity of the other races toward the fae, we needed someone level-headed and gentle to help make international decrees and treaties. I couldn’t imagine a better choice. With his responsibilities on the council alongside running a ballet studio with Odette, the man was very busy.

      Add to it the fact that he was raising triplet girls, and I don’t know how he survived.

      “How was your trip to Budapest?” Emma asked as we came to the edge of the ice.

      Odette sighed, then set Odessa down. “Unsuccessful. The alicorn girl we met was untalented. I expect it was a ploy by her family to get her into royal favor, but she didn’t have any special gifts that I could tell.”

      Odette was attempting to rebuild the Alicorn Court, but so far, she hadn’t found any living prophets amongst the fae to join. I worried she was the only one in our entire nation that had inherited her ancestors’ talents for telling the future.

      “Don’t lose hope,” Emma encouraged. “There might be another prophet out there yet.”

      Odette sighed. “Gods, I hope so. Doing this by myself is exhausting.”

      Theo and Odette put their skates on, then came to join us. They waltzed around the ice while their triplets played in the snow nearby. Being ballet dancers, their skating was refined and natural.

      “Too bad you can’t be out here, babe,” Stefan said. He held Isaak’s hand as they did little circles on the ice.

      “No thanks,” Delmare said blandly. “The bruise I got on my ass the last time was all the skating I wanted to do.”

      “She can barely walk as it is,” Odette cracked as Theo spun her into a lift.

      “Tell me about it. This kid gets any bigger, he’ll be fully grown by the time he’s born,” Delmare said, and she patted her belly with a bemused smile.

      Delmare was with child again— another son. He was due any day now.

      They planned to name him Alexei.

      When Emma and I had gotten our skates off, the door opened again. Emma’s expression brightened as she turned, watching Kalina and Kazim run forward. “There you are.”

      She stooped down to sweep Kalina into her arms. Kazim was below us, bouncing up and down, raising his arms and asking to be picked up. I scooped him up and fixed his hair, which was sticking up on one side. Lucien approached, keeping a fair distance as the twins clung to us.

      “Did you enjoy your sleepover with your babcia and bapa?” Emma asked, tweaking Kalina’s nose.

      “Kazim slept soundly,” Lucien replied. “Though Kalina stayed up nearly all night. She wanted to hear all my stories.”

      “Of course she did,” I said. She was full of energy, and hardly slept. She always was ready for a new adventure, it seemed. I could barely keep up with her rowdy personality.

      “How’s Mom?” Emma asked as Kalina wiggled in her arms, trying to escape.

      “Doing well. The restaurant is back up and running again,” Lucien said.

      Emma frowned. “I didn’t think it would take her this long.”

      “Yes. She needed some… time.”

      Lucien and Evonna had reconciled after Arthur’s death, though their relationship didn’t quite seem the same. They were together, and they were happy, but there was a sadness that hovered over their marriage that shadowed whatever they shared.

      I held great respect for them, keeping themselves together after the loss of a child. Though out of the two, I think Lucien held the most guilt.

      “I offered the Spring Queen years off my life in order to leave her island when I was a child,” Lucien had told me shortly after Arthur had died. “I believed she’d cut my life short, but now I understand that she bartered for my son’s existence, and not mine. A true fae trick, to ask for your child’s life instead of your own.”

      “Fae contracts are never straight forward. You couldn’t have known,” I’d insisted.

      “All the same. It is my fault my son is gone, and none other.”

      I hadn’t managed to convince him otherwise. He’d stopped drinking, and led somewhat of a productive life. But he’d refused teaching altogether, and had retired from everything that ever mattered to him, despite Emma and I’s protests.

      He was content to live out the rest of his days as a grandfather, although I privately thought he was much too young to do so.

      Some of us bore deeper scars from the war than others.

      “Do you think you two will have another baby?” Odette asked Delmare curiously as she came out of a spin.

      “We’ll have as many as the gods are willing to bless us with,” Stefan said.

      “Or as many as I can stand,” Delmare joked. “What about you?”

      “I’ve got my hooves full with three rambunctious, spirited girls,” Theo stated, and Odette giggled. “That’s quite enough.”

      Emma and I hadn’t discussed the idea of attempting for a biological child of our own, because there was no desire to, from either of us. Kazim and Kalina might as well have been my own flesh and blood. They were my son and daughter, and the best of my life. I would devote the rest of my existence to raising them, giving them everything I had.

      Emma and I set the twins down, and they ran off to play with the triplets. Lucien strode forward with his hands in his pockets. “Your mother and I have been to Eiragrad recently. I must say, dzika, well done.”

      “Don’t thank me. It’s the Unseelie fae. They’re putting in all the work,” Emma said.

      “All the same, it was your idea, and you should be honored for it,” Lucien said.

      Emma had begun an Unseelie settlement in Eiragrad. The previously empty city was now bustling again with all kinds of dark fae. Many of the citizens of Trua Gleann had moved there to start a new life. It was the official fae capital in Edinmyre, and the Unseelie city would be Emma’s legacy as she grew it to become a safe haven for all Arcanea.

      A quiet moment stretched on, before Lucien said, “There have been sightings. Of a raven-haired child that resembles the former queen.”

      I knew what he was getting at. After the final battle, Signe had gone missing. Gabby’s daughter had vanished once we’d reclaimed Dolinska, and no one had any clue as to where she might’ve gone. It was presumed the child was dead, a casualty of the war, although there was no way to know for certain.

      “And the sightings will continue, as long as the fae continue their love of rumors,” Emma replied. “They don’t mean anything to us.”

      We hadn’t dispatched spies to search for Signe, and refused to do so. An error, some would say, but we refused to fear an innocent. Perhaps Signe would pose a threat when she was grown, many years from now. Or perhaps we’d never hear of her again. What would be would be, and there was no point in continuing to worry. Hunting her down would turn us, and possibly, her, into the very monsters we feared, and we wouldn’t be responsible for causing trauma to a child.

      We watched the children play, and had conversation by the fire as the afternoon stretched on. Just before Theo and Odette disembarked the ice, I caught something.

      Odette had been staring at the ice for too long, her eyes locked into the immersion of its depths. I knew that look so well, and I dreaded whatever came with it.

      She came to sit beside us. The others were off with the children, helping them build snow forts and chase after the ice pixies. In a low voice, she said, “The visions are getting worse. Nearly every day now.”

      “What do they mean?” I pressed.

      “I don’t know. I can’t gather much, but I see Kalina in all of them,” Odette replied. “Once I grasp on to something, it’s gone just as quickly as it came. Something is coming, my friends. I don’t know what it is, and I can’t be sure of what it means for our kind. All I am certain of is that Kalina has a great destiny.”

      Her proclamation caused me to shudder. In our world, it was expected that our children would grow to see battle. To shed blood, to fight.

      But this was a fate beyond anything we’d ever seen before. I didn’t want Kalina to have any part of it, and at the same time, I couldn’t stop what I knew was coming…

      The next Great Supernatural War. A horrid battle between all the supernatural races, the possible end of all magical kind. This was bigger than the fae. It involved everyone. Somehow, this was Kalina’s path and her journey.

      All we could do was prepare her for it.

      Emma dug in her pocket, then handed something small to Odette— the powerful magical key she’d had for years. “I know you’ve looked at this before, but I really have to ask you to try again. I’m certain this has something to do with Kalina’s quest. It only shows a reaction when it’s around her. It has to mean something.”

      Odette held the key in her palm and observed it keenly. “I couldn’t sense the key’s power before, but now that my abilities are more developed, it’s unmistakable. Didn’t Professor Calliope give this to you?”

      “Yes,” Emma said. “Do you believe it wasn’t a coincidence?”

      “No. She must’ve known what it meant,” Odette insisted. “There’s a reason why she gave you this key.”

      “Then we need to ask her about it,” I said firmly. “We have to find her.”

      “Lucien might know where she is,” Odette offered. “You should ask him.”

      I was already rising to my feet to do just that. I roamed toward him. Kalina and Kazim dangled on each of his arms, and he chuckled as he swung them around. His head lifted as I approached.

      “Do you know where Professor Calliope may be?” I asked. “I have something to discuss with her.”

      Lucien rubbed his chin. “Hm. Calliope retired from teaching after the war. I believe she moved to the countryside, to live out her days with her daughter. I have the address if you’d like to visit.”

      “That would be wonderful.”

      We left the twins with Lucien and said goodbye to our friends before we left the palace. We snuck off the grounds without alerting the guards. No one needed to come with us and potentially overhear whatever Calliope had to say. Once we were deep in the woods, I flew Emma out to the countryside, to the address that Lucien had given us.

      We landed outside a quaint cottage overlooking the hills. I shifted back, and Emma gave a knock.

      A young woman opened the door. I didn’t recognize her. Her eyebrows shot up in surprise as she took us in. “My king and queen—”

      “We’re here to visit a beloved old teacher,” Emma said kindly. “If Professor Calliope is in, we’d love to see her.”

      The woman’s eyes saddened. “Yes. I suppose you’ve heard the news.”

      I was about to ask what news she meant, before she stepped aside, allowing us into the cottage. Once she did, the sour smell of cancer hit my nose, and it was strong, filling up the entire house.

      The woman led us through the cottage, dodging knick knacks that were placed alongside medical supplies and potion bottles. “I’m sorry for the mess. I wasn’t aware you were coming.”

      “We don’t mind. You have enough to deal with,” I said.

      I felt her sadness from here. This was a daughter carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders as she cared for Calliope in her last days. To remain strong at all was a great feat.

      “My mother is very weak. She doesn’t have much energy for visitors, but I’m sure she’d love to see you,” the woman stated. “I’d suggest asking whatever you need to quickly. She’s not able to speak for long.”

      “We’ll only be a minute,” Emma promised.

      The woman opened the door. My stomach sank as I witnessed the frail figure lying on the bed. Calliope was skin and bones, skin yellow and paper-thin. She’d been an old professor, but now, she appeared nearly as ancient as time itself.

      The smell of cancer here was so strong, it nearly suffocated me. Was there really nothing that could be done?

      “I’ll give you some privacy,” the woman said as she closed the door. Emma and I took a seat beside Calliope’s bed.

      Calliope’s eyes creaked open. The illusion teacher gave a slight smile as she took in the sight of us. “I knew the two of you would come, before the end.”

      Emma’s voice was tight. “Professor Calliope—”

      “Don’t feel sympathy for me, Emma. My only regret is that I will die in this bed, and not on the battlefield, as a fae should.”

      “You are dying a warrior’s death, resisting against an illness even as it takes your life,” Emma insisted.

      I spoke up. “Indeed. A nobler death on the battlefield couldn’t be had.”

      “I suppose you are right.” Calliope gave a slight cough, and Emma reached out to help her take a drink from the cup on her bedside table.

      She smacked her lips together before she laid back on the pillows and said, “I suppose you’re here about Kalina.”

      I was completely floored. How did she know?

      Calliope gave a soft laugh as she took in our bewildered expressions. “I am a part of the Demigod Guardians,” Calliope rasped. “We are elders of the supernatural world who have sworn to protect demigod children, so they may build a better world through their gifts. Many years ago, Emma, Lady Iris gave me a prophecy that your daughter would be a demigod, one who would use my family’s key to save the magical world.”

      “Your family’s key?” Emma questioned. She reached into her pocket, and withdrew the magical object. Calliope gave a weak nod as her eyes settled on the key.

      “Yes. It’s been passed down through my family for years. Centuries ago, a hag sent by Milonna herself came to my ancestor and gave her a very powerful key. She told her to keep it safe, relinquishing it only when a sorceress who gained the ability to shift roamed our world. Lady Iris foresaw a woman transform into a wolf in one of her visions, long before Kalina was born. Her gift led her to believe that this child was your daughter. When she told me of this, I knew the key had to be in your hands, though the method I used to deliver it had to be unremarkable, as to not to attract attention. There are many in this world who would long to get their hands on that which you possess.”

      “What do you know of her quest?” I asked.

      “Almost nothing,” Calliope replied. “Lady Iris’ visions, as well as the visions of the rest of the Alicorn Court, were unclear. All we were able to say for certain is that Kalina will fight in a war between all supernatural kind… a war that will enlist the very gods themselves. Heaven and hell, pitted against each other in a conflict that will put at risk the souls of all.”

      My mouth went completely dry as my stomach churned with nausea. This was far worse than we could’ve ever imagined.

      “Is there anything we can do that will stop this?” Emma insisted. She wasn’t willing to give up.

      “Train her,” Calliope replied. “Teach her the greatest magic you can, give her strength beyond what any fae has. And keep the key safe. She will need it in the days to come. Gods help us all.”

      Calliope’s head hit the pillows, and her eyes closed. She wasn’t able to answer anything more. We asked more questions, but Calliope had fallen into a sleep we could not wake her from.

      We gave our condolences to Calliope’s daughter, then returned to the palace. Word came later that evening that Professor Calliope had died, passing into the Great Hunting Grounds while holding her daughter’s hand. She’d been waiting for us, to deliver what she knew. Now she could die in peace.

      Emma and I discussed things in our quarters, feeling like our backs were against the wall. I paced the room while Emma remained on the couch, sipping tea and remaining deep in thought.

      “What can we do about this?” I asked my wife— but more so, myself. I was Kalina’s father, and it was my duty to defend her from the world. Yet how did I spare her from such a dark fate, when it was already written that she’d have to face it?

      Emma shrugged. “There’s no avoiding it. I think the best thing we can do is provide the twins with whatever protection our power and names provide, until it becomes inadequate to defend them any longer.”

      I nodded. “We give Kalina and Kazim proper royal titles,” I said. “Officially, on paper, make them our children. By forging the birth certificates and saying that they’re biologically ours.”

      We’d never explained to the public about Kalina and Kazim’s sudden appearance. Everyone had assumed they were ours, but the two of us hadn’t yet made a formal announcement. Royal children were always declared— they had to be, in order to gain the respect of the public, and be given official titles. It was a big legal matter, not to mention it was a situation that required a lot of pomp and circumstance, similar to a coronation. We hadn’t done so yet, hoping we could keep the twins as concealed and out of the public eye as possible.

      We couldn’t do that anymore. We had to give the public the gossip they wanted, and in exchange, gain the safety that notoriety would provide.

      “You want us to lie.” Emma’s mouth flattened.

      “Yes, for their benefit. We’ll finally acknowledge, in a formal press conference, that you gave birth to them, that they are my direct descendents.”

      “Ethan, they look nothing like you,” Emma protested.

      “But they look like you,” I said firmly. “Kalina and Kazim both take after Arthur, and you were his twin. They share your features. It’ll help others to believe the ruse.”

      “Is anyone going to fall for this?” Emma asked, tossing up a hand.

      “You were gone for nine months,” I said. “When you were lost in time, no one knew where you were. We’ll tell them that you were pregnant, and went into hiding until the twins were born. No one can prove otherwise.”

      “What about Vara? They knew she was with child,” Emma protested.

      “And it’s known that she’s dead. We’ll say her child died with her in the womb, and due to the time travel situation, their growth doesn’t match up to their actual age, anyway. No one will catch on,” I stated.

      Emma drummed her fingers against her teacup. “We’ll have to falsify their birthday.”

      “Yes. And no one but those who already do can know that they’re adopted,” I stated. “Not even Kazim and Kalina themselves.”

      “Ethan, no,” Emma said immediately. “We can’t do that to them.”

      “It’s the best way to keep them safe,” I insisted. “What will people do, if they put together that Vara was a goddess, and that Kalina and Kazim are her children? It’ll put them in more danger than ever before.”

      “They have the right to know,” Emma said harshly.

      “Of course they do. When they’re older. But until that time, we have to keep the adoption secret. It’s the only way to ensure their safety.”

      “My mother hid everything from me growing up. I came into the magical world knowing nothing about who I was. It made my destiny as the Worldweaver harder than it had to be,” Emma protested. “I won’t do the same to Kalina.”

      “You’re going to put this monstrosity of a prophecy on Kalina’s shoulders, at such a young age? She’s a child. She would have no idea, nor capability, of how to handle this situation. Frankly, she shouldn’t have to deal with it. It’s borderline abuse to put such a heavy fate on a little girl.” I crossed my arms.

      “If I had known earlier that I was the Worldweaver, or even a fae, I would’ve been better prepared!”

      “We can prepare her for her destiny without telling her,” I insisted. “We’ll give her the best tutors, and she’ll have the best education— magical and otherwise. Even though we don’t know what she’s capable of, we’ll do everything in our power to instruct her in how to fulfill her destiny.”

      “That’s bull,” Emma spat. “You want to prepare her for this without letting her know what’s she’s going to be up against? It’s cruel.”

      “Emma, I don’t think you realize this is above our pay grade,” I said flatly. “We don’t truly know what we’re dealing with. If Kalina knows what she is, if we tell her, she’s a danger to herself and others. People will find out she’s a demigod. They’ll come looking for her, and once they find her, they can either manipulate or force her to become a weapon, or lock her in a bad contract that will use her powers to hurt others. We still have enemies that are a threat to us.”

      “The biggest threat we have is our daughter. If she gets out of control, her time powers could have grave consequences,” Emma argued.

      “Which is exactly why she must be kept in the dark,” I said firmly. “Kalina is stubborn, and she’s a reckless child. That’s wonderful, because it means she’s brave, and she’s willing to explore the world. But that also makes her dangerous, because the moment she learns about her demigod blood, she’ll want to experiment. You know she will. And if she experiments with her powers before we’ve learned more about them, or before we find a teacher who can instruct her on how to use them properly, she could ruin the entire country in one blow. It’s too great a risk.”

      “What about the Demigod Guardians? Can we ask them for help?” Emma asked.

      “We can send spies to look for them, but that will make people start asking questions, and we don’t want that,” I stated. “You and I can search for them privately, but if this group is as elusive as Calliope made it sound, these people might not appear until they want us to find them.”

      “Her powers are going to emerge anyway, Ethan. They did when she was a baby, and they could come back again,” Emma said tiredly.

      “Or they could not.” I shrugged. “I personally believe Kallie’s powers were triggered that night by something extreme. What it was, I’m unsure.”

      Emma bit her lip. “Her mate, possibly. Maybe he was born, or maybe something happened to him that forced her time magic to react.”

      “Possibly, and we can’t be sure a rare event like that will happen again. Thus, my point still stands. Think about the Crystals of Harmony, how dangerous they were. Magic that gets out of hand destroys people. If Kalina harnesses her demigod powers before she’s ready, and they prove uncontrollable, the consequences could be dire for us all.”

      Emma fiddled with her teacup. “We could compromise,” she began. “The King’s Contest is due to be held by the time Kalina comes of age. We can train her for the Contest, specially prepare her to win. If she does, and ascends to the throne, we know that she’s ready to be told everything, and strong enough to keep her powers contained. We don’t want to overwhelm her with this knowledge until we know she’s strong enough to handle it.”

      “I agree,” I said. “It’s the only way to know if she’s ready.”

      Emma put aside her teacup, and stood. “I don’t like it, and I don’t approve. I think they deserve to know the truth.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “But I also know how the fae world works, and the danger it would put them in once this scandal is revealed. If you think this is the right way, I’ll go along with it, until we can’t keep it a secret any longer. We’ll put the key in the royal vault, and give it to Kalina once she comes of age, and if she succeeds in the Contest. Then she can determine her own destiny.”

      It was decided. If we couldn’t prevent Kalina’s fate, we’d do whatever we could to shield her from it until we had no other choice but to let her face it. I despised the idea of lying to my children, but if this would preserve their lives, then by the gods, I’d be the greatest liar who walked this realm. Nothing meant more to me than my family. Putting my honor aside to keep them safe wasn’t even a question. It was an action I took willingly…

      Even if my children hated me, once they discovered the truth.

      Emma strode up to me, wrapping her arms around my waist. She held me tightly as she said, “No matter what may come, I’m here for you and our children. I’ll fight for you until forever comes.”

      I held her tightly against me as I pressed my lips to hers. “Forever… and even longer than that.”

      We’d gotten all our friends together for dinner that night. Everyone sat around the table, raising tankards and feasting like there was no tomorrow. Perhaps there wasn’t… because as far as we were concerned, nothing was guaranteed, not even today.

      I smiled as I observed the faces of the people I loved. They’d been here for me while I was at my lowest, picked me up when all my heart felt was the burden of sorrow and despair. Even in my darkest moments, they’d come in during the quiet and sat with me, enduring the worst as they walked beside me through every storm. Their laughter echoed around the room, and as we shared a meal together, I’d never been more grateful to know each and every one of them. I was strong because they were beside me. I ruled because they followed me. Emma and I had accomplished the impossible, because they had helped us to move mountains.

      Now, we were all here, and it felt like we were on top of the world. This is what it truly meant to be a king. As long as I had my friends, I had all the power I needed.

      I wouldn’t have made it without them.

      I found myself on the balcony overlooking Dolinska as the sun set over the city. Kalina was there, waving around a wooden toy sword and screaming war cries that I was certain she’d learned from Lucien.

      Her hair was braided, and she’d rummaged through Emma’s makeup and found black shadow to smudge across her eyes. Looking at her now, I could almost picture the woman she would become. The warrior she’d have to be, to survive what the gods had in store.

      But that was a long way off. She was a child now, and I’d fight for her to be a child until she no longer was one. Destiny would have to wait, because right now, she belonged to me.

      “What are you up to, dzika?” I asked. I bent down to lift her onto my shoulders.

      “Fighting off monsters,” she replied, and she patted my head.

      I gave a soft smile as I reached up to grasp her hand. Yes, there would always be more monsters left to fight.

      Emma had fulfilled her destiny as given to her by the gods. Kalina’s destiny, whatever it was, was waiting for her. The future wasn’t so far off, and a new world was coming, one my daughter would be instrumental in shaping.

      She wasn’t ready for all that yet. I wasn’t sure if she’d ever be. So, until destiny called, I was desperate to bless her with the greatest gift I could afford to give.

      Time.
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      Supernatural Behavioral Science was a class about intermagical cooperation. It was held in a dark classroom at the end of the Institute that was damp and musty. When I walked in, I felt a chill wash over me. It was always freezing in here. I heard strange moans, like that ghosts made, and it caused the hair to stand up on the back of my neck. The classroom was decorated with skeletons of supernatural creatures, as well as a skull I was sure was from a vampire, due to the fangs. Fairy wings were held up by pins in glass cases on the walls, and the fin of a mermaid was placed in a case on the teacher’s desk in front of the room. 

      A dragon skeleton hung suspended from the ceiling. I was certain our teacher had killed it herself. Professor McCauley was an Air Elementai who seriously took no shit. She appeared like a corpse, taunt yellow skin and beady eyes, held together by minuscule pieces of flesh and bone. She had to be half-vampire, because she’d taught my dad at Orenda Academy, and she’d been ancient back then. Immortality was the only explanation for why she was still creeping around. I don’t know why she’d transferred to teach at the Institute, but it was always good to have another Elementai around, I supposed. 

      Her Familiar, Bram, remained in a corner of the room and watched us with beady eyes. He was a wendigo, an animal you didn’t want to cross. Bram’s body was the skeleton of a horse, with a long dragon’s tail and paws like that of a wolf’s for feet. A deer’s skull with violent antlers served as Bram’s head, and within it, there were no eyes— only sockets. The taunt black skin that stretched over his form only made him more terrifying. 

      Wendigos were dangerous creatures. You didn’t fuck with them unless you wanted to die. 

      Kalina was in this class with me. She looked up as I took my spot at a desk, but didn’t say anything, just kept her eyes forward. 

      McCauley counted the number of students in her classroom, making sure all were here before she launched into a lecture. 

      “Magical cooperation is very important for the survival of our world,” McCauley said. “Humans are a threat to us all. They outnumber us, and for the first time, their technology poses a risk. Which is why it is critical all supernatural races work together in order to ensure the continuation of magic.”

      Bram began moving around the room, his skeletal form clicking together as he patrolled, making sure we all paid attention. McCauley’s was the one class in the entire school where no one dared to pull anything. We were all too afraid of Bram to try back talking her.

      “There is a type of magic that allows different magical races to combine their powers into one fluent method of power,” McCauley said. “This magic is called simultension. Silmultension allows a mermaid to combine their voice magic with a shifter’s telepathy, for example, or an angel’s light magic with a witch’s necromancy. The possibilities are endless. Only together can certain types of magic be created, through the efforts of two or more supernatural species. Miss Lopez, Miss Demauley. A demonstration, if you please.”

      Lupe headed to the front of the room. I hadn’t seen her much since she’d been our tour guide at the start of the semester, but she worked in this class as a teacher’s aide. Despona also rose from her seat. The Elementai and the succubi faced each other, waiting for McCauley’s instruction. 

      “Miss Lopez, use your Koigni magic and merge it with Miss Demauley’s mind control,” McCauley said. “Focus your powers on working together, instead of against each other.”

      Despona appeared a little worried, but Lupe’s face was calm. She emitted a stream of fire from her hands, which wrapped slowly around Despona like a ribbon. It didn’t burn the vampire, or hurt her.

      Despona took a deep breath. As she exhaled, the Fire magic dispersed around her, and Lupe directed it toward Bram. The Fire created shackles around the wendigo’s feet. Despona’s eyes flashed red, and she lifted her hand, moving it like a puppeteer. Bram began to dance, but clearly not of his own accord— the Fire shackles around his feet appeared to work like strings, moving Bram’s feet from one spot to another.

      “Excellent work,” McCauley said, and the Fire shackles faded as Bram was set free. “As you can see, creativity is the hallmark of using simultension. Everyone, partner up with someone that is not of your own magical race, and get to work. If you create a spell I haven’t seen before, you will get an A for the day.”

      That had to be impossible. McCauley was so old, she must’ve seen everything. I looked around for a partner, but most people had already been taken.

      McCauley assigned one for me. “Ava-Marie, you’ll work with Kalina,” McCauley said. “Get to it. No use in lazing about.” 

      I frowned. I didn’t want to be with Kalina, but she was already moving her things to my desk. 

      She sat across from me and fiddled with her pencil. “So, what should we make?”

      “I don’t know. Isn’t fae magic limitless?” I asked.

      “In a way. Fae have illusion magic. We can create and manifest any illusion we like into reality, as long as we believe it’s real. That’s the hard part,” Kalina said. “If I don’t believe I can do it, it won’t happen.” 

      “So let’s do something easy,” I suggested. “What’s the simplest illusion for you to create?”

      “Weapons,” Kalina responded instantly. “I can make a blade appear out of thin air without breaking a sweat.”

      “What if you try to make a weapon out of my elemental magic?” I suggested. “An Elementai’s magic is pretty powerful, but it doesn’t last very long. In most cases, weather magic fades pretty quickly once it’s been cast. Maybe we should try making it stick.”

      “Sounds good to me. Give me what you’ve got,” Kalina suggested. 

      I nodded. I raised my right hand, and a fireball appeared before us, floating in mid-air. I lifted my left hand and uncapped the water bottle next to me. The water began rising out of the bottle, until it became a ball right next to the glaring fire, rippling with tiny waves as the firelight reflected off of it harshly.

      “You might want to move fast,” I suggested. “It won’t last long.” 

      Kalina stared at the fireball so intensely, I thought it might fizzle out at her gaze. But that wasn’t what happened. Metal began to take shape around the fireball. My jaw dropped as I watched a sword forge right before my eyes and become solid out of thin air. Within the blade of the sword, fire danced, as if there was a window within the weapon that displayed the flames raging inside.

       Kalina created a second sword around the water ball, and it flowed outwardly within the middle of the blade just as the fire did. I froze the water inside the sword, and it became a weapon of ice, the still water gleaming inside the blade.

      I could feel Kalina’s magic as it merged with mine. It felt a lot like the bond between Charlie and me, but it was farther away. I surveyed the feeling of illusion magic with interest. It felt whimsical, and unbound. 

      “Badass,” Kalina said in approval as she observed the floating swords. “Want to try these out?”

      “Sure,” I said. We moved the desk aside to make room. I grabbed the Water sword, and Kalina took the Fire one. We squared off. Kalina struck first, and as she swung the blade toward me, I brought up my own to block her. Sparks flew everywhere, and I felt my elemental magic quiver when the blades touched.

      To my surprise, the swords held. I thought for certain that they’d fall apart once we struck them together, but as long as my magic was intertwined with Kalina’s, the swords remained intact. Kalina struck again. I blocked her a second time, and we sparred lightly, testing the strength of our weapons. Sparks continued to fly, along with water droplets, as the swords clashed again and again.

      Kalina swung her sword upward in an arc, and I batted it away. The Fire sword left small remnants of flame trailing through the air. As an experiment, I pointed my sword at her, and an icicle emitted from the tip and flew outward. Kalina ducked to avoid it. When the icicle hit a desk nearby, it immediately froze it.

      People stopped what they were doing to watch us spar. Kalina and I put all our might into it and really hammered on each other’s weapons, but no matter how hard we struck, our magic didn’t break. 

      “Well done, both of you,” McCauley said approvingly. “Full points for the day.” 

      Kalina drew back, panting. I was out of breath, too. I could feel Kalina’s illusion magic ebbing away as she attempted to take back the power that was hers. I pulled my magic back from Kalina’s. The swords instantly dissolved, as if they were never there at all. The fire faded into smoke, and the water became vapor upon the air.

      “It looks like we both have to sustain the spell in order to keep it going,” Kalina said. She plopped into her seat to take a break. 

      “Yeah. I guess simultension doesn’t work without cooperation.” I took a chair beside her. I wish I hadn’t used all the water from my bottle, because I was thirsty now. 

      Kalina gave a roguish smile. “Have you ever sparred before? You’re really good.”

      “No. That was my first time,” I admitted.

      “You must be a natural.” She leaned back in her seat. “My dad taught me. He’s the best swordsman that ever was.” 

      “I guess if I can keep up with you, I’m not that bad, Kalina,” I joked. 

      Kalina’s smile faltered, and I felt like I struck a nerve. “Did I say something wrong?”

      “It’s just… I don’t really want to be called that anymore,” Kalina said. “Kalina is a high-born fae name, and I want to separate myself from that life as much as possible.”

      “Why?” I loved my name, and couldn’t imagine being called anything else, but maybe she had a good reason.

      “I was exiled. My people and my country abandoned me. I want to get my throne back, but at the same time, I don’t know if I ever can go back to that life,” Kalina said. “My name is just a reminder of what I lost. I need to become someone different if I’m going to be happy.” 

      “So… what do you want me to call you?” I asked.

      She gave an introspective look toward the ceiling. “I was thinking… Kallie.”

      “Okay, Kallie,” I said. “If that’s what you want to be called, then that’s who you are to me.”

      “Thanks. I really appreciate it,” she said in relief. “I just need to reinvent myself. Start over, once we win the Darke Games.” 

      I got it. So many people at the Institute wanted to forget their pasts. It was the only way to move on once you’d been thrown in jail. 

      I giggled. “You know, I’m all for reinventing yourself, but if you want to change your sense of fashion, you’ll probably have to wait until we get out of the Institute.”

      Kallie moaned. “I know, right? The uniforms at Arcanea University are so much better. The fae have better taste. I feel so matronly in this skirt.”

      “Same,” I agreed. “I’d do anything to go to the mall.” 

      Kallie cocked her head. “Aren’t you the girl who got in trouble for modifying the uniform and making it sexy?”

      “That’s me,” I said proudly. 

      “I like rebels who don’t follow the rules,” Kallie said in approval. “If you can’t tell, I have a problem with authority.” 

      I snickered. “Girl, I feel you. What good are rules if they’re not meant to be broken?”

      Kallie nodded. “You’re a badass bitch. I could get used to hanging around a girl like you.”

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” I said. 

      Kallie was actually kind of cool. Maybe I hadn’t given her a chance. Trusting people was never my strong suit… but even if I didn’t trust Kallie, perhaps she could still be a friend, and that was good enough for me.
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