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      Hello, kind reader! If you have any triggers, please read below:

      This book contains graphic violence, swearing, sexy times, and scenes of physical abuse as well as a brief, undetailed scene of sexual assault in the first couple of pages. If you do choose to read it, that is the only scene of its kind, though the abuse will be mentioned later (no details given). Cruel Monsters contains dark themes, but NO dark romance. Any sexual scenes between the heroine and her heroes are 100% consensual.

      Please take care of yourself first, and if any of the above may bother you, maybe skip this one.

      Lots of love,

      Kat
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          Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      “Just one more time… one more time before… Well, you know.”

      Ah, yes. One more time he’ll use my body before I die. But as one of the thirteen chosen sacrifices to the demon race, what did I really expect? The moment that hunter found me, with my pale lilac hair and jewel-like blue eyes, I was done for. White hair meant power, and that’s exactly what the Demon Lords the townspeople worshipped were after—or so I’d been told.

      I sighed as Jordan, the man who was supposed to look after me, supposed to care for me, grabbed my hips and spun me onto my front. He’d lost interest in my face some time ago, preferring to avoid my indifferent stares while he abused me.

      My face pressed against the sheets of his bed as the clink of his belt rang in the quiet. I took a calming breath, retreating into my mind like I did every time, letting numbness wash over me.

      “You’ve made this one memorable year, Thirteen,” Jordan grunted as cold air hit my backside.

      I ignored the innkeeper, tuning out whatever remarks he felt the need to make on my last day. I turned my head to look out the window next to the double bed, ignoring the pressure of his hands on my skin as I stared at what would soon be my escape.

      Today, the townspeople of Alma would kill me. I’d seen it every month since I’d been dragged from the forest and into the small town a year ago today. Every thirty days, they sacrificed a young woman at the altar. Memories of their blood and blonde hair floated through my mind. So many young women had slit their throats on that altar—so afraid to be taken by demons, they’d rather spill their blood and kill themselves.

      A shiver ran through me, but certainly not from anything the loaf behind me was doing. He’d grown soft over the year. Whether he was just tired of me, or losing his male prowess with age, I couldn’t be sure. I didn’t care either way. Soon, it’d be over.

      I gritted my teeth as the pressure increased. My nails dug into the cream bedsheets, and I wrapped the fabric in my fists. I called back the ice around my heart, throwing up my walls to block out the world and all the evil in it. I’d do anything to forget about what was happening, and so I clung to the one thing that kept me going.

      My escape.

      My heartbeat sped up and my gaze flickered back to the wood framing the small window, only half shuttered with cold morning light spilling through the crack. Clouds roiled in the sky, telling of rain, or a storm, I wasn’t sure. It wouldn’t make my escape any easier, but it certainly wouldn’t stop me either. It wouldn’t be long now, and I’d be grabbing my hidden satchel before sliding down the drainpipe next to the window.

      A wicked smile flashed across my lips, but only for a moment. Freedom.

      The taste of it burned in the light breeze on my face, and the smell of rain in the air. Strands of my long hair wisped around me, dancing as if by magic. I watched the pretty glittering strands and tightened my hold on the sheet. I didn’t have much time. As soon as Jordan finished his lackluster thrusting, he’d be downstairs opening the tavern for the day. While he was busy, I would make my escape. He’d already given me permission to do whatever it is I pleased on my last day alive, and I would use that to my advantage. The loaf probably thought I’d lie in bed all day or gorge myself on whatever the cook whipped up that morning. Whatever he thought, I’d prove him wrong when he found me missing that evening.

      A groan told me it was over, and I sighed in relief. I’d gotten used to the mistreatment. I had to if I wanted to survive. It had taken the man weeks to realize I’d learned to shut down when he hurt me. At first, he’d been angry, bringing his fists into the bedroom. But now? He didn’t even bother. He thought he’d broken me. But there was no breaking Thirteen.

      Jordan’s belt clinked once more, and his clothes rustled as he adjusted himself. “Well, I’ll leave you to it then. Going to open up for the day.” The floorboards creaked as his weight shifted. “Behave, Thirteen,” he warned.

      I didn’t bother expending my energy on rolling my eyes. Idiot. “Yes, sir.”

      His heavy footsteps creaked across the floor until the door shut with a harsh squeal. The moment I heard his weight descending the stairs, I bolted upright. I hissed at the sting in my lower body and did my best to ignore the disgusting feeling curling in my belly. I lunged out of bed, cleaning myself up as fast as possible with the wash basin on the dresser.

      The innkeeper’s quarters were small, limited to a double bed, a dresser, a small desk in the back, and a worn leather chair in the corner. It wasn’t much, but then again, the people of Alma didn’t have much after a nine-hundred-year war with the infamous demon race.

      I’d never seen a demon myself. Though a Demon Lord arrived for each sacrifice, they were always too far to see, cloaked in shadow beneath the bows of the massive cherry tree at the center of town. I’m not sure I wanted to see one, though I supposed if I didn’t escape before the ceremony, I would have no other choice.

      No. Not going to happen, Thirteen.

      I steeled myself, forcing my iron will to flood my veins, filling me with purpose and cracking the ice I’d veiled my heart in. Though my previous escape attempts had been thwarted—three attempts in total—today I had to make it. If I didn’t, I’d either be killed by the Demon Lord when he arrived or taken away to the Demon Realm—at least that’s how the story went. The demons presented every young sacrifice with a choice—accompany them or die. Either way, it sounded like hell. Stories of the Demon Realm depicted it as a hellscape of stone and blood. Demons were said to be vicious, blood thirsty creatures—creatures of nightmares. I wasn’t sure I believed the stories, but I wouldn’t be sticking around to find out.

      Taking one last deep breath, I got to work. As quickly as I could, I stripped off my nightgown and tossed it into the basket by the door. I grabbed a plain navy dress from the dresser—I’d have to wear my usual dress out in town, or I might raise suspicions early—and slipped it on over my head.

      As usual, I scowled at the sleeves that barely hit my wrists. The dress was a size too small, fitted, but not uncomfortable. If I’d been fed better, I might mind, but I was mostly skin and bones these days. The real irritation was the length of the sleeves. Ever since I’d been found, I’d had a manacle on my wrist. It was simple iron with a thick clasp and a worn keyhole from all of my attempts to remove it. There were vines carved into the metal, and though I might have thought it a pretty thing once, now it only reminded me of the past I couldn’t remember. The fact I couldn’t remove it was a bit of a nuisance. Though the town smithies had tried multiple times, nothing they did could so much as bend or scratch it. It had to be spelled, but with what, I wasn’t sure. With no magic in Alma, I might never find out.

      The bang of the front door made me jump.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed at myself. I had to get moving.

      Slipping on my worn leather shoes, I grabbed a cloak hung from the back of the door and wrapped it around my shoulders. I had to disguise my hair somehow, and the large hood should do the job.

      Lastly, I slid to my knees next to the bed. Peeking beneath the wooden frame, I pushed apart the storage boxes to reveal the satchel I’d been hiding. Though the bag had been left behind by a patron, the food and water flask inside were stolen from downstairs.

      What? I had to survive somehow.

      I grabbed the satchel and rose to my feet, sliding the strap across my body. It wasn’t much, but it should help me survive in the woods for a few days until I could find another settlement. I knew they were out there. Though most of my memories had been lost before this town, I still had flashes of a world I once knew. A stone keep with high walls, towers on either side and a large gate flashed before my eyes—hazy memories of a town, a manor, and a boy.

      I shook my head, clearing the images. I knew it was out there somewhere, I only had to find it. Maybe, I’d finally find some answers there—maybe even a name.

      As deep voices rose from the tavern below, I strode to the window. I was wasting precious time standing around. I pushed open the worn shutters as slowly as I could, wincing when they squeaked slightly. I paused, waiting, listening.

      When I heard no footsteps climbing the stairs, only then did I breathe again. I pushed the shutters open as far as I dared and leaned out to see the two-story drop below. If I jumped, I’d probably break an ankle. Though I healed far quicker than most, a fact that had delighted Jordan when he found out, it wouldn’t be fast enough to make my escape. So instead, I’d risk the storm drain.

      I glanced around the yard first, at the tall willow tree in the back corner, and the shingled roofs of distant homes. Luckily, the backside of the inn wasn’t well used, and all of the windows downstairs, save for the kitchen, looked out the front or sides of the building, not the back.

      “Now or never,” I whispered. I climbed onto the windowsill, swinging a leg over before finding my grip on the storm drain. The cold metal sent a shiver down my spine, but I held it tightly, listening to it groan as I put my weight on it. “Just hang in there until I’m down, ok?”

      I knew trying to reason with an inanimate object was insane, but when comparing myself to the people of Alma—I might be the sanest person I knew.

      Sliding one foot onto the edge of the metal band fastening the drain to the side of the building, I slowly crept out, placing more and more of my weight onto the pipe until I was no longer on the windowsill at all, but completely at the mercy of the pipe.

      “Be quiet please,” I muttered, muscles shaking as I held my full body weight tight to the wall. I demanded compliance with not only the pipe, but my body. As slowly as I could, I shimmied down the pipe, pausing every time I heard a noise inside, or the pipe groaned louder than normal.

      Minutes later, I was drenched in sweat, but safe on the ground.

      My heart thrashed in my chest as I knelt, pressing my back against the wall just below the kitchen windows. The cook shouldn’t have arrived yet, but I wasn’t taking any chances. Once I’d regained my breath, I made sure my hood was pulled over my hair before I crept beneath the window, around the inn until I could take a peek at the street.

      A wagon was stationed outside the inn, two guards sitting in front, looking exhausted with dark shadows under their eyes. The night shift weren’t the most brilliant pair. They conversed constantly, drank occasionally, and were a generally unobservant duo. The town priest, Crissan, leader of Alma, had guards stationed outside the inn day and night after my last escape attempt a week ago. They weren’t taking any chances with me. Unfortunately for them, they didn’t understand the lengths I would go to in order to survive.

      If I could survive a year being Jordan’s plaything, I could survive anything. I wouldn’t let this backwater town break me. I was getting out of here today, and I was getting out of here now.

      Right on time, the morning shift arrived to relieve the night guards. They stood next to the wagon, gossiping, or whatever it is guards do when they chat. Either way, the four were distracted enough for me to race across the narrow dirt road and into the alleyway between the bakery and general store.

      My pulse pounded in my ears as I ran down the short alley, between the wooden buildings and onto the open street. Several townspeople set up their shops for the day, displaying their wares alongside pretty white and red decorations to signal the coming celebration—the one they thought would end in my death.

      You must submit to the Demon Lords and die before them. Sacrifice yourself for Alma, so that we may continue living. The last thing you want to do is be taken by one, Thirteen.

      The words of the priest echoed in my head. I wasn’t sure I believed him, having never seen a demon myself, but the way he said the name his wife had given me always brought my hackles up. Thirteen. The thirteenth sacrifice, on the thirteenth month of the year. The last, and most glorious of them all, meant to be a special offering to the Demon Lords who protected us from their untold hordes of monsters.

      I shivered, drawing my hood closer as I stepped out onto the street. Keeping my head low, I made my way toward the edge of town.

      Though I’d hated the name they’d chosen for me at first, I didn’t much mind it anymore. Thirteen. It was kind of a pretty in a way, maybe even a little badass. And it was the only thing that was mine in this entire town. The clothes on my back, the food in my belly—all of it belonged to Jordan. But Thirteen? That was all mine.

      I might not remember the old me, but Thirteen was my present. I’d left behind the girl I’d been all those months ago and fought tooth and nail to survive this place. To survive the horrors Jordan wrought. To survive the priest’s weekly visits to bathe and baptize me of the sins of my body so I might be ready for the Demon Lords.

      Fire burned through me so suddenly, my steps faltered, and I nearly tripped on an exposed rock. There weren’t many on the dirt road, but of course the moment my mind wandered, my feet found it.

      I cursed under my breath and barely caught myself, regaining my balance. I took a quick glance around to make sure I hadn’t drawn any unwanted attention. Martha, the wife of the town smith, smiled and hummed as she hung linens off the side of their home. Though the bottom floor of the stone and wood building was a large smithy filled with a forge, instruments of all kinds, and a plethora of weapons, the top was a small home. I’d only been upstairs once, but once was enough to know Martha was completely insane.

      I ducked my head, making sure my hood was in place as I slipped around the corner, racing away from the insanity of the townspeople as fast as I could.

      Martha seemed normal on the outside, prim, and proper with her brown hair braided straight down her spine, and her dresses pressed clean of wrinkles. Only if you looked into her dead amber eyes could you see the mania, the manic presence in most of the townspeople’s eyes. They were all terrified—or at least the women were. I could see it every time I met one of their haunted gazes. They were petrified of being me one day. And so, the women of Alma avoided me when they could. Whether it was superstition keeping them at bay, or something the men of the village did to keep them in check, I wasn’t sure. Either way, I could see the terror in their eyes. If they sacrificed one woman every month, they were bound to run out of blondes eventually. And then what? I’d already seen them resort to mousy brunettes, and pale haired gingers.

      As much as I wanted to feel sorry for them, my lips twisted in a cruel smirk as I leaned against the side of a squat home down the street. The women were equally to blame as their male counterparts. They watched the priest bathe me, touch me, use me. They heard my cries for help when I first arrived. They saw the bruises, the busted lips, and broken bones Jordan had adorned me with when I succeeded in drifting away during his abuses. And each time they met my gaze, their eyes deader than mine, they smiled. I’m not sure how they could look into the eyes of another victim and grin, but they did it—every fucking time.

      There was something wrong with Alma, and it had nothing to do with the Demon Lords they sacrificed their women to.

      A brush of wind sent another chill down my spine. The weather was cooling off. It was still far too early for snow, but heavy wind on top of rain would make for a horrid trip through the forest.

      I sighed. At least it was better than prostrating myself in front of some demon.

      I continued down the street, thankful it was so early in the day. At least the inn hours were good for something. Most of the townspeople would be waking but would still be tucked into their homes. It made my escape down the next few streets a breeze.

      My heart raced as I drew closer and closer to the thick foliage that circled Alma. I’d never gotten to the trees before, but this time I had no other choice. They were so close, densely packed together twenty or thirty feet away from the nearest building. Their green leaves danced in the breeze, scattering a few brown ones to the wind. It’d be a decent distance to run across without notice, but as long as I timed the guard’s rotation correctly, I was sure I could make it.

      I ducked next to the dilapidated fence circling a small overgrown yard of what had to be an abandoned home, windows boarded up and the front door resting at an awkward angle. I slid between the broken fence slats, creeping through the high grass until I could crouch next to the fence gate. It gave me the best angle on the forest and should keep me more hidden than the rest of the rotting wood.

      I wiped my sweaty palms on my cloak as I eyed the open space. There was no one—nothing but the shadows of the trees across the tall grass as the sun ascended into the sky. Bright morning light glared just over the leafy treetops, nearly blinding me.

      Leaning back to escape the sun, I blinked wildly to clear the white dots from my vision while simultaneously listening for the town guard. The guards were on rotation, constantly walking in a large circle around Alma. I could see the path they took from here, the grass worn down in a straight line not five feet from the edge of the dirt road.

      Again, I checked for guards. My heart beat harder, faster, with every moment I wasted. But I had to be careful. This was my last chance, and I couldn’t waste it. If someone caught me, I’d be no match physically—Jordan had seen to that. I sighed. I might be able to outrun any pursuit, but the forest was my enemy. It was unknown, a strange place I hadn’t seen since the day I was taken by the hunter.

      With one last look between the slats of the fence gate, I knew it was time. If there were no guards in sight, it wouldn’t last long. No side of Alma was left unguarded for more than a few minutes.

      I took a deep breath, steeling my nerves and trying not to think about what would happen if I failed.

      Images of blonde hair and blood splashed across a stone altar flashed before my eyes, and I squeezed my fists tight. I wouldn’t be one of those girls. I wouldn’t die on that altar, and I certainly wouldn’t spill my own blood for the sake of this horrible place. If I was caught, they’d have to kill me themselves, or hope the Demon Lord that came for me did. I refused to die until I knew who I was. Until I knew where I was from, who I’d been, and who the beautiful raven-haired boy in my dreams was. I needed to know before I gave in to the cruelty of the world.

      And this is your last chance.

      The voice in my head was my own, my sub-conscious twisting my own thoughts and fears against me. I ground my teeth and stood. The voice was right this time. This was my last chance, and I wouldn’t waste it.

      Pushing open the fence gate, I ignored the squeal of the hinges and took off running. My pulse pounded in my ears as I tore across the narrow dirt road and into the grassy field surrounding Alma. The tall grass slowed my pace, and I swatted it aside as I plowed forward.

      The trees grew closer and closer, and with it my heartbeat increased until I felt it pound behind my eyes.

      Almost there. I’m almost there!

      I pushed onto the guards well worn path, and out the other side, swiping away the offensive foliage until I could reach for the graying bark of the nearest tree. My fingers brushed the harsh edge of the bark and a giddy bubble of victory rose into my throat, but I squashed it before the squeal could pass my lips.

      It was stupid, being so excited about touching a tree for the first time in a year. But this damn tree had been all I’d wanted to reach the last three times I’d attempted this. I dreamed about the trees—despite all the unknown dangers that lurked in the forest. These trees meant my salvation. They meant crossing the edge of Alma, and they meant what I hoped to be the end of my torture.

      “You there!” a voice bellowed on the breeze.

      My heart nearly stopped. Everything felt frozen around me as I slowly turned my gaze on the guard racing down the dirt road towards me.

      No, no, no!

      My eyes widened, and without thinking, I dove into the trees. My breaths came in harsh gasps, panic stealing my mind as I pushed through thick, bowed branches that wiped my cheeks bloody.

      I’m not going back! I can still get away!

      My mind raced as well as my feet. I dared not look back as I leapt fallen trees, and rocks, dodging roots as best as I could. I tripped and leapt right back up. I had no idea where I was going. As long as I forged forward, it didn’t matter.

      Shouts barely broke through the pounding in my head. Whoever had seen me, they had called reinforcements. I could feel my escape slipping, but I refused to give in. I pushed through the leaves until a small clearing opened so suddenly that I fell forward with nothing to brace myself on.

      My chin hit the ground hard, jarring my teeth together painfully. I groaned as my arm ached beneath me. I had tried to catch myself, but instead twisted the limb painfully. Grumbling through the pain, I got to my knees, and then my feet. I was covered in dirt and grass, but at least I hadn’t broken an ankle.

      “This way!”

      The distant voice had my eyes bugging. I spun towards the clearing, picking up my skirt as I ran across it and back into the trees, racing blindly until suddenly the ground shifted beneath me. I yelped as I twisted midair, grabbing at nearby branches. I flailed as the ground gave out and I fell. My back hit something hard, and I squeezed my eyes shut as air burst from my lungs. I slid sideways, gravity pulling me down the hill.

      I held my arms over my head, bracing myself from further injury as I slid, and rolled, thumping into rocks, and trees until my shoulder slammed against a boulder and I cried out.

      Stars danced in front of me when I opened my eyes. Though the world no longer spun, it still tilted a little. “Damn it,” I hissed as I fought my body to sit up. Pain tore through my shoulder and my eyes watered. I was fairly certain something was broken or dislocated. This much pain wouldn’t follow a bruise or even a cut. It felt like my shoulder was on fire, pain burning a path between my collar bone and shoulder blade.

      “Fuck,” I whined. I pressed my arm flush against my stomach, attempting to hold it still to abate the agony.

      Crashing in the trees had me spinning wildly in every direction. My head spun, and my eyebrows furrowed. Which way had I fell from again? My heart throbbed and my entire body ached. I couldn’t believe I’d gotten this far only to fall down a hill and nearly break every bone in my body. I was lucky it was only my shoulder burning right now.

      I turned towards the stream I’d landed beside. It wasn’t deep, maybe a foot or two, with lazy dark water cutting through the gray stones lining either side of the bank. Though it wasn’t deep, the stream was wide, stretching nearly the same distance as I’d travelled between the cabin and the trees outside Alma. I gritted my teeth, tuning out the nearby shouts. I had no other choice. I stepped into the water and gasped. Icy claws wracked my bare leg. I shivered as I lowered my other foot into the water, hiking my dress and cloak up to my thighs to avoid the cold. The last thing I wanted to do was freeze to death.

      I pushed through the current, wading out only a few feet before I heard the first call to stop.

      I froze on instinct, holding my arms close to my shivering body. The voice was way too close, maybe a few feet behind. Without looking back, I raced forward as fast as I could, pushing against the weight of the water, forgetting about my dress and cloak as I pumped my arms, ignoring the scream of my shoulder.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      Strong hands snapped out and grabbed my shoulders at the same time that a loud splash hit the water. Droplets battered my back only seconds before I was dragged back against a hard body. I screeched my frustration and clawed at his fingers.

      This can’t be happening. This isn’t real.

      Powerful arms wrapped around me, one around my waist, and the other around my neck. I spluttered a cough as he pressed against my windpipe. I kicked back at him, thrashing in his grip, clawing at his arms. His chuckle filled my ears with every breath he stole from me, crushing my throat in his grasp.

      This can’t be real. My last chance.

      Tears filled my eyes as did black stars. They clouded my vision, even as I fought with everything I had. He pressed harder and harder until I thought he might crush my throat. The stars grew bigger, bolder, filling my line of sight until my clawing slowed and my chest ached for air.

      No, please no.

      Hot breath brushed my ear, and his chest rumbled against my back as he laughed. “No one escapes Alma, Thirteen. No one.”

      They were the last words I heard before the stars took over and darkness descended upon me.
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      I woke to pain slamming into my shoulder. Gasping for breath, my eyes snapped open to take in the doorway of the innkeeper’s downstairs tavern.

      My heart seized, my breath halting in my throat as my mouth hung open. No. How was I back here? Why was I back here? It hit me, the memories of a guard diving into the stream after me, crushing my windpipe with his arm. My heart restarted with a vengeance, dread rolling through me in waves as I looked up at the smug smile of the bastard who’d caught me.

      “You should keep better track of your things, Jordan,” he deadpanned, sounding bored despite the menacing glint in his steely eyes.

      I barely restrained a snort. I wasn’t anyone’s thing. My fingers curled into fists, and my shoulders shook despite the pain that tore through me.

      “How the hell…” Jordan trailed off as he looked down at me with wide eyes.

      I refused to look at either of them, lowering my gaze to the door, wide open and ready for me to run through.

      As if anticipating my thoughts, a strong hand clamped down on my bicep and yanked me to my feet. I yelped as fire slashed through my shoulder, and I winced as Jordan shook me in his grasp. “Where did you think you were going, Thirteen?” Jordan growled, spittle slapping my cheeks as he leaned even closer, dousing me in his nasty morning breath. “Tonight is the night. There’s no escaping it.”

      Cold washed over my skin then, my walls coming up, my heart locking tight as I sunk into myself—the only protection I had left. He was right. There was no fleeing this place. I’d made my last escape attempt. There was no way they’d let me out of their sights for even a moment now. I was well and truly fucked.

      The guard with the steel gaze cleared his throat, drawing Jordan’s attention back. “Since it is her last night and all, think you’d be willing to share?”

      The cold tightened as my eyes widened. My heart beat wildly as I wrapped the familiar ice around me, drowning in the relief it gave me from the fear threatening to send me into oblivion.

      Jordan grunted. “Not a chance.”

      Relief crashed through me as the guard balked.

      “Surely, since I found her, you’ll—”

      Jordan cut him off. “Get the fuck out, Emory.” He yanked me behind him, jarring my shoulder. I bit my lip on a pained cry. The ice around my heart might protect me from some pain, but this type of agony was another story. It reminded me of the time the innkeeper had broken my wrist. My ice hadn’t been enough then either.

      The guard, Emory, grumbled beneath his breath before storming back out the front door, slamming it shut behind him. I had to give it to Jordan, he might be a sick fuck, but at least his possessiveness had its uses.

      “Sit down,” Jordan commanded, pushing me into a chair next to the door. He ripped it open, yelling outside for one of the guards to bring Priest Crissan at once.

      My blood would have run cold if I wasn’t already chilled to the bone.

      “I don’t know what you thought you would accomplish with that little stunt,” Jordan said the moment the door was closed once more, cutting me off from the outside world.

      I didn’t reply, and I don’t think he expected me to either. Jordan sighed, running a hand over his scruffy beard before he shook his head and grabbed my wrist, pulling me from my chair and into the dining room. My heartbeat raced as he dragged me—thankfully by my good arm. He stormed into the kitchen, the door slamming off the wall with a sickening crack.

      The cook looked up; eyes wild with confusion until he saw me in Jordan’s grasp. The man sighed and shook his head before returning to his breakfast preparations, ignoring Jordan’s grumbling as he yanked me through the kitchen.

      Jordan tore open the wine cellar door and motioned inside. “You’ll stay down there until the priest arrives.”

      I blinked into the darkness the door had opened up. I could make out a set of worn wooden steps descending into the dark, but it was so deep in blackness, completely underground, that I couldn’t make out where the staircase ended.

      “Wait,” I said, my voice a dry croak. I coughed through the uncomfortable feeling in my throat and cursed Emory for causing this kind of damage.

      “No arguments,” Jordan snapped. He pushed me towards the steps and barely checking to make sure I had my balance before he slammed the door shut, sealing me in darkness.

      My pounding heart slowed as the darkness surrounded me. Darkness I could deal with. Darkness was familiar and safe—at least in Jordan’s house. It wasn’t the first time he’d thrown me into the cellar, though it would be the last.
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      I knew the moment Priest Crissan arrived by the measured footsteps overhead. My pulse leapt, and I curled tighter into myself, pressing my legs to my chest where I sat on the cellar floor.

      There’s nothing they can do to you that will be worse than what they’ve done.

      I tried to tell myself that—that I’d be okay, that the ice was enough to protect my heart. But with each footstep that sent dust cascading between the floorboards, fear splintered the ice, cracking it into tiny shards.

      Jordan might be an animal, but Crissan was a monster.

      “In the cellar?” a nasally voice drawled behind the cellar door.

      My eyes widened and a cold sweat broke out on my skin, chilling me further. I knew Crissan’s voice better than my own. He’d recited his holy words to me hundreds of times while he cracked a whip across my back. He’d spoken them so many times that I’d rather claw off my ears than hear another word.

      “Yes, Priest Crissan,” Jordan said, his voice reverent—the same tone every townsperson used in the presence of their holy leader.

      “Very well,” the priest said.

      The door hinges squealed as he opened the door and I winced at the bright light that flooded the room. I raised a hand to shield my eyes from the bright crystal within the glass and iron lantern. It was one of the few magical artifacts owned by the small town, one that Crissan liked to flaunt every chance he got. Though I might have been interested in the item once, that interest came with a price—one I wasn’t willing to pay.

      The stairs creaked with each step. I lowered my head into my hands, curling tighter, making myself as small as possible.

      “Thirteen,” Crissan said darkly.

      My whole body froze with terror, my heart pumping erratically. Crissan only used this voice when he was really, really angry.

      Instead of his fingers in my hair, ripping my head back to look at him like I’d expected, he laid his hand on top of my head. I wanted to cringe away, to flee into the dark recesses of the basement, but I was frozen in terror.

      “Thank the Gods,” Crissan said on a sigh. “We almost lost you.”

      I dared to peek up, to make sure the voice matched the face, because this didn’t sound like the Crissan who’d tortured me for the last year at all. My fears were confirmed as dark brown, almost black eyes met mine. His black hair and dark eyes were a startling contrast to his pale skin, pulled taught over thin bones. Looking at him, you might think he was the one they’d been starving.

      A thick eyebrow rose on his forehead and confusion flit through his eyes as he scanned my face.

      “You’ve injured her on the day of the ceremony?” Crissan ground out. He turned, his hand leaving my head as he growled at the man at the top of the stairs.

      “No!” Jordan spluttered quickly. “She was fine when I saw her this morning.”

      “Then the guard who found her?” Crissan’s voice was all fire and vengeance, startling similar to the voice in my head that called for his blood.

      Jordan shrugged. “This is how Emory returned her.”

      The priest spit at the ground, a common action for him when it was clear he wanted to curse instead. “Fine,” he huffed. “Abigail!”

      Jordan stepped away from the door as a petite form stepped into the doorway. “Yes, sir?” the woman—Crissan’s wife—asked, a tremor in her voice.

      “Clean up the sacrifice. We can’t present her like this before the Demon Lords. Especially not on this most holiest of occasions.”

      The sacrifice. I wanted to scoff. The man didn’t even consider me a person. A person who’s blood he wanted spilt for the sake of his gods.

      “Of course, husband,” Abigail said softly. “I will prepare her.”

      Crissan nodded sharply before he made his way back up the stairs. “Bring her upstairs.”

      Jordan hurried to obey, clambering down the cellar steps before grabbing my arm and hoisting me to my feet. I winced as my injured shoulder jostled and sucked in a sharp breath. Thankfully, he hadn’t grabbed that arm.

      The next few minutes were a flurry of movement as Jordan dragged me back into the kitchen, then upstairs to the room he’d designated for me—the room I spent very little time in considering I was typically bound to his bed or visiting with the priest. If you could call drowning in sermons and lashes visiting.

      He released my arm the moment we were inside, and Abigail quickly entered the space. Her eyes were glazed over, no light in their depths as she stripped the cloak from my shoulders and assessed my bloody cheeks. She moved with purpose, no emotion in her eyes as she spent the better part of two hours cleaning me up, washing and drying my hair before plaiting it down my spine. She washed the blood from my cheeks, hands, and skinned knees before powdering my injured skin.

      I hissed in a breath, my cheeks stinging as she pressed whatever makeup she wanted into the open wounds, attempting to cover whatever the tree bows had done to them.

      Gaze flitting between the dead-eyed Abigail and Jordan perched in the entryway, the cold wrapping around my heart turned into despair. My escape had been taken from me, stolen by Emory. There was no escape now. No fleeing into the forest to find the old me out there somewhere.

      With each passing moment, I could feel my time slipping by. My escape and subsequent capture had taken the better part of the morning and the afternoon was occupied with what Crissan called my purification.

      By the time the sun was descending towards the horizon, Abigail had fixed me up, reset my shoulder and dressed me in a crisp white silk gown with lace trailing the skirt and deep V cut. It was the most extravagant thing I’d ever worn and might be the last if the townspeople had their way.

      My fists tightened in my lap. It would be so easy to just give up—to give into the darkness calling me back, calling for me to let the light go and fall into a premature death. But I didn’t want to be like Abigail, or Martha, or any of the other women I was sure would be sacrificed one day to the Demon Lords.

      I wanted to be free.

      “It’s time,” Jordan said, startling me from my thoughts.

      Abigail nodded and stepped away. I ignored the catch in Jordan’s breath and the long silence that followed. I ignored the tenting of his trousers and the uncomfortable shuffling of Crissan’s wife until the innkeeper cleared his throat and reached out to take my hand.

      You should know better, Jordan.

      My gaze rose and he flinched at whatever he saw there. I hope he saw the steel I wanted to project, the ice I wished I could break off and stab him through the eye with.

      “Come on,” he growled.

      When I didn’t take his offered hand, he grabbed my wrist. He knew I wouldn’t touch him without being forced to, and so he wasted no time dragging me back downstairs, ignoring my pained yelps as he twisted my bad arm. Abigail might have reset my shoulder, but pain still shot through me every time I moved the limb.

      The petite woman the priest had married followed us downstairs, her hands crossed delicately in front of her. Crissan met us in the doorway and gave me a nod of approval before motioning for Jordan to follow.

      They stuffed me into a squat wooden wagon between a guard and Jordan. Crissan and his wife followed, sitting on the bench across from us.

      “Let’s go,” Crissan barked at the driver.

      The priest crossed his arms over his chest and closed his eyes as the wagon lurched forward, pulled by two powerful black horses with long midnight hair.

      I watched my approaching doom with steel in my veins. I wouldn’t let them see my fear. They didn’t deserve to know a moment of my weakness. The sun had nearly set, and as we turned onto the main town road, the massive cherry blossom tree at the heart of Alma came into view.

      Though its blossoms were normally bright pink, floating down around the beautiful women they dragged up to the slab of stone beneath the massive bows, today they burned.

      My eyes widened as I watched the sun set behind the massive tree, turning the blossoms into fire, jostling in the light breeze. Like sparks, some blossoms loosened, set free by the wind as they arched up into the darkening sky.

      It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and suddenly I understood why the townspeople flocked around Crissan. He told them tales of this tree, of the power of an ancient goddess who had erected it before passing on to the heavens. Maybe if I had grown up with this sight, I’d have believed him too.

      The wagon lurched to a stop far from the massive roots curling along the stone brick courtyard, just behind the crowd that had amassed for my death.

      My heart leapt as I stole my gaze from the beautiful tree of gods and searched for an escape. Rough hands clamped around each of my biceps, and I was lifted from the wagon. Jordan and the guard on my left didn’t release me when we were on the ground. Instead, they pulled me forward after Crissan as the crowd parted in a straight line to the altar.

      Fuck. I need to get out of here.

      Though my mind screamed the words, I saw no escape. With every step, the altar grew larger. Stone steps curled around the sides of the ten-by-ten-foot circular platform with a magic circle carved into the stone. They pulled me through the hushed crowd, letting our footsteps echo in the courtyard, the only sound. There wasn’t one whisper, one shuffle or foot out of place. There was so little noise that I was sure they could hear my wildly beating heart as panic attempted to take what remained of my mind.

      As we reached the stone steps, the guard released me and Crissan took his place, his fingers so tight I knew there would be a bruise tomorrow if I survived the night.

      “Remember all I have taught you,” Crissan said, his voice low, his tone clipped, brokering no argument. “Submit yourself before the Demon Lord who arrives. Take the knife I gift you and plunge it into your heart. Give your life for the people of Alma, and you shall be rewarded in the afterlife.”

      My stomach turned and bile filled my mouth. I ground my teeth, pressing them hard together to keep from vomiting. He’d told me to submit myself to the Demon Lords so many times that his speech was burned into my memory. I didn’t need a repeat.

      Crissan tightened his grip as he hauled me up the steps with Jordan’s help. I dragged my feet, my little act of rebellion earning me a few annoyed glares, but nothing more. They wouldn’t hurt me when it was so close to the ceremony. I was meant to be treasured this day, even if I’d been devoured and violated every day before it.

      They stopped at the center of the altar, and I glanced down at my feet. I stood in the center of a sun, its rays carved into the stone, shooting outward into dazzling patterns. I’d seen the patterns glow every month for a year. Every time the blood of an innocent woman filled these patterns, magic filled the air, and something in my belly stirred.

      I shook my head as my arms were released, and the two men on either side of me stepped back onto the small platform at the back of the altar.

      “People of Alma,” Crissan said, hardly needing to raise his voice in the eerie quiet. “Today is a glorious one. The thirteenth sacrifice this year will end with the blessing of the Demon Lords as our fair Thirteen gives herself over for us.”

      “Blessed be the sacrifice of the fallen,” the townspeople echoed back.

      A shiver descended my spine as I met the gazes of dozens of men and women—half with dead, emotionless eyes, while the other half nearly salivated over the coming attraction. I looked around the clearing, trying to find an out. The town guard lined the entire courtyard, standing with backs straight and chins held high. I wouldn’t get more than a step or two before I was dragged back.

      There was no point in running. I sighed as I resigned myself to my fate. They might have captured me and stuck me up here, but it was my choice whether I took my life or not. They wanted a willing sacrifice? They didn’t fucking have one. I’d defy them until the last of my life bled away and I was left with nothing. Because my defiance, that stubbornness that burned deep inside of me, scraping for life—it’s all I had left.

      The last of the sun’s rays faded from the town square and with the rising of the moon, the circle began to glow. My eyebrows rose in surprise. I’d never been at this angle on the altar before, and I hadn’t realized it glowed before blood was spilt upon it.

      “Sacrifice yourself for us, Thirteen!” Crissan bellowed. I’d been ignoring his sermon until now, until a dagger with a hilt of gold and sapphire’s fell at my feet.

      I looked up, daring a glance over my shoulder. Priest Crissan held his arms to the sky, his eyes wide with mania, a terrifying grin splitting his face. I stepped forward, fear slicing through me. I knew that look. It’s the same one he had every time he saw my blood spilling down my pale skin.

      “Now, Thirteen,” Crissan commanded, his dark eyes on mine.

      Silently, I shook my head. Fuck no.

      If they wanted me dead, they’d have to damn well do it themselves.

      Rage burned in the molten depths of the priest’s eyes. He opened his mouth to speak, his fists shaking with anger until a flash of light cut through the descending darkness.

      My heart stilled as I turned towards the flash. Inches from my face, the most beautiful man I’d ever seen stood before me. He dwarfed my small frame, at least six feet tall with broad shoulders and a lean build clad in a fine black suit jacket. His soft, shapely lips twisted in a smirk as my heart restarted and I instinctually took a step back.

      His smile only grew as he tilted his head, his gaze predatory, watching my every move. I couldn’t look away, not from his thick, but short curly dark brown hair, or his shockingly yellow eyes. His sharp jaw was cut from stone, a slightly grey tint to his skin. And there they were, the pointed ears I’d been told signified a demon.

      I should be afraid, and I was. My pulse trashed in my ears, and my blood ran cold. But still, I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. I couldn’t even think to run.

      His eyes widened slightly as he drank me in, his sharp gaze missing nothing. When his golden stare finally returned to mine, the cold in them had melted slightly.

      “Your priest has been holding out on us,” he said.

      I shivered—I couldn’t help it. His voice was smooth, like a velvet caress across my senses. I had no idea what to do. It was like every thought I’d ever had fled my mind besides one: I might not mind being killed by a demon after all.

      “You have a choice, little one,” he continued, his smirk dropping slightly, almost as if he feared my answer.

      My eyebrows furrowed. What did a demon have to fear?

      “Do you choose life or death?” he asked, glancing at the knife between our feet.

      The pounding of my heart slowed. That’s not what I had expected him to ask. I’d been told for thirteen months that I had no choice, that I was to die on that altar, be it by my hand or that of the Demon Lord who would arrive.

      Do you choose life or death?

      The words rang in my ears, bouncing off the walls of my mind.

      “Life,” I whispered without thought. I’d been fighting to stay alive for as long as I had. Despite the horrid tales I’d heard about demons, this one didn’t seem so scary. Even if he decided to kill me in a few minutes, or hours, or days, I would still choose life again and again.

      The Demon Lord flashed brilliant white teeth, a giddy, almost childlike smile taking over his handsome features. “I hoped you’d say that.”
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      Life was officially my favorite four-letter word.

      My grin grew the moment it fell from her soft pink lips. I’d barely heard it over the sound of my own pounding heart, but the second it registered, joy set my nerve endings on fire.

      Finally, a human who doesn’t want to kill herself.

      The tension in my shoulders receded as I reached out to brush a strand of long nearly-white hair from her pale face. She was a beautiful girl, with large blue eyes somewhere between the shade of the crystal-clear water of the Western Lakes and the color of the sky as it approached dusk. Her nose was sharp, her jaw curved and soft, despite her striking cheekbones. Thick silvery lashes framed those gorgeous eyes, and I smiled as pink filled her cheeks.

      If there was ever a Light Fae left in this world, it had to be her. But as I reached out, using my inherent mana ability Sense Magic, I couldn’t feel a thing. Not even a tiny thrum of magic coursed in those veins of hers. Disappointment curled like a cold fist in my gut. My smile faltered for only a moment before I pulled the teleportation scroll from inside my suit jacket.

      Even if she wasn’t a human with Light Fae blood in her, she still hadn’t killed herself, and that in itself was a small miracle.

      “Let’s get you home,” I said, enjoying the small widening of her gaze and parting of her lips as a question formed in her eyes. There was much to explain, but not here. I wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her flush against me.

      Her breath hitched in surprise, and I chuckled as I tossed up the scroll, magic burning through my veins as I cast Combine Mana to activate it. We disappeared in a flash of light, only to reappear on the Light Fae altar at the center of Sahl City in the heart of the royal palace.

      The small woman released her hold on my jacket, her eyes going wide as she gazed around the enormous space. The only room constructed of white marble and gold in the palace, I’d been told the space used to be a safe haven for my mother. Since her death, it had been converted into a shrine for the Light Fae, a place to house the lone Shade we used to test the abilities of the sacrificed.

      “What is this?” Her soft voice was melodic, filled with awe instead of fear like I’d come to expect of humans. “Where are we?”

      I released the small female, watching as she craned her neck to take in the vaulted ceilings, tall pillars, and skylights in the upper half of the atrium. Each curve of the space was lined in gold, and everything else in marble split with shimmering silver and gold veins. I’d been to the Light Fae altar enough not marvel at it anymore, though I had to admit, it was a beautiful sight. I imagined the marble was the same color as mother’s hair, the gold maybe the color of her eyes—though she’d died early enough in years that I could no longer remember her face.

      “The Hall of the Light Fae,” I explained.

      She spun to face me, confusion and wariness filling her eyes. I saw the moment she withdrew into herself. Though the hall might have been a beautiful distraction, she was still under the notion I was some kind of Demon Lord. I nearly scoffed aloud. What ridiculous drivel the humans spouted.

      “I might as well tell you now,” I said on a sigh. I ran a hand through the mess of curls atop my head. Though the sides were cut short, I enjoyed the length on top. It gave something for a woman to grab onto. “I’m not a Demon Lord, in fact, there hasn’t been such thing as a Demon Lord in over a hundred years.”

      Her pale eyebrows shot up as she took another tentative step away. “Then what are you?” Her gaze moved to my pointed ears, then back to my golden eyes. “You’re not human.”

      I snorted. “Of course not.” Perish the thought.

      “Then what are you?”

      The curiosity in her large eyes had me wanting to sit her down and tell her everything, but it would be a lot for the female to take in, and I didn’t want to overwhelm her. “Dark Fae,” I said, brandishing a hand at my side as if to present myself. I couldn’t hold back my smirk as her eyebrows furrowed once more, her lips pressed firmly together. As predicted—she had no idea what went on in Novac. Our Kingdom had gone through rough times in the last hundred years. Well, make that a thousand if we were counting the nine-hundred-year demon war.

      “Dark Fae?” she questioned.

      I nodded, taking a step forward. Immediately, she backed up a step. My smile grew. This girl should be careful, she had no idea how much I enjoyed playing cat and mouse. Though the little mouse was a timid one at first glance, in those soulful blue eyes I sensed a stubbornness that might even rival that of my brother.

      “But you said this was the Hall of the Light Fae,” she said, her gaze skating across the room once more, taking in the crystal chandeliers and twinkling light.

      It might be the middle of the night, but the Hall of the Light Fae was always lit as if it were day.

      “Yes,” I said slowly, my smile faltering. How did one explain this simply to a frightened human? It had been so long since I’d brought one back, I wasn’t entirely sure how to behave. My gut twisted as I thought of each woman I hadn’t brought back. Again, and again, I’d watched young females slit their throats, pouring their blood onto the altar their priest stationed them upon for the sacrifice. I’d seen enough innocent blood to last a lifetime. I wished many of them had been as brave as this one. I blinked, realizing I had nothing to call her. “Before I explain, may I ask your name?”

      She narrowed her eyes in suspicion as she backed towards the steps leading down from the altar. When I didn’t make a move to follow, she stopped, canting her head slightly. She assessed me, her gaze taking me in from boot to hair. I could see her mind working, and I couldn’t help my smirk from returning. I knew how I looked. I’d attracted enough females in my time, but the way she looked at me had me wishing she’d see me as more of a man and less of a thing. Her jaw set and steel filled her eyes. She gave me a swift nod, as if deciding it was safe enough.

      “Thirteen,” she said at last.

      My brows rose of their own accord. Thirteen? What kind of name was that? I stilled as I realized something. This was the thirteenth month, and she was the thirteenth sacrifice of the year. Had they taken her name and given this to her instead? My fists clenched and a lick of heat wrapped around my heart. For some reason, that fact made me irrationally angry. “Your true name, please.”

      Concern and confusion flashed in her gaze as she took in my less than jovial shift in temperament. “It’s the only name I have. I couldn’t remember mine when they found me.”

      My shoulders relaxed. She didn’t seem bothered by this name, and the fact she couldn’t remember her real one only added to her intrigue. I shook my head and took a deep breath. I had to keep it together, I didn’t want to frighten the little mouse anymore than I might have already. “I see,” I said slowly. “Very well, Thirteen.” I held my fist to my heart and bent slightly at the waist. “I am Prince Valen Al’Tauri of Novac, the Kingdom of the Dark Fae. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

      She blinked as I unfolded from my bow. “You’re a prince?”

      I gave her a cheeky wink. “Yes, little mouse. Does that intrigue you?” Thirteen scowled at my flirting, or maybe it was the pet name, and I chuckled. “Apologies, Thirteen. It isn’t often I get to have a bit of fun.”

      Again, she canted her head slightly. “Why not? You’re a prince.”

      My grin grew to show my teeth, and her eyes widened as she must have spotted my pointed canines. “Princes have many duties.” In truth, there were many reasons I hadn’t had fun in some time. Most of it was due to my bothersome older brother. “Allow me to explain while I show you off the altar,” I offered, motioning towards the great hall at the bottom of the altar steps.

      Thirteen gave me yet another inquisitive look before she nodded, allowing me to approach and guide her to the base of the stairs. I slowed my pace considerably, allowing her time to take in the architecture before I began my explanation.

      “Your priest calls us demons, yes?” I asked.

      Her head swivelled back to give me her full attention. “Yes.”

      I nodded. “As I’ve explained, we are not demons, but fae. A long time ago, we lived in harmony with humans, but after a nine-hundred-year war with the demon race, our power has waned considerably, especially with the loss of the Light Fae.” I sighed. Mother had been one of the last powerful Light Fae. She’d protected us until her very end, protected the world even. I had to imagine her sacrifice had ended the war entirely for those outside Novac, though we’d never know with the magical dome she’d left us. “For the last hundred years or so, we’ve protected humans from the demons left in Novac, but in order to continue to do so, we need the power of the Light Fae. Many Light Fae mated with humans, and so we asked the humans to offer one of their own displaying the characteristics of Light Fae to us every month.”

      “To offer? Not to sacrifice?” she clarified as we strode down the hall. Her gaze was enraptured upon me, no longer interested in the dazzling world around her.

      I smiled. She was a sharp one. “Yes. I don’t know when it started, but at some point, the females we sought to bring back to Sahl City began to kill themselves on the altar rather than be taken. At first, we tried to explain that they would be free when they returned with us, not forced to do anything they didn’t want to, but given a choice instead. And still, they killed themselves again and again.”

      Thirteen nibbled on her lip, her gaze descending to watch her feet as we walked. “They’re told to kill themselves for their people,” she said.

      My fists clenched, and I took deep breaths to hold back my anger. “There is no need.”

      Thirteen nodded, like she truly understood what was going on here. “So, what choice do you give us?”

      I stopped, turning to face the small female. “Become a bride of the Dark Fae or serve in the palace.”

      Her eyes rounded and she took a hasty step away. I could hear her heartbeat speeding up as panic took over her gaze. “So, the choice is really, be a breeder or a slave then? I should have known.” Her gaze darted away as her voice lowered to mumbling. If my hearing weren’t so good, I wouldn’t have caught her next words. “It was too good to be true. I should have just killed myself.”

      “Wait a moment!” I snapped. “What in the name of the Goddess would make you think that?” She started from her rambling, confusion and fear taking over her face. I winced. I should have explained better. I’d put that fear there. “Being a bride of the Dark Fae means you can choose who you wed, and you would never be forced into bearing any children you didn’t wish to have.” My heartbeat pounded in my ears as my eyebrows furrowed. Just what had she been through to think these were her only options? “There is no pressure to choose quickly, or in a certain amount of time. All brides of the Dark Fae are held in the utmost regard. Light Fae are cherished among our people.”

      Thirteen considered my words, her gaze flitting between either eye. I had a feeling she was looking for signs of deceit. I clenched my jaw as well as my fists. There had to be more going on in these human towns than we were aware of. Why would anyone think it was okay to make anyone a breeder?

      “And those who choose to serve?” she asked warily.

      “They join our palace staff and are well compensated and cared for, given food and lodging while they live with us, and after a service of five years they may take their earnings and live how they wish, or they may stay as long as they like,” I explained, still sounding aghast, even to myself.

      Thirteen twisted her thick lower lip between her teeth. The movement drew my eye and I stilled as she caught me looking. “You’re serious?”

      I scoffed. “Of course. I swear to you on pain of death, we do not mistreat the women who come here, even if they don’t have Light Fae blood.”

      After a long moment of silence and heavy staring from Thirteen, she nodded. “All right.”

      I shook my head. I had to ask Thirteen more about her village later. Right now, I had to test her blood. Though she had all of the characteristics of a Light Fae, from her lilac hair to her bejeweled eyes, I sensed no magic in her. Disappointment was like a knife to my gut. She’d have been a beautiful bride to some lucky Dark Fae noble, though she still might be. The test was the only true way of knowing.

      “Good,” I said, my smile finally returning, though it was a strain to hold. “Now, would you please follow me down the hall for the test?”

      “What kind of test?” And just like that, her suspicion was back.

      I motioned at the large cylinder only ten feet away. Though the sides were glass, a door was cut in one side with dainty golden hinges and a small handle to open it. The top of the six-foot wide cylinder was covered in golden filigree that descended over the edges, jewels worked into the dips and swirls of the design. But inside the tall, nearly ten-foot-high vat was a swirling mass of black mist.

      “To be tested for fae blood, all you need to do is touch a Shade, a person born of both Dark Fae and demon blood, who can no longer contain their magic or hold their form,” I explained. I watched her eyes widen, not in fear this time, but interest. I always assumed this would be the scariest part, asking a small female to stick her hand into the black smoke without knowing what would happen. Of course, it was entirely safe. Anyone could touch the smoke and remain unharmed. “When a Shade reaches this point in their life cycle, they need a powerful Light Fae to hold their natural form. The Shade will react to even the smallest amount of Light Fae magic, so all you need to do is touch the mist.”

      Thirteen looked warily between me and the vat. She took a few tentative steps forward, holding her hands to her chest like I might pry them away and force her hand through the door.

      A growl rumbled in my throat, but I quickly stifled it. Every action this woman displayed had hints of abuse behind it. I thanked the goddess she was free of that town now. At least here she’d be safe.

      “How do I know it’s safe?” she asked, turning her gaze back to me.

      I smiled to reassure her. “Allow me.”

      I slipped off my leather gloves, shoving them in my back pocket before stepping towards the vat. I flicked the latch open and gripped the cool handle before opening the door. The mist continued to float as it had for the last fifty years or so, not making any move as I reached inside and brushed a hand through it. When I removed it, I turned to display my unmarred fingers to the lady. “See?”

      She hummed her approval. “That’s all I need to do?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      Thirteen took a bold step towards the door, her brow set with determination. My heart lurched as she reached for the Shade. Her eyes widened and my jaw dropped as magic burned through the air. My breath caught and my heart stopped as for the first time in a hundred years, a Light Fae was found.
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      The moment I touched the mist, sparks sizzled across my skin, skittering up and around the manacle clamped around my wrist. I gasped, my eyes flying wide as images flashed in my head of a lonely white-haired boy on the streets. He raced across smooth cobblestone and slipped into the shadows of an alley. Then he dove into the arms of a woman in rags, his eyes alight—one golden, the other crimson. He shoved a loaf of bread into his mother’s arms, and she smiled sweetly, patting his head. His responding grin was startling, adorable, and handsome all at once even at such a young age.

      In the next, he was being torn from the woman, and then her blood poured down gray marble steps. His cries echoed in my ears as he was wrenched away and thrown into a cage. He beat his knuckles bloody on the bars, his screams going unheard as he called for her. More images flit by: the boy growing older, surrounded by men in dark cloaks with magic burning in the air. They poked and prodded at him, chuckling at his pained cries.

      Rage burnt a path straight to my heart as more and more passed through my mind: images of torture, and howls of agony. It felt like hours passed though I was sure it was only seconds. At the end of the images, that boy was a man, and right before darkness took him, I saw Valen and another man with slightly similar features. They were a blur, but I recognized the bright yellow eyes of the Dark Fae Prince.

      That darkness gave way to never-ending loneliness, and then like a cord had been snapped, it all stopped, and I fell to my knees. Tears spilled down my cheeks and my heart raced impossibly fast.

      “Thirteen,” Valen gasped. I heard his clothes shift as he moved towards me, but he stilled at the same moment as I.

      The mist had solidified, curling around the broad shoulders of a tall man with a shock of short, white hair and different colored eyes. He was the boy in my vision, no longer a child, but a man. Two small black horns protruded from the top front of his head, dainty almost, and nearly concealed by his thick locks. He was taller than the prince but had the same pointed ears. His skin was a smooth golden tan, his body muscled but lean. Black runes covered his skin below the swirling shadows he wore like a cloak, and despite his severe, defined jaw and sharp cheekbones, I wasn’t afraid of the creature before me.

      I wasn’t afraid because I had been him. Not for as long, and perhaps I hadn’t suffered as deeply. But I knew suffering like I knew my own hands. And this man had been tormented beyond my own understanding.

      His eyes widened as our eyes met. He clenched and released his fists, parting and closing his lips, shuffling, and then stilling his feet—like he had to be certain he was whole. He looked away from me, looking down upon himself quickly before he joined me on his knees, his hands reaching out hesitantly.

      I couldn’t believe it. I had no idea what had just happened, or what this meant. Every thought of Light and Dark Fae, of demons and Shade—all of it flew from my mind as I remembered the horrors this man had been through.

      Fresh tears welled in his eyes, and I surprised myself by not flinching away when his fingers brushed my arms. He sucked in a surprised breath, and a lone tear left a track down his smooth skin. “You saved me,” he said, his voice in awe, reverent, adoring.

      I couldn’t believe it, or the sincerity I felt emanating from him, the relief, the joy, all of it. My stomach hardened to lead and my heart to steel. Protectiveness I’d never known myself capable of washed over me in a thick wave. I hated what those people had done to him. Heat blossomed inside me; the rage so foreign I almost forgot what it was. In Alma, I’d long ago given up my anger, knowing it wouldn’t help me escape. All it got me were more lashes, more beatings, more unpleasantness. But now, I burned.

      “Thank you,” he whispered, his voice a harsh rasp, filled with emotion. “Thank you. Thank you.”

      For the first time in the year of my life I could properly remember, I smiled. My hand shook as I reached up to cup his cheek. He blinked wide eyes, surprised by my touch, but he didn’t back away. I gently stroked my thumb across his warm skin as I blinked back the tears flowing steadily down my face. “You’re all right now,” I said. “The bad men can’t hurt you anymore.”

      His eyes glazed, and he pressed his thick lips together in a firm line, nodding his agreement. He leaned his face into my hand, and gently held it there with his own. “Thank you.”

      I smiled and his eyes lit up. “You already said that.”

      He shifted his head and kissed my palm, holding my hand delicately between his. “And I’ll say it every day for the rest of my life. I, Draven Ohf’Van, pledge my life, my heart and soul to you. I will never leave your side. I will protect you always, my Lady. Thank you for saving me from endless torment. I thought I’d never be free.”

      “Wait one moment,” Valen snapped.

      I jumped, having forgotten all about the prince with the weeping Shade in front of me. I didn’t have a moment to take in Draven’s pledge before Valen’s hand came down on my underarm and yanked me to my feet. I squeaked in surprise; my fingers torn from the hands of my Shade.

      A snarl ripped from Draven’s throat; his eyes glowing as he leapt to his feet. Shadows swirled around him and his one red eye burned briefly. Before Valen could shove me behind him, Draven blurred, his movement faster than I could track. Suddenly, I was in his arms, hauled away from Valen and cradled in warm safety against the hard body of the man I’d saved.

      “How dare you touch her without permission?” Draven hissed, barring his fangs at the Dark Fae. I winced as he pressed me closer, his grip jostling my injured shoulder. With all the adrenaline pumping through my veins, I’d forgotten about my injuries.

      Valen glanced down at the Shade’s hold on me as if he wanted to contest that argument considering Draven had just stolen me from the prince. “Let her go,” Valen said slowly, his hand on the hilt of the sword on his hip, shadows curling around his fingers as he carefully pulled it from its sheathe.

      Draven’s growl rumbled against my back as he held me tighter, but he didn’t make a move to attack the prince. Instead, he lowered his gaze to meet mine, his ferocity dampening. “Do you wish for me to let you go, Mistress?”

      I blinked at him. Mistress? I blinked again. Had he just asked me for permission? I nearly started to cry again. It had been so long since someone asked me instead of took. There was so much happening, I didn’t know what to focus on first. But before anything, I had to calm these two brutes. “Yes, please,” I said. “It’s all right, I don’t believe Valen will hurt me.”

      Draven looked up at the prince and narrowed his eyes, clearly disagreeing. “He touched you. I should at least take his hand.”

      I startled, gripping the front of his worn black tunic. “You’ll do no such thing.”

      He met my gaze, seeming to ponder a moment before he dipped his chin and slowly released me, setting me gently on my feet. “Apologies, Mistress.”

      My cheeks heated. “Mistress?”

      “It’s what the Shade call the Light Fae they’re bound to,” Valen explained warily. He glanced between us, slowly returning his sword to its home. “Or at least what they have historically. It’s been a while.”

      Draven sneered. “I imagine. Your mages have seen to that, haven’t they, Dark Fae?”

      Valen winced, and I remembered then that I’d seen a flash of him in Draven’s mind, or at least that’s what I thought the visions had been—flashes of the Shade’s past. “We’ve taken care of that.”

      The Shade chuckled. “Oh, well, all is fine and well then.” He grinned with ferocity, showing his teeth as he displayed his arms at his sides. “No apologies needed to the dozens of Shade who’ve been tortured and killed before me, eh Prince?”

      The venom in his words made my skin crawl. I hated that he’d been through so much. I had seen the sweet boy he’d been, the son who clearly loved his mother. But despite the sweet boy, he’d been through hell. I wouldn’t blame him if he’d become a monster to protect himself—it’s what I’d have done if I had even a lick of power in me.

      My breath caught. Wait. I’d solidified a Shade. Hadn’t Valen said that meant I had Light Fae blood in me? My eyes widened as I looked at the prince.

      Valen met my gaze, seeming to understand exactly what I was thinking. “Yes, Thirteen, you have Light Fae blood in you. A lot would be my bet. It takes immense power to hold a Shade in this form.”

      I looked between them, Draven scowling and glaring at the prince, while Valen waited patiently for my mind to catch up with me. “Then this means…”

      The prince nodded. “You have a choice to make.”

      Draven stiffened behind me, his hand cupping my hip in a defensive gesture, ready to pull me back if Valen made any move towards us. The edges of his shadow cloak curled around my arms, protecting me—or at least that’s what I thought they were doing.

      My mind raced through all Valen had told me. If I wanted, I could be a Dark Fae bride, pick a husband and hopefully find some semblance of happiness. Or I could choose to serve, acquire some gold, or silver, and find my own way. There were pros and cons to both, and with not much knowledge of the world I found myself in, I had no idea what option was best to take.

      Before I could open my mouth, Valen interrupted. “You don’t have to choose now, Thirteen. You can take as much time as you’d like. No one will rush you.”

      “And what if I choose neither?”

      Valen smiled softly, despite the disappointment I saw in his eyes. “Then you’re free to go.”

      My eyebrows rose. Just like that, I could leave? Before I could latch onto the thought, I stilled. But where would I go? I would never return to Alma, and I had no idea where it was I came from. Though I still wanted to figure that out, I needed time. Time to think, time to recover. If I could stay here and figure some things out, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. It certainly couldn’t be much worse than Alma.

      I swallowed as I again found myself looking between the men. “What will happen to Draven?” I asked softly, a cold lick of fear pressing down on me. What if they tried to take him? What if they did awful things to him again? That cold was immediately replaced with heat. Fuck no. They weren’t taking my Shade away until I was well and sure he’d be safe. I didn’t know why he would pledge himself to me after just meeting me, even in thanks for freeing him from darkness, but I had felt not only his memories, but him in those visions. He wasn’t a bad man, and he would never harm me.

      “I don’t know,” Valen said honestly. “But…” he trailed off, his fists clenching at his sides. He looked away, his jaw ticking as if irritated by something. He sighed. “But I will allow the Shade to remain with you so long as he doesn’t present any harm to you, or others.”

      Draven scoffed. “You’ll allow it, Dark Fae? There’s nothing you could do—”

      “Fine, I accept,” I said quickly. I didn’t need these two descending into an argument. I was already confused and overwhelmed enough as is. Not to mention exhausted. Though I’d been running on adrenaline for what felt like hours, maybe all day even, that adrenaline was fading, and with it, my will to stay awake. I turned to face the Shade, placing a hand gently on his arm. It struck me how strange it was that I could touch him so easily and allow him the same. After being abused for so long, I shouldn’t feel this safe in his arms. I should be terrified of the shadows curling around my fingers, or the danger a foreign male could pose to me. But I wasn’t. I felt kinship with him, and every part of me, even the scared little girl I had buried under layers of ice, wasn’t afraid. “Dray, would you please be good for me so you can stay at my side?”

      Draven’s eyes widened a fraction before his entire face softened. His chest rumbled softly, not with a growl, but with what almost sounded like a purr. A smile tilted the corners of his wide mouth, and he nodded swiftly. “Of course, Mistress.”

      I sighed. “And please, call me Thirteen.”

      He raised an eyebrow, curiosity, and confusion warring in his dual-colored gaze. “Thirteen?”

      I nodded. “Yes. It is my name.”

      That same confusion grew in the wrinkling of his brow, but he didn’t question it as Valen had. Instead, he smiled and kissed the crown of my head. “Very well. Thirteen it is.”

      Taking a steadying breath, I turned to face the prince, but before I could ask what came next, a loud bang broke the stillness of the Light Fae hall and my heart raced. I took a step back into Draven’s arms just as a new man appeared around the side of the vat that had once housed my Shade.

      If possible, he was taller than Draven, and far broader, thick with muscle and brawn. His black hair might have once been slicked against his head, but was now dishevelled, messy strands fanning around pointed ears. Crystalline silver eyes scanned the room until they landed on Valen. His chiselled jaw, sharp nose and high cheekbones would make him handsome if it weren’t for the intense scowl he shot the prince.

      “There you are,” the man growled, sending my pulse pounding.

      “Gav,” Valen said, surprised. He sent me a quick glance before returning his eyes to the stranger.

      The Dark Fae narrowed his eyes at the prince. “Are you not finished with the human yet?”

      Again, Valen looked at me, and then back at the newcomer. Finally, those cold silver-blue eyes found me. His scowl softened slightly, not with warmth, but shock. “She’s no human, Brother.”
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      Fear flickered in the depths of those pretty blue eyes. Fear? My eyebrows furrowed as I observed the large Dark Fae. What did he have to be afraid of? From his imposing stature, I had to imagine he could take on almost any foe. And then there was the massive broadsword I’d spied fastened to his back. The blade was nearly the size of me and could easily cleave me in two.

      I shivered. No, I didn’t think this man had anything to fear. And yet, that’s what I saw in his eyes every time he looked at me.

      “What?” he growled, making me jump.

      Draven’s chest vibrated against my back, his own growl coming out to play. I’d never heard such beast-like men before, and I was surprised it didn’t scare me. Realistically, it should. I wouldn’t stand a chance against one of them, let alone all three. And these three put Jordan, Crissan, and every other bastard in Alma to shame.

      Overwhelmed. I must be overwhelmed. That’s what I told myself at least.

      Valen sighed and shook his head, his curly dark hair bouncing. “She awoke the Shade.”

      “Draven,” I corrected, frowning. He has a name.

      Valen’s lips twitched as he fought a smile. “Draven,” he amended. “But where are my manners? Thirteen, this is my brother, the Crown Prince, Gavriel Al’Tauri.”

      Gavriel looked between us, his scowl deepening. The fear in his eyes had faded, and in its place was anger. “What do you mean she awoke the Shade? A Light Fae hasn’t been found in nearly fifty years.”

      Well, that was rude.

      “Brother,” Valen started, but Gavriel cut him off with a scoff.

      “Don’t start with me, Brother.” Gavriel trudged forward a few steps, getting closer to Valen. “What is going on here? I don’t sense a lick of magic in that girl.” He stabbed a finger in my direction before poking at Valen’s chest with equal strength.

      “Neither do I,” Valen said, his voice soft, almost soothing, like he was trying to calm an enraged animal. “And yet, she awoke Draven from his mist state.” He motioned at the empty vat, and after a moment, Gavriel followed his hand.

      The crown prince startled back a step, his eyes rounding slightly before he turned that accusing glare back on me. “How did you do that?”

      Draven wrapped a protective arm around my waist, and I sank back against him, mostly out of self-preservation. I did not like the piercing look this prince was giving me. Gooseflesh ran down my arms, my skin prickling with unease. Were most Dark Fae like him, or his brother? Valen had been easy enough to get along with so far, but this one? I didn’t like him already.

      “Gav, stop it,” Valen ground out. The tick in his jaw told me he was reaching the end of his patience. “I watched her stick her hand into the mist. I witnessed the reforming of the Shade. I sensed her magic, only for a moment, but I sensed it.”

      Gavriel spun back on his brother. He opened his mouth to speak, and then closed it again. His eyes narrowed, both princes caught in some sort of stand off.

      I stole a glance up at Draven, who was observing with little interest. Feeling my eyes on him, he looked down, meeting my gaze. “Thirteen? Are you all right?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Are you?”

      His answering smile was so kind, so handsome, I felt heat climb up my chest and burn across my cheeks. “Yes. I’m very much all right now that you’re here.”

      I placed a hand on top of his, my heart hammering at his declaration. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      The rumble of a purr vibrated against my back again, and I smiled as he nuzzled the top of my head gently. He was like a big house cat—a very affectionate house cat.

      “You sensed her magic?” Gavriel asked his brother at last. “You’re certain?”

      Valen nodded tensely. “Yes. I’m sure of it.”

      Gavriel barked out a sigh before running a hand over his dishevelled hair. Seeming to notice its disarray, he huffed and lowered his hand. I noted that both Gavriel and his brother seemed to mess with their hair when they were feeling awkward or maybe confused. It was much harder to tell what Gavriel was feeling when he wasn’t all rage and rudeness.

      “Fine,” the prince said through clenched teeth. “Val, deal with her. I need a drink.” He motioned at me, a small flit of his fingers like he was flicking off dust.

      My hackles rose at the same time as my Shade’s, his rumble of a purr turning into a snarl. Before a fight could break out, my frustration reached a boiling point and I snapped. “That is a very rude way to address someone. I don’t care if you’re a prince, did your mother not teach you any manners?”

      Valen’s eyes rounded slightly at the same time that Gavriel stiffened. He’d been in the midst of turning away, ready to march back the way he’d come. Now, he turned on me slowly. Instead of the heat of anger, I felt the cold rage in the slow, calculated movement.

      “You know she’s right Gav,” Valen said before Gavriel could make a move. “Go get your drink.”

      Gavriel didn’t so much as glance at his brother. His icy glare was all mine, pinning me with its intensity. “Do not speak of my mother again.”

      The furrowing of my brow softened. Oh. A pang of guilt hit me hard. I hadn’t realized. Their mother must not be with them anymore. Before I could apologize, despite the fact he’d been the rude one in the first place, Gavriel turned on his heel and strode from the great hall, flicking his cape behind him.

      I let out a relieved sigh, some of the tension in my shoulders ebbing now that the crown prince had left. He certainly knew how to make an impression.

      “Apologies,” Valen said, drawing my attention. He reached back to scratch the base of his neck, avoiding my gaze despite his sheepish smile. “My brother can be a bit of a handful, but he’s not usually this rude to guests.”

      Something about his awkwardness made me smile. It was almost… cute. “It’s all right. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize about your mother.”

      Valen met my gaze, surprise flashing through his golden eyes. “So, you worked it out then? Yes, our late mother is a bit of a sore subject for my brother. I was too young to remember her passing, but Gav…” He sighed. “Gav was a boy, but he still remembers her.”

      “I’m sorry if—”

      “Don’t apologize,” Valen said. He smiled. Unlike the flirting smirks, or mischievous grins, this one felt genuine, reaching his eyes. My stomach fluttered and my pulse raced a bit faster as he shrugged. “You did nothing wrong, Thirteen. My brother is just an ass.”

      I snorted, and again Valen’s gaze lit up, this time in delight. Oh gods, I just snorted. “You’re not wrong,” I said softly, worrying my fingers.

      Valen chuckled. “I’m sorry, Thirteen. This isn’t how I expected this day to go. You must be exhausted. I’ll see you to your rooms and we can speak more in the afternoon once you’ve had the chance to rest.”

      My entire body nearly sagged right there. Thank the gods. He was right, I was exhausted, and with each passing moment, that was growing harder to fight. I needed time to recover, not only from my wounds, but from everything that had happened today. I couldn’t believe that only this morning I’d tried to flee Jordan’s inn, only to end up sacrificed all the same. It seemed like an eternity ago.

      “That would be wonderful,” I said, giving him a grateful smile.

      He nodded and motioned towards the way his brother had gone. “This way, my Lady.”

      “I’m not a lady,” I said on a chuckle. Frankly, I wasn’t used to any honorifics with superiors aside from Priest Crissan. I stilled. Oh gods. This entire time I’d been so informal with both princes. Was I supposed to call them your majesty? Your highness? What exactly was the protocol here?

      “You’re a Lady of the Light Fae. All at court will honor you with that title if they value their lives,” Valen said, startling me. Draven hummed his agreement. “But please, call me Valen. There’s no need to be formal with me.”

      Somehow, I didn’t think that’s how things worked around here. At least, something in my vague memory of my days before Alma told me that. My forehead wrinkled in thought as I tried to pull on that memory thread to a fuzzy time in the hills and then, just like that, it was gone. I sighed. One of these days I’d figure out who I was.

      “All right,” I conceded. “Valen, please show me where I can rest.”

      Valen nodded. “Of course.”

      The prince directed us around the vat to a large set of double doors carved from steel. Intricate floral designs were woven through the solid sheet, almost as if the pattern had been stamped into it. I canted my head, curious as we passed through the doorway, Draven by my side. The Shade looked down the hall outside the door before allowing me through, as if danger might lurk just out of sight.

      “Draven, I’m sure the palace is safe,” I said. Though I had nothing to base that on, I felt Valen would have mentioned if it weren’t.

      “You can never be too careful,” he said, flashing me another handsome smirk.

      I shook my head. Whatever had linked us, I had a feeling his protectiveness over me wouldn’t wane anytime soon. But when I stopped to think about it, I didn’t think mine would either. Still, my insides churned at the images I’d seen of his mistreatment. Every fiber of my body lit up with indignation, heat spreading through me. I took a calming breath, letting it out slowly. Maybe Draven wasn’t the only one feeling a little overprotective.
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      By the time we reached the wing of the palace designated for guests, I was ready to pass out. It had taken ten minutes and dozens of halls, stairs, and even a courtyard to arrive here. It was all a blur of gray marble cut with silver and gold, stone walls with colorful portraits and tapestries, beautiful views I didn’t have the time to appreciate, and more. I promised myself that tomorrow I would learn my way around and maybe even retrace my steps. But for now, I needed rest more than I needed to feed my curiosity.

      “And finally, we’re here,” Valen announced, turning to give me a smile as he stopped at the entrance to a long corridor of the same architecture.

      I sighed in relief, leaning against Draven for support. He wrapped an arm around my shoulders, and I winced as my bad shoulder pressed against his side. Still, he helped keep me aloft. I could ignore the pain for a little while longer. “Thank the gods,” I muttered.

      Valen chuckled as he stepped into the corridor. Behind a small dark cherry desk with papers neatly stacked in three piles, sat a man with dark hair, light grey skin and black-rimmed glasses, a quill poised in hand. Valen cleared his throat, and the man leapt in surprise, looking up. His eyes bugged as he realized it was the prince attempting to claim his attention. He spluttered apologies as he dropped the quill, smearing ink across whatever he’d been working on before leaping to his feet.

      The sudden movement made me tense up, and I realized that I’d come to trust Valen and Draven in the last couple of hours. Though Draven was a special case, I didn’t feel like I was in danger when I was around the prince either. But this person was a stranger.

      “Your Majesty,” the man said, bowing at the waist before coming around the desk. “How may I be of service?” It took a moment for the man to register the two of us with him, and when he did, his eyes widened even further than they had previously, if that was even possible. “Oh my Goddess above! Have you found one? A Light Fae?”

      Valen chuckled. “Yes, Steward Yan. This is Thirteen.” He nodded in my direction, but I didn’t miss the narrowing of his eyes on the steward, silently telling him not to question my name.

      I wanted to sigh again. Was my name truly that strange? I kind of liked it.

      “My Lady,” Yan said, bowing once more. “It is my utmost pleasure to serve you. What a marvel. I cannot wait to tell Agatha and the kids that a Light Fae has been found!”

      “Now, now,” Valen chastised with the clucking of his tongue. “Maybe give us a few days before you inform the entire palace.” He gave the steward a conspiratorial wink and held his index finger to his lips in a silent hush.

      Yan paled for a moment before nodding empathetically. “Right. Apologies, Your Majesty. I wasn’t thinking. I shall wait until you’ve called upon the nobles, of course.”

      Called upon the nobles?

      Valen cleared his throat once more. “She hasn’t made her decision yet, Yan. Let’s give her some time.”

      “Right, right. May I assist you in finding your rooms, my Lady?” Yan asked, turning his full attention on me.

      I blinked in surprise. The change in treatment here was like nothing I’d expected or ever experienced in known memory. They called me lady, and treated me with respect, hadn’t once raised a hand to me or looked down on me. The only rude person I’d met was Gavriel. Maybe he was a one off, and the Dark Fae were a kind people. It was a breath of fresh air I hadn’t realized I’d been waiting for. It made me realize that all of the treatment I’d put up with—all of the treatment of the women in Alma—it wasn’t normal. Deep down, I had known that. Somewhere in the recesses of my mind, I knew Alma had been broken in a very deep way, but it took seeing a kind stranger offering me aid for that reality to really hit.

      I nodded, unable to speak with the lump forming in my throat. My fingers clenched and I quickly unfisted my hands, not wanting them to think I was upset. Truly, I wasn’t—not at them at least. But I was upset that I hadn’t realized this all sooner.

      “Excellent,” Yan said, clapping his hands together.

      The sound startled me, and I would have jumped if it weren’t for Draven’s steady hand on my shoulder. The snap of the whip on my back flashed in my mind’s eye, and I shivered, fighting back the images.

      Draven gave my shoulder a firm squeeze, while Valen shot me a concerned glance. I gave him a faint smile in return before quickly averting my gaze. I didn’t want them to know how broken I’d been, how desperate for freedom, desperate for life. They didn’t need to see that old, bruised, and battered version of me, because I wouldn’t be her anymore. Not here. I didn’t know what I wanted yet, but I knew I wanted to live without fear for the first time.

      Yan prattled off a few things about rooms, hemming and hawing as he flipped through papers, saying something about needing the best of the best for the Light Fae Lady. I zoned out a bit, my vision blurring slightly with exhaustion. My muscles were weak, my body aching. Even my cheeks were beginning to sting a bit from the tears and makeup caked in the scratches.

      By the time Yan found what he was looking for, I was barely paying attention. “Hah!” he barked triumphantly before leading us down the corridor. He hummed the entire way, holding a golden key in hand until we reached the far end.

      “I hope this suite will be to your liking, my Lady,” Yan said, unlocking the double doors, dark oak gilded in steel. “We’ll have attendants sent to you in the afternoon. You must be exhausted after such a long day. I do hope the bed is comfortable enough. If you have any issues, please come to me immediately. I’m on duty all day and will switch out at night with my colleague Bruce. He’s a bit of a quiet fellow, but he’ll get you whatever you need.”

      It was all too much to take in, and I nodded despite the information going in one ear and out the other. He motioned me inside, and the second I stepped over the threshold, my breath caught.

      The room was magnificent, the walls trimmed in white wood on the lower half, with white and silver flourishes in the wallpaper on the upper portion. At the center of the bright space was a glorious bed that could fit all four of us, if not more. A sheer white curtain hung from the ceiling, draped around the magnificent piece of furniture, a white fur rug beneath that. The entire room was white, and silver and gold, with hints of purples and blues in places. There was a fireplace, a desk, a vanity, a dresser, night tables, chairs and more. I could barely take it all in in one sweep of my gaze.

      “It’s… it’s beautiful,” I said, stepping in further so the others could follow behind. The room was bright, though there were no candles on the crystal chandelier, no lights at all from what I could see. The curtains were drawn, so I had no idea what time of day it was. It was as if the room was lit by magic.

      “I’m glad it meets your approval,” Yan said, sounding very pleased. “To switch off the lights, wave your hand over this crystal here.” He motioned at a small glass orb seated atop a crystal pedestal. Inside the glass were faint shapes and designs, a white glowing core at its center.

      I blinked in surprise and couldn’t help myself from swiping a hand over it. Immediately, the room fell into darkness. I squeaked in surprise and Valen chuckled as the lights came back on. The prince retracted his hand from the orb and smiled.

      “Magic lights. They take some getting used to, but they’re quite handy,” he said.

      I nodded, unable to form a proper response, I was so taken aback.

      “You’ll find dressing gowns in the closet there,” Yan motioned towards a door on the right. “And a bathing room through there.” This time he motioned at a door on the left side of the room. “Please seek me out if you have any questions, problems, or need anything at all, my Lady.” Yan folded his arm across his middle and gave a quick bow before stepping from the room. “Pleasant dreams.”

      The steward disappeared down the hallway, leaving me alone with Valen and Draven. “This is the most incredible room I’ve ever seen,” I said, unable to hide the awe from my voice.

      “Fancy,” Draven commented, plucking a small glass trinket from the top of the desk before returning it gently to its position.

      “I’m glad you like it,” Valen said. “Now as for your Shade…”

      I swung towards the prince, my guard rising immediately. “What about Dray?”

      Draven’s hand slipped from my shoulder, down to my waist, his thumb gently rubbing back and forth, helping to soothe the anxiety that had filled me. Even his shadows touched my arms, leaving a tingling path across my skin.

      “I don’t think it’s safe for him to stay with you alone. He could be dangerous,” Valen explained.

      I scoffed. “He would never hurt me.” I don’t know how I knew it, but I believed it with absolute certainty. In those moments we’d been connected, I’d seen him, felt him—it was like I had known him for a long, long time. My heart raced at the thought of being parted from him, not just because I wanted to protect him, but because I wanted him to protect me. Nothing about this place or situation was familiar. I’d been alone for so long, with no one to aid me, no one to care for me or I for them. I needed someone I trusted to cling to in order to feel safe. At least for the time being.

      “Be that as it may, I don’t think—”

      “Dray,” I said, turning in his arms to face him. “Do you want to stay with me?”

      That rumble of a purr started up, and he dipped his head, pressing our foreheads together. “Of course, Thirteen. I never want to leave you.”

      I smiled, warmth blossoming in my chest. “Then it’s decided. You’ll stay with me.”

      Valen sighed in defeat. “Very well. Get some rest. I will return for you in the afternoon.”

      I nodded and brushed my fingers across Draven’s cheek before slipping from his arms entirely. “Good night,” I said to Valen. He gave a quick half-bow before retreating from the room, closing the door behind him.

      Once he was gone, I eyed the bed.

      “Go get into bed,” Draven said, chuckling. “I’ll get the lights once you’re settled.”

      I flashed him a grateful smile. “Thank you.”

      Again, he laughed. “No, thank you, little fae.”
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      Tingles ran up my arms and I startled awake. My breath came in quick gasps as memories pressed in on me—Jordan teasing his fingers along my skin to wake me, blaming me for his wandering hands, like my being pretty forced him to defile me every morning.

      “Thirteen?” Draven said softly.

      I looked up and I met the concerned gaze of my Shade. Yellow and crimson eyes stared back at me, his brow furrowed, and his lips pressed tight together. “Dray,” I said on a whisper, relief washing over me. Dark Fae. Demons. Shade. Light Fae. It was all real. My heartbeat quickened as I glanced around the darkened, but luxurious suite I’d fallen asleep in. Finally, the tension in my limbs faded and I relaxed back against my pillow. Thank the gods. Alma was far behind me now.

      “Are you all right?” he asked. My skin tingled again, and I glanced down to see his shadows brushing my skin. Oh. That’s what the tingling had been. “I’m sorry if I woke you. They have a mind of their own.” He narrowed his eyes on the shadows, which receded, but only slightly.

      For some reason it made me smile. The shadows seemed like a part of him, and it was cute to think they subconsciously reached for me. One moment… cute? I should be afraid. There was a strange man in my bed with shadows like black fog snaking around his shoulders and arms. I hadn’t even known Dark Fae existed until yesterday, let alone Shade. And yet, once I’d realized I was in bed with Draven and not Jordan, I’d relaxed completely, my heartbeat slowing.

      “It’s all right,” I said. I brushed the hair from my face, only a brief thought of bedhead flitting through my mind before I faced my Shade again. Only, he wasn’t looking at my face this time, instead, he eyed the manacle clamped around my wrist. The sleeves of my dress had ridden up in the night, exposing most of my forearm.

      Draven frowned as he inspected the metal band. “What is that?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. When I’d awoken from whatever haze had stolen my memories, the manacle had been there. No one had been able to remove it, and so it became a part of me. I didn’t like it, but there was nothing I could really do.

      Before Draven had a moment to respond, the shuffling of feet and loud whispering came from the corridor.  I looked up as a heavy knock sounded before the door was promptly shoved open and five ladies’ maids bustled in with products, clothing, towels, food and more wrapped in their arms or balanced on their hands. I blinked in surprise, my brow furrowing. What was the point of knocking if you simply entered?

      “Good morning, my Lady,” the first woman—the knocker—said. Her crisp gray hair was drawn back into a severe bun at the nape of her neck, pulling the skin of her jaw taught, making her wrinkles appear slightly less deep than they were. Before our eyes could meet, hers widened. “My Lady!” she gasped.

      All five maids froze in place, their gazes swivelling up to stare in horror at the Shade lying next to me. We were at least two feet apart, fully clothed, nothing untoward afoot. Slowly, I looked at Draven, but the Shade barely spared the ladies a glance before his gaze returned to me. His shadows reached for me, whether he was conscious of it or not, their touch sending tingles across my skin, making me shiver.

      “Is there a problem?” I asked, looking back at who I assumed was the head maid of the pack. Unease churned in my belly. It wasn’t anything about her or the maids in particular, simply unfamiliar faces.

      Finally, she met my gaze. Her mouth hung open and her eyes widened almost comically, her aghast expression further wrinkling her forehead. “That is a… that is a Shade!” she spluttered, pointing at Draven.

      The Shade sighed and leaned his head against the palm of his hand, propping his elbow up on the pillow. “They’re not the most brilliant of maids,” he muttered, so low I was sure the maids didn’t hear.

      My lips twitched and I barely held back my smile. “Yes,” I said, agreeing with both Draven and the head maid. “He is a Shade. Is that a problem?” I met her gaze, letting steel descend into my blue eyes. If they thought for one moment they could cow me into asking Draven to leave, they were wrong. I didn’t need maids, but I did need Draven.

      The thought startled me, and my stomach clenched. I hadn’t needed anyone before. I’d been told what to do and forced to do it if I didn’t for the last year. I’d wanted many things and needed only freedom. But now? I needed Draven. With unfamiliar eyes on me, even those of women, I felt unease creep up my throat. But with one look at the Shade, that nausea that threatened to choke me lessened and I relaxed slightly. As long as he was here, I was safe.

      The head maid looked between us, finally closing her fly trap. Though fear was still clear in her muddy brown eyes, she swallowed thickly before shaking her head. “No, there isn’t a problem, my Lady.”

      Two of the maids squawked in disbelief, but the head maid shot them a withering stare before straightening her long gray skirt. She motioned with a quick flick of her fingers for the maids to get to work, and after a brief pause, they did. Two shot across the room, opening the thick silver drapes on either side of the near floor to ceiling windows lining the back wall. The other two disappeared, one into the bathing room I’d yet to explore, and the other into where I’d been told I could find dressing gowns. From her footsteps, it sounded a lot bigger in there than any dressing room I’d ever seen.

      “My Lady, please excuse us, we were only a bit startled,” the head maid explained. She cleared her throat and bowed at the waist before straightening once more. “I am Miriam De’Pri, Head Maid of the Royal Palace. It is a pleasure to serve you.”

      I canted my head, blinking in confusion. Did everyone address one another so formally here? Sighing under my breath, I scooted to the edge of the bed, letting my legs dangle over the side. “It’s nice to meet you, Miriam. Please call me Thirteen. There is no need for formality.”

      Miriam frowned. “My Lady, it wouldn’t be proper.”

      She made no mention of my strange name, and I appreciated it. “It’s up to you. I won’t force you,” I said, shrugging as I stood. I’d never force anyone to do anything. I wasn’t one of the people of Alma, and now that I was free, their mistreatment made my skin itch. I wanted a bath, to scrub the feeling of their hands off my skin.

      Miriam watched me with a wrinkled brow as I made my way over to the vacant windows, peering out into the morning light. I winced at the bright light and raised a hand to shield my eyes. Only, once I was no longer seeing white stars, my breath caught. Oh my gods.

      Beyond the palace window were rolling hills as far as the eye could see; grassy plains dotted with farmlands, cattle ranches, trees, and distant mountains topped by snowy peaks. The grass shimmered in the wind, flickering between a warm green color and silver. I could see a portion of the palace as well, dropping away in tiers, enormous stone walls circling each ring before the farmlands began. People roamed the streets, like little ants at this distance. They wore brilliant colors and stopped to interact with one another in what I assumed might be a market. Dozens of stalls lined the streets, before disappearing behind tall buildings.

      I craned my neck, trying to take in every detail. This was nothing like Alma at all. The buildings were stone and wood, well crafted with sloped black roofs, wood curling out at the ends, giving them a whimsical feeling. It was such a breath of fresh air; I wasn’t sure how long I’d been standing there looking when Miriam cleared her throat.

      I turned my wide, delighted gaze on her, and a soft smile broke her stoic expression. “Welcome to Sahl City, Lady Thirteen.”

      Lady Thirteen. It wasn’t quite as informal as I’d asked for, but it was a start. “Thank you,” I said, surprising myself by returning her smile.

      Miriam stepped further into the room, the tension in her shoulders seeming to lessen when Draven made no move to get out of bed. He’d rolled onto his back, watching me with his arms crossed behind his head, a thoughtful look in his eyes.

      “We have a bath ready for you, my Lady,” a maid said as she exited the room. She bowed before quickly stepping aside, her worried gaze darting towards the bed before locking on her shoes.

      I sighed in relief. That’s exactly what I wanted in this moment. I couldn’t exactly explore dressed like this, in some sacrificial garment that made me freeze the moment I realized I still wore it. I glanced at the other door, wondering if I could borrow something to wear. I didn’t need anything fancy. A simple dress or slacks and a blouse would do.

      “We’ll have an outfit for dinner prepared for you when you’re finished,” Miriam explained.

      “Dinner?” I looked back out the window. The sun had begun to descend toward the hills. Had I slept for that long?

      “Yes, my Lady. You’ll be dining with the Dark Fae Court if it pleases you.”

      If it pleases me? Did that mean I could say no? From the stiffness in the Head Maid’s chin and lips, I didn’t think she wanted me to refuse. Would she get in trouble if I did? My brow furrowed as I considered it. I hadn’t eaten anything in well over a day. Though I was used to not eating much, I disliked the hunger pain that accompanied starvation.

      With an inward sigh, I nodded. “All right, I’ll get ready for dinner then.”

      By the time I’d removed both maids from the bathing room—insisting I didn’t need their aid—and finally finished rubbing my skin raw with a cloth, I was feeling a little better, though nerves crept under my skin. I had no idea what to expect in this place. For all I knew, I could be the dinner. I scoffed at myself as I wrapped a fluffy white robe around my body, ignoring the flashes of pale skin and bruises I spied in the mirror. I healed quickly, faster than any human, though I had nothing but the people of Alma to compare myself to. The scratches on my cheeks were thin pink lines that would be gone by tomorrow. The bruising around my shoulder and neck, however, would take a few more days. The angry purple was startling against my pale skin and hair, but the robe covered my healing injuries and my manacle at least.

      I rolled my shoulders, testing my injured one as I opened the door. It was still quite sore, but it no longer felt like a bone deep ache that twinged every time I moved.

      “Ah, my Lady,” Miriam said, raising her gaze from where she set up an elaborate display of makeup, lotions, hair products and more along the white and silver vanity. “You’re looking refreshed. Would you like to dress first, or shall we do your hair and makeup?”

      My expression slackened, and I stared at her blankly. I didn’t need the makeup. I needed them touching my hair even less. Subconsciously, I raised a hand to brush the damp strands that fell to my waist. Still, the expectant look on her face felt safe enough, and I wasn’t sure how either of us would be reprimanded if I didn’t comply with her wishes.

      Working my jaw back and forth, I slowly walked across the room and sat at the vanity. Better to get this over with.

      “You have such lovely skin and hair,” one of the maids sighed wistfully, running her fingers through my lilac mane. I stiffened, avoiding their gazes as they preened over my looks. I should be grateful, or maybe thank them for their compliments. But all my looks had ever done for me was get me on my back.

      I shivered. Gold and crimson eyes met mine in the mirror and I stilled as one of the maids powdered my cheeks and then my eyelids one at a time. Draven sat straight up, one leg already over the edge of the bed. His jaw was set and his gaze hard. He looked uncomfortable or upset maybe. I wasn’t exactly sure what emotion I was seeing on his face right now. Maybe he sensed how uncomfortable I was and mirrored that. Before I could ask, I was made to look up, and then down, then up again as they curled and primped my eyelashes, coating the silver in black.

      “You hardly need any makeup at all,” Miriam said, sighing. “You’re so blessed, my Lady.”

      I nearly snorted. Blessed? If she knew a single fucking thing about me, she wouldn’t say that. My fingers clenched into fists in my lap, but I quickly smoothed them down my robe covered thighs. I had to stay calm. The easier it was for them, the quicker it’d be for me.

      They finished with a light coat of pink on my lips before the younger maid took over, brushing through my hair in even strokes. I winced every time she brush caught on a knot. Nausea boiled in my belly and my heartrate picked up. I could still feel Jordan’s fingers in my hair, yanking my head back, or Crissan’s as he hauled me to my feet, yanking chunks of hair from my scalp, blood dripping down my skin as I cried.

      Tears welled in my eyes and my breathing increased with each tug on my hair. I wasn’t in the palace of the Dark Fae anymore, I was back in Alma, my life stolen from me as well as my body autonomy.

      “Enough,” Draven growled suddenly. I jumped as he appeared in the mirror, dispelling the flashback I’d almost lost myself to. He scowled, barring his teeth as he shoved the maid pulling my hair into Miriam. “Leave.” The women gasped and cowered, but Draven only crouched at my side. He took my hands in his, the anger I’d seen in the depths of his gaze already long vanished. “Are you all right, Thirteen?”

      My hands trembled in his, shaking so hard I could do nothing to stop them. I nodded solemnly, barely registering the closing of the door as the maids made their escape.

      “Did that one hurt you?” he asked. Rage flashed through his eyes, and his gentle hold tightened.

      I shook my head, not trusting my voice. I hated this—hated feeling weak. I knew I hadn’t always been like this. When I’d first arrived in Alma, I’d fought for my life every day for weeks, months even. It took nearly half a year for me to realize that my reactions only worsened my treatment. That’s when I discovered the ice I could use to harden my heart. I could fade away into it, get lost to the void of nothingness. They’d stolen my fight in part. They hadn’t stopped me from attempting to flee, but they’d taken my will to battle every day like it was my last.

      Draven’s gaze softened and he leaned forward, pulling me into his arms. My heartbeat slowed as his warm embrace grounded me, his shadows tickling my skin. I took deep breaths until the panic that had been crawling up my throat subsided. He must have sensed it, as he pulled back and met my gaze. “They’ll have to be more careful next time,” Draven said seriously. I nodded. “Or I’ll start cutting off fingers. They’ll have to get the point eventually.”

      I blinked wide eyes at him. His words should have scared me, but instead, a shot of heat warmed my entire body. I wasn’t used to being protected, let alone having someone so genuinely enraged on my behalf. I had a feeling he’d do much worse than cut off some fingers if he’d thought they’d really hurt me.

      A laugh bubbled out of my mouth unexpectedly. I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and drew him back against me. Face against his neck, I realized he smelled like snow and summer, fire and ice, sweet but tart. It made no sense, but as I breathed it in, it calmed me entirely. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      He shivered and tightened his arms around my waist, drawing me to the edge of the small vanity stool. “For what, little fae?” he asked, his voice low, husky.

      My skin tingled for a whole new reason as his hot breath snaked across my ear. “For protecting me.”

      I could feel him smile, and that cute rumble filled my ears. “You don’t have to thank me for that. I told you, I’ll always protect you.”

      I grinned as I leaned back. “Still. Thanks.” I glanced over his shoulder, finding a gold off-the-shoulder gown laid out on the bed with one sleeve down to the wrist, and the other with decorative gold beading that I imagined would lie across my upper arm. “Do you think you could help me get dressed?” Draven’s eyes widened and his purr halted as heat filled his gaze. “I just need someone to zip me up,” I explained quickly, my cheeks warming. I might be familiar with a man’s heated looks, but I wasn’t used to enjoying the look instead of fear turning my belly.

      Draven smirked, a cocky little smile and nodded. “Of course.”

      I took my time dressing, thanking the gods that the one sleeve covered my injured shoulder. At least it would hide the bruising. But the manacle on my right wrist was another matter. I sighed as I looked at it. It didn’t go with the dress at all, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. Draven kept his back turned until I called for him. The moment he faced me, his lips parted, and his eyes widened.

      “Little fae,” he breathed out the nick name like a prayer. He took slow, careful steps towards me as I pulled my hair over one shoulder, playing with the silvery ends. “You’re the most beautiful woman in Novac.” He paused, brow furrowing. “No, in all of the world, I’m sure of it.”

      I scoffed before a very unexpected giggle left my lips. I stilled. When was the last time I’d giggled? I couldn’t remember, and he’d had me laughing not once, but twice. I smiled to myself. His proclamation was ridiculous, even if I was flattered. I was pretty, but not the most beautiful woman in all of the world, that was for sure.

      “Could you zip me up?” I asked, turning, and looking at him over my shoulder.

      The moment his gaze flit to the exposed skin of my back, that heat returned to his eyes. Gooseflesh covered my skin and I shivered involuntarily as he strode closer, resting warm hands on my hips. “Gladly,” he whispered. He took his time, finding the zipper and raising it with agonizing speed. He moved slowly in every regard until the silky fabric of the dress hugged my back to just below the nape of my neck. A soft feather of a kiss landed on my bare shoulder before my Shade took a step back.

      My breathing had picked up with him so close, but now that he stepped away, I nearly pulled him back. What is going on with you? This was very unlike me. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d wanted to be touched by a man. I’m not sure I ever had.

      “Thank you,” I said, hoping he couldn’t see how red my face must have been beneath the makeup. He dipped his chin in acknowledgement, a knowing smile plastered to his full lips. My tongue darted out across my lower lip and his eyes tracked the movement.

      “Anything for you,” he said.

      My heartbeat sped up, and I took a step closer, only another loud knock broke the silence of the bedroom. This time, Draven’s smile dropped, and he turned with a frown towards the door.

      “My Lady?” the male voice was muffled through the door. “I’ve come to escort you to dinner.”

      My whole body tensed up, any relief I’d found with my Shade immediately evaporating. I had no idea what to expect from this meal, and with nausea once again teasing my belly, I wasn’t sure if I’d eat much.

      “My Lady?”

      I sighed. “Best get this over with.” Grabbing the pair of short black heels positioned by the end of the bed, I slipped them on before Draven opened the door.

      The messenger startled, leaping back nearly two feet before his wide eyes went from Draven to me. “Oh, my Lady,” he said, relief evident in his voice. “My apologies. May I escort you and your Shade to the great hall?”

      Great hall? I had a bad feeling about this.
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      It was indeed a very impressive hall, stretching at least fifty feet across and thirty, maybe forty feet wide. Tall white pillars lined either side of the room, and gray marble spread out beneath my feet, veins of silver, gold, and black racing through the surface. An enormous dining table sat at the center of the space, at least thirty seats occupied by curious Dark Fae in elegant clothes.

      Wide eyes met mine, and I quickly looked away from each of them, my pulse racing as I fought the urge to run. The last time so many eyes had been on me, I’d been sacrificed to the non-existent Demon Lords. A chill ran down my spine, and I looked around for some kind of safety.

      “Ah, there you are,” Valen said, catching his breath as he stopped beside me. My shoulders relaxed. “My apologies, Thirteen. I had an urgent matter to attend to and wasn’t able to bring you myself.” He offered me a sincere smile, and I nodded my understanding.

      “It’s all right,” I said. “We managed.”

      “Let me escort you and Draven to your seats.” He held out his arm for me, and I glanced between him and Draven before gently taking his elbow. There was nothing suspicious about the act, or about the kind sparkle in his golden eyes. If I wanted to figure out this world and where I fit into it, I needed to find people to trust.

      I bit my lip. Could I trust Valen?

      The prince led us to the furthest end of the table, and for the first time I noticed the slightly raised dais at the end of the table. Atop the dais sat another dark wood table with a rich violet tablecloth, a similar style to the main dining table. Only this one was adorned with golden filigree and intricate metal candelabras. Gavriel sat to the right of the middle seat, the back of his chair shorter than that at the center. The Dark Fae scowled, his eyes narrowing on me before slipping to Draven.

      My hackles rose, and my nostrils flared. I didn’t like the look he was giving me, and I liked the look he gave Draven even less. Taking a purposeful step, I put myself between Gavriel’s gaze and my Shade. I shouldn’t be making enemies, least of all with the Crown Prince. Still, I raised my chin and returned his glare. Gavriel’s eyebrows rose in surprise at my small act of defiance and protection.

      “Here we are,” Valen said, pulling out a seat for me. Two empty chairs remained on either side, so I carefully slipped in before Draven sat on my left, next to an older gentleman that squawked in surprise. Valen sat on my right, a smile gracing his handsome face.

      As I glanced from the Second Prince to the Crown, I realized he was most likely meant to occupy the seat to the right of the middle. And that meant the king would sit between his sons. My heartbeat picked up and nerves crawled beneath my skin. Having no idea what kind of world I’d wound up in, I hoped the king was more akin to his younger son than his surly older one.

      “You look nervous,” Valen said, his smile faltering slightly. “Don’t worry, we dine like this most nights. If anyone is too intrusive with their questions, nudge me and I’ll run interference.”

      My tense shoulders relaxed a fraction. There were so many unfamiliar eyes on me, but at least Valen and Draven were shielding me in a sense. I looked up, catching the gaze of an older female Dark Fae seated beside two younger males. They vaguely resembled her, so I assumed they were her sons. While one flashed a tiny, polite smile, the other’s eyes lit up, heat and interest filling his gaze as he leisurely took me in.

      I shivered but stilled as a hand came down on my thigh. I didn’t have a moment to stiffen before I realized it was Draven. I relaxed as his shadows danced across my skin, and suddenly the leering fae seemed slightly less interested.

      “My Lady, I don’t believe we’ve met before,” the female Dark Fae said. She raised a silver goblet to her lips, taking a quick sip of red wine before returning the cup to the table. Her smile was open, but her gaze was guarded. “I am Lady Tula Ci’Pinya, and these are my two eldest sons, Rorik and Jayn.” She nodded in turn, Rorik being the polite one, and Jayn the lecher.

      “Hello,” I greeted nervously. If my time in Alma had taught me anything, it was that women couldn’t be trusted any more than men. Though the maids had been one thing, seeming kind enough, this woman had a keen look in her eyes, taking her time inspecting me.

      “Lady Ci’Pinya, how lovely to see you again,” Valen said, a fake smile plastered to his pretty lips. “And of course, the young lords.”

      “Prince Valen,” Jayn greeted with a smirk. “I see the Collection has finally proved successful.” His dark gaze returned to mine, and he winked.

      A growl rose from my left, and I grabbed Draven’s hand from where he rested it on my thigh. My pulse raced, unsure what to do. Valen said they wouldn’t make me choose before I was ready, but it was clear these fae knew what I was.

      Valen’s smile twitched. “Yes, indeed. But I ask you to be respectful to the young lady. She has yet to make her choice.”

      Lady Tula scoffed. “My Lady, you truly have to think about whether you’d serve or wed? You’re far too rare a woman to serve in the palace.” She tilted her chin up slightly, a haughty air to her. “My sons are of perfect marrying age. Maybe the three of you should—”

      The room silenced suddenly as fear tore a path straight through me. Already someone sought to take my choice from me. Whether I was in Alma or Sahl City, with humans or Dark Fae, it seemed people were all the same. They all had an agenda. They all wanted something—and be damned whatever I wanted. Why did my desires matter so much less than theirs?

      “Good evening, all,” a deep voice bellowed.

      I squeezed Draven’s fingers, trying to calm my breathing. Slowly, I looked for the voice, and startled when my gaze landed on a man who might as well be the spitting image of Gavriel, plus a couple dozen years. His dark hair was pushed back beneath a dainty silver and gold crown, his molten yellow eyes piercing every Dark Fae at the table until his gaze landed upon me. His eyebrows shot up, and a broad smile stretched his cheeks beneath his thick salt and pepper beard.

      “My Lady, welcome,” he said, pausing between Valen and I. His hands wrapped around the backs of our chairs as I leaned closer and closer to my rumbling Shade. “My apologies, please allow me to introduce myself.” He laid a hand over his heart and dipped his head in respect. “I am King Aesir Al’Tauri, ruler of Novac. It is a pleasure to meet another Light Fae. It has been too long.”

      There was something sad in his eyes, a regretful twinge in the crease of his forehead. I tilted my head slightly, curious. He certainly had a much more jovial nature than I’d expected, more akin to his youngest than his eldest.

      After a long pause, I realized I hadn’t yet spoken. Heat rushed to my face and I nodded my respect just as he’d done. “Your Majesty,” I greeted, my voice calmer than my hammering heart.

      The king chuckled. “No need to be nervous, youngling.” His gaze slid momentarily to Draven, before returning to mine, his smile growing. “I hope we can speak again sometime, but I should let you enjoy your dinner first. Please excuse me.” With another dip of his chin, he strode up to the dais and took his seat next to the scowling Gavriel. With a clap of his hands, servants emerged from behind the pillars, carrying with them covered dishes in each hand.

      I blinked in surprise as they brought one to each fae before disappearing once again. We were some of the first served after the king and the crown prince, though the man serving Draven had nearly dropped his plate when he spied the Shade.

      After a few minutes, I took a deep breath, relief settling inside of me when the entire table seemed to focus on their food instead of interrogating me. Thank the gods. Despite my churning stomach, I knew I had to eat, and the chicken dish that had been placed in front of me smelled divine.

      My mouth watered as I inspected the well-cooked meat, spices adorning the pale flesh. Beside it were a mound of slightly garlicky smelling potatoes and heaps of greens and carrots. When was the last time I had eaten anything of the sort? I was lucky to receive porridge in Alma.

      I released Draven’s hand after a quick squeeze. Though his touch grounded me, as long as the focus wasn’t on me, I should be all right.

      “It smells delicious,” I commented softly.

      Draven rumbled his agreement as he dug in, tearing apart his chicken with precision. The moment the chicken touched his tongue, he groaned, and I smiled. I might not have eaten well in the last year, but when was the last time Draven had eaten at all?

      “Is it good?” I asked, picking up my fork and knife carefully. They were silver with intricate handles and dainty prongs. I waited for Draven’s nod of approval before slicing off a bit of my own and popping it into my mouth. It was my turn to moan as the taste of rosemary, thyme, pepper, and juicy goodness exploded my tastebuds. Oh gods, had food always tasted this good? Is this what I’d been missing out on?

      Valen chuckled, and I glanced up swiftly, ignoring the intent gazes of the men sitting across from me. “Is it that good then?” He made a show of slicing off a piece, chewing it thoroughly before smiling. “It is quite good this evening.”

      He was humoring me. I could see it in the plains of his face. It wasn’t a lie—it was good—but it was the usual for him, nothing special about it. What a precious life he must have lived.

      “So, my Lady,” Jayn said, pulling my attention.

      I restrained my sigh as I turned to face the dark-haired fae. He had a cocky smile, not at all as endearing as Valen’s. Maybe it was the snake in his eyes I didn’t like. “Yes?” I asked, taking another bite of chicken. I resisted moaning this time, and quickly cut off another piece.

      “What may we call you?” he asked. “And wherever did the collection find such a beauty as yourself?”

      I wanted to sneer at his words. If only he knew. “Thirteen,” I said. “Valen found me in Alma.” I kept my answers short and to the point. There was no need to give this fae more information than I needed to, and if Valen hadn’t interjected yet, I assumed this information was safe enough to give.

      Jayn raised an eyebrow while Rorik and his mother exchanged a glance. “Thirteen?” His lips twitched in a nasty smile. “Do the people of Alma name their daughters after their chosen month of sacrifice?”

      “Lord Jayn,” Valen warned at the same time as Draven growled.

      My Shade’s hands tightened around his utensils, and my heart leapt. I hoped he wouldn’t stab the rude Dark Fae almost as much as I hoped he would.

      Jayn chuckled. “My Prince, I’m simply asking after the customs of the Lady’s hometown. I mean no offense.”

      A lick of heat caught me off guard, that unfamiliar anger flaring to life. I hated to be spoken down to. This man knew nothing about me, a fact which was quite clear, and yet he sought to judge me over a name?

      “No, the people of Alma name their daughters whatever they like. I was named by the priest’s wife when they found me and I couldn’t remember mine,” I stated it matter-of-factly. I had nothing to be ashamed of. If I could remember my own name, I’d give it. But again, he had no right to judge me for anything, let alone a name. “Now, if you could cease your attempts at ruining my dinner, I would greatly appreciate it.”

      Lady Tula gasped and I caught an amused smile from her youngest son while Jayn scowled. He opened his mouth to speak when Valen cut him off. “Do not make the Lady repeat herself, Lord Jayn.”

      I grinned my victory before taking a forkful of mashed potatoes and popping them into my mouth. Garlic exploded on my tongue and I barely held back another moan. Oh gods, I’d been missing out on so much more than I knew.

      The next few minutes passed with relative ease. I received a few compliments from the other men at the table, a few questions that Valen fended off, and instead ate my fill. I couldn’t exactly clean my plate, but by the time I’d eaten half the chicken and most of the potatoes, I was nearly bursting at the seams. I placed a hand on my stomach and sighed contentedly.

      “It’s been a long time since you’ve eaten like this, hasn’t it?” Draven asked, leaning in. I shivered as his hot breath caressed my ear.

      I glanced down at the shadows teasing my arm before I nodded. “Yes,” I admitted. “You haven’t eaten since you were last whole, have you?” It was a guess, but from his wince, I knew it to be true. “I’m sorry,” I said, speaking so softly, I doubted anyone but Draven could hear. “We’ll both eat our fill now, won’t we?”

      Draven grinned, flashing white teeth and sharp canines. He nodded enthusiastically and kissed my cheek before giving me my space once more.

      When I looked up, Lady Tula and Lord Jayn stared with wide eyes at my Shade and me. I shrugged and took a drink of water, ignoring the wine and the intense stares.

      “My Lady?” Valen asked. I turned to the prince as I set my goblet back on the table. He didn’t meet my eyes, instead his gaze was locked on the manacle around my wrist. “What is that?” He nodded at the binding.

      I sighed. I hadn’t gotten the chance to explain it to Draven either, given the maids had cut us off mid conversation. “I don’t know,” I said, twisting my lip between my teeth. How did I explain it without sounding crazy? “I’m not sure how or when it happened. It was there when the people of Alma found me. All I know is that no one has been able to take it off.”

      Valen’s eyebrows furrowed, and he frowned. “Did a smith try to remove it?” I nodded. He hummed thoughtfully, eyeing the metal band. “It looks elven made.”

      My eyebrows rose. Elven? As in, elves?

      “I don’t sense any magic from it, but if even a smith couldn’t remove it, then it must be the work of a powerful mage,” Valen explained.

      I had no idea what he was talking about. There were elves in this world on top of Dark Fae, Light Fae, Shade, and demons? What was next? Nymphs, dwarves, and dragons? They were stories of old, scrawled in the pages of books buried in the innkeeper’s basement. I’d only ever read a handful, but I’d memorized the vivid drawings of red, flying serpents, small, bearded men, tiny folk flitting through flowers, and so many more. They were fairy tales… weren’t they?

      Valen sighed and shook his head. “I’ll speak to my father on this, he might know more.”

      The prince looked up, catching the eye on his surly elder brother. Gavriel nodded at a back door off the side of the grand hall, and Valen returned his nod.

      “It seems I must retire to the parlor after dinner anyway,” Valen said. He turned to me with a regretful smile. “I’m sorry to leave you alone again, but I’ll have someone escort you back to your rooms. You should get plenty of rest and I will explain more about Novac tomorrow.”

      I sat up straighter, my curiosity peaked. So, he would teach me of his country before asking me to make a choice? That’s exactly what I’d hoped for, despite the fact I didn’t think it’d be possible. I’d thought to find a library, do some sleuthing of my own. But if the kind prince would answer my questions, I might not need to spend hours pouring over books just yet.

      “I would like that,” I said.

      Valen’s worried forehead relaxed, and he smiled before pushing up from his seat. “Thank you for dining with me this evening, my Lady. I will see you again in the morning.”

      My skin flushed. He was thanking me for dining with him? He was the fucking prince! “See you then,” I stammered. Valen chuckled softly as he strode across the hall following his brother and father who were a few steps ahead of him. A pang in my heart had me shifting uncomfortably. Without the prince to guard me from the nobles, my heart once again raced and I swiped my sweaty palms on my skirt, wishing all the while that the second prince would return.
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      Father’s words echoed in my mind as I pushed my way into the parlor. The entire dinner, all he could speak of was that damned magicless Light Fae. A growl rumbled in my chest and I fisted my hands as I strode swiftly across the thick ruby carpet. I yanked a crystal glass from behind the bar nestled next to a large marble fireplace and grabbed a bottle of Elven whiskey from the shelf.

      “You seem in the best of spirits as usual, Brother,” Valen chuckled as he entered.

      I scowled, shooting my younger brother a glare. His smirk taunted me, as did the amusement in his yellow eyes—the same eyes our mother once had. I looked away, pouring myself a glass before downing a mouthful. Though our father’s eyes were yellow as well, mother’s had been golden like the sun, fiery in certain light.

      “My sons,” Father greeted as he entered.

      My hackles rose, my shoulders tensing. The entirety of dinner he mentioned Thirteen’s beauty again and again, like it could entice me. I wasn’t blind. I knew she was a beautiful woman, but I wasn’t about to let a human seduce me. When that hadn’t worked, he prattled on about how powerful she must be, despite the fact none of us were able to sense her magic. Still, she’d tamed a Shade—a feet even mother hadn’t been able to manage for more than a few hours.

      “Father,” Valen said, nodding. He threw himself down on a large armchair next to the fire, sprawling out with his heels mounted on the coffee table in front of him. “What a woman she is.”

      Father grinned as he sat across from my brother, occupying one of the two loveseats. The leather squeaked beneath him as he shifted, leaning forward until his forearms rested on his knees. “Aye? I’m glad to hear it. Your brother has been temperamental all evening. I wonder if she affects him the same.”

      I ignored their matching smirks and poured myself another glass. Though Dark Fae wine wasn’t enough to get me drunk, Elven whiskey could certainly manage it for a few hours. I’d need it in order to have this conversation.

      “Could you imagine such a Light Fae in our family, Valen?” Father asked wistfully. “Such a woman could restore our family’s power, maybe even increase it with a powerful heir.”

      And there it was. I knew from the moment I’d laid eyes on Thirteen, she would be my demise. In my father’s eyes, and in the eyes of the rest of the Dark Fae court, she was a miracle—the first Light Fae to be found in decades. But for me, she only meant a new set of shackles. She was another cage to hold me, another burden to add to the many my father had stacked upon my shoulders over the years. He didn’t care for what I wanted, only what would aid his kingdom and our lineage.

      “True,” Valen agreed after a long hesitation. Usually, my younger brother was quick to agree with father, but not this time. Such a thing was intriguing in itself. Did he have eyes for her? If Valen had changed his mind about serving as the royal heir, I might be able to escape this life of mine.

      But when I turned to face the pair, Valen’s gaze was far, lost in thought. No, my brother had no designs on my place as Crown Prince. But on Thirteen? That was another matter. I’d seen the way he looked at her. Though my younger sibling had spent nights with many different Dark Fae women, and even some humans, he’d never gazed at them with such intrigue, such promise.

      “The woman has yet to make her choice,” I pointed out gruffly. Though Valen was well aware of it, I knew the thought was lost on our father.

      The king brushed off my point with a flick of his hand. “Nonsense. Who would choose to serve over wedding a prince?”

      A growl escaped my throat before I could tamp it down. Valen shot me a look of warning, while father raised his eyebrows.

      “You do not wish to wed such a powerful Light Fae, my son?”

      I sighed internally, cursing myself for losing control so easily. Fisting my hands, I took a seat across from father. “She has yet to make her choice,” I answered instead.

      Father narrowed his eyes, his forehead wrinkling in irritation. “My son, you might be strong beyond measure and wise beyond your years, but still your lack of understanding appalls me.” He shook his head, disappointment evident in his dark yellow gaze. “Many nobles, knights, and more will flock from across the kingdom for the chance to court her—whether she has made her choice or not. If you do not act swiftly, she could be whisked away, and our power will continue to wane.”

      Valen stiffened, shifting uncomfortably. Though I used her choice as a weapon, an argument against my father’s wishes, Valen truly believed in giving the young female her options, her choice. It wasn’t lost on me that Valen had suffered seeing the humans kill themselves before him. Though he wore a haughty smirk most of the time, I’d seen their deaths eat away at him little by little. He’d drowned himself in whiskey and women for a long time before crawling out of his despair enough to function. Finally, someone had made the choice I knew he was desperate to hear. He would make sure she was given her choice no matter what, and for that I silently thanked him.

      “I do not need a wife to rule,” I reasoned. “I have gained power all on my own, Father. You know this. What could one woman do to change that?”

      It wasn’t the first time we’d had such an argument, though it was the first time I was willing to bet that father wouldn’t let it go. I knew the circumstances were far different than they’d been in the past. A Light Fae mixing into our bloodline meant powerful mixed blood children. It meant increasing our likelihood of destroying the demon race once and for all and finally bringing peace to Novac. We all wished for a day when we’d no longer need the sacrifices of the humans, but until the day the demons were gone for good, we had no choice but to go on this way.

      Father sighed and shook his head. “You’ve grown so much, sometimes I forget you’re still just a child.”

      I choked on my drink. My eyes flew wide as I looked him. Never had he insulted me so. A child? I was over a hundred years old and was well into the years of my prime. My power would only grow for the next few decades. I was no child and hadn’t been since my mother sacrificed herself for us all.

      “You’re too harsh, Father,” Valen said, chuckling awkwardly, trying to make a joke out of the situation.

      The tension in the room mounted as I sat forward, dropping my whiskey tumbler back onto the table. “You insult me,” I growled. “I know of the power of the Light Fae. I know what she could mean for our family line.”

      “Then why do you refuse to meet with her?” Father asked, eyebrows raising in challenge. “That’s all I ask of you, Gavriel. Meet with the woman. Decide if you like her or not. I wouldn’t force you or her to wed one another, but you might be surprised.”

      I wanted to snarl back at the man that I would never meet her, that I would never wed. Marriage only ended in heartbreak, with one dead and the other barely living. Valen had been too young to remember the sorrow of our father, but I remembered it like it was but a month ago. He’d been inconsolable, desolate. Only caring for his children had kept him going through two nobles’ attempts at usurping his crown.

      “That’s all you ask? For me to meet with her?” I clarified, my voice gravelly. I couldn’t help the anger leeching into my words, or the shaking of my fists.

      “That’s all I ask,” Father said, triumph in his smile.

      I bristled, my fingers clenching so tight on my whiskey tumbler that I heard a faint crack. I quickly took a deep breath and set it down after finishing off the last of the burning liquid. “Fine. I will meet her.”

      And that’s all I will do. My vow was solemn, quiet. I’d never admit it to my father, but I was afraid. Not only of the cage a wife would represent, but of what could happen if she wasn’t a cage. What if I wound up liking her? Enjoying her company? What if she bore children only to leave me in the world with tiny remnants of her? My heart clenched painfully. I didn’t think I could bear it.

      “Excellent,” Father said, dipping his head in appreciation. “Well then, Valen, what have you learned of the girl?”

      My shoulders relaxed as the conversation turned from me, father’s piercing gaze shifting to my suddenly tense brother.

      “Well,” Valen began softly. I raised an eyebrow. It was very unlike my brother to be quiet, or brooding. He was always the prince full of life, with plenty of joy to go around. Now, he appeared a stranger, worrying his fingers in his lap and tapping the heel of his boot on the carpet. “She comes from the town of Alma. From her reactions to things, it doesn’t seem she has been treated well.”

      I stiffened, surprising even myself when the heat of indignation burned through my stomach and up into my chest. Filthy humans. They were more akin to monsters, and yet they called us the demons.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Father said softly. His victorious expression was gone, replaced with a concerned furrow of his brows. “And what of that bracelet she wears?”

      I’d noticed it too, an iron band with elven filigree and floral designs carved into it. It was difficult not to notice on her pale, bare skin.

      “She says she awoke with it. It seems she can’t remember where she comes from, or what her true name is. The people of Alma called her Thirteen, and so she took the name on for herself,” Valen explained, his expression growing darker as he stared at the dark cherry wood of the table between us. “She says the smiths in her town tried to remove it, but none could. I don’t sense magic from it, but the elves have always been clever.”

      I sneered. Brother was right. From the teleportation scrolls the elven mages had forged centuries ago, to the clever way they weaved magic into jewelry and objects, I had no doubt in my mind that they could create something to dampen the magic of Light Fae. A shiver descended my spine. That kind of magic in the wrong hands could mean the end of all Dark Fae—even the end of Novac.

      “That is quite worrying,” Father said, leaning back as if suddenly exhausted. “We should call a mage to the castle to have a look at it.”

      Valen stiffened at the same time as I. Though mages hadn’t always been revered in Novac, ever since the Mage College of Sahl had been dismantled, they were no longer trusted. In the basements of their school, we’d found dozens of Dark Fae, humans, and Shade alike. They’d been using them for their experiments for goddess only knew how long. I still remembered the day we’d found out. My brother and I had heard the rumors, but we didn’t believe it until we found that Shade nailed to a spinning wheel in the deepest bowels of the school.

      I shivered. It was the same Shade that Thirteen had awoken. Only now, he wasn’t gaunt, skinny, and covered in blood. Now he exuded life and power the likes of which I had never seen. Had it been Thirteen who restored his vitality? Or had his years in mist form done the work?

      “There is still a mage or two I trust,” Father explained, giving us both level stares until we nodded our understanding. “I would never let a mage harm Thirteen, nor anyone again.”

      The conviction in his words had my nerves settling slightly. The tingle of elven whiskey I’d only barely begun to feel had already been wiped away with the mention of mages. Now, I reached for the bottle once again.

      “Thank you, Father,” Valen said. “I don’t know what the little fae has been through, but I don’t want to see her go through anymore.”

      Despite what she represented to me, a cage that could destroy me, I nodded my agreement. I might not like her, or her Light Fae heritage, but I wouldn’t see any soul come to harm while under our care.

      Father reached out, squeezing Valen’s shoulder. “Of course, my son. We will protect her with every ounce of Dark Fae blood in this court if we must. She is the future of our world. I hope you both will do whatever you can to keep her safe.” Father looked between us with serious eyes.

      I frowned, not liking the way he’d phrased it. One girl wouldn’t be the future of Novac, anymore than I would allow the entire Dark Fae Court to die for her sake. She was but one life, and we were many. My chest twinged, and I had to resist rubbing my collar. I wouldn’t let the entirety of our court die for this woman, but I would protect her, if only from a distance. For if I became close to her, Father would only push us together all the more. I still had to hold out hope that Valen would take interest in her, and maybe even claim her for his own. Maybe then I could be free of the shackles of my position.
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      Darkness filled my eyes as the scent of smoke wafted up my nostrils. My heart beat erratically, pumping adrenaline through my veins as I slowly uncurled. My arms were wrapped around my legs, my face buried against them. Only when I tried to unfurl them, the rasp of wood scraped my skin.

      My eyebrows furrowed as I pushed out. My back pressed against a hard surface; my legs barely able to uncurl at all. I turned my head, looking for light. But there was only blackness so deep, I feared I might be dead.

      A crackle met my ears and I turned sharply, shifting, straining my ears for another sound. Snap. My pulse pounded in my ears, nearly overtaking the sudden sounds of crackling outside.

      Distantly, I realized this was a dream. I was far too small to be in my early twenties, far too thin and delicate to be a woman. I was a child in this dream, trapped inside a wooden box, or chest. I couldn’t be sure which. But something about this was familiar. It was almost as if I’d experienced it before.

      My head ached as I tried to pull at the memory strands at the edge of my consciousness, but just as when I was awake, they fled at the barest of touches. I cursed under my breath and pushed against the box, pounding my tiny fists on what I assumed was the lid.

      A sliver of orange appeared at the edge of the lid, where the top connected with the side. My breaths came in quick gasps as I pushed towards it, only to have my eyes sting and my lungs fill with smoke. I coughed harshly as I pushed away from the sliver of space. I felt the building heat as it raked across the wood, singeing my skin.

      I gasped, wincing away from the lid. Pulling in great lungfuls of air, I prepared myself to call for help. Only, my screams weren’t answered anymore than the pounding of my fists had been.

      Panic bubbled up inside me, crowding my lungs and forcing my heart all the faster. I scraped and punched the lid as the crackle and snap of flames grew louder.

      I was going to burn alive. How was this possible? What was happening?

      My mind raced as I kicked out, slamming my heel against the end of the box. I yelped as the wood cracked and pain lanced up my foot. My breath caught as shards of wood scraped my ankle raw. But I couldn’t give up. I would die if I stayed here. It wasn’t the first time I’d awoken in this box, but it was the first time it might kill me.

      Great, heaving coughs filled the trunk as smoke threatened to suffocate me. Despite the pain in my foot, I yanked it back and kicked again. More pain. I ignored it and kicked and kicked until the narrow wall gave out and I forced myself to slide towards it.

      Tears burned my stinging eyes, and I fought for breath. I didn’t want to die. Not here, not now. I’d barely begun to live, even if the short days I scraped together could not be called a life to most.

      I shook my head—I was delirious. I had to be. None of this made sense, even as memories of this box filled my mind. A woman with white hair thrust me inside, and my screams went unheard as her footsteps disappeared and a door slammed behind her.

      Who was she? Who was I? I had no memory of this, not consciously anyway.

      As splinters of wood flayed my skin, I pushed and pushed until I slipped free of my prison. It was a trunk after all, and flames licked the floor around it, growing closer by the second. I backed into the wall and screamed as fire blazed across my skin.

      I just wanted it all to stop. I wanted to live. I wanted to be free from this nightmare. But through the growing flames and clouds of smoke, I could see no door to freedom.

      I was going to die in here, left by the woman who was supposed to care for me, supposed to love me. How could she do this to her own child?

      “My love, this is not memory you need to relive,” a voice said, strong, masculine. His deep voice rumbled like thunder, sending a shiver running through me.

      I looked for the voice in the smoke, but the world around me was disappearing, eaten away like the mist I’d once found my Shade in. It deteriorated, the flames dying out, the wooden walls fading until there was only a burning pair of red eyes left in the darkness.

      “Awaken, my love. I will be here when the nightmares become too much.”

      I blinked, slowly, my eyelids suddenly heavy. Awaken? So, I was asleep then, having a nightmare. My entire body sagged with sudden exhaustion and a deep sense of relief. I didn’t know this voice, but I sensed its truth. It meant to protect me—though to what ends I couldn’t be sure.

      “That’s it. We will meet again soon.”

      Darkness covered those burning red eyes, and I curled into myself, a sense of safety overtaking me, a safety I’d only known with my Shade.

      My eyes flew open, and I lurched into a sitting position, gasping for breath. Crimson eyes burned in my mind, a soft chuckle still rattling in my ears. I shook my head, dispelling the remnants of the dream even as I trembled from head to toe.

      What in the name of the gods was that?

      As my heart slowed, I became aware of Draven next to me, his shadows tickling my skin as he whispered words of assurance.

      “It’s all right now, you’re awake,” my Shade said. Slowly, I eased back onto my pillow, only my head dipped lower than it should. My eyebrows furrowed as I turned onto my side, facing Draven and his worried gaze. “What a nightmare that must have been.”

      I snorted a small laugh. If only he knew. “Indeed,” I agreed. My body ached with the memory, my ankle throbbing as if it was once again covered in lacerations. Only, this hadn’t been a dream, but a memory. I could remember every moment of it now, as if I’d never lost it at all. My mother, or the woman I thought might be her, had caged me inside a trunk, more than once. Only this time, the world had burned around me. I didn’t know how I’d escaped, but I knew I had. The memory faded from there, leaving me with more questions than answers.

      For the last year, I’d always assumed whatever life I’d had before Alma had been better. Anything would have been better than the savagery they’d put me through. But now, I wasn’t so certain. For the first time, I wasn’t sure I wanted to remember the life I’d once lived.

      “Who do I have to kill to see you smile?” Draven asked.

      I met his dual-colored gaze, and my lips twitched, though the smile didn’t fully form. The gentle concern in his eyes was at war with his words. It warmed me from the inside out, knowing that he could be so careful and kind to me, but would destroy anyone else who harmed me. Seeing the shadowed men who’d harmed him, I recognized the feeling. If I had the power, I’d kill them all for my Shade.

      “No one,” I said. “Thank you.”

      Draven’s thick lips twisted in an amused smile. “For what, little fae?”

      I shook my head. He knew what for. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever stop thanking him for his easy protection, for the safety I felt in my bones as I lay in bed with him.

      I sat up, ready to take a bath before the maids interfered and tried to weasel their way into the room once more. Only the harsh intake of breath from Draven told me that something was wrong. I turned with a furrowed brow, only, my gaze didn't go to his. Instead, it was enraptured upon the dissolved pillow and sheets that had laid beneath me. My eyes widened and a gasp caught in my throat. What in the name of the gods happened? Had I done that?

      “What is… what is that?” I asked, knowing neither of us had an answer.

      “Was it the nightmare?” Draven asked what we were both thinking.

      It was almost as if I had brought the nightmare into the waking world. Though the sheets didn't appear singed or burned by fire, they had been eaten away, a slight black tint to where I had laid. My heart raced as I looked from the damage and to my Shade. My heart pounded as I realized that could have been Draven. I could have injured him. I had no idea what it was, but it had come from me. It had eaten the fabric and burned it away as if by magic. How could I have done that? How was this possible?

      “I could have hurt you,” I whispered. My pounding heart filled my ears, and I held my head in my hands. I wanted to curl into a ball like in the trunk. I wanted to sink into myself and let whatever was happening devour me whole. The one person who I could rely on could have been injured by my hands, or power—whatever it was that was growing inside of me. I couldn't fathom it. I couldn’t hurt him. Not ever.

      Draven leaned towards me and took my elbow in his hand. “You wouldn't hurt me,” he said. I’d said the same thing about him, and yet, here we were.

      “Not if I had a choice,” I bit back, panic bubbling inside of me. “But I had no choice in that.” I pointed at the dissolved sheets and winced away from them. Though the Dark Fae hadn't told me much about Light Fae, this didn't feel like a light ability. This didn’t feel like the sunshine and purity I’d experienced in the Hall of the Light Fae. Where the Light Fae seemed to be all light and magic, this was corrosive and dark.

      Would the Dark Fae send me away or would they kill me? My mind raced as I tried to make sense of this. I’d never had any such ability before—not that I could remember at least. I'd had more than my fair share of nightmares in Alma, and none had ended with the bed partially dissolved.

      “Thirteen,” Draven said, pulling back my attention. His shadows brushed my arms, as if trying to comfort me. “This isn't your fault. I know you would never hurt me. I'm not afraid.”

      “Maybe you should be,” I snapped, desperation and fear choking me. “You should have value over your own life. What if I did hurt you? I could never forgive myself.”

      Draven sighed, his lips curled in a soft smile. “Thirteen, when I devoted myself to you, I meant it. Whether you allow me to live a hundred years, or strike me down now, I'll just be happy knowing it was by your hand.”

      My breath was lodged in my throat. My heart beat too fast and my stomach burned with nausea. How could he say such a thing? How could he give himself over to me so freely? I valued freedom above all else and he would so willingly give up his life just to know I had killed him? It made no sense to me and I couldn't believe anyone would make such a declaration.

      “Promise me,” I choked out between gasping breaths. I took his nearest hand, squeezing it hard as I met his calm gaze. “Dray, promise me you'll care for yourself. Promise me you'll never allow me to hurt you.”

      Driven smiled, but the twist of his lips was sad, the furrowing of his brow holding pity I wanted to erase. “Thirteen...”

      “Promise me,” I demanded, punching the bed with my fist. Anger coiled in my belly, warming me from the inside out. “Promise me you will care for yourself.” I had never thought someone would make me demand such a thing before. Humans were weak, and solely thought of themselves, but Draven put me first. I wasn't even sure how he could do such a thing, especially when we’d just met.

      My Shade sighed and smiled before nodding his head. “If it makes you happy, I promise.”

      The panic threatening to consume me slowly abated. I took deep, heaving breaths as Draven sat up against the headrest and rubbed my back slowly. By the time my heart settled I was exhausted. All I wanted to do was lay back in bed and sleep, but then the dissolving of the sheets flashed before my eyes. I stiffened and glanced at the decayed sheets and pillow.

      “How will we hide this?” I asked. “What will they do to me if they find out?”

      Draven snarled, his shadows flaring out around him. “They'll do nothing if they value their lives.”

      I should have known that would be his answer. But still, we had to do something. My mind raced as I look around the room. From the dim light coming through the curtains, it must be earlier than I had thought. I sighed, relief relaxing my shoulders slightly. My gaze returned to perusing the room and stopped on the fireplace as a plan formed. “We should dispose of the sheets before the maids arrive.”

      Draven followed my gaze and smiled. “Good idea.”

      We went to work, stripping the sheets and the pillow before stuffing them into the burning fireplace. It took nearly half an hour for them to disappear completely, leaving behind a burning acrid smell I hoped the maids would take no notice of. Luckily, there had been no damage to the mattress, or I was sure we would have to figure out a way to explain that as well.

      By the time the maids came bustling in later that morning, all was well besides one missing pillow and one missing sheet.
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      Much to Valen’s never ending amusement, I ate a bit of everything at breakfast that morning. Eggs, bacon, sausage, and fresh fruit. It was like nothing I've ever had before. Even in the memories I couldn't quite recollect, I didn't feel as if I had ever tasted something so delicious. It was amazing, and I despised the moment my stomach ached with fullness and I had to slow my progress.

      I frowned as I stared at the remains on my plate. Despite the fact I had a little bit of everything, I hadn't eaten as much as I'd like. I wanted to eat as much as I could, to regain the strength I’d once had. I had a feeling I would need it, especially in the coming days. As I ate, Valen explained excitedly about what I meant to his people, and how excited the entirety of the palace was after my first dinner.

      Gavriel's scowl grew more pronounced with every word his brother spoke. Despite his sour attitude, I still enjoyed breakfast. Draven piled more food onto my plate as if I could eat it, ignoring the Dark Fae, his focus solely on me and my appetite.

      “You see, the forming of the dome has kept the outside world safe from the Demon Realm,” Valen explained. Gavriel stiffened, sending a sideways glance at his brother. I'd seen the shimmering dome in the distance. It was quite difficult to make out at night, but during the day there was a soft glimmer over the snow peaked mountains in the distance. “There is another block—a barrier that protects Novac from the Demon Realm.”

      “And the Demon Realm,” I mumbled as I swallowed a lump of scrambled eggs. “How is it there? It doesn't seem to be part of this world.” My stomach felt stretched, and overly full, but I still found myself reaching for the ruby strawberries Draven placed in front of me. If I kept this up, I was going to make myself sick. But I couldn’t let this food go to waste either, could I?

      “Ah, yes,” Valen said slowly, exchanging a quick look with his brother. “About a thousand years ago, a powerful mage seeking new worlds to conquer, opened a rift between realms. Only the rift he created was to a world of demons who savaged the land and the surrounding kingdoms for nine-hundred years.”

      I raised my eyebrows in surprise and paused mid chew.

      “Only the barrier our mother placed before the Demon Realm and the subsequent dome have saved the mortal realms. And that's why we need the power of the Light Fae to continue to battle the demons. There are still those left who prey on unsuspecting humans. It is our duty to protect them as the guardians of Novac.”

      I slowly finished chewing my strawberry before swallowing thickly. “But the humans are unaware of this?”

      Valen nodded. “They have forgotten or chose to forget. It has been a long time that they have been safe with the help of the dome and our armies. We have many Dark Fae stationed around our country in order to protect them. Though there are only a few human settlements left, we do our best to see them safe.”

      Gavriel scoffed. “Ungrateful bastards.”

      Valen winced at his brother’s comment, but he didn't reject it. “They’re frightened,” he suggested. “And if we explained what was really going on, they wouldn't believe us anymore. You know they think we're Demon Lords, like the demons of old.”

      “No, they wouldn't,” I agreed solemnly. The eyes of three powerful men turned to me but I didn't feel uncomfortable under their gazes. In fact, they almost emboldened me. If they were any other gazes, like the lecherous Jayn I’d been forced to sit across during dinner the previous night, I might have shied away or sunken in upon myself. But not with these two powerful Dark Fae and my protective Shade. “They are too set in their ways now. They believe the sacrifices to the Demon Lords are all that keep them safe. They think their gods will help them.” I barely resisted rolling my eyes, for I believed in the same gods as them. Only, the gods I believed in weren't quite so merciless as the people of Alma.

      Valen nodded. “It is as I had feared.”

      Gavriel narrowed his eyes on me, not in a glare or a threat as he had in the past, but it seemed as if he was trying to figure something out. His scowl softened slightly as he took in what I had said.

      “All the same,” Valen continued. “We will be able to teach you much more about the world, or you can read about our history in the library.”

      I sat up straighter, my eyes widening slightly as I looked at the second prince. “Library?”

      Books had been one of my few escapes in Alma. Though I'd only read a few scarce fairy tales in the basement of Jordan’s inn, learning more about the world had been in my plans since I’d arrived. I wasn’t about to make a choice on whether to marry or serve without knowing who these people were. And if it meant I got to spend more time around books, and maybe find a way to learn more about myself and my heritage, then I was ready to take the opportunity.

      “Yes. We have the largest library in Novac here inside the palace. You'll find the histories of all the kingdoms spanning back for at least a thousand years.” Valen stiffened for a moment before sighing. “Well, aside from the last hundred.”

      “So, this dome has blocked Novac from the rest of the world?” I asked.

      The princes nodded in unison. “Yes, we've had no access to the rest of the continent for about a hundred and ten years now,” Gavriel explained, staring thoughtfully at the table.

      “That's a long time to go without knowledge of the outside world.” I sat back in my chair, hand over my belly. I was far too full to continue eating, and a sour taste was left in my mouth. There was so much I didn't know about my world, it almost angered me. Though I knew it was by no fault of the Dark Fae, humans were woefully unaware of the world around them, at least in Novac. Despite the protection of the dome, I wanted to know more, not only of Novac, but of everything. What else was out there? I had heard of Elves from the Dark Fae, but what or who else could there be?

      “Yes, it is,” Valen agreed on a sigh.

      A solemn silence descended over our breakfast. I leaned into the padding of my chair, staring at my plate, still half full. Draven had finally stopped loading my plate with food, seeming to realize I was finally finished. Though he continued to chew slowly, he looked between the three of us, assessing us with every blink of his eyes.

      “There is something I wanted to mention,” Gavriel said suddenly, surprising me.

      I blinked at him. He didn’t seem to like me much, and if I was being honest, I wasn’t so fond of him or his attitude. Still, I was intrigued. I nodded for him to continue, sitting forward curiously. Gavriel had done his best not to speak for most of breakfast, and now he was choosing to speak to me directly?

      “The manacle on your wrist, I believe it is blocking your magic. I don't understand how any of the villagers could have obtained it, or why they would have sought to put it on you, but we will find a way to remove it.” Gavriel’s brow furrowed as if genuinely perplexed, but also a little angry.

      My eyebrows raised in surprise. It was the first polite thing he had said to me. “It wasn't the people of Alma who placed this on me.”

      “You mentioned you had it when you arrived in Alma, correct?” Valen asked. I nodded, and the Dark Fae princes exchanged a worried look.

      “And you have no memory of having it placed on your wrist?” Gavriel clarified.

      I shook my head. Though I'd already told Valen this, I had a feeling Gavriel wanted to hear it for himself.

      “Perhaps it is the manacle that is also hiding your memories,” Gavriel surmised. He eyed the offensive piece of metal with disdain. “We will have to find a way to remove it. In the meantime, we should find a Light Fae teacher to help you learn more about your power.”

      Again, I found myself sitting forward, this time with excitement thrumming through my veins. I still haven't gotten used to the idea that I might have some sort of magic. And to think that this thin piece of metal that was as much a part of my arm as my fingers could be holding me back, it angered me. Not only was it holding back my potential magic, but my memories too? I glared at the manacle as a lick of heat curled around my heart. I hoped the Dark Fae found some way to remove it, though I was afraid what would happen when they did. The heat inside me cooled as fast as it had come.

      I swallowed thickly, clenching my fingers into fists. If the burnt sheets this morning were any indication, I had a feeling my magic was not solely of the Light Fae. Just what would the Dark Fae do with me when they found out?
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Draven

        

      

    

    
      I leaned my cheek on the palm of my hand, a smile stretching my lips as Thirteen let out another squeaky moan of delight. I couldn’t get enough of the small fae. From her adorable sounds to the beautiful way her blue eyes sparked every time she looked at me. My heart raced every moment we spent together. After fifty years trapped in never ending darkness, being back in the world meant everything to me. And this tiny, wounded woman had given me that. She’d given me everything and more and she didn’t even know it.

      I sighed softly as she closed her eyes, silvery lashes fanning across her cheeks. The maids had tried to do her makeup and hair again—much to both my and Thirteen’s irritation. Seeing the look of panic that crossed her face as they went for the hairbrush, I’d snapped and nearly thrown them from the room.

      The fact anyone dared to make my little fae feel like that was abhorrent. I should have taken their hands and more, but I didn’t want to scare Thirteen. She didn’t know of the darkness lurking inside me, the demon hungry for blood, or the madness that crept in when she wasn’t near.

      I shivered, taking a deep breath before letting it out slowly. One look at Thirteen was enough to calm me, and I once again relaxed, despite the throng of nobles seated around us.

      Their voices were background noise, reduced to static with my entire world focused on the lovely creature in front of me. Only the glares of the princes occasionally broke through. I glanced up, feeling the heat of the crown prince’s stare on me. I smirked and gave him a little wave.

      Gavriel’s nostrils flared, and heat burned through his gaze as flush worked up his neck. Valen elbowed his brother in the side, and they exchanged a long look before Gavriel finally huffed and shoved a forkful of steak in his mouth.

      The second prince sent Thirteen another longing look, and I resisted the urge to scoop up my little fae and nuzzle her pretty lilac hair. I wasn’t jealous of the prince, not really, but I didn’t like how many unknowns he represented for Thirteen. She already had enough problems, between discovering this new part of herself, to the burnt sheets she’d woken up with this morning. Not to mention the manacle I wanted to tear from her wrist. I glanced down at it, narrowing my eyes. The holes in her memory were concerning, and I wanted to return them as well as the power I knew lie dormant within her. I had felt it the moment she awoke me from the mist. As she watched my memories replay, her power had sparked and burned through me, replenishing every inch of my immortal form. I’d never felt a power like it, not in all of the realms.

      “Dray?” Thirteen asked, canting her head slightly.

      I blinked from my thoughts, smiling at the cute little head tilt she did when she was confused or concerned. That in combination with the nickname she’d given me had my heart pounding and blood pumping. “Yes?”

      “You’re not eating,” she said, her nearly white eyebrows furrowing.

      I bit the inside of my cheek, barely resisting the impulse to smooth the wrinkle between her brows with my thumb. “Not right now,” I agreed, not sparing my untouched plate a glance. She was far more interesting to look at, and I’d already gorged myself at breakfast. I could wait to eat when she was finished.

      “You should eat before your food gets cold,” she said, frowning.

      I chuckled softly. “Don’t worry about me, little fae. I’ll eat when you’re finished.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise and pink filled her delicious creamy skin. “You don’t have to wait for me,” she said, stammering slightly. I could feel her confusion, but I couldn’t bring myself to explain. She was far too cute when she was confused.

      “I know,” I said simply.

      Thirteen shook her head before popping another bite of steak into her mouth. Her subsequent sigh of enjoyment had me grinning once more, until a Dark Fae hand settled on the tablecloth far too close to my mistress’s.

      “How are you enjoying your dinner, Lady Thirteen?” the Dark Fae asked—Jayn I think his name was. I didn’t care for the fae, or the hungry looks he laid on Thirteen when she wasn’t looking. Though his brother had seemed respectful enough, barely asking a question, Jayn took the attention of my little fae any chance he got, leering at her all the while.

      “It’s very good,” Thirteen said, subconsciously shying towards me.

      My chest warmed and my shadows reached for her the moment she grew closer. The fact she didn’t seem to like Jayn only made my dislike for him grow, but I didn’t want to scare her by pulling her away or breaking the man’s fingers.

      Jayn chuckled. “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself. You mentioned you’re from Alma. Did you have a favorite dish while there?”

      It was an innocent enough question, but Thirteen tensed the same way she did every time the small human town was mentioned. “Um, no, not really.”

      Jayn frowned as if confused, but I saw the calculated look in his eyes. “I’m sorry to hear that. What was your human town like anyway? They must have treated you well given you were so special. A sacrifice on the thirteenth month is meant to be the most sacred of occasions, is it not?”

      “Aye,” a Dark Fae noble across the table agreed. He had a thick head of black hair streaked with silver, and a dense beard of the same. “Especially with the Light Fae blood so clear in you. They must have worshipped at your feet.”

      I glared at the fae, but they didn’t glance away from my Thirteen. Frustration burned through me and my fists clenched. I could feel my shadows growing, expanding to touch Thirteen and draw her closer. They had a mind of their own when I let them, but they always echoed my own feelings—wanting to protect her, to touch her, comfort her without scaring her.

      “Your mother must have been quite powerful,” another noble commented. He sat beside Jayn, a similar cocky smirk playing on his lips.

      “Maybe,” she whispered, looking away from the fae nobles. She shifted uncomfortably, her breathing faster than usual.

      A growl rumbled from my throat. I didn’t like how they were crowding her, not only physically but with their questions. Couldn’t they see they were making her uncomfortable? Or worse, did they not care? My growl rose as Jayn brushed his fingers closer to Thirteen’s hand before swiftly pulling them back, settling his hand beneath the table.

      Several sets of eyes swung my way. I should rip their tongues from their mouths for making Thirteen feel this way. I didn’t want her sinking in on herself anymore than she already was. She should be cared for and treated with the utmost respect, as she was owed. But what was worse, I knew she hadn’t been cared for in Alma. It was obvious in the plains of her face, and the fear in her eyes every time the town name crossed her lips. They’d done something to her, something I’d gladly kill them all for one day. But for now, I wanted to nurture the little fae, to see that spark in her eyes grow and the power she held used.

      “Your Shade’s leash is getting a tad loose, Lady Thirteen,” Jayn said, giving me a deadpanned stare.

      I didn’t care what they called me, what they said about me. They could say and do whatever it is they wanted to me, but not to my Thirteen.

      “Excuse me?” Thirteen snapped, shooting the man beside her a glare.

      Jayn grinned under her stare. “I only mean to say, he’s still a bit savage. You might want to consider training him to serve you better.”

      “He could start with some manners,” the man across the table grumbled, earning a few chuckles from the other nobles.

      Thirteen’s mouth dropped open in shock. “You speak of manners and yet you can’t seem to find your own,” she said. The man balked, his eyes widening at the same time a grin tore across my face and pride swelled in my chest. “If you had any sense left in that thick skull of yours, you’d all understand why Dray is getting upset.”

      There was my wicked little fae. There was the powerful woman I knew lurked beneath all she had been through. My shadows burned hotter, my pulse racing and my cock twitching to life. Nothing was more attractive in this world than her strength.

      “And why is that, my dear?” Jayn purred, grabbing her thigh before sliding his hand further.

      Thirteen stilled, her breath catching and her eyes widening with panic. The moment a whimper passed her lips, I was on my feet. I grabbed the shoulder of the Dark Fae and yanked him back, right out of his chair. Rage burned through every inch of me as I took his wrist, crushing it with a squeeze of my fingers. His howl of pain silenced the room before my shadows lurched forward, wrapping around his throat, and launching him across the great hall.

      Before Jayn could so much as crash to the floor, every fae noble was on their feet. Guards stepped away from the walls, swords in hand. The princes and the king stood, eyes wide with shock and confusion.

      Ignoring the lot of them, I crouched next to Thirteen, my racing heart slowing slightly now that Jayn was far away from her. I turned her chair gently until she faced me. “Little fae, are you all right?”

      Her breathing came in sharp gasps, her eyes wild with panic. She clutched her dress near her heart and couldn’t seem to focus on me. I knew the feeling well—the panic of reliving your horrors.

      I would kill that man for putting this terror inside of her. I’d tear him to shreds and offer her his head as penance for so much as daring to breathe the same air as her. My shadows raged outward as I stood slowly, my pulse raging as I turned my ire on the Dark Fae blinking wildly against the pillar he’d crashed into. He might be stunned now, but he wasn’t long for this world anyway. Oh the ways I could torture him, but I couldn’t do such a thing in front of Thirteen. Killing him might be too much for her, but he had to pay for what he’d done, and he’d pay with blood.

      Before I could so much as step away, a gentle tug on my shirt pulled my attention back to Thirteen. Her eyes were wide and teary, desperately asking me to help her. The rage burning hot inside me took a step back. Concern washed through me in a wave, pushing all else to the side as I scooped her into my arms, holding her tight against me.

      “What is going on here?” the king bellowed as Valen and Gavriel approached from my right.

      I growled until they stopped. Everyone in the room stilled at the threat. Thirteen relaxed slightly in my arms, clinging to my shirt and curling against me, her face buried against my tunic. She shook from head to toe, nearly relighting the rage still dancing in the background of my mind. But I couldn’t give into the urge now. I had to protect her at all costs.

      “Draven,” Valen warned. He glanced between me, the nobles and the guards who’d paused a short few feet away from us. With the life of a Light Fae in the balance, they all held their breaths in anticipation.

      But I would never hurt my little fae. She had chosen to keep me, and so I would be hers until the day I died. “He touched her,” I snapped. “Groped her thigh and tried to go further.” The words were ground between my teeth as I tightened my hold.

      I saw the moment both fae princes understood. Valen’s concerned gaze flashed across the room to Jayn. His lips pulled back in a snarl, his glare venomous. Gavriel on the other hand had stiffened, his lips pulling taught in a tight line, cold rage burning through his gaze.

      “He did what?” the king gasped. His widened eyes flitted between me, his sons, and the perpetrator. “Guards!”

      I tightened my hold on Thirteen, my heart racing. If he chose to send them after me, I wouldn’t hesitate on unleashing my power. I’d destroy them all and escape with my little fae before they could so much as blink.

      “Arrest Lord Jayn on grounds of violating the sanctity of the Light Fae!” the king command, stabbing his finger towards Jayn still on the floor.

      The anger in the room was palpable, whispers racing through the crowd of nobles—but as I listened, they weren’t angry at me for hurting their fellow Dark Fae, they were enraged that someone dare harm a precious Light Fae. A rumble of agreement echoed in my chest; my inner demon satisfied they might allow us to shed Jayn’s blood.

      Valen and Gavriel took a step towards Jayn, murder written on both their faces as the guards rushed to follow the king’s orders.

      “Take him to the dungeon.” The king glanced at his sons, worry wrinkling his brow. I had a feeling he was trying to keep them from killing the man themselves.

      Hm. I narrowed my eyes thoughtfully on the princes. So, they wanted to protect my Thirteen as much as I? I smiled. Maybe not quite as much, but the more protectors my little fae had, the better.

      “Come with me,” Valen said, motioning for me to follow. His tone brokered no argument, not that that would have stopped me. Only the realization that they wanted to protect Thirteen enough to kill a man propelled my feet forward.

      I squeezed Thirteen in what I hoped was a comforting gesture. “It will be all right. We’ll see justice served.” I felt her nod, though she didn’t look up. Her breathing had calmed slightly, but I still felt her trembling.

      Valen led the way out of the great hall and into a royal parlor. It was decadent, built from rich, dark wood, a marble fireplace burning on one side and soft leather sofas in the center. The second prince directed me to sit, and I did, happy to have a chance to hold Thirteen even tighter, a purr working up as she nuzzled closer.

      I couldn’t help the pride that swelled inside me as her trembling slowly faded. I loved that she felt safe with me and protected just as she should. It was all I could ever hope for in this cruel world.

      We’d barely sat before the king and the crown prince swept into the room, Gavriel with his hand on the hilt of his sword still sheathed at his hip. I’d noticed it seemed more of a decoration when he attended meals, most likely too big or heavy to carry to dinner. The king stepped before me, leaving the coffee table between us. I appreciated him giving Thirteen her space. I didn’t sense any unease in her when it came to the king, but his respect for her was well noted.

      “Thirteen, I am deeply sorry for what has just occurred. You are under our care, and it should have never been allowed to happen,” the king said, fist over his heart, his eyebrows furrowed in genuine concern and guilt.

      Thirteen peeked up from beneath my chin where her head rested. Her fingers tightened on my shirt as the king bowed at the waist.

      “I offer you my deepest apologies and assure you nothing like this will ever happen again. Lord Jayn will be locked in the dungeon for fifty years, and he will pay with his hands. I hope you will find this punishment acceptable.”

      I snorted. He deserved to be torn limb from limb for daring harm Thirteen.

      Thirteen stiffened against me. She sat back slightly, looking between me and the king with wide eyes. I understood her confusion, though it made my empty stomach coil with unease. The punishment wasn’t enough, but it was clearly more than Thirteen thought she would get. What kind of life had she lived before her arrival?

      “Thank you,” Thirteen said finally. The tension eased with her words, and the king nodded sharply.

      “I need a moment alone with my sons,” the king said. “My apologies again, my Lady.”

      Thirteen watched the king and his sons leave the room via the only other door. Once it had shut softly behind them, she curled tighter and laid her head back on my shoulder. I sighed, happy to have her in my arms and safe. But still, her reaction bothered me. “Thirteen, may I ask you something?”

      She glanced up, blue eyes shining with curiosity despite the red rimming them. “Of course.”

      “Why were you surprised by the king’s apology?”

      Thirteen shifted slightly, and it was my turn to still as she rubbed her ass against my cock. I bit the inside of my cheek and counted back from ten. This was certainly not the time.

      “I’m not used to men being reprimanded for doing bad things, let alone receiving an apology for their poor behavior.”

      Her words cut deeper than she could know, and I held her all the tighter, my shadows wrapping my arms, trying to cocoon us. “So, you were surprised you received any kind of justice?” I asked, reading between the lines. She bit her lip and nodded. “Is that what it was like in your human village?”

      Thirteen stiffened, her breathing increasing yet again as she clung to my shirt. “There is no justice in Alma.”
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      Despite Valen sweeping me off to the library early the next morning, pretending as if nothing had happened the previous evening, I was… embarrassed. My ears burned as he led me through the vast library doors, twice, maybe three times my height. I’d have gotten lost in the majesty of it all if it weren’t for Jayn’s face flashing before my eyes every few moments.

      I know I shouldn’t feel embarrassed. He’d been the one in the wrong after all. He’d touched me without my permission, sending me into a spiral that landed my mind back in the hands of Jordan. If it hadn’t been for Draven, I’m not sure what I’d have done. I’d lost myself so quickly, I couldn’t even think to remove his hand or slap him away. I’d been the center of a huge disturbance in front of dozens of nobles, and I knew everyone would look at me strangely this evening. Everyone would whisper and watch—and though it was better than touching me, it didn’t exactly embolden me to speak with them. I hated feeling weak. I hated feeling defenseless. I hated feeling embarrassed—especially when I was the victim here. I shouldn’t feel ashamed, and yet, when I saw the shocked faces of the nobles last night, I’d felt nothing but judged.

      I sighed to myself as Valen led the way past a massive front desk, oak wood stained dark. We walked through two-story high bookshelves, the library surpassing my every dream. But I couldn’t enjoy it like I wanted to. I’d hardly gotten any sleep last night, leaving me tired and sluggish. I smiled weakly every time Valen met my gaze, and though I wanted to say I didn’t see pity there, I did.

      Why did they still have to haunt me? I’d finally escaped Alma only to have them lurking in the shadows of my mind, waiting to strike when I was at my most vulnerable.

      Heat burned inside my chest, stretching out and trying to choke me. I forced myself to breathe in and out of my nose, to quell the anger that came all too quickly. Having gone so long without it, I almost enjoyed the warmth it brought. If only I could wield that rage like a weapon—then I’d be truly safe.

      Draven’s fingers brushed my elbow, and I glanced up into concerned dual-colored eyes. A real smile pulled at my cheeks as my heart melted just a little. “I’m all right,” I assured him. He nodded, but didn’t take his eyes off me, even when I continued after Valen, who’d begun piling books into the arms of a waiting attendant.

      “This one is about the histories of the Elven Empire,” Valen went on. He seemed very excited with each new book he passed to the attendant, his eyes sparking with delight. “And this has tales of the Beast Kingdom. You might enjoy the stories of the Wilds most. The wolves that roam the lands are said to worship the Goddess of the Hunt. There’s a prophecy that she will one day walk among her people again.”

      My eyebrows shot up, my lips parting in surprise. “Are there many gods who are said to return to the living?”

      I wasn’t sure what gods the Dark Fae believed in, but I was fairly certain they were similar to those I did. There were many gods—dozens in fact. They had all been mortal once but had retreated to the heavens as the world grew and they no longer found meaning in their lives with us. Instead, they ruled from the Realm of Gods, looking down upon us, taking our sacrifices and blessing or smiting us for our deeds.

      “I don’t think so,” Valen admitted, looking up thoughtfully. “That is the only goddess I can think of off the top of my head, but I could ask the librarian for any other records if it interests you.”

      The Dark Fae prince was far too kind to me. I smiled and shook my head. “It’s all right. I have plenty to read as is.” I raised an eyebrow, glancing at the twelve or so tomes already piled in the attendant’s trembling arms.

      “True,” he said, grinning. “But you can never have too much to read.”

      I laughed. I could have only dreamed of having this many books to read in Alma. Maybe then I’d know more about the outside world. Maybe then I’d even know more about the kingdom I resided in.

      “Your highness,” a male voice interrupted.

      I felt Draven stiffen at my side. His shadows expanded, wrapping around my arms, subconsciously urging me towards him. My heartbeat sped up as I looked between my Shade and the short man who’d approached us. He wore black robes with gold weaved around the ends of the sleeves and mouth of the hood. Black runes descended the side of his neck, and a blue ring flashed on his finger.

      “Ah, Mage Kimon,” Valen greeted. “It’s good to see you.”

      “And you.” The young mage dipped his head, and suddenly I understood why Draven seemed off all of a sudden.

      I slid a step over, putting my body between him and the mage. Images filled my mind of black hooded figures looming over Draven’s small form, laughing as they poked and prodded him with knives, swords, and metal instruments I’d never seen before. That familiar heat swelled around my heart as his shadows tickled my arms. I’d thought the mages were gone from this kingdom, but it seemed I was wrong. Be that as it may, I had to protect Draven. I wouldn’t let him be taken away again. He was mine and I’d rather die than give him up.

      “I brought the Tenants of the Fae for the Lady Light Fae,” the mage continued, bowing at the waist as he presented a leatherbound tome to the prince.

      “Ah, thank you. I’d wondered where to find it.” Valen took the offered tome with a grateful smile. When he turned to face me once again, his smile faltered, confusion flashing through his gaze. It only took a moment for understanding to replace the confusion, and then he returned to the mage. “I appreciate it, Mage Kimon.”

      The mage nodded and bowed again before slipping away, giving me a small nod as he left. The moment he was gone, the tension in the room relaxed and I felt the shadows along my arms recede.

      “Apologies,” Valen said. He reached back to scratch the back of his neck, smiling awkwardly. “I should have informed you we have a few mages still in the palace. They had nothing to do with… the Mage College, but it was my mistake. I should have prepared you.”

      I looked between my Shade and the Dark Fae Prince. Draven nodded, though his jaw still ticked with discomfort. “It’s fine.” His hand rested on the small of my back, and I relaxed against his light touch. “But you, little fae, don’t need to protect me.”

      I snorted softly and crossed my arms. “I won’t let another mage harm you, Dray.”

      My Shade smiled, his eyes sparkling with warmth. “As long as you’re safe, no one can do me harm.”

      I started, my eyes widening. I wasn’t foolish—I could read between the lines. Draven might think he was being clever with his phrasing, but I understood what he didn’t say. To him, I was all that mattered. He didn’t care what happened to himself, the only way he could be harmed now was through me.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re a foolish Shade sometimes, aren’t you?”

      Draven chuckled. “Sometimes.”

      I sighed and shook my head. He had absolutely no care over his own well being. I’d have to remedy that, and I would. I only had to figure out how.

      Valen cleared his throat, pulling my attention back to the prince. “Shall we adjourn to somewhere more comfortable?”

      I nodded. “Lead on.”

      The prince led us through the rows of shelves until we reached the far end of the library. Nestled next to three-story high windows was a small seating area with a plush maroon rug and dark leather chairs. A coffee table sat between them all, a small vase of red flowers sitting atop it.

      The attendant set the pile of books on the table and Valen dismissed him before taking a seat in an armchair. But before I could take a seat, I spied a rainbow of color from beyond the window. I inhaled sharply as I walked to the glass and placed gentle fingertips on the panes. Beyond the window was a massive lawn filled with flowers of all colors, marble statues within the maze of them, and even a fountain or two spraying water from their many spouts, misting the air and the plants around it.

      “You like the gardens?” Valen asked, his smile faltering.

      “Very much,” I said. I’d never seen so much beauty in one place, and beyond the gardens was the largest cherry tree I’d ever seen, pastel pink petals swaying in the breeze. Only, there was no altar beneath this tree of gods, only grass and roses.

      “My mother loved the gardens as well,” Valen said. I turned just in time to catch a flash of sadness flicker through his gaze. “She grew many of them personally. She had a talent for life and growth.”

      Pulling myself away from the beauty outside, I returned to the seats, sitting next to Draven on a two-person sofa. “She sounds like an incredible woman,” I said. Truly, she did. First, she saved the realms from the demon race with not only a dome, but a powerful barrier blocking the Rift—but she’d also birthed two princes and kept the loveliest space I’d ever seen. “I wish I could have met her.”

      Valen’s lips twisted sadly. “Me too.”

      My heart squeezed over his loss. At least I had no memory of my mother, except for the burning building I’d escaped from. I still wasn’t sure if the woman who put me there was truly the woman who birthed me, but the dread boiling in my stomach told me it was.

      “There you are,” a gruff voice huffed. I turned to find Gavriel glaring at me. I sighed.

      “Brother,” Valen greeted. “What brings you here?”

      Gavriel worked his jaw back and forth and evaded my eyes. Was he embarrassed? “The Tenants of the Fae,” he said. His gaze fell upon the book in Valen’s hands, and he took a step closer. “Father was asking after it.”

      Valen grinned, flashing his teeth. “Are you father’s errand boy now? Isn’t he aware we have attendants for such things?”

      Gavriel rolled his eyes, huffing out an irritated growl. “I’m sure he does.”

      Valen flickered a glance my way, and it clicked. Ah, so the king was trying to send his son after me. I’d guessed as much after our breakfast yesterday, but this certainly confirmed it.

      “Why don’t you take a break, brother?” Valen asked. He tilted his head toward the empty sofa across from me. “Join us.”

      Gavriel’s suspicious glare turned on his sibling. “A break in the middle of the morning? Not all of us are so carefree, brother.”

      Valen chuckled. “Maybe you should be. You’ll grow old far too quickly if you don’t take a moment to breathe every now and then.”

      Gavriel snorted derisively even as he took a seat. “I’m not worried about growing old, Val.”

      The second prince grinned his victory. “Of course not, but you do need to relax every now and then.”

      As I looked between the brothers, I knew there was more at play here than what they were saying. It was like a verbal battle where their tongues were the weapons. They traded blow for blow with emphasized words and hidden meaning. I only wished I knew what it was they were truly saying.

      “How about I get us some tea?” Valen suggested as he stood. “Relax, brother.” He turned to me, warmth and amusement still dancing in his golden eyes. “Why don’t you pick what you’d like to read first? I’ll be back soon.”

      I nodded, my eyes already sliding to the pile of books stacked before me. There was so much knowledge in this one room, enough that I was sure I could never read it all. And yet, Valen had taken his time to pick out the ones he thought were most important, both to teach me about the outside world and about Novac itself, feeding each of my curiosities without me having to voice them.

      “I will,” I said, reaching for the Tenants of the Fae Valen had left atop the others.

      Valen smiled as he turned on his heel and walked back the way we’d come. His footsteps disappeared soon after, leaving me to curl up in the corner of the sofa, the thick binding of the tome beneath my fingers.

      Draven relaxed beside me, leaning into the crook of the sofa, his head resting on the back. He smiled lazily, his eyes already drooping. If I didn’t sleep, Draven didn’t it seemed. I wasn’t sure if he’d slept at all since he’d woken up with the sheets burnt beside him. And despite my insistence that he stay away while I slept in case it happened again, he continued to refuse.

      I shook my head, hiding my smile behind the edge of the book as I watched my Shade drift off. It was about time he got some sleep. Perhaps a lazy morning in the library was a good idea after all.

      I cracked the tome in hand, grazing the thick parchment with my fingertips. The pages were well kept, though slightly yellowed with age. As I traced the fine black ink, I wondered exactly how old the book was. I wasn’t exactly sure what the ‘Tenants’ of the Fae even meant, but I was excited to find out.

      By the time I looked up a few minutes later, I had a sleeping Shade at my side, his chest rising and falling softly, and a dozing crown prince across from me.

      I muffled my chuckle with my hand, glancing between the two men. Gavriel’s hair was mismanaged once again, as if he’d been running his hands through it all morning. Thick, black lashes fanned high cheekbones, and his full lips parted as he inhaled softly.

      An itch in the back of my mind had my eyebrows furrowing. Something about Gavriel was familiar, reminding me of someone I had lost long ago. As I pulled at the seeds of memories, flashes of a dark-haired boy appeared before my eyes. I smiled sadly. I knew the boy in my memories wasn’t Gavriel, but it still made my chest hurt every time I thought of him.

      Sighing, I slid down in my seat, curling in on myself as I looked away from the prince and back at the book in my lap. I wasn’t sure how long I read before I fell asleep as well. In one breath, I stared at the looping letters of the page, and the next, fire surrounded me.

      My breath caught and my eyes burned as I recognized the trunk I had once escaped. It lay in a pile of burning planks, flames devouring it along with the rest of the small room. I hadn’t had much time to take it in before, but now I saw the bed, the dresser, and the small basin we’d once used to wash.

      I knew this place. I knew it in the same way I knew the boy in my memory. I might not be able to remember who he was, or what his name might be, but in my heart, I knew him.

      A cough exploded from my dry throat as smoke bore in on me. It wrapped around me, choking me with every breath I took. A rumble broke through the dream, red eyes appearing in the flames.

      “Back again, my love?”

      I recognized the voice. It was the same one that had woke me from this nightmare last time. I spun around in search of him, but there were only red eyes boring into me everywhere I looked. They followed me, blazing hotter than the flames wrapping around my ankles.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      He chuckled, the tenor of his voice shaking the entirely of the house I stood in. “Eager. That’s good. But you’re not ready yet.” There was a note of sadness in his voice, like someone who missed an old friend.

      He was making no sense. Was he part of this dream, my past, or even my future? His voice was familiar, but I only remembered it from my dreams. There was no bit of me that recognized that voice outside of sleep, even in the past that remained hidden from me.

      “Ready for what?” I couldn’t help myself. I had to know.

      His rumble continued, a booming laugh that vibrated through me. But he didn’t answer.

      “When will I be ready?” I questioned instead.

      “Soon. Now wake. You don’t need to spend any longer in this place.”

      My eyebrows furrowed. Though I should be screaming in pain as the flames tore up my legs, I wasn’t. There was no agony in the fire, only a soothing warmth I couldn’t remember experiencing outside of the eyes of my Shade.

      My Shade.

      As if conjured from the void, his voice came to me. “Thirteen,” Draven whispered feverishly.

      I heard whining, the whimper of a wounded animal. I looked through the flames for another soul, but it was only me left—the red-eyes of my savior already gone.

      “Thirteen, wake up,” another voice said.

      Wait. Gavriel?

      “You’re having a nightmare, little fae,” Draven said soothingly.

      I could feel his shadows tickling my skin now, and suddenly the flames were dispelled, and my eyes flashed open. My breathing came in quick gasps as I sat up, hand fisted over my heart.

      “There she is.” Draven let out a relieved sigh as he sat back, hand still on my arm, shadows still reaching for me.

      Gavriel’s eyes were wide when I looked up. His breathing was nearly as labored as mine, panic clear in his gaze. Our eyes met, and we breathed together for a few long moments. His eyes were darker than usual, uncommon worry lurking within them. He unclenched his fists and sat back on the edge of the coffee table, running a hand through his hair. Finally, he broke our staring and ran his hand down his face.

      “Are you all right?” the prince asked.

      I nodded, sweeping my hands over the leather arm of the sofa, over Dray’s fingers on my arm, and the silk of my dress. I was back—this was real, and the flames had only been a dream. I sighed as I calmed, my body relaxing. Somehow, I felt more tired than I had before.

      “Yes. Thank you for waking me,” I said. My ears burned with embarrassment. I didn’t like them seeing me in such a position, weak from nightmares—the whimpering clearly having been mine. I wanted to bury my face in my hands, curl up and disappear.

      Before Gavriel could respond, Valen swept into the room, eyes wild and a tray in hand. “My apologies,” he said between heaving breaths. “The magister caught me on my way to the kitchens.”

      Gavriel stood, eyes wide. “The teacher has already arrived?”

      “Yes,” Valen said, turning his gaze to me. “Your Light Fae teacher has arrived, but she is rather… elderly. I’ll introduce you tomorrow once she’s rested from her journey.”

      I sat up straighter, a lick of excitement burning through me. I pushed down my embarrassment, allowing the bit of excitement to disperse my exhaustion. “Already? It’s so soon.” Hadn’t they only just called for a teacher yesterday?

      Valen chuckled as he sat the tray on the table. “A Light Fae hasn’t been found in nearly fifty years, Thirteen. The whole of Novac is excited to meet you.”

      I blinked in surprise as Valen handed me a cup, and then passed one to Gavriel and Draven before taking a seat. It was only as I adjusted my dress that I realized the leather beneath me wasn’t quite as pristine as it had once been. I fought off my shock at the burnt material, and spread my skirt, sure to cover it all.

      As much as I’d hoped that the burnt sheets had been a bad omen, or a mistake, it was clear now that it was only the beginning.
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Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      Wrapped in the scent of books, I was calm by the time my Light Fae teacher arrived in the small study. After the squire had delivered myself and Draven to one of the small rooms off to the side of the library, I’d taken my time perusing the Tenants of the Fae. As we waited for my teacher to arrive, nerves had crept inside of me, turning my stomach, threatening to send breakfast onto the floor. But the scent of books could cure many things—including my over eager anxiety.

      “Oh my,” the elderly woman spoke softly enough, but I still jumped at her words.

      I sat up straighter, eyes wide as I took in the regal-looking woman in the doorway. Her silver hair was woven into long braids, artfully pinned in a halo around her head. Two piercing icy eyes met mine, though instead of cold in their depths, I sensed nothing but warmth. The weathered skin around her eyes wrinkled as she smiled and nodded in greeting.

      “Apologies, my Lady,” she said, her voice raspy with age. She stepped inside, two squires at her back. “I didn’t mean to startle you, it’s just… I haven’t seen another Light Fae in such a long time. I almost didn’t believe it when the young prince told me I had a new pupil awaiting me.”

      I blinked in surprise. “You’ve had other students then?”

      The woman nodded, her white and gold robes fluttering around her wrists as she motioned at the table. The two squires stepped around her, gently setting two small chests atop the sleek, dark-stained wood. “I have indeed. The princes’ own mother was my third student. I have had but one since.”

      Again, I found my eyes widening. Just how old was she? I bit my lip, too afraid to ask. I didn’t want to be rude, especially if this woman would teach me.

      Her soft chuckle surprised me, good humor flashing in her jewel-like gaze. “I can see the question on your face, my dear. You need not hide your curiosities around me.”

      My cheeks flamed, and I barely resisted covering them with my hands. “Apologies, I was only wondering how old you must be to have taught the princes’ mother.”

      She shook off my concern as she waved off the squires and came to take a seat diagonal from me at the large square table that dominated the center of the small space. “I’m well over two-hundred years old, my dear. Fae live long lives, as I’m sure you’ll find out.”

      She was right, and what was worse, I knew that, yet I’d still bothered her. My ears burned along with my face as she made herself comfortable. “Just how long do Fae live?” I asked. I had to know. She might be well over two-hundred, but she appeared around seventy or eighty by human standards. Yet, the princes were both around a hundred years old from what I’d gathered, and neither of them looked a day over twenty-five.

      “It depends on the Fae,” she said, turning the full force of her gaze back on me. “The more magic a Fae has, the longer a life they will live, and the longer they will retain their youth.” She smiled again, her gaze sparkling with mischief. “Take the princes for example. They are half my age, and yet they still appear young. I might be the eldest of the Light Fae, but I do not have as much power as them, or as their mother did.” She shook her head as my eyebrows furrowed with worry. “Do not trouble yourself, child. I’ve lived a long life as is. When the Goddess sees fit to take me, I’m ready for her.”

      I nodded. I understood what she meant, though it still took me by surprise. Did that mean I would live to be hundreds of years old? Well, maybe not if my power didn’t emerge. I still had my reservations about it, especially given the burnt sheets and now sofa.

      “But where are my manners,” she huffed and extended a hand. “Please call me Helga. It is a pleasure to meet you, my Lady.”

      I took her offered hand and smiled. It was the first time in so long that I’d been treated kindly by a woman older than myself. Not that the maids had treated me poorly, but their fear of my Shade and awkwardness hadn’t exactly made me comfortable either. It made my heart pang and my eyes ache with unshed tears to finally find a woman I could feel at least a bit comfortable with. “Call me Thirteen.”

      She shook my hand briefly before releasing it. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Thirteen. Shall we begin?”

      My back straightened and I turned my gaze on the chests she’d brought—both constructed of dark wood with golden clasps and lock. Pretty golden filigree wove through the wood, sparkling like magic. “Yes please,” I said. Despite the burnt sheets, I wanted to know more about my magic, and if I truly was a Light Fae.

      Turning to her chests, she pulled over the one closest to her. “Very well. There are a few exercises I would like you to try first so I can get a gauge on your strength and area of expertise.”

      I watched with wide eyes as she opened the lid of the chest, pulling three small plants in separate stages of life from inside, along with several crystals, parchment and even a small book. “What are they for?” I asked, nodding at the plants. Valen had mentioned his mother specialized in growth and life. Is this what he had meant? Had she created the gardens I so adored?

      “Let me begin by explaining a bit about Light Fae magic,” Helga offered. “While Dark Fae conjure shadow to aid them in battle, Light Fae magic is far more refined.”

      I frowned. I’m not sure I liked the way she spoke of Dark Fae magic, like it was something lesser.

      “Our magic is far more focused on healing, on life itself, and on growth of spirit. That growth can extend to plant life.” She motioned at the plants before continuing. “Healing can be done on any form of life but depends on the power and skill of the Light Fae. It is very easy to exhaust oneself when healing. Many Saints in their time had fallen into a deep sleep that lasted for several days after they’d healed great injuries.”

      My heart raced with every word. And she thought I could do some of these things? I couldn’t even fathom it. “Saints?” I asked, the one thing I was confused about.

      “Yes,” Helga said, smiling. “Saints are Light Fae who have magic so powerful and pure that it is clear they have been blessed by the Goddess. Most Saints have specialized in one area or another. Saint Margarite, for example, saved the life of the late King Titus who was poisoned by a Greater Demon. But healing isn’t the only ability that gains you sainthood. Saint Alfran, bless his soul, restored the farmlands of the west after they had been tainted by dark magic. Crops refused to grow for over a hundred years, and our people might have starved if he hadn’t returned them to their former glory.”

      My mind spun at her words—her stories. They were like nothing I’d imagined when Valen had told me I had Light Fae blood in me. “They sound like incredible individuals,” I said, unable to find the words to properly express my awe and building excitement. If I could wield even a fraction of that kind of power, perhaps I could be useful. Maybe the Dark Fae wouldn’t need me for a bride or as a servant if I could mold my power to protect the realm, just as the Saints once had.

      “They truly were,” Helga said, sighing wistfully. “You’ve heard of one other Saint, though I’m sure you’ve only heard of her as the late queen.”

      “The princes’ mother?”

      She nodded. “Yes, Queen Leona Al’Tauri. There is no longer a Light Fae Council to name her an official Saint, but to me, she will always be special. That woman gave not only her power, but her life for us, and she will always be a Saint in the hearts of the Light Fae who remain.”

      My chest ached as I agreed with her declaration. The late queen had been an amazing woman it seemed. I hoped no one expected me to live up to her legacy. Learning to heal or grow sounded simple in comparison to fashioning a dome to shield an entire kingdom.

      “Now, enough chit chat,” Helga said firmly, though there was humor flashing in her cunning old eyes. She pushed the smallest plant towards me, the one that seemed youngest, like it was barely a sprout rupturing from the dirt. “Let’s do some magic, shall we?”

      I smiled weakly, cold sweat slipping down my spine. She truly expected me to pick it up so easily? I sighed as I placed my hands on the table, the small potted plant between my thumbs. “What do I do?”

      “Close your eyes and peer deep inside of yourself,” Helga instructed, her voice taking on an authoritative edge. “Find that white spark in your soul and grasp it. Push the spark outward, through your body, your limbs, and into your fingers, and then, like it is but an extension of your hands, feed that spark into the sprout.”

      The way she explained it, it sounded almost easy. But when I closed my eyes and stilled my breathing, I couldn’t find the spark she spoke of. My eyebrows furrowed as I pushed myself to concentrate, to search deep inside the recesses of my mind. But there was no light in the depths of my soul, only darkness.

      I opened my eyes after several minutes had past, my brow damp with the effort. “Nothing has happened,” I said, eyeing the sprout.

      “Do you feel the spark?” Helga asked. She picked up a crystal and passed it to me. “If you don’t feel it, try to feel for the light of the crystal instead.”

      I nodded, taking the cool crystal in hand, settling it in the center of my palm. Again, I closed my eyes and concentrated. When nothing happened again, I let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m sorry, Helga. I don’t feel anything.”

      “Hm,” Helga hummed, twisting her lips in thought before she pushed the largest of plants in front of me. “Let us try this one instead.”

      I looked inward once again, feeling for the light inside of me, or the spark that would mean everyone who told me I was a Light Fae was right. It was as if my mind was drowned in black, a sea of endless darkness curling in varying shapes. My eyebrows furrowed as I searched the blackness, attempting to push it away and find just a spec of light. That’s all I needed.

      “How is it going in here?” Valen asked.

      My heart leapt and my eyes flashed open. A spark travelled up my fingers and shot from the tip, my surprise pulling at the shadows I’d been investigating. Before my startled gaze could meet his, I stiffened at the sight of the wilted plant between my hands.

      “Dear Goddess…” Helga muttered, confusion wrinkling her brow as she leaned closer.

      “I-I’m sorry,” I stammered, heart racing. “I don’t know what I did.” My palms began to sweat as my mind flew into a sudden panic.

      Instead of growing the plant, I’d killed it. What would they do if I couldn’t do such a simple thing? I couldn’t even make the crystals glow. Would they throw me aside? Or worse, send me back to Alma?

      My breathing increased as panic clawed up my throat. I couldn’t go back. I’d throw myself from the top of the palace before I ever returned to that foul place.

      “Thirteen,” Draven whispered softly. Though he’d sat outside for most of our session, at some point he’d slipped in while my spiral threatened to drown me. He crouched at my side, taking my hands, and turning me gently towards him. “It’s all right, little fae. You’re safe.”

      But what if I wasn’t? What if they only wanted to use me for my Light Fae blood? What if I didn’t even have any to give?

      “This shouldn’t be possible,” Helga continued her muttering. “There must be something else in her bloodline. A touch of mana, perhaps.”

      “Mana?” Valen asked. He hovered at the other end of the table, looking between me and Helga, seeming torn. “Then she could have a special ability, or might even be a magic caster?”

      What in the name of all the gods are they talking about? My mind raced as I tore my gaze from my Shade to look at my teacher.

      Helga studied me, her gaze intent, but not malicious as I’d expected. Suddenly, she turned to Valen, a determined look on her face. “I need you to gather a few tomes for me.” She began to recite nearly a dozen titles, her words mixing up in my rattled mind until each of them was lost. “Bring those back to the table. Thirteen will need to read them, and I have some research to do.”

      Valen flashed an amused smile, so handsome that it calmed my racing heart, if only a little. It reminded me of yesterday, when the king had sent his eldest son on a similar errand. “Of course, my Lady.” He dipped his head and flashed me a quick wink that warmed my entire body before he disappeared from the room.

      “Thirteen?” Draven prodded, his shadows brushing my arms, pulling my attention.

      I took a deep breath and met his eyes. Something about the concern in their depths made my heart calm, and my swimming mind slow. I knew I was overreacting. They wouldn’t send me away so easily, especially when they had mentioned the cuff on my wrist potentially withholding my magic. As if the thought had occurred to more than just me, Helga cleared her throat.

      “Thirteen, may I be candid with you?” she asked.

      I turned to face her, squeezing Draven’s hands gratefully. “Of course.”

      “I don’t sense a lick of magic in you,” she said. Before my heart could drop completely, she continued. “Except for a tiny spark in that bracelet of yours. May I?” Helga held out her hands, nodding her encouragement.

      Slowly, I set my cuffed wrist in her grasp, nerves once again gnawing at my insides.

      Helga closed her eyes for only a moment, something sweet humming in the air, and then her icy gaze was upon me again. “Bind Magic,” she said.

      “A spell?” Draven asked.

      It was the first time he’d spoken directly to my teacher, and from the slight tick in her cheek when she looked at him, I was glad he’d decided to stay in the main library for most of the class.

      “Yes,” Helga said, a storm brewing in her eyes. “Bind Magic is an extremely powerful spell capable of locking away almost all magics, including that of Light Fae.” She paused, her thumbs brushing the carved iron. “I have no idea how or why someone would do this to you, but I’m very sorry, Thirteen. I don’t know if we’ll be able to remove it.”

      What?

      “But we will try,” Valen said.

      I looked up to find him standing in the doorway, attendants scurrying around the library behind him. I imagined he’d sent them off to find the books instead of perusing for them himself.

      “Of course,” Helga said, but her smile was stiff. “I will work with the palace mages to find a solution.”

      Draven stiffened, and it was my turn to reach out and offer him my support. His shadows greedily consumed my hand, tickling my skin as I squeezed his shoulder.

      I canted my head slightly as I took in Helga’s slightly disturbed expression. Something else was off, I could feel it. “Is that all?”

      Helga looked up, eyes bright. “No, young one.” She sighed heavily, leaning back in her seat, hands crossed over her stomach. “If Bind Magic was truly cast upon that manacle, you shouldn’t be able to use any magic at all.”

      My eyes widened as I understood her meaning. All eyes turned on the small, withered plant sitting in front of me. If I shouldn’t be able to use magic with this cuff restraining me, then what exactly had caused that?
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Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      My first time back in the dining room since… let’s just call it the incident, I was surprised to find myself seated between Gavriel and Draven near the head of the table. Instead of occupying the dais, today, the king and his two sons sat at the head of the lengthy dining table, the princes occupying either side of their father.

      I shifted uncomfortably as Gavriel narrowed his eyes at the king, and then his brother. While Valen tried to hide his smile, King Aesir smirked down his chin at his eldest son—all too pleased with himself.

      I sighed. I still wasn’t sure exactly what I’d gotten myself into with these Dark Fae royals. Especially when one of them had decided to mope about their seating arrangement like a child.

      Valen gave me a pitying glance and a small smile when our eyes met. I shrugged and sat back as our first course was served—yes, the Dark Fae had courses. Something I still found myself surprised over considering I’d been lucky to get cold porridge in Alma.

      “Ahh, Lady Thirteen,” the king said, drawing my attention.

      I stiffened under his yellow gaze. Though I’d never felt uncomfortable around the man, I still didn’t like the way the eyes of these Dark Fae seemed to penetrate my soul. “Yes, your Majesty?” I believed that was the proper honorific. I’d overheard nobles and servants alike refer to him as his majesty, using their highness when it came to the princes. I had so much to learn.

      “How was your first class with Lady Helga? I heard she’d arrived only yesterday.” The king took a sip of wine as he awaited my answer.

      I didn’t miss Valen’s sudden stillness, or the tickle of Draven’s shadows as they reached out to comfort me. But I was all right. Despite Helga’s declaration about my manacle and subsequent magic, I had still enjoyed the class.

      “It went very well, thank you,” I said, dipping my head slightly. I hoped that was appropriately respectful. Maybe I should ask Valen for some sort of etiquette class as well.

      “I’m glad to hear it!” the king said with a large grin. “Tell me, what has she taught you thus far?”

      “Well…” I trailed off, thinking over my last class. “She taught me a little bit about magic, saints and history.” A thought hit me so hard I stopped. Lady Helga herself had said she believed the late queen should be made a Saint, but she’d never fully expressed why it had never been made official besides the lack of a Light Fae council. I wondered if the king could make such a thing happen. “Actually, your majesty, I have a question.”

      The king’s eyes lit up and he nodded quickly. “Of course. Let’s hear it.”

      Eyes burned my skin from all directions. I could feel everyone around me quiet as they waited. I wasn’t sure I liked the attention, but I didn’t want to cow under their gazes either. “Lady Helga taught me a little about the Light Fae Saints, but she never fully explained why the late queen was never given sainthood despite the dome she created. I wanted to know if there was a way to make that happen?”

      Gavriel’s wine glass shattered suddenly, and I hopped back towards Draven, a gasp flying from my lips. I blinked in shock as Draven wrapped an arm around my waist, nearly hauling me onto his lap.

      “Gavriel,” the king admonished. “What has gotten into you?”

      “Apologies,” Gavriel grunted as he pushed to his feet. “Excuse me.”

      I watched the surly prince retreat to the back door of the dining hall; the same one Draven had carried me through last time we’d entered this very room.

      “Please excuse my son,” the king said with a shake of his head. “To answer your question, only the Light Fae council can name Saints, and it has been a long time since there was one. The council must consist of at least three Light Fae, and after the passing of my late wife, there simply weren’t enough Light Fae alive to name her.”

      My eyebrows furrowed. “I’m sorry, but there must be at least three now, aren’t there? Lady Helga mentioned a few Light Fae she has taught.”

      The king’s eyes lit up as he leaned closer. “My dear, you might be right. Now that we have you, there may very well be three Light Fae living.”

      My cheeks heated under his intense stare, and as I turned to catch Valen’s gaze, the same joy lie there. “If I can help, I’d be happy to,” I mumbled. I squirmed in Draven’s hold until he set me back in my chair. He brushed his fingers across my hip before retreating to his own seat. It still surprised me how at ease I was with him and his touch. But it hadn’t bothered me once since our meeting.

      “I would greatly appreciate your efforts, my Lady,” the king said, beaming.

      I avoided his eyes, smiling shyly.

      “Ah yes, I wanted to mention something to you as well,” King Aesir went on. “I’ve begun making preparations to host a reception to welcome you to Sahl City.” I stiffened. A reception? Before I could ask what it is he meant, the king continued. “It will only be a small gathering, held in a few days time, to introduce you to the Dark Fae court. There’s no need to worry about it. I’ll take care of everything.”

      I nodded, giving him an awkward smile before returning my gaze to my plate. A reception, hm? I wasn’t sure I was ready to be paraded about in front of the Dark Fae nobles, but it didn’t sound like I had much of a choice either. It couldn’t be any worse than dinner each night, could it?

      The rest of dinner went over well, aside from the cold spot left next to me. Gavriel’s absence was only noted once more before the subject was dropped by the nobles around us.

      By the time dinner had ended, I was full to bursting, and ready to head back to my rooms. I rested my hand in the crook of Draven’s offered arm, letting him lead me from the great dining hall. Before we could step outside, Valen caught up to us, grinning as he sheepishly brushed my arm.

      Draven’s soft growl vibrated through me. I smiled at his protection, relaxing despite Valen’s nearness. Something about the prince just made me uneasy—not in a bad way, but more like he made my stomach flip and my heart beat faster. I was beginning to enjoy his company, and his touches were growing familiar enough that I didn’t flinch away.

      “Thirteen,” Valen greeted with a cheeky half bow. “I wanted to apologize on behalf of my brother. The subject of our mother is… touchy for him.”

      I nodded. “I’m sorry for bringing it up. I still had Lady Helga’s class in mind and—”

      “You have nothing to apologize for,” Valen interrupted. He squeezed my elbow, and my stomach did a summersault.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “I have to check on Gavriel, but I’ll see you tomorrow?” he said it like a question, hope flashing in his pretty golden eyes.

      I smiled even as my ears burned. “Of course.”

      Valen flashed me a wicked grin and nodded. “Have a lovely evening, little mouse.”

      The burning in my ears descended to my cheeks at the use of a pet name. Before I could say another word, he winked and turned on his heel, returning to the dining room.

      I took a deep breath when I thought he was far away enough he couldn’t hear. “Dray, can I ask you something?”

      “Anything,” Draven answered automatically.

      I smiled as I watched Valen get further and further away. “It isn’t normal not to remember one’s mother, is it?”

      Draven froze immediately, and I might have imagined it, but I thought I saw Valen’s steps stutter before he continued towards the parlor door.

      “You don’t remember anything about her?” Draven clarified.

      I turned to face him and shook my head. “I only have fleeting images of a woman with white hair, but never a face.” I frowned. None of what I could remember was good. Each memory was lined with pain like the flames of my dreams.

      “I’m sorry, Thirteen,” Draven said. His eyebrows furrowed as he drew me closer, his hand resting on my lower back.

      I shrugged. “It’s all right. I’m not sure she is a person worth remembering.”

      Draven guided me down the hall back towards our room, but his body was tense and his grip on my hip firm. “I’m sure she cared for you very much, as a mother should.”

      I nodded and smiled, but despite my Shade’s reassurance, I was fairly certain he was wrong.
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      “It isn’t normal not to remember one’s mother, is it?”

      Thirteen’s words replayed in my head again and again, the heaviness in my chest growing with each echo. My heart hurt for the young woman without memories. The more I learned about her, the more questions piled up. There was something in her missing memory that disturbed me. From the few things she did seem to remember, whatever had happened to her out in the world, it hadn’t been good.

      My fists tightened as I strode through the palace in search of my brother. I hated that Thirteen had been through so much. The Light Fae were sacred—a people to be protected at all costs—and people had abused that poor woman. I saw it in the way she flinched away from others, in the panic she’d lost herself to several times, in the widening of her gaze and in her words, like she thought she deserved to be treated as anything less than the princess she might as well be.

      What was worse, I couldn’t stop myself from wanting her. Despite all she’d been through, there was a light to her, a pull I couldn’t deny. She was like a magnet, slowly drawing me to her even when she wasn’t near. My heart beat sped up as I increased my pace. I wanted to protect her—the sweet girl who knew nothing of our world and so obviously wanted to learn. I wanted to answer all of her questions, watch the wonder in her eyes as she learned about magic, teach her all I knew.

      I might not be the most proficient magic user, but I had a feeling, whenever that manacle was removed from Thirteen’s wrist, her magic would be like none other. Even the small zap of the plant she’d been attempting to grow, the flux of power, even for that split second, was like a blast of magic shooting through my system, nearly overwhelming my Sense Magic ability.

      She was powerful. She was beautiful. She was kind, and sweet, and had a strength to her that she herself didn’t seem entirely aware of. I wanted to draw on that strength and nurture her, to see what kind of woman she was when she wasn’t afraid.

      I was still captured by my thoughts of Thirteen when I finally found my brother. Leaning against the banister on the second floor of the palace, Gavriel looked down upon the courtyard separating the visitor’s wing of the palace from the main building.

      Below, lilac hair fluttered in the breeze, and a small tinkle of a laugh drifted up to me. I stilled, my eyes widening slightly as I took in my brother’s forlorn expression as he watched the Light Fae drifting through the courtyard with her Shade at her side.

      Gavriel’s frown deepened, his eyebrows furrowing as Draven pulled Thirteen closer, the shadows along his back growing strong as a Dark Fae wandered down the path. They quickly changed their route the moment they spied the Shade, and Draven offered Thirteen a smug smile as they continued around a fountain and towards the large arched doors on the other side.

      My brother sighed deeply, and it was then I realized why my brother was so affected by Thirteen. He might not even realize it himself, but he was growing fond of the Light Fae. My stomach soured and a pang of guilt hit me hard.

      I’d spent so much time worrying about how I was feeling, worrying about Thirteen and everything surrounding her, while my brother might be falling for the very woman I was interested in. I held my breath to keep from making any noise. I wanted to turn around and leave, pretend I’d never witnessed my brother’s affections, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t forget what I’d seen, or what Gavriel had done for me.

      No matter how badly I wanted to pursue that gorgeous woman, I wanted my brother to be happy. Gavriel had always held the burden of Crown Prince. He’d done everything for me growing up, especially when we were young, and our father was lost to his grief. When it became clear I had no desire for the crown, Gavriel had stepped up so we wouldn’t be forced to compete for a position neither of us truly desired.

      I knew it was selfish, but I had always been glad he’d done it. I had no desire to be king, to rule. I’d rather have a simple life, fighting to protect my kingdom, finding a woman to love and settle down. I might have enjoyed a somewhat playboy lifestyle once, but I couldn’t even imagine returning to it after meeting Thirteen.

      And now my brother was interested in the same woman. I ground my teeth, not out of anger, but out of frustration and regret. I would always be indebted to Gavriel for what he’d done for me and our family. He’d taken on the pain and the stress of a role he didn’t want, just so I didn’t have to. Despite not wanting it, he’d trained, took classes, and did everything father ever wanted, just to make him happy.

      But what of my brother’s happiness?

      Shame burned through me. I spent so much time thinking about what I wanted, I’d never even stopped to consider that Gavriel might actually want a queen someday.

      I sighed, unable to hold my breath any longer. As Gavriel turned, schooling his features back to his normal cold indifference, I decided that I’d have to let Thirteen go.

      “Val?” Gavriel asked, confusion wrinkling his forehead. His messy black hair fell around his ears, loose strands brushing his eyebrows. “What are you doing?”

      I forced a smile as I approached my brother, leaning against the banister much as he’d been doing. “Just coming to check on my dear brother,” I said, forcing joviality into my words. “Ahh, I see you’re watching our Lady Light Fae.”

      My heart ached as I watched her disappear from the courtyard and out the arched doorway. I sighed inwardly, trying to tell my heart we needed to let her go for Gavriel, no matter how much I wanted her for myself.

      Gavriel huffed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      I smiled. Sure, you don’t, brother. I kept the words to myself, instead shooting him a teasing wink. “You don’t need to hide from me, brother. I saw the way you looked at her.” Gavriel’s lips pulled back in a snarl, and I laughed half-heartedly. “Don’t worry, Gav, I’m only teasing.”

      Gavriel narrowed his eyes before leaning back against the banister, his anger cooling. “What is wrong with you?”

      There was a knowing glint in his eye that I promptly ignored. “Why, nothing at all,” I said on a grin. “You know, you should try speaking with her, figure out what she’s like for yourself.”

      Gavriel gave me an irritated look, like he couldn’t believe I was making him put up with this nonsense. “You know how I feel about women, Val.”

      I chuckled and shook my head, avoiding his gaze. I knew I had to push him. If I didn’t, he’d never take a chance. Above all else, I wanted my brother’s happiness. I owed him that much.

      “I know, Gav, but you don’t need to worry about a cage with this one.” I paused, my eyebrows furrowing slightly as I watched the fountain mist the rainbow of flowers below. “I promise you, Thirteen has no interest in caging you,” I said, more solemnly this time. My fists clenched as I avoided my brother’s gaze. “Actually… I’ve had a suspicion for some time. She might have been a caged little bird most of her life too. Maybe even in the life she doesn’t remember.”

      Gavriel turned around to lean against the banister in the same way that I did. “What do you mean?”

      My lips quirked to one side. So, he was interested in our Thirteen. It was as I’d thought. “I don’t have any details… yet. But from the things I’ve seen and heard, I don’t think you’re the only one who’s felt caged most of your life, brother.” I sighed and stepped away from the railing, straightening my suit jacket. “Just think about it.”

      Gav pushed away just as I’d done. He regarded me with confusion and curiosity. I knew I was being vague, and he didn’t entirely understand my meaning, but I’d sown the seeds of interest. Now it was up to my brother to make a move.
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      I was back in Jordan’s inn, my breathing labored as I fought against my assault. I remembered this time—it was the first time Jordan decided his fists were the answer to my complaints.

      Pain tore through my face as his fist slammed into my cheek. My head flew to the side from the impact, and stars danced across my vision.

      “Why can’t you just do as you’re told?” he snarled as he punched my ribs.

      Air whooshed from my lungs as I turned in on myself, holding my hands over my head as a barrage of hits battered my already bruised body. I groaned against the pain, my vision darkening.

      Somewhere through the pain, a voice drifted to me, but it was distant. At some point, I lost consciousness, but as the world returned slowly, cloaked in shallow, dark spots, I felt every violation, every moment of battery.

      Breathing heavily, Jordan rose from the bed, swiping the back of his hand across his sweaty forehead. “I hope that’ll be a lesson, Thirteen. Obey your master.”

      My lashes fluttered as tears fell. I heard his scoff before he grabbed my hair. I cried out as he yanked me from the bed. My hip hit the floor hard, and I cried again.

      “Be quiet,” he growled.

      I’d barely gotten my feet beneath me before he pulled me from the room and down the stairs. Tears trailed silently down my face as I reached for his hands, trying to pry his fingers off. I whimpered as we reached the kitchen. He threw open the door to the cellar, and my pounding heart skipped.

      “No, please!” I hissed, trying in vain to pull from his grip.

      “If you won’t behave, you’ll have to be punished,” Jordan huffed. He pulled me in front of the door and thrust me inside.

      “Wait!” I cried. I’d barely stumbled back onto the first step before the door was shoved in my face. “Wait!” I pounded my fists on the door, my heart racing as blackness danced before my eyes.

      “Shut up or I’ll call the priest!”

      My hands froze midair, and I stared with wide eyes at where I knew the door to be.

      Jordan chuckled darkly as he stepped away from the door, his boots squeaking on the wooden floor. “Unless you want a visit from Priest Crissan, I’ll hear nothing from you until I return. Understand?”

      My heart raced and I trembled as I slowly drew my hands back, cradling them against my chest.

      “Good.” Jordan’s footsteps retreated as I slowly lost my balance and slid down onto the first step, my ass throbbing at the impact.

      I held my face in my hands, closing my eyes. It was just as dark behind my eyelids as it was when I had them opened. Tears burned tracks down my cheeks as that whisper of a voice trailed through my mind, slow and sweet like honey.

      I shook and held my hands over my ears. I was going crazy—I knew it, and I was fairly certain Jordan knew it too. I couldn’t take much more of this. I’d already been held captive for two months, and every fiber of my being wanted freedom so badly it hurt. It was all I could think about, all I could dream about.

      As I opened my eyes, that darkness seemed to grow thicker, denser, and my mind spun as the blackness pressed in against me until it felt like the very dark choked me, filling my lungs.

      I whimpered as I spluttered, trying to breathe. I reached out for balance, only my fist hit something hard.

      I froze, my fingers skating along worn wood. Heat pressed in on me suddenly, and I tried to spin around—what was going on?—but my movement was stopped by the small box I was trapped in.

      “No!” I cried. Suddenly, I heard the crack of flames, the pop of sparks.

      I’m going to die here. The morbid thought played over and over in my mind until I felt like I was drowning in it. Smoke filled my lungs and I coughed it out, my throat burning for clear air.

      “My dear, why have you come back to this place?”

      The booming voice filled my ears and stopped my crying. I opened my eyes, but there was only darkness, speared by a faint red-light filtering through the cracks of the trunk.

      “I always find you here,” he sighed.

      The voice was male, deep with a natural rasp to it. A rumble shook the trunk, and I gasped, pulling my knees tighter against my chest as I waited for the building to collapse upon me.

      “Let me help you,” he said.

      A soft click reverberated through the sudden quiet, and my heart beat wildly as the trunk opened.

      “There you are.”

      I looked up into eyes as red as blood, glowing softly in the shadows cast upon his handsome face. Curly black hair descended around a square jaw covered in a short, dark beard. His nose was a little thin, his thick, full lips almost feminine. His thick brows were pulled together, a small scar fracturing his left one. His lips turned up in a small, handsome smile, stretching his iron-gray skin.

      He reached inside the trunk, wrapping gentle arms around my back and beneath my legs. I was entirely frozen as he lifted me from my prison. The flames fanning the entirely of the room seemed to dim in his presence, pushed back by the power pulsating from his form. His broad shoulders flexed as he adjusted me and straightened. He was taller than expected, his head nearly reaching the ceiling. I caught sight of black runes curling down his throat and descending into the neck of his black tunic.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      Not one fiber of me felt afraid, though I knew I should. Something about his size and power were almost captivating, instead of filling me with the fear I knew I should be feeling in this moment.

      His chuckle caressed my senses, sending a warm vibration through my chest and into my belly. “Have you forgotten me already?”

      There was no judgment in his voice, only concern, and maybe a little bit of hurt. My eyebrows furrowed in confusion, sure I would have remembered this beautiful man. “I know you?” I asked. Something itched in the back of my brain like it always did when a memory escaped me, but no matter how much I tried to follow the memory strand, it remained out of reach.

      He hummed a yes as he turned from the trunk, leading me through the flames. The fire dimmed as he strode through it, but he didn’t burn—even his clothes didn’t catch on fire.

      “How do I know you?”

      He smirked as he ducked to exit the room. “I’ve known you for a long time, but you disappeared a little over a year ago. It was only recently that I was able to find your light again.”

      “Find my light?”

      “Yes. I’ve been able to feel you since you were young, even across the Rift,” he explained.

      Again, my eyebrows furrowed. What did he mean, even across the Rift? Who was he, and why wasn’t I the least bit afraid of him?

      “I’m sorry I’ve been unable to protect you,” he said, avoiding my gaze.

      He squeezed me against his chest, and I found myself raising a hand to brush down his cheek. “It isn’t your job to protect me,” I said, wanting to soothe the sad look that had entered his beautiful eyes. I don’t know how I knew him, but everything about him was familiar, and I didn’t want him to be sad over my circumstances.

      He shook his head, disagreeing. He held me tighter, shifting me so that I sat on his arms. I braced myself against his shoulders, staring into forlorn eyes.

      “I’ll make them pay for what they’ve done to you, my love,” he said.

      He leaned his forehead against mine, the motion so familiar that that niggling sensation filled my chest. Sparks travelled across my skin from where we touched, and I closed my eyes as I leaned closer. I’d never felt safer in my life, more protected or cared for. More than that, he’d spoken the words I’d wanted to hear my whole life. People had done terrible, awful things to me. I’d had no one to protect me, no one to even tell me what they’d done was wrong. And here this man was, telling me he’d make them pay.

      No one had ever cared enough to promise vengeance on my behalf.

      But before I could tell him how much his words meant to me, heat burned across my back. I yelped, turning in his grip as flames exploded around me. Suddenly, we were back inside my own personal hell, the trunk open and waiting, flames burning through the room I thought I’d once shared with my mother.

      “Wake up,” he urged me, pulling me tighter against him. “You need to wake up now. I’ll chase away your nightmares every night if I have to, but you need to wake up now.”

      Before I could take in his words, flames licked my foot, and a screech of pain shook my body. I trembled hard as he pulled me away from the fire, only for more to rise up. He cursed under his breath, a growl rising in his throat.

      “Please, wake up now,” he begged. His eyes burned through me, holding me captive.

      I nodded like I understood, but all I could feel was pain.

      “Please wake up,” he said, quieter now.

      His voice was fading, and as I opened my eyes, so was he. “Wait,” I cried, holding onto his shoulders. “Please don’t go.”

      His eyes widened slightly, and I saw the regret buried there. “You’re waking up now. I’ll be here when you sleep again. Be careful. I’ll find a way. Whatever the cost, I’ll come for you soon, I swear it.”

      My chest heaved at his words, despair and hope combating in my mind. But neither won out as the man faded from my mind and my eyes flew open.

      I breathed in great lungfuls of clean air, my heart racing as my mind caught up with me. A dream. It was all a dream. My eyes watered as I tried to calm myself, taking my time to even out my breaths and sort through my rattled mind.

      There’d been a man in my dreams this time—one I didn’t remember but felt all too familiar. Who was he? And how had he taken me from the flames? My mind raced as I thought over what he’d said, but as my nightmare faded, so did my savior’s words.

      Frustrated, I sat up, only something crumbled beneath me. I blinked in surprise and turned to find the bed entirely corroded beneath me, taking several inches out of the mattress, most of the pillow that had been beneath my head, and half of the blankets that had covered me.

      Terror squeezed my lungs, and I scrambled out of bed, hitting the floor hard. I looked to the other side of the bed, where Draven had laid when I fell asleep, but he was gone. Pain tore through me at the thought of losing my Shade.

      Had I killed him? No, this couldn’t be happening. My chest tightened as panic stole me. I couldn’t take my eyes off the corroded bed, how it leaked over to Draven’s side and devoured the bed, sheets, and anything else nearby.

      “Dray,” I cried, my eyes burning with tears. I couldn’t believe what I’d done—what this magic inside of me had done.

      At first, I’d thought having magic would be amazing, maybe even helpful, and beautiful like Lady Helga had taught me. But this? This wasn’t beautiful. This was death incarnate, and I couldn’t control it.

      The creak of a door had me frozen. How was I supposed to explain this to anyone? The Dark Fae would probably kill me for this. They should kill me for harming my Shade.

      But when I looked across the room, it wasn’t the main door that had opened, but the door to the bathing room. Draven stood in the shadows, yawning as he emerged, scratching sleepily at the back of his neck.

      A breath burst from my lungs as I leapt to my feet. “Dray,” I cried in relief.

      Confusion filled his hooded gaze as he looked at me, but he only had a moment before I tore across the room and leapt into his arms.

      “You’re alive,” I said, tears of joy spilling down my cheeks. I couldn’t believe I’d almost lost him. I trembled as I tightened my grip, burying my face against his neck. I might not have lost him, but I could have. I could have killed him.

      “Of course I am,” he said softly. His arms wrapped around me, holding me up off the floor. “Did you have a bad dream, little fae?” His worry touched my heart and made me hiccup a sob.

      I shook my head against his neck, unable to speak. My heart galloped, both relieved and filled with fear for what I could have done. This was it—I wasn’t safe anymore. Draven wasn’t safe around me. I didn’t know what I’d do without him, but he had to keep his distance. I couldn’t live with myself if I hurt him, whether it was on purpose or not.

      “Thirteen, sweetheart, what’s wro—” Before the words had fully left his mouth, he paused, his whole body stilling. “Oh.”

      I knew he’d seen it—the carnage that could have been him. I cried harder even as I loosened my hold. He was probably scared of me now, as he well should be. If he’d been asleep next to me, he might have died.

      I tried to splutter an apology, but my words were broken and desperate, sobs racking my body even as I tried to let go of him.

      His arms tightened as he hauled me back against him. “It’s all right,” he said, his hot breath fanning my ear. He crouched for only a moment before he had his arm hooked beneath my knees, pulling me up into his arms. “It’s all right, Thirteen.” His soft coos did nothing to calm the despair filling me, crushing my lungs until I gasped for breath.

      I barely felt his movement, but then I was sitting in his lap at a chair by the window, his fingers skating up my back as he rubbed soothing circles.

      “Take a deep breath for me, please?” he asked. I felt his chest expand pointedly and then a heavy breath brushed through my hair. “Try it with me. One, two…” He trailed off as he took another deep breath. Finally, on the third, I breathed in deeply, my breath stuttering on a hiccup. “Again,” he commanded softly.

      Again, and again, I breathed with Draven until the panic in my chest lessened and my tears dried up. I still trembled, and Draven still held me firm against him, but finally I could breathe without fear the world would collapse upon me.

      “That’s better,” he purred, that familiar rumble helping to soothe me in a way I couldn’t quite describe. “Did you have another nightmare?”

      I nodded against his neck, suddenly too exhausted to speak.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. His shadows drew me in, warm and soothing as their brushed my bare arms. “Are you feeling better now?”

      Again, I nodded.

      “Good.” He nuzzled my head and rubbed my shoulder. “I think it’s time, Thirteen.” I stiffened, knowing exactly what he meant. I slowly shook my head, but Draven tightened his grip. “Thirteen, we have to tell them. They’re going to notice the bed this time, don’t you think?”

      I risked a glance back at the bed and groaned when I saw it. “I could have killed you.” Before I could stop it, another whimper left my throat.

      Gods, I was pathetic.

      “I’m all right, though,” Draven reasoned. “And you don’t realize how powerful my magic is too, little fae.” His voice was teasing, but I could feel the worry behind his words. “You wouldn’t have killed me. Now, stop trying to avoid the subject.

      I sighed, curling tighter against him. “They’ll kill me.”

      He snorted. “I’d like to see them try.”

      My lips quirked of their own volition. “They won’t want me when they find out I do… well this, instead of growing things. Maybe they were wrong, Dray. Maybe I’m not a Light Fae after all.”

      Draven rubbed my back, still trying to soothe me. “Only a Light Fae could have brought me back, Thirteen.”

      “But—”

      “No,” he said, his command soft, but determined. “You have Light Fae blood, I know it. I felt it the moment we connected. As for the Dark Fae, they need you. They won’t turn you away, especially when they see how powerful you are.”

      I swallowed every retort I wanted to throw back at him. Everything he said mirrored what I’d been told from the Dark Fae themselves, but still, doubt crept in.

      “Power is exactly what they want,” Draven continued. “You might not be a typical Light Fae, but they will never throw you out. Could you imagine the princes doing such a thing?”

      I thought that one over, trying to imagine the words Valen would choose, or even Gavriel. Despite my uneasy relationship with the latter, neither had said anything that would support my theories. Valen had been nothing but sweet and kind, even when teasing. And though Gavriel’s attitude seemed more akin to frost than fire, I’d seen how worried he’d been when he’d woken me from my nightmare in the library.

      “See?” Draven said smugly. “You know they’d protect you.”

      I shifted, unsure what to say. On one hand, Draven had a point. I was displaying some sort of power, and power was exactly what Valen said his people wanted. From what I’d seen of the other Dark Fae as they clamored for my attention at dinner, that only further proved it. But still, wasn’t I a danger to them all? How could they want to keep me here when I was destroying things like this? What if it happened when I was awake? It was clearly getting worse. Just how much worse would it get?

      “Don’t overthink it, please,” Draven said, his teasing lilt returning. He sighed, nuzzling my hair again before he pulled back slightly until he could meet my eyes. “It’s time, Thirteen.”

      I looked between his dual-colored gaze, and I knew he wasn’t letting me get away with anything less. There was determination in his eyes, as well as a tinge of desperation. He wanted to protect me so badly that he’d do anything, even give up his own life. How could I doubt him?

      “Fine,” I agreed reluctantly.

      His dazzling smile made my breath catch and my cheeks flushed. “Thank you,” he said. He pressed his forehead against mine, and sparks travelled across my skin, heating me from the inside out.

      I was reminded of the man in my dreams. He’d done the same thing, and both of them elicited a connection I couldn’t deny. I sighed softly, a feeling of safety wrapping around me. With a mystery man to protect me in my dreams, and my Shade to protect my waking hours, I felt luckier than I had in a very, very long time.

      “I suppose we should call for the princes then,” I said, closing my eyes as I savored the closeness of my Shade.

      Draven chuckled softly. “I suppose we should.”
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      “What is it?” Gavriel growled the moment he arrived.

      I snorted. What a way to greet someone. I slowly opened the door further, allowing the two princes to join us inside Thirteen’s rooms.

      “There’s something you should see,” I said, motioning them in.

      Gavriel grumbled beneath his breath as he brushed past me, Valen on his heels. While Gavriel still seemed half asleep, Valen was wide awake, worry already wrinkling his brow.

      “What’s wrong?” Valen asked quickly, his gaze darting from me to his brother’s back, which blocked most of the room.

      “It’s easier for you to see than for me to explain,” I said dryly. I waited until Valen had passed before closing the door.

      The moment I did, I found Thirteen just as I’d left her. She sat curled up in the chair by the window, blinds drawn back as she watched the night sky. She nibbled on her lower lip, and I bit my own, imagining what it’d taste like to pull her lip into my mouth, using my tongue to tease and coax her into a kiss.

      I cleared my throat and looked away quickly. I didn’t want to scare Thirteen off with my feelings. Every day was a blessing, not only because I got to stay by her side, but because I could breathe as a man, no longer fixed to my shadow form. She’d given me the biggest blessing in the world, and I could never take advantage of her—no matter how much I desperately wanted to make her mine.

      “What in the name of the Goddess happened?” Gavriel snapped.

      Finally, he’s seen it. I slipped around the room, keeping myself between Thirteen and the princes. I knew they wouldn’t cast her aside for the power she was displaying, but that didn’t stop me from worrying that Thirteen might turn out to be right.

      “Thirteen?” Valen asked cautiously, his eyes widening as he looked between the corroded bed and the fae sitting by the window.

      She tensed, pulling her knees tighter to her chest. I could hear her heartbeat quicken, guilt turning her eyes down.

      A growl rumbled from my throat. I didn’t want them making her feel bad about this. I knew she still had it in her head that it was somehow her fault, that I should be afraid of her, but not one ounce of me cared what happened to me. I didn’t care that she could have hurt or killed me—so long as she was safe.

      “What happened here?” Gavriel demanded, turning on me.

      I raised my chin in challenge. I couldn’t help it. The only one I belonged to was Thirteen, and I wasn’t exactly good with authority. “Lower your voice,” I said. I hadn’t missed Thirteen’s flinch, and I wouldn’t let him scare her.

      Gavriel paused, much to my surprise. Guilt passed through his eyes as he looked at the little fae seated by the window. He cleared his throat and muttered an apology.

      “Thirteen, did you do this?” Valen asked. There was no judgment in his voice, only surprise.

      I might not be a fan of either prince, but at least the young one had some manners. “Yes,” I confirmed when Thirteen refused to answer. “It isn’t the first time.”

      Both princes turned on me. “What?” Gavriel barked. “This isn’t the first time?”

      I narrowed my eyes, silently demanding his tone change immediately. “Yes. It has happened before, but it’s getting worse.”

      “Worse, how?” Valen asked. He looked back at the bed, taking in the burnt sheets, corroded mattress, and nearly dissolved pillow.

      “The first time, it was mostly just the sheets,” I explained. “Now it’s… well this.” I motioned at the scene. It was fairly self-explanatory.

      “And you didn’t tell us about this?” Gavriel growled.

      At least his ire was only turned on me. The moment he turned it toward Thirteen, I’d have to stop myself from ripping out his tongue. I didn’t want to scare the little fae, but she deserved far more respect than the big oaf gave her. “No.”

      “Gav, calm down,” Valen interjected when Gavriel’s face turned a little red with anger. “You’re going to scare Thirteen.”

      Gavriel immediately glanced at Thirteen, his face softening.

      Hm. Well, that was interesting. It seemed the eldest prince was growing fond of my little fae as well.

      “And you don’t know what’s causing it?” Gavriel said, calm despite the fire in his eyes.

      I shook my head, stuffing my hands into the pockets of my sleepwear. “Nightmares would be my guess.”

      “Dray,” Thirteen hissed sharply.

      I smiled sheepishly. I didn’t want to share her secrets any more than she wanted to share them, but we couldn’t keep this hidden, and the more information the princes had, the easier it’d be to help her. Maybe she had some sort of latent Dark Fae blood in her. It wasn’t common, but some Dark Fae had explosive power, though I’d never seen any quite like this.

      “You’re having nightmares?” Valen asked, eyebrows pulling up.

      She sighed and buried her face against her knees, mumbling a quick yes.

      “And when you wake up… this happens?” he asked. Thirteen nodded. “Every time?”

      Thirteen stilled, glancing up beneath silver lashes. “Maybe.”

      “She means yes,” I said. She might have thought I didn’t notice, but I saw the burn marks she’d tried to hide after our little nap in the library. The worse the nightmares seemed to get, the worse the damage. Thankfully, I’d awoken her before too much damage was done both previous times. But this one, I’d been out of the room for. It might have saved me from a few burns, but I still wished I’d been there for her.

      My gut twisted as I watched the delicate little fae. Her bottom lip trembled, and her big eyes were glazed with unshed tears. Though she tried to remain strong, I knew what it was like to fear your own self. I still remembered what it was like when my powers first awoke. I’d nearly killed the thief who’d been harassing my mother. A pang of loss echoed in my chest, and I quickly squashed it. That was all in the past. Right now, Thirteen was my priority.

      I stepped across the room and bent down on one knee beside her. I brushed her hair behind her ear and offered a smile.

      “I’m sorry, Thirteen,” I said—sorry for revealing her secrets, sorry for not being able to awaken her, sorry I couldn’t stop this all myself, or at least explain it. It had to be terrifying waking up like this. When I’d heard her cry, my heart had nearly stopped. I thanked the gods she wasn’t hurt. I’m not sure what I’d have done then.

      She shook her head and took my hand. Her fingers shook slightly as she wrapped her hands around mine. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      I forced my lips into some semblance of a smile, even if she was wrong. I was meant to protect her, and I was failing.

      “So, this has happened twice then?” Valen asked, his voice a bit gravellier than before.

      He was jealous. I didn’t have to look at the prince to know it. I’d seen the way he looked at my little fae. He wanted her, probably more than he realized.

      “Three times,” Thirteen mumbled. She sighed heavily, and I squeezed her fingers, trying to reassure her in any small way I could.

      “Then you’re getting stronger,” Gavriel said, surprising us both.

      I turned to look at the prince at the same moment as Thirteen. The prince’s cold eyes shone with pride as he took a step closer. “She is,” I agreed.

      Gavriel barely seemed to hear me. Instead, he stared at Thirteen, almost like he was in awe of her. He took a step forward, placing his hand over his heart. “You don’t have to fear. We’ll help you control your power, whatever it may be.”

      Thirteen’s eyebrows turned up. I could see the guilt warring within her. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, I think even through the fear of her power, there was hope. I knew she was strong, and I think she was beginning to see it too.

      “He’s right,” Valen said.

      Despite his words, he didn’t come any closer. Instead, he stayed on the other side of the bed, as far away from Thirteen as possible, a fact I was sure she hadn’t missed.

      “So, you won’t… kick me out?” she asked, kneading my fingers as she did.

      Gavriel looked taken aback. “Of course not.”

      “This is your new home, Thirteen,” Valen said. “No one would dare kick you out.” He said it like he couldn’t believe she’d even consider such a thing, but his distance spoke volumes, and I saw the hurt in Thirteen’s eyes, even as she nodded her agreement.

      “We’ll teach you to harness your power, Thirteen,” Gavriel said, pulling my attention back. “You belong here—whatever your powers may be.”
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      Thirteen’s disappointed sigh reverberated in my ears as yet another flower sizzled into ash. She wiped her fingers clean before running her hand through her hair, tucking it behind her ear.

      I hated the sad look in her eyes, the guilt and fear etched on her face, and the worry that wrinkled her brow. She should never have anything to fear, anything to feel guilty for, or anything to worry about. It was my sworn duty to protect her from all of these things, and I was utterly inadequate. Just like I’d been the day they took Mother from me.

      I winced internally, hurriedly pushing the thought to the back of my mind.

      As she reached for another flower among the dozen she’d picked, now down to about half, I laid my hand over hers. “Thirteen,” I said softly. I raised my brows meaningfully as she met my gaze. “I hate seeing you like this.”

      Her lips twitched, but her smile didn’t stick. “I’m sorry, Dray. I just can’t do what they want.”

      I shook my head. “That’s okay. You’re still learning.”

      To my surprise, Thirteen threaded her fingers through mine, her cheeks flushed pink. “What will happen if I can’t use this Light Fae magic they want? They say they’re fine with whatever powers I have, but they want a Light Fae, don’t they?”

      I hesitated. I didn’t want to lie to her. They did want a Light Fae, though I was beginning to think the princes at least, wanted more than that. They were beginning to desire whatever it was Thirteen had to offer—be it Light Fae magic or something darker. “You are a Light Fae, Thirteen.”

      She tilted her head up, staring forlorn at the blue sky, lightly dappled with fluffy white clouds. The sun on her pale skin nearly made it glow, and the lilac of her hair shone almost white under the harsh rays. She was absolutely stunning in any lighting, but out here, today, she looked like a goddess of light that had descended from the heavens.

      “But what if that isn’t enough?” she asked, not taking her eyes off the sky.

      I squeezed her fingers, but even then, she didn’t look away. “If it isn’t enough, then you’ll always have me. We can go anywhere you desire.” I smiled as I brushed my fingertips along her cheekbone, unable to help myself.

      Finally, Thirteen looked back down, her wide jewel-like blue eyes meeting mine. Even they shone brilliantly, ethereal. “I don’t deserve you, Dray.”

      My fingers tightened, and I carefully slipped my hand behind her neck to draw her closer. “Thirteen, you deserve far better than anything I can ever give you,” I said. My heart pounded as I held her gaze. If only she knew the horrible things I’d done. Then maybe she wouldn’t be so quick to accept me. But I couldn’t bring myself to tell her, to ruin that warm look she gave me every time our eyes met. I rubbed the back of her neck gently and she leaned into the touch. She held so much tension, so much fear and guilt, it was the least I could do to try and help her work it out.

      “That’s silly,” she said, a blissful little sigh passing through her lips.

      I couldn’t help staring at them, luscious and perfectly pink. I wanted to devour them, devour her, and never let her go. Swallowing thickly, I tried to ignore the tightness in my trousers as I angled fully towards her. “I’m serious, Thirteen. You deserve everything you’ve ever wanted, and I’ll do whatever I can to get it for you.”

      Her eyes glittered in the brilliant sun, her pale skin pinking under my intense gaze. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Dray.”

      I smiled and leaned my forehead against hers, careful to make sure my horns didn’t prick her. I sighed, content at our closeness. Though I wanted far more from the little fae, I was happy with whatever she was willing to give. I rumbled contentedly as her free hand found the back of my neck, and together we held each other, my purr ramping up as well as the beating of my heart.

      My skin flushed and I rubbed my thumb gently along the back of her neck. When I opened my eyes, Thirteen was already looking at me, and she smiled shyly when I caught her stare. I grinned, heat stirring in my abdomen as her gaze quickly dropped to my lips and then back up again.

      Suddenly, my heart was beating too fast and sweat from the heat of the sun dripped down my spine. I didn’t dare to hope, but was it possible Thirteen wanted me even half as much as I craved her? Even knowing it was probably a lost cause, that I’d never deserve a woman like her, hope still bloomed inside of me, and I had to restrain myself from claiming her mouth right here.

      Her eyes dropped from mine, guilt passing through them as she bit her lip. I almost guffawed at her—I knew that look. She felt guilt over much, but this time I had a feeling she thought she was taking advantage, or some such nonsense. Before I could get a word out, she beat me to it.

      “Dray, we need to talk about something,” she said, her melodic voice slightly higher than usual, worry coloring her words.

      “Anything,” I said immediately. Though the racing of my heart had calmed, my nervous sweat continued. Still, I rubbed her hand, hoping to reassure her. She never had to feel awkward or worried about talking to me. She could tell me she’d slayed an entire village and I would still worship her until the day I died.

      She bit her lower lip, avoiding my eyes as she leaned back slightly. I did the same, giving her the space she needed, while still holding her hand.

      “We can’t sleep together anymore,” she said softly.

      My eyebrows furrowed. “Why not?”

      Thirteen sighed, finally raising her eyes to meet mine. There was determination in her gaze, and I smiled at how cute she looked, like a tiny lioness. “I’m sorry, Dray, but I can’t risk your safety. I… I don’t want to hurt you. You probably shouldn’t even stay in the same room as me or—”

      “Enough,” I barked, my heart thrashing wildly and my eyes wide with panic. I didn’t miss her wince, and instantly I regretted raising my voice. Cupping her cheek, I drew her eyes back to me. “I’m sorry, Thirteen. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “It’s all right,” she said, leaning into my hand.

      I smiled. “You don’t have to worry about me, not ever. But I need to stay close in order to protect you.”

      She stiffened. “I don’t want to hurt you, Dray. You know I can’t control what happens when I’m sleeping.”

      “I know, and I understand, but I can’t leave the room entirely,” I explained, hoping she’d understand too. I needed to stay close to her. Even when she was across the room it felt like a gaping whole opened up in my chest, my demons pouring out to ravage my mind, only to be soothed when she was nearby.

      “Dray, I—”

      “I promise, you won’t hurt me,” I said, squeezing her hand. “If it makes you feel better…” I sighed. I didn’t like this, but I couldn’t just push aside her worries. It wouldn’t do either of us any good. Plus, I should be able to combat my own demons as well as hers. “I’ll stay in the bathing room at night—but the door stays open! If I hear you having a nightmare, I will wake you.”

      I heard her heartbeat pick up, worry clouding her eyes. “But what if—”

      “We don’t need to spend our lives worried about the what ifs, little fae.” I brushed my thumb across her cheek, and her racing heart seemed to calm slightly. Pride swelled in my chest, happy that I affected her in even this small way. “I’ll keep my distance if anything seems dangerous, but I’m not leaving you alone.”

      Her eyes glazed with unshed tears, and my stomach dropped. I didn’t mean to make her cry. “Thirteen, I’m—”

      It was her turn to cut me off. “I’m fine,” she said, shaking her head slightly, a smile pulling at her full lips. “Thank you.”

      I couldn’t help it. I wasn’t sure if it was the tears, the watery smile, or her constant need to thank me for what was already hers, but I drew her into my arms, pulling her tight to my chest as I cradled her against me. “You don’t need to thank me,” I whispered against her hair.

      Her body relaxed, languid against me as she gripped the back of my shirt, nuzzling against my collar. “Thank you anyway,” she mumbled. I chuckled at her stubbornness and held on tighter.

      I’d do anything for this woman.
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      The next few days passed much the same. In the morning, I ate breakfast with Draven before readying to see my Light Fae teacher. We spent each afternoon trying to pull my magic to the surface, and when that didn’t work besides more wilting sprouts, Helga sent me into the library to read ancient tomes about Light and Dark Fae, about magic, deities, and everything in between.

      After lunch, I had tea with Draven and sometimes Gavriel, who always happened to wander into the library at just the right moment. After upsetting him the other night at dinner, I was still surprised with the frequency in which he visited me. I was even beginning to think Gavriel might enjoy spending time with me, despite his many scowls.

      In the evenings, I had dinner with the rest of the nobles, and then retired to my rooms. Though my nights still contained some nightmares, I was lucky enough not to have woken with burnt sheets in some time. After I’d destroyed half the mattress, the palace staff had given me strange looks for days, but when nothing else occurred, the long looks passed and so did some of my anxieties.

      It had been more than a week that I’d been with the Dark Fae when I sat down for another class with Lady Helga. I was determined to bring my magic forth. Whatever was blocking me, be it a spelled manacle or not, I knew something was happening. I could still burn plants if I focused hard enough, so some type of magic was pushing to the surface.

      It terrified me, not knowing what this magic was, at the same time that it sent thrills through my entire body every time that spark flew from my fingers.

      My heartbeat slowed as I wilted yet another plant. I should be disappointed, but even this small spark of magic made me feel almost… powerful. It wasn’t a feeling I was familiar with, and I desperately wanted to hone this ability. I wanted this magic more than I’d ever realized before, because this magic was a means to never allow another person to hurt me again. If I had power, I could protect myself, and even Dray. I wouldn’t need to be afraid anymore, even if I couldn’t grow a damn sprout to save my soul.

      Helga sighed and tapped her index finger on her cheek as she leaned on her elbow. “What a confusing creature, you are,” she said. Sitting back, Helga’s icy gaze met mine. “I’m certain Bind Magic has been cast on that cuff, and yet some type of magic is breaking through.”

      I nodded, gnawing on my lip. Even if the small spark of magic did make me feel a little bit powerful, I needed answers just as much as Helga wanted them.

      “You’re certain you don’t recall anything in your past about your parentage?” she asked, not for the first time.

      I sighed and nodded. “All I remember about my mother is a fire, and I’m still not certain that isn’t just a nightmare.”

      Helga nodded as if that explained it. “And your father?”

      “Nothing.”

      Slowly, she stood, smoothing out her robes. “May I try something, Thirteen?”

      I stiffened and glanced at Draven who sat in the opposite corner of the room. He narrowed his eyes at Helga, his shadows growing in size, a visual representation of his unease. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Helga because I did in many ways, but I also appreciated having Draven nearby, just in case. It wouldn’t be the first time I was fooled by a woman meant to help me.

      “What is it you want to try?” I asked, fisting my fingers to keep my hands from shaking.

      “I want to try healing your head, just in case it is some kind of injury blocking your memories,” Helga explained. She held up her hands, showing me she held no ill intent. “It will only take a moment and won’t hurt a bit.”

      Shifting in my chair, I nodded. “All right.”

      Despite my hesitation, Helga didn’t waste a moment stepping up behind me. She placed her hands on either side of my head, and I held as still as possible. “You might feel a bit warm for a moment,” she explained. “But that is entirely normal.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded again.

      A moment later, heat rushed across my scalp and my eyes widened in surprise. It wasn’t uncomfortable, more like warm water passing over my scalp and down my neck. I hummed my approval and smiled as Draven relaxed. He grinned back, finally at ease.

      “Hm,” Helga said as she stepped away, lowering her hands. Instantly, the warm sensation disappeared, and I frowned. “It doesn’t seem you have any injuries.”

      I sighed. I knew it wouldn’t be that easy, but part of me was relieved. I wasn’t sure I wanted to remember what was buried in my head if my nightmares were any indication. “So, it must be the manacle then?”

      Helga sat down hard, seeming wearier than before. “Yes. It must be a very powerful spell to remove your memories, but it isn’t unheard of. A spell like that would remove every trace of magic from your past, leaving you as you are now.” Helga’s eyebrows furrowed and sadness filled her gaze. “There must have been a lot of magic in your past for it to wipe your memory so cleanly.”

      I blinked in surprise. I’d never thought of that.

      “Let us keep trying,” Helga said, straightening her back. She pushed a large potted plant towards me, the largest she’d ever given me to test on.

      The pot was a bit bigger than my hand with my fingers splayed, the green vine climbing up two pieces of wood nestled together on one side. Gorgeous pink blossoms dressed the emerald vine, small, fuzzy leaves accompanying them.

      “This is a spelled vine, grown by my own magic,” Helga explained proudly. “It should be far more receptive to small amounts of Light Fae magic, and should be able to withstand any mana or latent Dark Fae magic you may have.”

      I raised my eyebrows at my teacher. “You think I might be part Dark Fae?”

      Helga shrugged noncommittally. “Maybe. To be honest with you, Thirteen, I’m not sure what kind of magic you’re using. All I know is that it isn’t of the Light Fae.” Her cheek twitched, and for the first time, I had a feeling that fact bothered my teacher. She’d always seemed to favor Light Fae, but I hadn’t caught her looking down on other races more than once or twice.

      I frowned as I laid both of my hands on either side of the pot. I didn’t think she should be looking down on anyone, especially because of their powers. We had no control over how we were born. One day we just were. It wasn’t a Dark Fae’s fault that they were a Dark Fae anymore than it was my fault I was some sort of Light Fae hybrid.

      Sighing, I raised my hands to either side of the plant and closed my eyes.

      “Remember, find the light inside of you,” Helga instructed, her voice soft yet authoritative. “Find the spark, even if it’s tiny, and push it into the plant. Pick a petal, a leaf, a blossom—any part of the plant, and send your light into it.”

      Despite Helga’s instruction, I couldn’t find the white spark inside she spoke of. Every time I closed my eyes, all I saw was black as thick as ink. When I dove deeper, searching my mind for the light, I only found more and more darkness. It poured through me, thick and warm, almost welcoming me, embracing me within it.

      My forehead broke out in a sweat as I tried to dig through the black and find that spark. Wherever it was, I couldn’t find it. Even after several lessons, I’d never found so much as a blob of gray, let alone a spark of white. What if she was right? What if somehow, I was part Dark Fae and that darkness had soaked my mind, taking away all of the light she was trying to find?

      Frustrated, I pushed harder, my forehead wrinkling and my head aching as I concentrated. I needed to do something, to find even an inkling of magic, but when all I found was darkness, heat burnt a path from my chest and down my arms.

      A gasp had my eyes flying open. What was once a beautiful emerald and pink vine had been reduced to ash. Only part of the stem had survived, though it was corroded with black, like it had been burnt instead of rotted.

      Helga shot to her feet, her chair scraping harshly on the wooden floor. “How is this possible?” she snapped. Her eyes rounded and her brows turned up. Her lips were parted in surprise, and fear stole the normally kind glow in the woman’s eyes. “This isn’t Light Fae magic, and it isn’t Dark Fae either.” Each word was a hiss as she drew further away from me.

      The deep rumble of a throat clearing by the door made us both look away from the destruction I’d left. Gavriel nodded a greeting, his bright eyes landing immediately on what I’d done.

      “Your highness,” Helga greeted, out of breath. She turned to me, and still, fear clouded her gaze. “That’ll be all for today. Please continue the readings I’ve given you.”

      Before I could get a word out, she was gone. She hadn’t even stopped to gather her things or her notebook full of scribbles. I’d never seen the woman move so fast.

      I gazed down at the plant, the smell of burnt greens heavy in the air. A soft hand landed on my arm, and I looked to find Draven crouching beside me, a soft smile on his thick lips.

      “You did great,” Draven said, his thumb tracing a circle on my bare arm. “Just because it isn’t the magic she wants, doesn’t mean it isn’t magic worth knowing.”

      I bit my lip, worrying it between my teeth. As much as I agreed with him, Helga’s reaction still left me uneasy, my stomach souring as I pictured the fear flashing in her eyes. I didn’t want to scare her, or anyone else with this magic. I’d been doing a great job of scaring myself. Now that it was beginning to come easier I almost… enjoyed it.

      “Are you all right?” Gavriel asked gruffly. His typically sharp, nearly silver gaze was soft, concern wrinkling his brow as he came around the table. He looked from the plant, to me, and still I sensed no fear.

      My shoulders relaxed slightly when I realized neither of them were afraid of me nor this power. So far, it was only Helga that seemed as scared of it as I had been. “I’m fine,” I said on a sigh, finally releasing my tortured lower lip. “I just don’t want anyone to be scared of me.”

      Gavriel shook his head, scoffing. “Your magic is nothing to be afraid of.”

      Draven squeezed my arm, returning my attention to him. “See, not even the big scary Dark Fae is afraid.”

      I couldn’t help the small laugh that bubbled out of me.

      While Gavriel growled, a small smile had still twisted his lips. My stomach did a little flip as I admired the dark scruff covering his jaw and the little dimple that puckered his cheek when his lips turned to one side. I didn’t think I’d ever seen him smile before.

      “Don’t worry, Thirteen,” Gavriel said. “If people want to be afraid of what they don’t understand, let them. They’re not worthy of your time.”

      My cheeks heated and I nodded, unsure what to say. On one hand, I knew they were right. I shouldn’t let people’s fear get under my skin, especially as it was fear of the unknown. But seeing Gavriel and Draven’s confidence in me, and their certainty that I should be who I am, without judgement, it made my chest ache and something like hope stir inside of me. Maybe I could be powerful, and I wouldn’t be feared—at least by some.

      At least not by them.

      I smiled as I stared at my hands, clenched in my lap. As long as they didn’t fear me, maybe it was all right for my magic to be a little scary. So long as they kept smiling at me like that.
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      Pride swelled in my chest as I looked upon the corroded flower that Thirteen had destroyed. She might not see it, but she was strong. So, fucking strong that I had to fight myself from getting closer.

      “Well, isn’t it about time for afternoon tea?” Thirteen asked. She twiddled the lace of her dress shyly, not meeting my gaze, nor looking at her masterful work.

      I shook my head. I had no idea what she was, but seeing this gorgeous female shy over something she should be beaming over, made me want to push plant after plant in front of her, and watch her power grow until she was as happy as I was. Though I couldn’t feel a lick of magic in her, it was clear that magic was being blocked. Bind Magic should have locked up her power completely, but seeing it spark out when she was frustrated or afraid—it was like nothing else. She had to be more powerful than even mother if she could still wield any magic with such a spell on her.

      As much as I hated to compare her to mother, I couldn’t stop myself. Both women were kind, caring, and powerful beyond measure. Before mother had created the dome to shield us all, she’d had similar doubts, but when it came down to it—she was one of the most powerful Light Fae to ever have lived. She’d proved that by gifting Novac not only a shield, but a seal to the Rift that had disturbed our nation for centuries.

      Thirteen’s magic might be different, it might be even a little concerning given it seemed to eat through anything it encountered, but no matter how many times she killed a plant, I wasn’t afraid. My heart beat faster as I remembered every time she’d sucked the life from a sprout or turned a daisy to ash.

      Dark Fae were attracted to power, that was true, but it wasn’t only the power in Thirteen I craved. I’d avoided her at first, fearing the cage she represented. But the closer we became, the more I wanted to know. I wanted to understand what she’d been through, where she’d been, and how she’d obtained this warped logic that made her fear being tossed out. Dark Fae weren’t monsters, and I didn’t think it was us she was afraid of.

      A lick of heat scorched through my chest as I made my way to the door. Something, or someone, in that village had made her fear so much, and some day I would find out who I had to kill to wipe that fear from Thirteen’s sweet mind forever.

      “I’ll have an attendant bring it to the library,” I offered. I stepped aside and held the door for both Thirteen and Draven to pass.

      The cheeky Shade smirked in passing, and I glowered at his back as he looped an arm around Thirteen’s waist and led her to the seats by the window that she preferred.

      “That would be wonderful,” Thirteen said, smiling at me over her shoulder.

      With the sun streaming through the ceiling high windows, illuminating her pretty lilac hair, I had to pause and take a breath. As much as father pushed me at Thirteen, desperate for a grandchild, for more Light Fae, I couldn’t stay away. Even if she could cage me, it was a gilded one I’d happily suffer. But only for her.

      I paused on my way to the library’s front desk. When had I begun to think such thoughts? Maybe it was around the same time I woke her from a nightmare in the library. Or maybe it was when she’d finally revealed her power to me. I wasn’t sure, but either way, I couldn’t complain.

      For a man who’d spent a hundred years ignoring every female shoved his way, it had only taken one particular woman to shift my mood entirely. I shook my head, dragging my hand down my face. What was happening to me? It was entirely unlike me, but being with her, seeing her shy smile, seeing the strength grow behind her eyes day by day, it felt right.

      Tearing my gaze away from the fae as she disappeared around the corner, I quickly rattled off her usual order to the attendant at the front desk before making my way back to her.

      “Valen, how are you?” Thirteen’s soft voice travelled through the stacks before I could even arrive at her usual spot. “I haven’t seen you much lately.”

      Valen cleared his throat as I rounded the shelves. He wasn’t far off, his back facing me. He held a tome in hand, and shifted uneasily, avoiding Thirteen’s worried gaze.

      “I’m fine,” Valen said curtly. “I’ve been busy.”

      I didn’t miss Thirteen’s wince, or Valen’s sharp tone. My eyebrows furrowed and I clenched my fists as I approached slowly. What the fuck was my brother thinking? He never spoke to women like this, much less to this woman.

      “Oh, I see,” Thirteen said, lowering her gaze.

      Draven growled as he drew Thirteen closer to him. The Shade seemed awfully in tune with the Light Fae, and from his growl, she might be more upset than I realized.

      Thirteen swallowed, her throat bobbing slightly. “I was just a little worried.”

      “There’s no need,” Valen said coldly.

      My nostrils flared. What the fuck?

      “I’ll be off,” Valen said, turning on his heel. He froze when he spotted me, shame, and surprise flashing through his gaze. He nodded a greeting and quickly masked his expression, but it was too late. I’d seem the shame in his eyes. So, he knew he was acting poorly and yet he still did it. But why? Valen stepped aside to move past me, but I grabbed his arm before he could.

      “May I speak with you?” I said through clenched teeth.

      Valen stiffened but nodded all the same.

      Looking past my younger brother, I got Draven’s attention with a tilt of my chin. “No need to wait, I’ll be back shortly.”

      Thirteen looked up and gave a small nod before following Draven to the back of the library. As soon as they’d disappeared, I tightened my grip on Valen’s arm and yanked him after me.

      Valen stumbled, his breath catching in surprise as I pulled him through the library and back to the private room Thirteen took her lessons in.

      “What’s the rush, brother?” Valen joked, but it fell flat.

      I nudged the door open before pushing my brother through it, my mind racing, trying to come up with any possible answer to why Valen would treat Thirteen coldly. He’d been the one to convince me to be gentler with the fae, and now he was acting as if he didn’t care at all. That, on top of the distance he’d kept between them for the last few days was worrying to say the least. If he wasn’t my brother, I’d punch him senseless—frankly, I still might.

      “What’s wrong with you?” I asked sternly the moment the door shut behind us.

      Valen straightened his vest before running a hand through his hair—a nervous tick we’d both picked up on from our father. “Nothing, why do you ask?”

      I narrowed my eyes and crossed my arms over my broad chest. As if I was going to believe that. “Then why are you behaving like a child?”

      Valen snorted and rolled his eyes. Though I was used to his antics, I wasn’t used to his childish behavior. I’d thought he’d long grown out of it, but it appeared I was wrong. “I don’t know what you’re on about, brother.”

      I pushed off the door, pointing an accusatory finger at the prince. “I think you know exactly what I’m talking about, Val,” I growled. “What is going on? Why are you acting this way?”

      My brother sighed and held his head in his hands, gripping his hair like he was angry. “Nothing is going on, Gav. I just… I don’t want to get in your way.”

      My eyes widened as it hit me. All of the fawning Val had done over the little fae, following her around, escorting her everywhere, touching her when he could, smiling like an absolute lunatic—he was more than interested in the female, and yet he was giving it all up.

      Valen had been a womanizing prick for a long time, not giving most women more than a night before pushing them aside. It was one of the ways he dealt with the loneliness of being royalty. We could never know who wanted us for our power and privilege, and who wanted us for who we were as people. Valen used it to his advantage to get his rocks off, but the day Thirteen arrived, it had all stopped. The ladies at court hadn’t even dared approach him after he’d made a scene telling them to leave him alone.

      But that wasn’t the problem here—the problem had started the day we spoke on the terrace. He’d been acting colder, distant with both me and Thirteen. He liked the woman, and yet he was letting her go, and I was fairly certain I knew why.

      “You’re an absolute moron,” I said, truly shocked.

      Valen spluttered a cough. “Excuse me?”

      I took a step closer, this time stabbing my finger against his chest instead of the air. “You, are a moron.”

      Valen raised an eyebrow, amusement tilting his lips despite the guilt in his eyes. “As you’ve so eloquently stated already… But tell me brother, how exactly am I a moron?”

      It was my turn to roll my eyes. I growled as I motioned at the door. “You’re not just a moron, you’re a fucking idiot. You’re being rude to Thirteen because I’ve begun spending time with her.”

      He opened his mouth, avoiding my eyes, but I cut him off before he could lie.

      “I won’t lie to you brother, I am…” My face heated as I searched for the words. I’d never spoken to Valen like this about a woman before. We’d never had this problem as I was very rarely interested in any female, let alone one Valen liked. “Interested, in Thirteen. She’s beautiful, and kind, but strong and stubborn too. She’s powerful… though I can’t feel it, I know it. By the Goddess, I’m sure of it.”

      Valen’s face crumbled and he nodded as if defeated.

      I sighed and rubbed a hand down my face. “But you’re interested in her too, Val.”

      My brother looked up, eyes wide. “Gav, I—”

      “Oh, shut up,” I snarled. “I know you are, and I won’t let you bow out because you think it’s the right thing to do, or some other bullshit.” Again, I found myself poking his chest rather violently. “It isn’t our choice who she chooses. She might not even be interested in either of us. She might just want to be with her Shade in the end.”

      Valen’s fists clenched, and he slapped my hand away when I went to poke him again. “All right! I understand!”

      I smirked. “Good. You owe me nothing. I want your happiness as much as I’m sure you want mine, but it can’t be at the cost of her.”

      Valen’s eyebrows furrowed, and he at least he had the decency to look ashamed. “I have been rather rude, haven’t I?”

      I huffed an agreement. “Yes.”

      Sighing, Valen flopped down in the nearest chair. “What then? We pursue her separately? If she wants either of us, she can choose?”

      “Yes,” I said, tilting my chin up stubbornly. “It’s all up to her, as it should be.”

      Valen chuckled and laid his head in the palm of his hand. “When did you get so wise, brother?”

      “I’ve always been wise,” I snapped.

      Valen grinned as he met my gaze. Teasing. Of course. Ever the trickster, this one. “All right, Gav. Then we pursue the same woman. No dirty tactics, and her safety comes first.”

      I huffed out a breath. “Obviously.”

      “We have a deal then.”

    

  







            19

          

          

      

    

    






Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      I cried out as a belt cracked across my exposed back.

      “We must all make sacrifices for the will of the gods, Thirteen,” Crissan snapped at the same time fiery agony blazed across my skin.

      My entire body trembled, sweat dripping across body, mingling with rivulets of blood and tracks of tears. I was only a couple of months into my capture by the people of Alma. Crissan had yet to break me, and it showed in his frustrated growl as he struck me again.

      “My sacrifice is to teach and lead, while yours is to die.”

      Crack.

      I coughed as pain tore through me again. While my back was searing hot agony, the rest of my skin froze in the damp basement beneath Priest Crissan’s home, more like a dungeon. It wasn’t the first time he’d bound me to the stone altar, and I was certain it wouldn’t be the last.

      “What is your purpose, Thirteen?” Crissan shouted.

      He liked to hear my screams, and my begging. When I didn’t give it to him, he resorted to mind games.

      Another lash made my entire body tense. Tears poured down my cheeks and my cracked lip wobbled. When I didn’t immediately respond, another crack tore a muffled cry from my tight throat.

      “Tell me,” Crissan said. “Tell me your purpose.”

      I shook as I blinked away the fog from my eyes. Not that there was much to see besides cold light and dark stone anyway. As I sifted through my thoughts, I settled on the phrase he’d repeated to me time and time again.

      “T-To—” I stammered, my teeth chattering from the cold.

      Crissan paused his ministrations. His silence had icy fear shooting through every inch of me, and I jerked on my binds.

      “Yes, say it,” Crissan urged. He crouched in front of me, coming to eye level. He grabbed my chin, his fingers like iron as he forced me to meet his gaze. “State your purpose.”

      My lips trembled as fresh tears spilled. “T-To die.”

      A savage grin broke across his face, his eyes alighting with something akin to madness. “Yes. Good girl. Your purpose is to die for us. Your sacrifice will save us from the Demon Lords.”

      “B-But—” the word had barely passed my lips when I knew I’d made a mistake.

      Crissan’s eyes narrowed as he ground his teeth, fury taking over. “I see you still haven’t learned. We’ll continue then.”

      I groaned as he released my chin, my head lolling to the side until a spark of red caught my eye. I barely had a moment to blink before a flaming black blade sliced between Crissan’s ribs. His eyes bugged as he looked down, shock clear in the widening of his gaze. He’d barely begun reaching for the weapon when he was suddenly tossed aside.

      Instead of the pale gangly priest who’d stood before me moments ago, a dark god with red eyes and a flaming sword took his place.

      My mind raced as confusion and relief warred in my mind.

      “There you are,” the man said. He bent, kneeling before me as Crissan had done, only this man had hair as black as night and a face that would make most artists weep. “I apologize for my tardiness.” His eyebrows furrowed as he looked me over. He reached up, his warm fingers brushing my cheek gently.

      I leaned into his soft touch, the familiarity and kindness pulling a small moan of relief from between my lips.

      He chuckled and placed a gentle kiss on the crown of my head before he stood once more. “Let’s get you free.”

      The strange man moved to the side, just out of my line of sight. With one swift movement, the shackles tying me to the altar were broken, the sound of grinding metal ringing in my ears. My stretched arms went slack, no longer keeping me spread eagle.

      My sore body slowly obeyed my commands, allowing me to curl up as pins and needles worked their way through my frozen limbs.

      Before I could move far, warm hands turned me over, and then I was in his arms. I sighed, content for the first time in what felt like eons. I was free. I was safe. I might not remember who this man was, but I knew he meant everything I craved—life, power, freedom, and more.

      “Much better,” he said, a similar sigh passing through his lips as he tightened his hold, drawing my frail, cold body closer to his heated skin. “Are you all right, my love?”

      My love? The words ricocheted around my brain. My cheeks warmed as I tilted my head back to look at him in question. “Why is this so familiar?”

      The man smiled, his handsome face lighting up with it. “We’ve done this many times before.”

      I blinked, confused. “When?”

      His smile disappeared, and my heart panged at the loss of it. “Every night for a long time,” he said, his voice wistful, his gaze far away. “Until you were taken from me that is.” He looked up, sorrow wrinkling his brow. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be here for you. This last year has been…” He paused, shaking his head. “I’m just glad to have you back. It has been far too long.”

      My eyes widened at his words. “A year?”

      He nodded. “Yes. It was a little over a year ago that I lost all sense of you. Only a week or so ago, I began to feel you again.”

      “What do you mean by feel me?” I asked. I had so many questions, and all of them seemed important. How long did we have here? Where was here? My brows pulled together as my mind raced and suddenly his image flickered.

      “Don’t think too hard,” he said, his lips twitching with amusement. “Or else you might wake.”

      My eyebrows shot up. I was asleep. This was all a dream. I breathed a sigh of relief, thanking whatever gods were listening that I hadn’t returned to Alma.

      “I don’t know why I’ve been able to feel you for so long,” he confessed, his grin turning sheepish. “Something about you has always called to me. Maybe at first it was your power.” He tilted his head, considering it. “But your power feels much… smaller, than it did before.”

      “Bind Magic,” I said, holding up my shackled wrist for him to see.

      His eyes widened and his jaw tensed. “Who.” That one word sent a shot of heat straight through me. It wasn’t a question, but a demand.

      I squirmed a little, avoiding his gaze. “I don’t know.”

      His hold softened, and he let out a breath. “It’s all right. I’ll find them when your memories return, and I’ll draw you a bath of their blood. I’m told it’s good for your skin.” His gaze trailed over my arm as if genuinely considering it.

      My eyes widened as I stared at him. Had he just offered to kill someone in my defense? My heartbeat quickened and I raised a hand to brush my fingers across his short beard. His gaze met mine, and somehow, I felt as if we’d been in this same position hundreds of times before. I might not be able to remember it properly, but something in his gentle hold, his rough hands, and even the slight bite of his stubble beneath my fingertips, it was all familiar. It spoke of a time I couldn’t remember, and more than ever I wished I could tear this stupid piece of metal from my wrist and bring it all back.

      “You’re going to wake up soon,” he said, sounding disappointed.

      “I am?” I canted my head. How did he know?

      “Your image is flickering,” he explained. He sighed and wrapped me up tightly, holding me close to his chest, tucking my head against his thick neck. “I’m coming for you, my love, but I may need your help.”

      My heart raced. I tried to push back and see his face, but I finally understood what he meant by my image was flickering. He too was growing faint, as was the world around us. Darkness crept in, and his sad smile came and went.

      “How can I help?” I asked. I tried to wrap my hands around his collar, but my fingers passed right through. Suddenly, I was weightless, and my dark god was missing. I saw a brief flash of red eyes in the darkness before his voice whispered across my senses one last time.

      “Keep yourself safe,” he said. “I’ll explain everything soon.”

      “But wait,” I snapped. I tried to reach through the darkness, to find him, but my fingers passed through clear air, the rest of my body floating in a vast, empty space. I felt myself drifting, slowly being consumed by the dark.

      Fine then. It was time for me to wake up.

      Heat exploded around me as my eyes snapped open. Tingles ran across my arms, my fingertips. My entire body tensed as I drew in deep breaths, slowly getting my galloping heart under control.

      Images from my dreams flashed before my eyes—a beautiful man with red eyes, Priest Crissan delivering his punishments. I winced at the latter, my fingers curling into fists as I pushed down the fear that his image always conjured.

      No more. I wasn’t in Alma anymore, and I would never allow such a thing to happen again. I’d rather die than return to that basement.

      Something soft like soot brushed my nose, and my hand flew to cover my face before I could sneeze. As soon as the burning in my nose receded, I lowered my hand, only to find it cloaked in ash.

      I jumped and sat up. A soft crunch echoed beneath me, and I yelped as I descended a couple of feet, my ass hitting the smooth marble floor hard.

      I gasped as I realized what I’d done this time. My entire half of the bed was corroded, turned to ash along with the blankets and sheets, now a layer of black across my skin. While Draven’s half wasn’t entirely missing, it might as well be. I could hardly spy a speck of white sheet between the gray and black corrosion that ate away the fabric, the mattress, the pillows—nothing was spared.

      A soft whimper rose in my throat as I inched away from the chaos. I was certain I’d felt the power this time. The tingling and the heat as I’d awoken, it felt foreign but familiar in my veins. I trembled, scared to be judged over the chaos I was bringing to the Dark Fae, but also… excited for the power that was slowly becoming mine.

      I cursed myself for not asking the nightmare chaser in my dreams more questions. From what I’d gathered, he’d known me before I’d lost my memories. My mind raced with questions and theories, all centered around this power and the manacle chilling my wrist.

      “Thirteen?”

      I looked up, spying Draven across the room. He’d curled himself into the armchair next to the window, his head propped on his hand, his eyes drooped with sleep. He was supposed to be in the bathing room, but I couldn’t bring myself to be cross with him now.

      “Dray,” I whispered. I stilled, unsure what to do.

      On one hand, this was certainly not the Light Fae magic that the Dark Fae wanted, but on the other, this power was mine, and I wanted to learn to control it. I couldn’t do that if they pushed me out, sent me back to Alma or delivered me to the wilds. No matter what the princes said, or the pride they showed in my skills, that didn’t mean the rest of the Dark Fae would see it the same. What if they were shamed into forcing me to leave? Or worse, what if they kept me like a rat, just as the Mage College had done to my Shade?

      Draven’s eyebrows furrowed as his gaze sharpened. All signs of sleep disappeared the second he was on his feet. He crossed the room in several long strides before crouching at my side, his hands hesitating over my arms. “Thirteen, are you all right?”

      I nodded. Though I was still shaking, I wasn’t sure if it was from the adrenaline-fueled fear coursing through my veins, or the sheer thrill of possibly being able to protect myself one day.

      “I think so,” I said. I held up my hands, turning them over. They were covered in ash, black and gray coating my wrists and arms up to my shirt sleeves.

      “You’re getting stronger,” Draven said, awed. He didn’t hesitate in running his fingers down my shoulders, over my arms, skating through the ash and decay that should send him running.

      A small bubble of pride swelled in my chest. “You’re right.”

      Draven met my gaze, flashing me a feral grin. “And you’re not as afraid anymore either. Does my little fae enjoy a little destruction?”

      My cheeks heated, both from his words and the intensity in his eyes. I opened and closed my mouth, not even sure how to answer that because I thought he might be right.

      Draven chuckled and winked. “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.” He slipped his arms beneath me, lifting me into his arms as he straightened. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      I nodded, leaning my head against his shoulder as he walked us into the bathing room. The tub was already filled from last night. The water was untouched, and probably freezing. My toes curled at the thought of dipping into the cold temperature, but Draven set me down before waving his fingers through the air.

      “Flame,” he said. Magic tingled across my skin. The word was spoken so quietly that I almost missed it, but in the next second, flickers of orange surrounded the stone tub only a few seconds before steam rose from the water. He smiled and set his hands on my upper arms. “That should do.”

      “Was that a spell?” I asked, turning my wide eyes on him.

      He nodded. “Yes. A mana ability.” A shadow lurked in his eyes, the same shadow that typically meant the Mage College was involved, so I bit my tongue on any further questions. “Get cleaned up and I’ll send for the princes.”

      I stiffened, my heart racing with panic.

      Draven frowned as he rubbed my arms in a soothing motion. “We can’t hide this mess from them. The staff will know in a few hours anyway.”

      I closed my eyes and sighed. I knew he was right, but that didn’t stop me from kneading my lip between my teeth. “All right.”

      Draven gave my arms one last squeeze before he slipped out of the bathing room, gently closing the door behind him.

      Knowing he was right didn’t make me any less nervous. My stomach turned as I ran my fingers through the hot water in the tub, my lips popping open in surprise. That was a neat trick. I’d have to ask him to explain it later.

      Flame. Hm. Could I use it? I didn’t know much about my new world yet, but I knew magic existed in many forms, including one known as mana. I made a mental note to ask Helga, or maybe one of the princes about it later. Slipping off my night dress, coated in ash, I stepped into the heated tub.

      Two small shelves occupied either side of the tub near the back, holding a plethora of bath products, from vanilla scented shampoo to lavender soap. I took my time picking out the best to scrub the black from my skin, choosing to start on my body before I tried to clean my hair.

      I had the black removed from my skin, and my hair half rinsed when I heard voices in the other room. My heartbeat quickened as I sank deeper into the now lukewarm water, drawing my knees up to my chest.

      “Where is she?” Gavriel snapped on the other side of the door. “Is she all right?”

      “Yes,” Draven growled back.

      I listened to their footsteps and tried to calm my nerves. Gavriel didn’t sound scared, or upset, only worried. It went a long way towards settling my roiling stomach, though my racing heart wouldn’t be so easily swayed.

      “Shade, you better tell me exactly where she is this moment or I’ll—” He paused, and I held my breath as I waited to see what he’d do.

      “Wait!” Draven snapped before the door was thrown open.

      I yelped in surprise, my eyes widening as I met the startled gaze of the crown prince. “Gavriel!” I gasped. I yanked my knees tight to my chest, hoping he couldn’t see anything beneath the murky water.

      Gavriel’s face turned red as he backed up a step. He grabbed the doorhandle and shouted “Apologies!” as he slammed it shut.

      My racing heart finally calmed as the last few moments replayed in my head. I would never have expected a man to have such a reaction to finding a naked woman. He’d looked both embarrassed and ashamed, like a young boy.

      I smiled so wide my cheeks ached. Before I realized what I was doing, a laugh tumbled from my throat, so light and carefree I was surprised it came from me. I found I liked the sound, and the lightness it made me feel. I laughed some more as I listened to Gavriel grumbling in the other room.

      A knock at the door interrupted my laughter, and I quickly sank down into the water.

      “Thirteen?” Draven asked. “I brought you something to wear.”

      “Oh.” I sat up a little, sure to keep my breasts and everything else hidden beneath the tub’s rim. “Come in.”

      Draven poked his head in, flashing me a toothy grin before slipping in entirely. He went to great lengths to avoid looking any lower than my eyes, his ears reddening as he laid a dark blue dress on the vanity.

      My chest warmed at the kindness he showed. I appreciated him giving me my modesty—something I hadn’t been accustomed to not long ago. “Thank you,” I said, giving him a smile of my own.

      Draven nodded, again refusing to look directly at me. I chuckled softly as he slipped back towards the door, but before he could reach for the handle, a thought struck me.

      “Dray, are you not interested in women, or simply embarrassed by nudity?” I tried to hide my smile, but I couldn’t help it. I rarely teased, and something about the innocent and gentlemanly way Draven gave me my modesty made me feel bolder instead of cowed.

      My Shade looked up, surprise clear in his dual-colored gaze. “How cheeky.”

      I sunk lower, hiding my smile beneath the water, but when my laughing created a swarm of bubbles, I came back up and Draven joined me, chuckling as he took several slow, measured steps towards me.

      My laughter died immediately, replaced by anticipation. My heart thumped heavily, my breaths coming quicker. Draven held my gaze, his eyes heated as he stalked closer. I’d never thought of Draven as a predator until now, but the way he slowly approached, I felt a little like prey. That shouldn’t thrill me and yet, a tingle worked its way down my spine, and I drank him in, waiting to see what he’d do.

      Draven stopped at the edge of the tub and crouched, bringing us to eye level. “I am interested in women, though only one in particular.” His crooked grin made my cheeks heat and my pulse skip. He leaned forward, kissing the tip of my nose before standing and turning on his heel.

      Before I could get a word out, he was gone, slipping back into the bedroom.

      My entire body flushed, and I groaned before pushing beneath the water. I had no idea what I was doing, but I’d never had a man make me feel like that before.

      I returned to the surface, sighing as the sudden ache between my thighs. I’d known Draven was interested in women. We’d had several… heated moments. I’d even thought he’d been close to kissing me once.

      Calm down, Thirteen. I squeezed my thighs together and shook my head. With so many attractive men around me, it wasn’t the first time I’d felt close to, well something. Something just out of reach. My body warmed at the thought of not only my Shade, but the two princes I favored.

      Now you’re just being greedy.

      Smiling like the crazy-person I was sure I was becoming, I quickly finished washing, focusing on the task at hand, and nothing else, until I was fully clean. I stepped out of the tub, toweling off before slipping into the dress that Draven had brought. It was a simple gown that laced up the front, much easier for me to manage by myself rather than the corset contraptions that the maids had me wear in the evenings.

      When I finally joined the men, the bedroom fell quiet. My gaze landed on the destruction I’d wrought, the corrosion of my half of the bed, along with most of Draven’s half. Even a bit of the floor was blackened.

      I swallowed thickly, my eyebrows furrowing as I glanced at the princes.

      “You have nothing to be ashamed of,” Gavriel said immediately. The determined set of his chin made me smile. Maybe they wouldn’t kick me out after all.

      “Thirteen,” Valen said, drawing my attention.

      He smiled sheepishly, his gaze constantly flickering back to the floor. His pointed ears were red, and guilt flashed in his eyes every time he met mine.

      “I’m sorry,” the prince said. He held his fist over his heart as he bent at the waist. “I apologize for being rude to you. It won’t happen again. I’m glad to see you’re all right.”

      I blinked in surprise. I was still so used to men apologizing for nothing that it surprised me when any of them did it. My belly warmed, heat spreading relief throughout my body. When Valen had grown distant, I was worried he was afraid of me. But here he was, close once again, sincerity radiating from his warm gaze.

      I smiled. “Thank you. I accept your apology.”

      Valen raised his head, a grin splitting his handsome face. “Thank you, little mouse.”

      I blushed and cleared my throat, quickly looking away. Though I’d known the three of them for awhile now, I still wasn’t used to these handsome men and their heartbreaking smiles. “So, what do we do about… well this?” I motioned at the bed, hoping to relieve my embarrassment by focusing on what they were here for.

      Gavriel shrugged. “We can get you a new bed, it isn’t a problem.”

      “I think she’s more concerned about the staff, brother,” Valen said, straightening. He looked over the corroded mattress, inspecting it as if it were nothing more than a regular piece of furniture.

      “We can keep most of the staff out of your rooms for the day,” Gavriel said stiffly. “You can use my chambers to ready for the reception tonight.” He said it so matter-of-factly that I almost missed the flush coloring his cheeks.

      “The reception,” I sighed. “I’d completely forgotten.”

      Valen echoed my sigh a bit more dramatically. He scratched the back of his neck, shrugging as he did. “It’ll be boring, but our father insisted. Think of it as a slightly fancier dinner. Nothing to worry about.”

      My heart raced at the idea of all those unfamiliar people and their unfamiliar hands. The last time I’d had someone I didn’t trust seated next to me, he’d brought up a lot of bad memories with one straying hand, nearly incapacitating me.

      “I’ll stay by your side,” Draven promised, lacing his fingers with mine.

      I smiled at my Shade and squeezed his hand in thanks.

      “We’ll be there as well,” Gavriel said quickly.

      “Yes,” Valen agreed. “I’ll make sure it’s known that no one should touch you.”

      My stomach fluttered and my lips parted in surprise. That was an unfamiliar sensation. “Thank you,” I said, truly meaning it. I don’t know what I’d do without these three men helping me along. I couldn’t have asked for better fae to find me.
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      It had taken the palace maids nearly three hours to ready me for the reception. After being sent into the bathing room with nearly a dozen different oils and lotions to add to my routine, I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but there was only so much poking I could take. They did my makeup, wove a beautiful silver circlet into my hair, the delicate metal curling over my forehead, and dressed me in white and silver. While I yearned for the darker colors at the back of the closet, those I knew would help me blend in with the rest of the Dark Fae court, the maids seemed keen on making me stand out.

      I sighed, still feeling the ghost of their hands on me as I made my way to the ballroom. Draven squeezed my hand, which laid in the crook of his elbow. I looked up at my Shade, his golden skin and shock of white hair standing out even more than usual in a black suit. He flashed a toothy grin, and my stomach did little flips at the sight of it.

      “I don’t know if I’m ready for this,” I confessed.

      There would be so many new faces, so many people at a reception I wanted nothing to do with. While the princes were set on me having a choice between being a Dark Fae bride or being a paid servant, the choice seemed to fade away the longer I spent in their world, living in their palace. It wasn’t of their doing, I was sure of it, but their well-meaning father wouldn’t be kept at bay. Then again, Valen said I could always leave.

      I nibbled my lip, finding I didn’t like what the voice in my head suggested. I didn’t want to leave them. Not ever.

      I felt safe with these men like I’d never felt safe before. Maybe there had been some form of comfort in the life I’d lived outside of memory, I hoped and prayed there had been, just in case my memories returned one day. But I couldn’t imagine leaving them. I was fairly certain it would break my heart.

      The reception was supposed to announce my presence to the Dark Fae realm, as if they weren’t already aware. But after my face, hair and body had been so meticulously looked after for this one event, I felt more like a doll being pushed and played with.

      “Everything will be all right,” Draven assured me with a confident smile. “If anyone gets too close, I have ways of making them keep their distance.” As if in agreement, his shadows grew in size, shifting like fire at the edges.

      I nodded, a bit of weight lifting from my shoulders. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Dray.”

      My Shade’s eyebrows pulled up, and his smile faded slightly, despite the joy reflecting in his gaze. “And I, you, little fae.”

      I squeezed his elbow, my heart racing as we drew closer to the ballroom doors. Gavriel and Valen should already be inside, along with most of the Dark Fae nobles. Lady Helga should be in attendance as well, though I wasn’t sure how comfortable I felt around her anymore. The way she’d looked at me after our last lesson—the fear in her eyes—I couldn’t get it out of my head.

      I didn’t want to strike fear into the hearts of the undeserving. Lady Helga had been nothing but kind and helpful, and I didn’t want her to think I’d ever hurt her. But at the same time, I understood her fear, because it was the same fear that had led to me hiding this power in the first place.

      “We’re here,” Draven whispered.

      I looked up, realizing I’d been lost in thought. We stood before two large doors, the left one golden, and the right silver. Each door was fashioned by interconnecting swirls, as if the metals couldn’t keep themselves away from each other. Instead, they writhed as one beautiful pattern, interlocked by masterful craftsmanship to create a rather unusual seam.

      “My Lady,” the guards on either side of the door said, bowing at the waist. When they straightened, they took hold of the great metal loops on either door and pulled them outward.

      I had hardly a moment to take a breath before it was lost to the beauty inside. The massive space was even larger than the dining room, long with a vaulted ceiling supported by marble columns. Above the center of the glittering dancefloor was a golden dome that seemed to spark with warmth, casting a beautiful glow upon the dancers below.

      Every Dark Fae inside was dressed in black and silver. Though some wore massive ballgowns with ruffled skirts, others wore tailored suits with knee high leather boots. Some wore more silver than black, their dresses nearly the same shade as mine, but everyone wore crystals that sparkled beneath the golden light of the dome.

      My eyes widened, unable to take it all in in a single pass. Before I could do much more than sweep my eyes over it again, Draven pulled me a step forward, onto the top of the staircase that led down into the massive room lined with partygoers as well as cloth and food covered tables.

      “Wow,” I whispered as we paused at the top of the staircase. “This is the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen.” Perhaps even more beautiful than the hall of the Light Fae.

      The entire ballroom seemed built around the two races combining, silver warring with gold, white complimenting the black.

      Draven hummed his agreement moments before a loud trumpet sounded not six feet away. I jumped at the sound, pressing tighter against Draven’s side before the trumpet lowered and the squire announced our arrival.

      The music the band weaved seemed to quiet, and all drew their attention to the Light Fae standing atop the second story staircase.

      Oh gods. My face heated under the scrutiny of so many.

      “I’ll lead,” Draven whispered next to my ear. His hot breath fanned the cone of my ear and I nodded despite my racing heart and mind. My body moved stiffly, following Draven’s measured steps as he took us down the stairs and onto the main floor.

      The music started up once more, but there were far fewer dancers beneath the golden dome now. Whispers floated all around me, the eyes of many darting between me and my Shade.

      I held tightly to his elbow and forced my steps until two familiar faces appeared from the masses. “Gavriel, Valen.” I sighed, relief sagging my shoulders as the princes slipped closer, pausing only once they were a few feet away.

      While Valen’s eyes widened, and his lips parted as if startled, Gavriel’s cheeks pinked and he quickly swept into a half bow, his fist over his heart.

      “Lady Thirteen,” Gavriel said, his voice husky.

      My galloping heart sped just a little more as I took in the Dark Fae princes. Whereas Gavriel wore a black suit lined by silver, Valen wore silver lined by black. I’d never seen Gavriel’s slicked hair more well kept, not a hair daring to lie out of place. His handsome, sculpted face was shaved clean, and his icy eyes were far warmer than I was used to.

      Valen stepped forward, a grin spreading across his face. His dark curls hung forward, styled tighter to his head, despite the loose strands shading his forehead. “My Lady, you are stunning.”

      Heat rushed through me, and I smiled awkwardly. “Thank you, Valen.”

      The prince grinned before Gavriel stepped forward. He seemed to have a hard time looking at me, but when he did, his stare was so intense he might as well be peering into my soul. “My brother is right,” Gavriel said. He cleared his throat, his gaze finally holding mine. “I’ve never seen a woman more beautiful.”

      They’re going to stop my heart if they go on like this!

      I took a deep breath, trying to calm my pulse. “Thank you… both of you. You both look incredibly handsome.”

      Valen chuckled and swept his hands in a gallant gesture I believed he meant for me to follow. “Let’s get you some refreshments, shall we?”

      I perked up. I always loved the Dark Fae food, no matter what it is they served. “Lets,” I agreed.

      I followed the princes to one of the many long tables lining the side of the space. Each silver dish had a server behind it, waiting patiently with their hands held behind their backs until someone approached with curious eyes.

      I’d barely made it to the table before a familiar voice drew my attention.

      “Lady Thirteen, good evening.” I looked up to find Helga dressed in white and gold robes, a weathered smile on her face and her normally bright eyes guarded.

      “Good evening, Lady Helga,” I said, following her formal title as she had mine. I might not be used to having lady in front of my name, but the nobles scarcely used my name without it, especially in public.

      “You look stunning,” Helga said, a little wistful. “Like a true Lady of the Light Fae.”

      I flushed. “Thank you.”

      Helga nodded, a soft smile on her face that didn’t quite reach her eyes. It made my chest pang and her once fear-filled gaze flash before my eyes. Though I didn’t see the same fear there now, she was still far more guarded than during our first few sessions. “I know it is your night, but I wanted to deliver the good news before our next session.”

      I blinked. “Oh?” Good news? What could it be?

      “I’ve made contact with a mage who specializes in Bind Magic,” she said, glancing down at the manacle on my wrist—the only piece of jewelry that stood out as foreign on my otherwise well decorated self. “He will begin the journey from Storm’s End in the morning and should arrive in several days. It isn’t a quick journey, even with an enchanted steed.”

      My eyes widened, and anticipation shot through me in one quick burst. I moved forward, grabbing her hands without thinking. “Lady Helga,” I said, my voice wavering. My mind raced and my eyes burned slightly. Finally, maybe I could get my memories back. “That means everything to me. Thank you, truly.”

      Her gaze softened and she smiled as she squeezed my hands. There was no fear wavering in her eyes when she met my gaze this time. “It is my pleasure, Lady Thirteen. It isn’t a guarantee, of course, but if anyone can remove the magic from your wrist, it’s him.”

      Are you sure you want to remember? I pushed aside the voice in my head and nodded eagerly, despite the doubt trying to pull me down. “Of course. Still, I look forward to it.”

      Helga released my hands and took a step back. She promised to see me again later, and by the time I was once again facing the two princes and my Shade, adrenaline raced through my veins.

      “Did you hear Lady Helga?” I asked, unable to help myself. I felt like an excited child, like I couldn’t stop the happy bubble inside my chest from growing to near bursting.

      “We did,” Valen confirmed. His grin showed his teeth, and he leaned in quickly to give me a side hug. When he pulled back, his warm hand rested on my lower back longer than necessary, making me flush. “Congratulations.”

      “Yes,” Gavriel agreed. “It sounds like we might finally remove that accursed thing.” He glared at the offending metal, and I laughed.

      “Finally,” I sighed. Draven’s purr rumbled against my side as I leaned into him, slipping my hand around his elbow once more. “I’m so excited.”

      Draven kissed the crown of my head. “I think we’re all excited for you to get your memories back.”

      Ignoring the doubt that tried to swarm into my happy bubble, I gazed out at the dancers as the music’s tempo picked up. I couldn’t remember ever dancing, though I’d seen the women of Alma dance after each sacrifice, basking in the moonlight as it filtered through the pink blossoms swirling down from the ancient cherry tree.

      I shivered. I’d always found their dancing morbid in the face of death.

      Gavriel cleared his throat, and I looked at him. His eyes were bright, his high cheekbones pinking once more. “Thirteen, would you like to dance?”

      I blinked in surprise. Out of the three men, Gavriel was the last one I’d assume enjoyed dancing. It seemed more of an art someone keen on seducing women would enjoy… someone like Valen. I smiled at the thought. I might have heard the whispers of the maids one too many times. They called the young prince a womanizer, though I’d never seen him with another woman even once since I’d entered the palace.

      “I don’t think I know how to,” I confessed. Still, I released Draven’s arm and offered Gavriel my hand. Maybe it was the adrenaline talking, but I wanted to try. “Could you show me?”

      It was Gavriel’s turn to look at me in surprise, but the look only lasted for a moment before determination filled his gaze. “Of course,” he said. He took my hand, his hold firm but gentle.

      “I’ll be back soon,” I called over my shoulder. I caught a glimpse of Draven’s smile, and Valen’s jealous little scowl.

      “Damn it,” Valen hissed beneath his breath. “I should have thought of that.”

      I laughed as Gavriel led me onto the dance floor, the Dark Fae parting to allow us through. We were barely beneath the golden light before Gavriel spun me towards him. I gasped as he caught me, one hand on my hip, the other still holding mine.

      “Oh,” I said. My belly fluttered unexpectedly as I looked up into Gavriel’s cool gaze. “You’re good.”

      Gavriel shook his head as his hand slid from my hip to my lower back, and he raised our joined hands. “Not really,” he grumbled, avoiding my gaze as he straightened his shoulders. “But thank you.”

      I smiled. I wasn’t used to seeing the angry, growly Dark Fae so embarrassed. It was incredibly charming, and a little disarming. I found myself relaxing in his hold as he gently led me in step with the other dancers.

      “Where did you learn to dance?” I asked before Gavriel spun me away and then back against him.

      His cheeks pinked and his fingers clenched tighter around mine as we spun together around the dancefloor. “My mother used to balance me on her shoes while we twirled around her drawing room. When she died, I took up lessons in her memory.”

      My heart clenched, a pang of sadness breaking through my happy bubble, replaced with the seeds of panic. I hadn’t meant to bring up any hard memories for him, not again. “I’m sorry I—”

      “It’s fine,” he said, his lips curling slightly. There was warmth in his gaze along with sorrow. He sighed. “I haven’t thought about dancing with her in a long time.”

      Tears pricked the back of my eyes as I pictured a young Gavriel balancing on the toes of his mother’s heels. Even as a boy, I couldn’t imagine he’d been small. And yet, she’d carried him all the same. I smiled and squeezed his hand, grateful he’d shared such a precious memory with me.

      Leaning into the steps, I followed Gavriel’s movements as the song’s tempo picked up. I paid close attention to his footwork as he led us around the dance floor, weaving in and out of other couples as they did with us. I realized a few minutes in that every dancer was following a route, twirling in between one another in a double loop pattern, almost like the infinity symbol I’d seen in a book once.

      As the tempo rose higher, Gavriel spun me away, and then back against him. I gasped a little as I hit his chest hard, but he grinned, flashing those rare dimples. My stomach flipped, and I adjusted quickly to follow his next steps.

      “Thirteen,” he said when I’d spun back against him the third time.

      My breaths came quicker as I looked up at him, excitement still thrilling through me at the quick dips and turns. “Yes?”

      “May I hold you a little closer?” he asked. His gaze was full of warmth as his thumb trailed down my spine.

      “Yes.” The word slipped out before I’d even registered his question, but when he pulled me flush against him and the hard ridges of his body pressed against mine, I didn’t regret the speed in which I’d answered.

      With our newfound closeness, my heart raced all the faster, and Gavriel nearly lifted me off the ground with each dip and turn. I could hardly follow his movements anymore, my mind tearing in a thousand directions as I tried to think through his touch.

      I wasn’t sure how long we danced, but I wasn’t sure I’d ever been so full of joy before. I laughed as he spun me once more, but when I slammed into a chest this time, it wasn’t the dark prince, but the light.

      “I think it’s my turn, don’t you think?” Valen asked.

      I laughed and nodded, letting Valen take Gavriel’s place for a few minutes. It was intriguing how easily it was to tell them apart, even with my eyes closed. While Gavriel danced with the rhythm, his motions fluid and strong, Valen had a wildness to his steps, all about the fun dips and twirls, spinning me in circles before pulling me taught against him.

      “You seem to be enjoying yourself,” I commented between breaths.

      Valen chuckled, his hand on my back pushing me closer. “I always enjoy myself when I’m with you, little mouse.”

      I grinned at his answer. He really was a hopeless flirt. Butterflies sailed through my belly as we spun and turned, the world a blur around us.

      I wasn’t sure how long we danced for, the princes spinning me between them every so often as they took turns, but by the time the fourth or fifth song played, I was out of breath, hot from dancing, and had sweat dripping down my spine.

      My white and silver beaded dress clung to my back as I took both of their hands, pulling my princes off the dancefloor. I huffed as I sat at the table closest where I’d spied Draven watching. Though it was a large, round table with eight seats surrounding it, my Shade sat alone, his eyes alight and a grin on his face as he’d watched us.

      I flopped down into the chair next to him, my limbs feeling like jelly. “How long were we dancing for?” I asked as I caught my breath.

      “Quite some time,” Draven teased. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more beautiful sight.”

      I scoffed. “You jest. I’m a mess, Dray.” I tucked my hair behind my ear, smoothing out the strands that had frayed during my many spins.

      Draven chuckled. “I meant while you laughed and danced. I couldn’t take my eyes off of you.”

      My heart thumped hard, and I looked down, my cheeks burning. I wasn’t sure what to say to that, so I simply squeezed his fingers before relaxing back against my chair. When I looked around the ballroom, I caught Valen sneaking off to the refreshment table, gathering water and a plate of delicious looking pastries. I grinned as he motioned for the server to add more. How much did he think he would eat? I was fairly certain he didn’t even like many pastries. He’d never eaten many at teatime.

      I shook my head and found Gavriel next, caught by what seemed to be his father and two large Dark Fae with silver medals on their suit jackets. It seemed the crown prince had been taken before he could return, his gaze constantly darting over the men’s shoulders to find me, and then his brother still scrounging up as much as he could manage.

      I smiled, leaning on my hand, my elbow propped up on the table. I never thought I’d enjoy this night or feel this contentment at being among these powerful Dark Fae. But I did. I trusted them. Out of all the people I’d known over the last year, or met here at court, there were only three people I could say I trusted completely. Draven, Gavriel and Valen. All three of them had taught me that I could still be me, that I could grow and learn and even have fun again. The woman I’d been when I arrived didn’t feel like as much of a distant memory as I’d like, but she was still fading with each passing day into the woman I wanted to be.

      I didn’t want to be afraid anymore. I wanted warmth, and love and security. I wanted power of my own, and I wanted to stay here as long as I was with them. Even if I didn’t learn who I used to be, or even when I did, I wasn’t sure I’d ever want to leave this place so long as I had the three of them.

      “It seems the princes’ no touching rule doesn’t quite extend to the princes themselves now does it?” the raspy voice came from behind me, and I inhaled sharply as I spun at the unfamiliar sound.

      Before I could turn fully, rough hands fell on my shoulders, pulling me up from my seat.

      “How about a dance, Lady Light Fae?” He spun me around, and I slammed against the solid chest of a Dark Fae with gray skin and silver hair. Dark eyes probed mine as his hands slipped down to cup my hips. “Or do you prefer Lady Thirteen?”

      My nostrils flared, anger surging through me. “Let go of me,” I snarled, yanking back.

      He grabbed my wrist at the same time that Draven pushed from his chair. “Why ever for?” Something cold glinted in his dark eyes, and a shiver descended my spine.

      I recognized that look, I knew it so well that ice spread through me, solidifying my limbs. It was like I was back in that basement with Priest Crissan, a belt in his hands as the damp air clung to my skin and a manic smile spread across his face.

      “No!” I snapped. Heat raged through the cold, the sudden change in temperature so startling that I lashed out, pushing him away with a strike to the chest.

      A yowl broke through the music and the hum of conversation. The room quieted as the Dark Fae gasped in panic, tearing at his suit jacket as it corroded before my eyes.

      My lips fell open, and I stared in shock as my magic burned along my fingers, tearing through his suit jacket, his vest, and even through his pressed white shirt until it burned his skin, leaving black patches across aching red flesh.

      His panicked scream was broken up as Draven slammed his boot into the back of the man’s knee. The fae crumbled, falling to one knee before Draven kneed him in the face.

      Blood spurted from his nose, and he flew back onto the marble floor, wheezing.

      My corrosion had stopped almost immediately, but the memory of it burning through my fingers replayed in my head time and time again. My power. Mine.

      “Do not touch me, ever again,” I said through clenched teeth. I narrowed my eyes on the stranger who stared up at me with wild eyes. Fear passed through his gaze, and though it should have made me flinch the same way Helga’s had—it didn’t. It took me a moment to realize why, but with Helga, I wanted to trust her, befriend her even. I wanted her to believe in me and to not be afraid.

      But this piece of trash? I wanted him to be afraid. He should know what it was like to have a strange man suddenly touch you, when you felt like you had no way of protecting yourself. When you’d spent a year with no way out of your pain, with no way to make people stop their assaults, and then to find safety only to have someone believe they had some kind of right to your body.

      No one had a right to touch me without my permission. No one.

      “Thirteen?” Gavriel appeared at my side, his chest heaving, and his eyes panicked. “Are you all right? What happened?” He turned on Draven, the second question aimed at him. “You didn’t protect her?”

      Draven blanched, his eyes widening with guilt.

      “Don’t blame him,” I said quickly. My breaths were still labored from the memories that had tried to push in, but I worked hard to keep them at bay, grabbing hold of Gavriel’s arm. “He snuck up and grabbed me before either of us could react.”

      Gavriel looked beyond my shoulder, his icy gaze filled with fire. “Guards, take him to the dungeon.”

      The man finally seemed to get his wits about him, stammering excuses and apologies that fell on deaf ears. I turned away from him as guards spilled through the partygoers, seizing the Dark Fae, and pulling him from the ballroom.

      The moment he was gone, Gavriel, Valen and Draven surrounded me, keeping me safe on all sides. Though their closeness should bother me, I found instead that they gave me the strength and time to gather myself.

      “Lady Thirteen, that was marvelous,” the king said, appearing between his two sons.

      Reluctantly, Gavriel and Valen took a step apart, allowing the king to view me fully. “Um, thank you,” I said, unsure I should be accepting his praise right now.

      My heart raced as it hit me what I’d done. I’d just showed the entire Dark Fae court that I wasn’t the pure Light Fae they wanted. Dark magic was in my veins, and it was beginning to leak out.

      “Incredible,” one of the Dark Fae nobles the king had been speaking with when last I saw him said. The other, presumably his companion, nodded his agreement. “Please tell us you’ve decided to be a Dark Fae bride. My eldest son is a knight at Storm’s End, but I will send for him immediately if you’ve made your choice.”

      I blinked. Wait, what?

      “Now, now, Lord Dris,” the king said, chuckling loudly. “Our Lady Thirteen hasn’t made up her mind yet, isn’t that right?” His yellow gaze slid to me, hope blazing.

      I swallowed and shook my head.

      King Aesir smiled, but disappointment was clear in his eyes. “You see?” He faced the Dark Fae nobles. “There will be plenty of time to send for your sons when she has made her decision.”

      “I think it might be best to send for your son anyway,” Lord Dris’ companion said. “He has two princes to compete with.”

      Gavriel and Valen exchanged a look, one that spoke to a deep friendship soon to be shrouded in rivalry.

      I sighed. Well, that was unexpected.

      The king laughed and slapped the backs of the two men. “Fair enough. But as my sons have made you all well aware…” His gaze darkened and I almost missed his glance back at where the man who’d touched me disappeared from. His voice rose when he spoke next, addressing the entire ballroom with his booming voice. “No one shall touch Lady Thirteen without her express permission. No Dark Fae will bother our blessed Light Fae charge until she makes her decision. To break this command is treason.”

      My shoulders relaxed. I hated to admit it, but I wasn’t entirely sure the king would agree with his sons. It was a relief to hear he felt the same—whether it was because he selfishly wanted to give his sons the upper hand or not.

      I hid my smile with my hand. What a clever old man.
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      Ash fluttered around my feet, sweeping across my bare toes before rising into the wind. I blinked slowly, my clouded mind trying to make sense of what I was seeing—what I was feeling.

      There was a hole in my chest, so deep that my entire body felt raw, exposed. I lowered my gaze from the clouded sky, staring at my soot-stained hands. A familiar metal band wove around my wrist, clenched tightly where it stole the person I had been.

      My eyebrows furrowed as I inspected it. I couldn’t remember how I’d gotten it, or when. Something told me it was around now, when ash rained from the sky, the chaos I’d wrought layered like snow.

      “I should have killed you when your mother first told me,” a harsh, raspy voice snapped in my ear.

      I spun, eyes wide, but no one stood at my back. I twirled round and round, looking for the voice. Only, there was not one man but many.

      I froze, my breathing quickening as I stared down Jordan, Priest Crissan, the priest’s wife, and two unfamiliar men. While the three from Alma were dressed exactly how I’d last seen them, the other two faded in and out, as if my mind couldn’t fully conjure them.

      “A nightmare then,” I sighed. It was a rare occurrence that I realized I was dreaming—on my own that is. My nightmare chaser was far better at dragging me back to reality.

      “You see this?” Crissan held his hands out at his sides, displaying the fields of ash and ruin around me. “This is what happens when you don’t prostrate yourself before the gods.”

      “Why would you never listen?” Crissan’s wife cried. Tears streamed down her face as she clung to her husband’s suit jacket.

      “I should have kept you locked in that cellar.” Jordan shook his head.

      The corners of my lips twitched as I took in the three people who made my life hell for the last year. My heartbeat pounded hard, ringing in my ears the longer I stared. My fists clenched. I hated them. I hated their uncaring eyes almost as much as I hated their violent hands. But what I hated most of all was the blame they laid on me for something they didn’t even understand. And what was worse, they’d chosen not to understand it, if the Dark Fae were to be believed.

      “You’ll understand one day,” I promised them.

      “That they will,” a deep rumble agreed.

      I turned, eyes wide and heart thumping for a whole new reason. “You’re back,” I said, facing my nightmare chaser.

      “Of course,” he said. His full lips quirked in a lopsided grin. “I will always chase away your demons, my love.”

      My entire body warmed at his declaration. I may not remember him, but I knew this man. And he knew me. “You’ve been watching over me for a long time, haven’t you?”

      He dipped his chin, his smile falling. “Yes.”

      I took a deep breath. I didn’t know if he’d answer me, but I had to know. “Then tell me… who was I?” I held my hands together over my chest, twisting my fingers nervously.

      His raised his eyebrows, but there was no surprise in his eyes. “I was wondering when you’d ask.”

      My heart raced as I took a step closer. “Tell me.”

      Heat sparked in his eyes and a sultry smile twisted his lips. “You were fire, always feisty and demanding.” His smile saddened slightly, and he shook his head. “But you’ve always been treated poorly by those undeserving of you.”

      His clenched fists spoke volumes. They shook, trembling with a thinly veiled rage that made my heart pound and my knees weak. He cared for me. I knew it without him needing to say the words.

      “And where am I now?” I glanced around me, eyeing the remains of what might have once been a large building. Crumbling stone walls circled a large property, but everything inside was gone.

      He shook his head. “I do not know.” He glanced down at the manacle on my wrist. “But if you have that thing—” he motioned at the offending metal. “—then it is after I lost you.”

      My mind raced with this new knowledge. So, this destruction, it was all before, all real? But still, I had the manacle. Had it been placed on me after I did… well this? I had to assume it was me. Before anyone arrived, I’d been alone here, feet buried in ash, feeling lost. I knew I’d done this because the ash, the soot, the corrosion of the stone walls—it was exactly what I was beginning to do to my room in the Dark Fae’s palace.

      “How long have I had this power?” I asked, lowering my hands to stare at my palms.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, letting loose a frustrated sigh. “But that, I do not know. Most of your nightmares have revolved around your mother and father-in-law. This is the first time I’m seeing this.”

      My eyes rounded. “Mother? Father-in-law? You knew them?”

      “Not personally, only through your dreams.” He took a step closer, leaving less than a foot between us. He reached out, hesitating—but when I didn’t flinch away, he smiled softly and laid his hands on my upper arms, their size engulfing my thin limbs. His thumbs gently caressed my skin as he held my gaze. “You don’t need to remember them, though I’m sure you will if your memories are returning.”

      Maybe my memories are returning.

      I hadn’t realized it until now, but if he was visiting me in my nightmares—memories—then some part of my subconscious was breaking through along with my magic. “They hurt me too, didn’t they?” I’d guessed as much the second time I’d had the same dream, locked in a trunk with a building burning around me.

      The man’s jaw ticked, and he nodded reluctantly. “Yes. They feared what they didn’t understand.”

      I coughed a humorless laugh. “Of course. The people of Novac have always feared what they didn’t understand.”

      But not the Dark Fae, my mind whispered. No, the Dark Fae had taken care of me, and even when my abilities were put on display in the middle of a party, they lined up for my hand instead of fleeing in terror.

      “But not all.”

      I looked up to meet his red eyes. How could he see through me so easily? Had we truly known each other so well? “No, not all.”

      He smiled and cupped my cheek. “You have a kind heart, my love.”

      My cheeks heated. “W-Why do you call me that?” I sucked my lower lip into my mouth, twisting it nervously between my teeth. I don’t know why I was so nervous, or so desperate to be accepted.

      “Because you are, and always have been, my queen,” he said. His gaze softened, and I couldn’t help leaning my cheek into his warm hand. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach, despite the protests that came to mind. Before I could speak any of them, my nightmare chaser beat me to it. “You’ve never quite accepted that,” he said, chuckling. “But that’s all right. I’m a very patient man.”

      My mind raced as my body heated in all sorts of unfamiliar ways. “You’ve waited all this time for me?”

      He nodded. “And I’ll wait decades more if I have to.”

      “Where are you?” I asked. At some point, this had gone past the point of delusionally conjuring up the man of my dreams to rescue me from my terrors. At some point, he’d become real. No matter the sweet words he spoke to me, those I longed to hear, something about him was impossibly familiar, impossibly real. But where was he and why hadn’t he rescued me if he cared for me so?

      His smile faded in an instant. “Are you sure you’re ready?”

      My heart raced, but I nodded all the same. “Tell me.”

      That same heated look returned to his eyes, and he dipped his chin to kiss my forehead before leaning back. His fingers trailed down my arms until he held my hands. Meeting my gaze, he smiled. “I’ve been trapped in the Demon Realm for over a hundred years.”

      What? My breath caught in my lungs. “You’re a demon?”

      He nodded.

      I blinked rapidly, unsure what to think. Were all demons this beautiful? My ears heated as I pushed away the thought, thankful he couldn’t read minds too. “I thought demons were evil.”

      Then again, Draven was half demon, and he certainly wasn’t evil.

      “Not quite,” he said on a laugh. “Just as there are evil humans, Dark Fae, and more, there are evil demons. But most of my people only want to survive.” He frowned, his gaze dropping to our joined hands.

      I squeezed his fingers. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, after the Rift was torn open, many of my people poured in your world, seeking a new life, but some missed our homelands and returned only to be trapped on the other side.” He didn’t look up as he spoke. There was a gravity to his words, both truth and pain. This wasn’t an easy thing for him to say. “I tried for a long time to break through the barrier, but only ended up exhausting myself. When I finally gave up, I brought together those who were stuck with me, and together we’ve spent the last hundred years trying to survive.”

      My eyebrows furrowed as I took in his story. “What is your realm like?”

      He stiffened. “Unhospitable. Dark. The roughest terrain imaginable.” He sighed and shook his head. “It’s nearly impossible for crops to grow, and wildlife is mostly non-existent. It wasn’t always like this, but when the Rift emerged, it sucked a lot of the natural magic from the land, leaving it like this.” He reached up but paused before his hand laid on my head. “I can… show you, if you’d like.”

      “How?” I canted my head, not letting his gaze go as he slowly stroked my hair.

      “I can send images into your mind while we’re in here.”

      “Oh.” Well, that was a useful talent, at least in the moment. “Show me.”

      Again, that familiar smile twisted his lips. I was starting to think he enjoyed my commands. “As you wish.”

      His hand stilled just above my ear. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, his warm exhale fanning my face before darkness overtook my vision. I squeaked in surprise and gripped his hand tighter.

      “Don’t worry, it will only take a few moments,” he said.

      Before I could respond, colored flickered where the darkness had fallen over my vision. I gasped as shapes formed, slowly transforming into moving images. I saw a great black castle with dark, jagged rocks protruding around it. The entire landscape was dark, with red light flickering in the clouded sky. My heartbeat picked up as I scanned the rocky horizon, only to find a town surrounding the castle. Though the great piece of architecture was stunning to behold, it had clearly fallen into disrepair. Glass windows had been shattered, and tower shutters were hanging on by a thread, bashing against the stone walls in the wind.

      Next, the image morphed into a view of the town from the ground. Men, women, and children strode by, their bodies thin, limbs barely more than bones. My eyes burned as a small boy ran across the road, tiny horns protruding through blood red hair. His smile was sad, and his eyes vacant as he lowered himself onto the hard ground next to an older woman with sallow skin.

      “They’re starving to death,” I whined.

      Again, the image shifted, showing fields of stone, dying crops, depthless lakes, and dry rivers. People laid on their sides in the street, someone nudged a body with the toe of their boot in an alley—the body didn’t move. More and more images swirled through my mind, my heart beating faster with each one.

      “Stop!” I shouted, my eyes burning, and my chest aching. “Please stop.”

      Suddenly the images were gone, and my nightmare chaser pulled me into his arms. His warm breath fanned the crown of my head. He was whispering soothingly, though I couldn’t make out the words through the thunder in my ears.

      It wasn’t fair. None of it was fair. Those people weren’t warriors. They weren’t here to bring terror upon the world or hurt people.

      And what have people ever done for you anyway?

      My eyes snapped open, and I gripped him tighter as the words echoed in my mind. The thought was from my own mind, yet it felt old, tired, like a thought I’d had long ago and was just remembering.

      But that voice was right. What had people ever done for me? Besides abuse, humiliate and sacrifice me? Nothing. No one but the Dark Fae and a demon nightmare chaser had ever been kind to me.

      “You need to bring down the barrier,” I said. My racing mind finally settled on that fact. That’s what he needed. He was being kept from me by a barrier. His dying people were being starved because of a barrier that the late queen had erected.

      Tears burned down my cheeks. I hoped she hadn’t known what she was doing. I prayed to all the gods and goddesses that she’d only done what she thought was right. A Light Fae wouldn’t condemn so many others to die had she known… right?

      He made a startled noise before his arms tightened around me. “Yes… well, I need someone to bring down the barrier.”

      I leaned back, meeting his gaze. “You need me.”

      His eyes were filled with sorrow as he hesitated before nodding. “Yes. Only a Light Fae can remove it.”

      Though I should feel used or wonder if this is all he’d ever wanted from me—I didn’t. It wouldn’t be foolish to think that he’d invaded my dreams so many times for such a selfish reason. He was a demon after all. But it was clear in the way he’d admitted it that he hadn’t wanted to tell me until I was ready to hear it. He’d waited this long to even bring it up. Even then, I’d been the one to say it, not him.

      No, he didn’t want to simply use me. At least, I hoped.

      “What will happen to Novac?” I asked. I couldn’t meet his eyes. I hadn’t agreed to anything yet, though every fiber of my soul told me to help those who were suffering. And I wanted to help, truly. I’d been the one starved and abused for a year. I knew what it was like to suffer, and if I could stop the suffering of so many, there would have to be a damned good reason to stop me.

      He didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he stroked my hair, his fingers soft, comforting. “The people here have made you suffer too greatly, my love. I cannot forgive them.”

      My heart leapt. “But the Dark Fae—”

      His grip tightened. “Have the Dark Fae ever harmed you?”

      The images of two men flashed before my eyes, but no others. While I could picture countless humans to have wronged me, the Dark Fae were mostly in the clear. “Not really.”

      He nodded, resting his chin on top of my head. “Then the Dark Fae will come to no harm.”

      My shoulders relaxed, and I clung to his black tunic. “And the rest?”

      “I’ll kill them all.”

      The growl in his voice sent a straight shot of heat through my body. Hearing those words was like a balm to my battered soul. Finally, someone who would give me peace.

      “Everyone who has ever harmed you will die in a symphony of screams, my love,” he said. “I promise you that.”

      I smiled against his chest. “Thank you.”

      His chuckle vibrated against my cheek. “It is what you deserve, and my queen will receive nothing less.”

      I flushed, unable to help my squirming over his declaration. I’d never been called a queen before—a whore, a sacrifice, and a lady—but never a queen. Was it silly that I kind of liked it? Burying my face against him, I laughed a little.

      “I’m coming for you,” I promised. I wasn’t sure how I’d get there, or even how I’d take down the barrier, but I knew I had to try. “Meet me at the Rift.”

      His chest rumbled, and for a moment, I wasn’t sure if he was laughing, or perhaps purring like my Shade. He leaned back before crouching slightly. The next thing I knew, he had his arms crossed under my butt and I was lifted into the air. I grabbed hold of his shoulders and stared down into his gorgeous crimson eyes.

      “Command me again.”

      My eyes widened slightly before a smile split my lips. I was right then. It seemed my nightmare chaser enjoyed being told what to do. “Be at the Rift in no more than three days.”

      His grin turned feral, and I laughed at the mischievous glint in his eyes. “As you wish, my queen.”
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      I felt the magic when I woke this time. Fire trailed through my veins, burning me from the inside out before erupting from my hands. I gasped as my eyes flew open and I immediately fell.

      “Oof.” My ass hit the floor before my back, and when I looked up, ash fluttered down from the remains of the once white canopy that had curled over the bed.

      Oh gods.

      I sat up quickly, my eyes snapping to the ruin I’d left. The entire bed was corroded, and the floor blackened and chipped, reaching out in all directions as if it were a black virus spreading its infection.

      The nightstand creaked before crashing to the floor. I yelped and twisted to see its legs half missing, and corrosion working its way up from the missing pieces. The book that had been sitting on the table was covered in the soot and ash of the bed, and the water glass had shattered in the fall.

      The dresser nearest was speckled in black, the fur carpet was entirely gone, and even the upholstered chaise that had once sat at the end of the bed was nothing more than a pile of burnt fabric and lumber.

      I whimpered quietly as I took it all in. It was the worst devastation yet, and I silently thanked the gods that I’d forced Draven to stay in the bathing room overnight. If he hadn’t, I was certain he’d be dead.

      “Thirteen!” Draven yanked the bathing room door open, his eyes wild, his hair and clothing tousled with sleep. He inhaled sharply when he spied the disastrous bedroom, but he quickly searched it until his gaze landed upon me. “Thank the goddess.” He sighed, his tense shoulders sagging before he lumbered inside and scooped me from the ashes. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded as he took me from the carnage and settled me in his lap by the window. It was quickly growing to be my favorite spot. Every night he found me like this, he took me to the chair by the window and cared for me. I wasn’t sure what I’d done to deserve him, but I was so grateful to wake up with him nearby. “I’m fine,” I said, laying my head on his shoulder as my racing heart began to slow.

      “Shall I call for the princes?” he asked. He gently ran his hand up and down my spine, working to soothe me.

      I froze, my eyes flashing open. My dream came back to me all at once, and I sat straighter, shaking my head. “No. Not this time.”

      His eyebrows furrowed as he looked between me and the bed. “I don’t think we can hide—”

      “We only need to hide it for a day,” I said quickly, a plan already forming.

      We had to get to the Rift, and we had to get there fast. If we could hide my mess until nightfall, we could spend the day preparing and find a way to escape when night hit once more.

      “Why?” Draven asked, canting his head. There was no judgment in his voice, only genuine curiosity.

      “I… I haven’t been entirely honest with you,” I said, squirming. I hated lying and omitting the truth in this case felt like one big lie.

      He grunted and caught my hips before I could keep moving. “Speak,” he demanded softly.

      “Someone comes to me in my dreams sometimes,” I explained. “He chases away my nightmares. I think he’s been doing it for a long time.”

      Draven didn’t even so much as stiffen. “I see.”

      “Today, I finally learned what and where he is. He’s a demon stuck behind the Rift. He showed me what it’s like there… what his people are going through,” the words tumbled out of me so quickly that I hoped Draven caught it all. My heart and mind weren’t taking turns racing—instead, choosing to compete for which could move fastest. “We need to help them. Free them. They can’t go on living like this. It isn’t fair.”

      Draven’s eyes softened as he rubbed my back. “You met the Nightmare King then.”

      My eyebrows flew up. “You know him?”

      “I know of him,” he corrected. “Stories mostly. I overheard from some of the… mages, that a powerful demon had laid claim to the realm, bringing the remaining demons together.”

      I balked. “How did they know?”

      “I’m not sure.” He met my gaze, though a sensed worry building inside of him now. “Demons are volatile creatures, Thirteen. They aren’t always the most honest either.”

      I shook my head. I knew it sounded crazy, but I trusted him almost as much as I trusted my Shade. I could feel it in my bones. I knew this man. He’d been helping me in a time where I couldn’t even remember. I’m not sure I’d ever been without him for more than my time in Alma.

      “Not all demons are evil,” I said, reciting my nightmare chaser’s sentiment. “Just as not all Dark Fae, or humans are evil.”

      My Shade smiled and nuzzled my cheek. “When did you grow to be so wise, little fae?”

      I flushed and scrunched up my nose. “Hush.”

      Draven laughed. “All right.”

      “Will you help me?” I asked, hope singing in my heart. I knew I couldn’t do this alone, but there was no way I could tell Gavriel or Valen either. My chest hurt from thinking of lying to them. I didn’t want to keep this from them and run away, but what choice did I have? They’d be worried, but I wouldn’t be gone forever. Once I figured out how to lower the barrier, I’d show them that they had nothing to be afraid of.

      “You have to ask?” Draven grinned wickedly and kissed the tip of my nose. “Maybe not so wise after all.” I gasped and swatted his chest. He chuckled and snatched my hand before I could hit him again. “I would do anything for you, Thirteen, but I need you to know the consequences this may bring.”

      My heart raced and my ears heated, but I nodded for him to continue.

      “You’ll be freeing demons. The same beings who’ve ravaged Novac and the surrounding kingdoms for almost a thousand years. I don’t doubt that there are those suffering in the Demon Realm, but if you bring them here, others will suffer too.” He spoke softly, his words measured. I knew he wanted me to take it all in, to be sure. But I already knew what I wanted.

      “No one who doesn’t deserve it,” I told him firmly.

      My nightmare chaser had promised me that. No harm would befall the Dark Fae. But humans? My nostrils flared as I thought back to all of the people of Alma, to the mother I could barely remember, and to the shadow of a man I’d seen in my latest dream. Step-father. Something told me that’s who he was, the very man that my demon friend had mentioned.

      The Dark Fae might be safe, but I would get my revenge on the evil of humankind. Maybe then I’d have the chance to ask the people of Alma, had my sacrifice been worth it?
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      Something wasn’t right.

      Gazing at Thirteen from across the table, I knew something was wrong the moment she avoided Gavriel’s gaze and smiled awkwardly in apology. My eyebrows furrowed as I sipped my wine, gaze flitting between my brother, Thirteen and her Shade. While Draven was acting his usual aloof self, his eyes only for the little Light Fae between him and Gavriel, the fae herself was behaving… oddly.

      I might not have known her for very long, but I was fairly certain something was off. Sure, she’d exchanged pleasantries at the beginning of the meal, but half an hour later, she seemed nervous, shifting in her seat every now and then until she caught me looking.

      “Is everything all right?” I asked, pitching my voice low. I knew the nobles on either side of me could hear, but I didn’t want to wait until after dinner to ask.

      Thirteen looked up, her eyes widening slightly before she schooled her features. She nodded, a small smile pulling at her lips. “I’m fine.” That smile didn’t reach her eyes like it usually did. Was she lying?

      I frowned and glanced at my brother. Was he sensing this as well? Gavriel looked between us, confusion wrinkling his brow. Maybe not, then.

      We spent the rest of dinner exchanging short words every now and then, but by the time dinner ended, she hurried off before my brother or I could catch her.

      Sighing, I grabbed Gavriel’s arm before he could pursue her all the way to her rooms. Something was wrong, I could feel it. “Let’s meet in the parlor,” I suggested.

      “What a splendid idea!” father interrupted.

      I winced, turning slowly to find the king standing with a hand on his belt. He grinned and motioned for us to follow.

      Shit. I had to be quick then.

      While father meandered ahead, I held Gavriel back. “Did something happen between you and Thirteen?” I asked, point blank. I knew my brother wouldn’t do anything to harm her but had if something romantic had gone on between them, that might account for her odd behavior.

      Gavriel scowled and yanked his arm from my hold. “What? No.” His brow furrowed thoughtfully. “I don’t think so.”

      So, nothing romantic then. “Hm.” I hummed in thought as I stared at the intricate marble beneath my feet.

      “You think something happened?” Gavriel guessed. He glanced worriedly in the direction that Thirteen had gone.

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “You didn’t find her odd at dinner?”

      Gavriel looked at me, startled. “I thought it was just me.”

      I shook my head. “It wasn’t just you, brother. Should we check in on her?”

      “My sons!” the king called from the parlor door.

      Gavriel sighed and raked a hand through his dishevelled black hair. “Yes. Let’s meet with father first, and then we can check on Thirteen.”

      “Agreed.”

      With a swift nod, Gavriel led the way from the dining hall and into the private royal parlor. He’d already poured three glasses of Elven whiskey and was grinning like a fool.

      “Father?” I gasped, glancing between the ancient bottle of liquor and the glasses. Though Gavriel and I occasionally indulged, it wasn’t common for father to drink the hard stuff.

      “I thought it was time,” the king said, grinning as he leaned back on the loveseat. He motioned for us to sit across from him, and we did. Gavriel sat slower than I, looking both taken aback and like he was suspicious of our father’s actions. I had to say, I echoed his sentiment.

      “Time for what?” Gavriel asked slowly.

      “To toast.” Father raised his glass and waited for us to do the same. When we did, his smile widened until his white teeth gleamed in the warm light of the fireplace. “To my future daughter in law.”

      I choked on a cough, bending over, and setting my glass down roughly. His what?!

      “Father!” Gavriel growled. “What are you saying?”

      The king laughed before taking a quick swig. “I think it’s quite obvious. Lady Thirteen seems quite taken with both of you and no one else.” He cut off and looked up thoughtfully. “Well, besides the Shade of course.” He shook his head. “It’s only a matter of time before she chooses one of you. Either way, I’ll finally have a daughter.”

      “Don’t you think it’s a little early for that, father?” I asked, trying to keep the admonishment from my voice and failing miserably. I just couldn’t believe him. Thirteen had only been with us a few weeks. She hadn’t even made her choice yet! And here he was, ready to marry her off to whomever she chose. What about his command at the party? What about waiting for her choice as he’d promised?

      I stilled. At least he was giving her one. It wasn’t the first time it struck me how lucky we were to have him as a father and a king. We could have a far worse ruler, one like the men Thirteen had known who took away her freedoms and abused her into compliance. My fists clenched and I took in a deep breath to calm myself. Fire always wrapped around my lungs every time I thought of that place, I’d found her in. Had I known she’d suffered when I arrived, I’d have killed them all. Even now, I wasn’t entirely sure what she’d been through. I hoped she’d feel comfortable enough with me one day that she’d tell me about it.

      Father laughed, a great booming sound that filled the cozy space. “Maybe. I might be old, but my eyes are as sharp as ever.” He tapped his temple with his finger. “She’ll choose one of you, I’m betting on it.”

      Sighing in tandem with my brother, I exchanged a wary glance with him. We’d both promised to pursue Thirteen separately, and neither of us had told our father of our plans. Frankly, I didn’t think it’d be smart to do so. The old man was far too meddlesome for his own good.

      “You’re speaking nonsense, father,” Gavriel snarled before throwing back his whiskey. He hissed in a breath before slamming the glass back down.

      My brother never drank as much as I—even so, he should know that Elven whiskey was meant for sipping, not for downing. “Careful, brother.”

      Gavriel muttered a string of curses, forcing a grin to my face.

      As much as I wanted to rebut father’s claims, I hoped he was right. I hoped she would choose to be a Dark Fae bride, and that she’d choose one of us. I wanted to wipe away the sadness I saw in her eyes when she thought I wasn’t looking. I wanted to unmask her secrets and free her from the magic binding her. I wanted her to know that even if she chose to be with Gavriel over me, I’d always be there for her and do whatever I could to see her happy. No one deserved to live the life she’d had—the one exception being those who had made her suffer. They deserved to live through every hurt they’d ever brought upon that sweet woman.

      “I wanted to say one more thing,” father said, drawing back our attention.

      I waited, my palms sweating as I considered why he might have brought us here for. Though we spent many nights after our meals in this room together, it was rare that father spoke so seriously.

      “I’m proud of you both.” Admiration swelled in his warm yellow eyes as he looked between us. “The way you’ve both handled… well everything lately, has been remarkable. I’m truly proud of my sons, and I know your mother would be proud too.”

      My eyes widened as my chest filled with warmth. Now that was unlike father. He never needed to speak his praises for us to know he was proud of us, but ever since Thirteen had walked into all of our lives, something had changed. It seemed that same something had changed father as well.

      “Thank you,” I said, smiling.

      Gavriel spluttered a thanks as well, and I couldn’t help flashing him a teasing grin.

      “Unused to praise, brother?” I teased.

      Gavriel narrowed his eyes menacingly. “Of course not.”

      I laughed with father as Gavriel scowled. His ears were tinged red with embarrassment, and I couldn’t hide the grin from my face as my brother rolled his eyes and leaned back, avoiding our gazes. It only made us chuckle all the more, until Gavriel was smiling too, shaking his head at our antics.

      “A toast,” father said. He quickly refilled our glasses before raising his. “To my sons.”

      My heart pounded at father’s unusual praise, and I raised my glass along with him. “To Novac,” I said.

      Gavriel sighed, a bit dramatically if you ask me, and took up his own glass. He hesitated before clinking our glasses together. “To Thirteen.”

      I smiled. Under my brother’s rough exterior, he really was a softy. “To Thirteen,” I agreed.

      Father echoed us, and together we took our first of many drinks that night.
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      By the time I stumbled out of the parlor, sometime after midnight, my head was weighed down by a desire to sleep. My limbs moved sluggishly as I forced myself down stairs and through corridors. Gavriel might have passed out in the parlor, and father might have gone to bed, but that didn’t mean I shouldn’t still check on Thirteen, even if I was only glancing in to make sure she’d gotten to sleep all right. Maybe if I was lucky, she’d be up late tonight.

      A soft smile spread across my face as I swayed, catching myself on a marble pillar. This might not be my most brilliant of ideas, but no matter how much I drank, I couldn’t stop thinking about that gorgeous woman. I sighed and pushed off the pillar, moving further down the hall.

      Just one quick check and then I was putting myself to bed. I hadn’t been drinking nearly as much as of late, and it seemed Elven whiskey was having a harsher toll than I remembered. Though, I wasn’t quite as bad as Gavriel. He’d been snoring soundly when I slipped out.

      Finally, I turned the corner, and at the end of the wing was Thirteen’s door. I said a quick hello to the Bruce, the night steward of the guest wing, and then to the guards before I knocked softly.

      I waited, listening intently for any movement inside. When a minute passed, I tried again. Nothing. Sighing, disappointed, I gripped the door handle and pushed it open slightly. I leaned forward to peak in, but instead of finding a beautiful, sleeping Thirteen in her bed, I found utter destruction.

      My breath caught and I pushed the door open so hard that it cracked off the wall. I took a step inside, ignoring the concerned gazes of the guards outside.

      My heart raced as I took in the bed, almost entirely gone. Most of the furniture was singed, broken, or a pile of ash. Even the carpet was mostly a blanket of darkness across the white marble.

      “Thirteen,” I whispered, worry threatening to choke me. “Thirteen!” I pushed further inside, quickly scanning the room and coming up empty. I checked the bathing room, the closet, and even the wardrobe. She and her Shade were nowhere to be found.

      “Guards!” I barked. Two men in metal armor shuffled inside, their eyes going wide the moment they took in the space. “Where is she?”

      The guards exchanged worried looks. “She entered after dinner and we haven’t seen her since, your highness,” the first said. He had short silver hair and skin so dark gray it was nearly black. Coupled with golden eyes, I recognized him as one of the palace guard I had once worked with Gavriel to train into knights.

      “Sir Hanon, is it?” I questioned.

      The guard’s eyes lit up in surprise and he nodded quickly, straightening. “Yes, sire.”

      “You haven’t seen or heard from her since after dinner?” I clarified. If that was true, then she must have hidden this mess all day.

      “Yes, your highness.”

      “Have the maids been in at all today?” I asked, trying to piece things together.

      The guards exchanged a glance before shaking their heads. “Not that I know of, your highness,” Hanon said.

      I nodded. “All right. Begin scouring the palace immediately. A Lady of the Light Fae is missing. Wake whoever you must to see it done.”

      “Yes, sir,” the guards said in unison. They turned on their heels and took off down the hall, racing past a startled Bruce on their way.

      As soon as they were gone, I was running. I’d never sobered up quicker, my heart pounding and anxious sweat dampening my shirt. I tore through the palace until I returned to the last place I’d seen my brother. “Gavriel!” I bellowed as I stormed into the parlor. “Wake up!”

      Gavriel groaned from his spot on the couch, opening one eye lazily. “What is it, brother?”

      “Thirteen is missing.”

      His other eye snapped open, and they both rounded in terror. He grunted as he swung to his feet, swaying before he caught himself on the couch arm, gritting his teeth in frustration. “How? Explain,” Gavriel demanded.

      I recounted what I’d learned so far. “I don’t know what she’s planning, but her room is a disaster and she’s hidden it all day. I don’t think it’s a coincidence.”

      Gavriel snarled as he paced the room. “And you don’t think that Shade had anything to do with it?”

      I froze, considering it. “No,” I said. “I don’t think Draven would ever put her in danger. But that changes nothing. We need to join the search.”

      Gavriel stopped. “You’re right.” He rested his forehead on the palm of his hand, frustration wrinkling his brow and deepening his scowl.

      I sighed. “Don’t beat yourself up, brother. We had no way of knowing she’d disappear.”

      “What if someone took her, Val?”

      My heartbeat sped up at the very thought. “We don’t know that someone did. We should look for any signs of her.”

      Gavriel nodded and headed for the door, only swaying slightly until he reached the frame. Once he was through, he was back to the brother I knew and admired. He stormed through the dining hall, barking orders at any guard he spotted that wasn’t already mid search. I followed until we were back in Thirteen’s chambers. Gavriel did a quick sweep, and when he came up with nothing besides the method of escape—through the window and down the thick ivy that climbed the palace walls—we were off again deeper into the palace.

      Over an hour passed before Sir Hanon came running through the palace foyer, his silver hair now windswept. “Your highness!” he called. He slowed and caught his breath before straightening to meet our gazes.

      “Well, out with it!” Gavriel snapped.

      Sir Hanon swallowed thickly before nodding. “Two horses were stolen from the stables, and a tower guard spotted two cloaked figures fleeing the palace on horseback.”

      “What?” Gavriel’s eyes widened, surprise and hurt warring in his gaze.

      “Thank you, Sir Hanon,” I said quickly. “That’ll be all.”

      Sir Hanon bowed at the waist before backing away. The second he was gone, I turned to my brother.

      “Don’t you dare,” I growled. “There has to be a reason she left. She hasn’t abandoned us.” I knew exactly what Gavriel was thinking. I might even be thinking the same if I hadn’t seen her face at dinner. She’d looked sad, almost… guilty. Something was going on and I wouldn’t let him for one second believe that she would simply run away without reason.

      “How do you know, Val?” Gavriel rumbled, his voice low, defeated.

      I knew this was hard on him. He wouldn’t admit it, but in the years after mother died, he’d blamed her in some ways for leaving us. He’d felt abandoned, lost and alone in the world. I wouldn’t let him go on thinking that Thirteen had done the same.

      “Because it makes no sense,” I said. “Why would she leave unless something had happened? Yesterday she was completely fi—” I cut myself off. The reception. Dread pooled in my stomach, stealing the heat that had been driving me since I found her missing.

      “I swear if this has anything to do with that bastard,” Gavriel said through clenched teeth, catching on to my train of thought immediately. His fists curled dangerously at his sides. “I’ll fucking kill him.”

      I grunted my agreement. “You’ll have to fight me for the pleasure, brother.”

      Gavriel narrowed his eyes, but before he could speak, I shook my head.

      “Still, we don’t know what’s gone on,” I said. We were letting our imaginations get the best of us. The best thing we could do now was find Thirteen and ask for an explanation. I looked around, finding a guard not far off. “Send word to the stables to ready our horses.”

      The guard jumped in surprise and nodded before leaping into action.

      Turning back to my brother, I grabbed his shoulder, squeezing hard. “We’ll find her, Gav.”

      Gavriel met my gaze, doubt clouding his normally bright eyes. “And what if she’s decided she wants nothing to do with us or our people?”

      My chest panged uncomfortably, and I rubbed the spot. I had told her once that she didn’t need to choose if she’d rather leave. Part of me regretted it now. “Then we deal with that if it’s what she wants. But we don’t know that yet. Let’s try not to make too many assumptions.”

      Gavriel nodded his agreement, but I could see the despair growing in him. If he was right, this would not be easy for him. But who was I kidding, it would break my heart too.

      Sighing, I pushed away from my brother. “Come on. Let’s go find our girl.”
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      I darted upright, heart racing as I pushed the sleep from my mind. It had been three long days of travel, staying in small inns along the way only for a few hours before we took off again. We had to stay ahead of Gavriel and Valen. I knew they’d come for us, for me. They’d want an explanation, and I owed them one, but it’d have to wait until the job was done.

      “Awake already?” Draven yawned as he rolled over to face me, blinking sleep from his eyes.

      I nodded, taking deep breaths to still my pounding heart. Since we’d left the palace, I’d forced myself not to sleep for more than an hour or two at a time. If I didn’t reach deep sleep and dream, Draven would be okay. I wouldn’t hurt him accidentally or send an entire floor of an inn collapsing.

      “Bad dream?” He took my hand, running his thumb gently over my knuckles.

      “No,” I said. Now that I was fully awake, exhaustion had me lying back against the thin, threadbare pillow. “You know I can’t sleep that long.”

      Draven sighed. “I know, but you’ll need a full night’s rest eventually.”

      “Once this is over.”

      Draven’s forehead wrinkled as his shadows reached out to me. I knew he was worried, but it wasn’t much longer now. As we grew closer to the Rift, I had begun to feel a powerful tingle at the edge of my mind. Draven had explained that the aura from the Rift made people uneasy, restless, which is why no Dark Fae ever settled there. While I could feel Draven’s growing worry over the Rift, for me, it didn’t feel quite like that. It called to me, it’s magic pulsating, tempting me closer every time I closed my eyes.

      “I’m all right,” I assured him. “It’ll all be over soon anyway.”

      Draven sighed and rested his forehead on our joined hands. “I hope so.”

      I smiled and ran my free hand through his white hair, my thumb catching on his little black horn. Draven stilled as I ran my thumb up the rough ridge, canting my head as I took in the slightly curved shape.

      “Thirteen,” his raspy voice was a warning.

      I immediately froze. “Yes?”

      He shivered. “As good as that feels, I don’t think you know what you’re doing right now,” he explained softly. He kissed my hand and raised his head, letting my hand fall.

      “I’m sorry, does it hurt?” My heartbeat sped up as I looked between the tiny horns poking from his hair and back into his eyes. He didn’t look hurt. If anything, warmth had pooled in his eyes.

      He barked out a laugh. “Not in the slightest.”

      My eyebrows furrowed. “Okay.” I wasn’t sure why he didn’t want me to touch them, but if he said no, then I wouldn’t. “I’ll be careful next time then.” I flicked a strand of his white hair teasingly and Draven grinned.

      “Little minx.” His smirk only grew as I scowled.

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means, you’re trouble.” He leaned forward, and my heart skipped. My eyes widened as he drew close enough that our breath mingled, but instead of kissing me like I thought he intended, he nuzzled the tip of his nose against mine before drawing back.

      A pang of disappointment hit me out of nowhere and I rubbed my chest absently. I’d thought about kissing my Shade before, how could I not when he looked like that? Especially in the morning, his white hair askew and his eyes hooded with sleep. But I was shy, afraid if I kissed him that something would change between us. For all I knew, he didn’t even see me like that. I shouldn’t be thinking about those things anyway, not after all I’d been through.

      I sighed. “I suppose we should get going.”

      Draven’s frown mimicked my own. “I suppose.”

      Through irritated grumbling, we both picked ourselves up out of bed and dressed for the day before slipping out of the room. The room had been quaint, with the bare necessities, and the rest of the inn was very much the same. As the owner had explained yesterday, they didn’t get many visitors this close to the Rift. Mostly, they had Dark Fae soldiers come by for drinks after their shift at a nearby watch post.

      It had taken some persuading for the inn owner to let us stay, but after I handed over a gold earring I’d worn the night before at dinner, his eyes had rounded and he readily accepted our visit, even with a Shade on my arm.

      We made our way down the back stairs and out to the stables. Dawn had barely brushed the horizon, and though I heard someone in the kitchen, we didn’t bother stopping to say our goodbyes. It’d only take a few more hours before we arrived at the Rift, and who knows, we might even return on our way back to the city.

      It didn’t take long for Draven to ready our horses, and then we were off, back on the road, and one step closer to answers.
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      My eyes widened the moment I saw it. A shimmering wall of light, the shield before the Rift glistened in the afternoon sun, masking parts of the darkness beyond it.

      Heartbeat racing, I felt the pull of magic like the moon that guided the tide, drawing me closer with each beat. I was mesmerized by the heat coursing along my skin, the tingles making my hair stand on end. My breathing had quickened, even as I peered into the dark portal that seemed to appear from nowhere, nestled beside mountains and trees, a rough road carved up to it and merging into the main path we’d travelled upon.

      But it was beyond that Rift that really had my heart pumping because my nightmare chaser had been right.

      The Demon Realm beyond the Rift was a wasteland of dark violet stone and harsh terrain. There were black mountains in the distance, outlined by violent gray clouds and flashes of lightning. There wasn’t one blade of grass, nor bit of water in sight. I wasn’t sure how the demons on the other side had ever survived, let alone for the last hundred years, blocked off from Novac.

      My heart squeezed painfully as the images the Nightmare King had shown me flashed before my eyes. People were dying. Not soldiers, but women and children. Elderly. People who needed nourishment and care.

      I snapped my reins and pushed my horse faster, trotting ahead of my Shade as I raced down the road. Tree branches, cut too close to the overgrown road, slapped my shoulders as I passed, but the cutting sensation was dull with the pounding in my ears. I hadn’t felt so driven to help someone since I’d connected with Draven. Seeing his memories, his pain, it had bound us in a way I don’t think anyone could ever replicate. But seeing those people suffering, it had given me a similar feeling, a drive to protect that overrode my more sensible self.

      I might not know my nightmare chaser well—I might not even know his people, or what they’d done over the last thousand years where demons allegedly rained hell down upon the Mortal Realm. But I knew their suffering, and I couldn’t spend another minute not helping those in need.

      Racing down the hill, my breath caught when I finally spied a dark shadow among the stone. He stepped out from behind an enormous, pointed rock that was nearly the height of the twenty-foot-high Rift, and I knew it was him.

      I slowed as I drew closer, pulling back on the reins to give myself time to process before we were face to face. I felt my Shade close, his energy humming along with mine. This close to the Rift, everything seemed heightened—the scent of the grass and wind magnified, a salty brine smell attached. From what I’d seen of the map of Novac, I was fairly certain we were near the sea.

      My nightmare chaser took another step and another, until the light on our side of the Rift hit his handsome face and my breath caught. He was even more stunning in person. His dark, curly hair was a mane over his broad shoulders, a black crown nestled atop his thick hair. His arms were corded with muscle and banded in black runes. Dark leather and metal cuffs decorated his person, and a large sword hung at his hip. His red eyes shone with happiness, warmth and pride swelling in their depths.

      I pulled my horse to a stop and threw myself from the saddle.

      “Thirteen,” Draven hissed. “Be careful.”

      I shot him a smile of apology before smoothing my navy dress and approaching the Rift. The shimmer of the shield stood inches away from the massive man, who towered at least six and a half feet high, if not more. He was the tallest, and largest man I’d ever seen. And though I knew I should fear him, there wasn’t one piece of my soul that warned me away.

      “You came,” he said, somehow sounding both shocked and elated.

      “I told you I would,” I said, as I stepped up to the shield. Its magic hummed, tingles racing faster down my skin. My body warmed, and I had to tighten my muscles to keep myself from immediately stepping through. Something about the shield, or maybe the Rift, called to me, pulling me closer, desperate for me to do… something. I wasn’t entirely sure what it wanted, besides for me to embrace the flow of magic. It was hard to resist, and I was forced to plant my feet and clench my hands into fists to keep my body from going any closer.

      “That you did,” he agreed on a chuckle. Glancing back, my nightmare chaser flicked his hand, seemingly at the air. Like a veil had been lifted, a hundred soldiers were suddenly unmasked. Before, there had been a large wasteland of flat and pointed stone, but now, that stone was covered in demons.

      I blinked in surprise, my heart racing. Had this been a mistake? I knew it was what I wanted—revenge. And he’d promised the Dark Fae wouldn’t be harmed. But this was an army.

      “It’s been too long, my love,” he said, and I looked back at him, my cheeks heating.

      Draven made a noise but didn’t protest any further. I dare not look back to catch his reaction. I hadn’t told him that the Nightmare King liked to call me that.

      “I’ve waited decades to meet you.” He reached out, his fingers brushing the barrier, making it spark on his side, not mine. He winced and drew back, his fingertips reddened.

      “Why do I feel like I’ve always known you?” I asked, my mind racing with my heart. I felt completely overwhelmed; by the magic coursing between us, by him, by the army—everything. It was all terrifying but thrilling at the same time.

      He smiled, not a cocky smirk, or a feral grin, but a soft, sweet smile that I recognized from my dreams. “It has been a long time.”

      I smiled back. He was right, it had. I might not fully remember him, but I knew he’d been there. And strangely enough, I trusted him with every fiber of my being, like the old me, whoever she may be, knew this man on a much deeper level than I.

      “Tell me what to do,” I said.

      This time, his grin was a little feral. Right, he likes being commanded.

      “Reach through to me, that’s all,” he said. I eyed his red fingertips, and he shook his head. “Don’t worry, love. You’re a Light Fae. The barrier is only meant to harm my kind.”

      I nodded. This was it then. All I had to do was reach through the barrier and take his offered hand. Then the demon army would be free, and I would finally get the justice I deserved.

      A hint of rage coiled around my heart, the faces of my enemies flashing before my eyes. I wanted them all to die, just like he had promised me. They’d die screaming at my feet while I watched them bleed, just like they had me. It was a twisted thought, but one I embraced fully.

      I raised my hand, slowly reaching out. Tingles ran up my fingers, growing warmer the closer I moved.

      “Thirteen!”

      The bellow drifted on the breeze, and I froze. “Gavriel?”

      I turned to find two horses racing from between the trees, descending the road fast. The wild eyes of my Dark Fae princes met mine before shifting to the king and his horde. Fear stole their gazes and my stomach flipped with unease. As much as I wanted this, I hated that this felt like a betrayal.

      “Thirteen, step away from the Rift!” Valen shouted.

      “Thirteen?” my nightmare chaser questioned.

      I looked back at him. “It’s what the people of Alma named me when I couldn’t remember my own.”

      His eyebrows furrowed, sorrow and rage warring in his crimson eyes. “Do you like the name?”

      I blinked. It was the first time anyone had actually asked me if I liked it. I had gotten used to it quickly, and even claimed it as mine. I suppose I did like it. It felt like me, the current me anyway. I wasn’t so sure how I’d feel once my memories returned. “I do,” I said.

      He nodded, understanding without needing my explanation. “Then, Thirteen, this is your choice.”

      I held his gaze until I was sure he spoke the truth. He really was leaving this entirely up to me. But if I chose not to go through with it, I knew sorrow would fill his beautiful eyes and I might lose him. A desperate pang hit me hard, my eyes burning with it.

      I looked between my nightmare chaser and the two princes racing down the hill. They’d cared for me so much and been so kind to me. They’d given me everything I’d ever needed or asked for. But this? I didn’t think I could explain this to them, not with what little time I had. Because if they got too close, they would take this decision away from me out of loyalty to their people.

      “Thirteen, please!” Valen cried over the pounding in my ears.

      Gavriel pushed ahead, only twenty yards or so away. He snapped the reins and raised from his seat as he forced his horse faster and faster.

      I turned back to the Rift, needing one last assurance. “You still promise that they’ll be safe? The Dark Fae won’t come to any harm?”

      He nodded, raising his fingers once again to the burning of the barrier. “I promise you, my love. No harm will befall the Dark Fae so long as they leave my people unharmed and let us enact your revenge.”

      I nodded. It sounded fair, and I hoped he meant it. Every bit of body language, every glance, it all felt true. If he was lying to me, I don’t know what I’d do. I didn’t think it was possible, but anything was possible, right?

      The trotting of horses slowed, and not fifteen feet away, Gavriel leapt from his horse before Valen reached him a moment later. I slowly turned to face them, knowing I had to explain myself, at least a little before I did this. It was only fair.

      “Thirteen, what are you doing?” Gavriel growled. “Do you know who that is?” Fire flashed in his gaze as he glanced over my shoulder at the Nightmare King.

      “I don’t know what he’s promised you, but you can’t trust a demon,” Valen assured.

      I shook my head. “You’re wrong.”

      Valen winced as if I’d physically hurt him. “He’s the King of Demons, Thirteen. Please, little mouse. Please, come back to the palace with me.” His eyes rounded, pleading with me to listen.

      As much as I wanted to, I was resolved, and I knew what I was doing was right, even if it didn’t feel right to them.

      “I’m sorry,” I started, glancing between the Dark Fae princes. “But I can’t go back, not yet.” They both opened their mouths to protest, but I held up a hand at the same time Draven took my free one. His touch was a comfort, and I squeezed his fingers, drawing on his strength. “I know you think the demons are horrible, awful beings, but I’ve seen how much they’ve suffered. They’re starving over there.” I pointed at the Demon Realm, my heart racing as I tried to assemble my thoughts. “They need help. They need lands.”

      Gavriel looked taken aback. “And you’d give them ours?”

      I shook my head. “No, just a small portion so they can create a place of their own.”

      “They’re demons, Thirteen,” Valen spit, throwing a hand out at the shuffling army.

      “And so is my Shade,” I snapped, anger slipping a near growl into my voice. “He is part demon, and part Dark Fae, or have you forgotten?” Rage tightened around my lungs, and I inhaled sharply before continuing. “Your people hurt him. They experimented on the sweetest little boy I have ever seen. And now? When they see him, they give us a wide berth. They sneer and whisper and it isn’t fair. He has never done anything wrong, unlike the humans you’re all so desperate to protect.”

      Guilt flashed in Valen’s eyes before he lowered them to the ground. Gavriel on the other hand, wouldn’t be cowed so easily. He stepped forward, a growl on his lips. “It isn’t the same thing, Thirteen. You know we protect the humans and search for the Light Fae. We need their power if we are to keep growing our own and—”

      I shook my head. “The way you say that it sounds like all the Dark Fae want is power, Gavriel. And you forget, I’ve seen the way the Light Fae react to things they don’t understand.” I smiled sadly, remembering how Helga had reacted every time I burned one of her plants. “I don’t think you should all worship the Light Fae quite like you do, but that’s another matter entirely.”

      “Thirteen, please, we can talk this through,” Valen tried weakly.

      “Valen, I care about you. Gavriel, I care about you too. But I can’t go on knowing others are suffering if I can do something to stop it. There’s something I need to do before I can have peace with you. I… I do want to be with you… both of you. But before we can have peace, I want my revenge, and he’s promised me that.”

      The princes looked wide eyed between me and the Nightmare King. So many emotions passed through their gazes, I couldn’t even begin to categorize them. I’d never spoken so plainly, not aloud to either of them at least. I hoped they felt how much I meant it, how much I sincerely wanted us all to be together one day. But right now? I needed the suffering to end, and I needed to make sure no one else was sacrificed or tortured like I had been. Then, I could finally be at peace.

      “Your revenge will be had, in spades, my love,” my nightmare chaser promised once again. I smiled weakly as I turned to meet his gaze. “I promised you once that the humans who tormented you would die screaming, and they shall. They’ll live out every bit of torture they forced upon you. It’s the least they’re owed.” He touched the barrier, his gaze warm, hopeful, and dare I say… loving?

      It was strange to take it all in. After being abused for so long, I’d never imagined I’d have so many strong men who cared about me enough to help me in so many different ways. They were all so kind, though maybe a little prickly around the edges, but still, they were mine and I would protect them as they had me.

      Reaching out thoughtlessly, I tried to touch my nightmare chaser’s hand. I wanted to feel the warmth of it like I had in my nightmares. I wanted to touch him and have his protective heat all around me.

      But before our fingers could meet, the barrier expanded around my hand, leaving a hole in the shield. My eyes barely had time to widen as magic crackled through the air, and sparks flew from the manacle on my extended wrist. My breath caught as heat spread through my entire body, magic burning my skin.

      I felt the power coming, an explosion building. My mind went blank as I stared fearfully into my nightmare chaser’s wide eyes, and then he grabbed my wrist and yanked me right through. Distantly, I heard my name being called, but then the magic grew too powerful, encompassing my entire body as blinding light filled my eyes and a burst of power exploded outward.

      When the light faded, my eyes were heavy, my entire body flopping forward into the arms of my king. I barely had a moment to see the devastation, the army lying in ashes over the field. But not my nightmare chaser. No, he still held me, even as the world faded into darkness.
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      As the rolling flow of magic finally ceased, I tightened my hold on Thirteen. She was so tiny, so delicate in my arms. Eyes closed, lips slightly parted, she had a serene look about her, instead of the fear and pain I normally saw there. I couldn’t count the number of nightmares I’d dispelled for this sweet woman. And to finally have her with me, filled me with so much hope, so much joy, that the loss of my army was nothing in comparison to her.

      Even as pain rippled across my skin, stealing my energy, and forcing me to one knee, I held her tightly, waiting for my passive healing to kick in.

      “You’re all right now,” I whispered against her lilac hair. I tucked her head against my chest and heaved her into my arms as I stood. Though my body felt heavy, weak from sustaining so much damage, I would use every last bit of strength I had to get her to safety in my castle.

      Plans had changed. Though I still wanted to cut through that awful barrier and breathe the fresh, unpolluted air of Novac once more, Thirteen was my priority, as she always would be.

      “Stop!” a shout made me still. I paused, looking over my shoulder. I knew she cared for the Dark Fae princes and the Shade, but I hoped they wouldn’t become a problem. It’d be difficult to incapacitate them in my current state without leaving lasting damage. But I couldn’t harm someone my love had claimed.

      “Wait,” the Shade snapped. He hadn’t been the first to speak, but he drew my gaze now.

      I’d been surprised when Thirteen appeared with a Shade at her side. Shade were incredibly powerful creatures, and it was nearly impossible to keep them in a solid state. Yet, even with Thirteen on the other side of the barrier, he remained whole. Hm. I had known she was powerful, though I hadn’t seen the scale of it until she wiped out my army. Still, the power required to keep that Shade whole—she shouldn’t have been able to achieve it with Bind Magic restraining her powers.

      Intriguing. I’d have to ask her more about it when she awoke. With any luck, the explosion of power had been the result of the manacle’s magic breaking, and then I would see the true extent of her abilities.

      I didn’t speak, only stared at the Shade and Dark Fae princes. Their eyes were all wild, wide, and furious—desperate even. Not that I could blame them. I’m sure I’d have looked the same if they’d arrived and took her from me. I knew I’d given her the choice, but I’m not sure I’d have survived if she’d walked away.

      “Give her back,” the fae prince with yellow eyes spoke. He heaved each breath, his nostrils flaring angrily. He was smaller than the other, younger even. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to intimidate me, but any fear tactics would be lost on the Nightmare King.

      “No,” I said simply, levelling my bored gaze upon them. They were wasting my time. I needed to get back to the castle and see to Thirteen.

      The Shade took two steps forward, his lips twisted back in a feral snarl, but the fae caught him before he could forge through the barrier. Interesting, he knows he can walk through. Of course, anyone could step through the barrier on the side of Novac, but who would ever want to? They’d be trapped in the Demon Realm without a Light Fae to aid in their return.

      “Let me go,” the Shade hissed, yanking hard on the grips of the fae.

      “You’ll be trapped if you go,” the elder Dark Fae growled.

      The Shade scoffed. “As if I care.”

      I smirked. I knew Shade grew very attached to their Light Fae, but I was fairly certain this one was in love with her. Fair, I thought. It had taken me an embarrassingly short amount of time to fall for Thirteen.

      “Just wait,” the younger fae said. “We need a plan!”

      “Fuck your plan!” the Shade spit. “Let go!”

      “Not yet,” the elder one said.

      Boring. They held no interest for me. I had Thirteen to attend to. Turning on my heel, I marched away from the barrier, ignoring the angry shouts, the desperate cries for my return. They needn’t worry. Thirteen and I would return to Novac soon enough.
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      It didn’t take long for me to reach my castle. As long as we were in the Demon Realm, I could use teleportation magic to reach almost anywhere—as long as it wasn’t shielded. Though, with my magic depleted and my body still healing, I’d have to be careful not to unleash all of my mana.

      I’d carved a small empire from the dark stone of this realm, building up the remaining demons, training them for the day we returned to the outside world. Only now, many of my efforts had gone to waste—but not all. No, Thirteen was worth thousands of demons.

      The longer I spent with her in my arms, the more I could feel it. Her magic had returned, and it was like nothing I’d ever felt before—dark and light, a beam of hope for those who followed her, and agonizing fear for those who stood in her path. I had a feeling she was far more important than I’d ever guessed. She had to be the daughter of both a Light Fae and a Greater Demon, some of the most powerful demons to have ever walked the demon and mortal realms.

      I’d trained under one once, for a long, long time. My master had been possibly the most powerful Greater Demon to have ever lived. He’d trained me in his image, with a moral code that drove us. Together, we’d wreaked havoc where it was owed, but eventually, we both grew bored of the tedium, and so we’d forged our own domain in the hills north of the Beast Kingdom, beyond the area known as the Wilds.

      I swallowed the lump that had formed in my throat every time I thought of our growing kingdom. Even hundreds of years later, it still stung. Every hope we’d had, had been squashed by a high-class monster who destroyed everything we’d forged, including my master.

      I sighed. The Greater Demon Ikelziel might be no more, but I was still here, and that’s why I’d created my own empire. Over a hundred years ago, I’d planned on returning to the Mortal Realm once I had rescued my remaining people, but the Dark Fae had fought us at every turn, killing hundreds of us until a final battle sealed our fates.

      But things would be different now. A century was gone, but I had my love, my Thirteen. She would help us bring peace to my people. I just knew it.

      “Your Majesty!”

      I looked up at the guard who’d squawked his surprise. He stared wide eyed from the gates; his mouth dropped open in shock. A few hours ago, I’d marched out of these very gates with an army. Now, I returned with but one. It was a pity I’d thought to shield my own city, or else I’d have simply teleported into my chambers. I sighed. There would be much gawking on my way to the castle.

      “Have General Korin and Commander Zeek meet me at the castle,” I said gruffly.

      It took a moment for him to register the command. He stared at me with wide eyes for a long minute. Only when I cocked an eyebrow did he finally splutter an apology and turn to race through the massive iron gates, cracked only a few feet wide. “Yes, your Majesty!” he called back as he tore up the main street.

      I shook my head as I made my way through, ignoring the looks from the city guard, and the few pedestrians I spotted roaming the streets. I glanced up, taking in the dark castle towering atop the hill, four massive towers plunging into the roiling sky. A large staircase carved from stone led up to massive steel doors with guards on either side. We might not have much dirt, water, or plant life in the Demon Realm, but we had plenty of metal ore. I’d made use of it in more than just defenses, forging weapons, shields, and even spelled goods.

      Moving swiftly, I made it up the castle steps, nodding to the guards as they opened the door. Ignoring their surprise, I strode into the enormous foyer, only to be greeted by the demons I’d sent for.

      “Your Majesty,” General Korin said, slapping her fist up over her heart, the preferred military greeting of respect by my army. Dark hair descended over her left eye, shielding the marred flesh. Her gray skin was a few shades darker than mine, and her purple eyes blazed with unleashed power.

      “Your Majesty, what has happened?” Commander Zeek snapped, his wrinkled face scrunched up in horror as he gazed behind me, and then back at my face. He was looking for an army he wouldn’t find.

      I narrowed my eyes on the aging commander. Despite his tenure, he was nearly as large as I, with runes twisting beneath his metal armor and over his bald head. He balked for a moment before clearing his throat and mumbling an apology. While General Korin was all decorum, Commander Zeek was sheer battle prowess and no tact. Still, they made for a worthy team, and I often enjoyed their spats.

      “There has been a change of plans,” I said. I quickly recounted what had happened, sparing the lesser details. While Korin remained the picture of stoic indifference, Zeek’s eyes rounded, and rage filled his eyes.

      “Your Majesty, the entire army?” Zeek asked, his voice catching.

      “Only the hundred I brought,” I explained. There were still several hundred left in the city, protecting my empire.

      “A hundred,” Korin said. “Hm. Impressive.” She showed no remorse for those lost, not an ounce of pain over the soldiers I was sure she’d helped mold.

      “It’s all right,” I said, cutting off Zeek’s spluttering. “She is more than enough to make up for our losses.” Though a small pang of guilt hit me, I knew their sacrifices would pave the way to a home for our people. Every one of them would have gladly given their lives to see it happen, and now it only spurred me on. I had to see it happen, not only for myself, and those left, but for all of those we’d lost.

      Though, as long as demons perished in the Demon Realm, they would be reborn in its bowels, the process took years, centuries even, depending on how much power the demon possessed. A hundred might be a blow to our army now, but they would return one day.

      “How can you say such a thing?” Zeek said, gobsmacked.

      I narrowed my eyes on the man. “She is more powerful than I had ever anticipated.” I looked down at the manacle still wrapping her delicate wrist. The more I thought about it, the more I was sure. The Bind Magic holding her back was gone. It explained the power build up, and the release of it upon the magic’s destruction. Her power had been collecting inside the jewelry, locked away for more than a year. If that had only been what was pent up, needing released, I couldn’t wait to see her at full power.

      Heat spread through me, anticipation pebbling my skin. A feral grin spread across my face as I looked up from my precious fae and back at my subordinates. “She is more than I had ever dreamed of,” I told them. “I’ve finally found my queen.”

      Zeek gasped, while Korin’s eyes widened. It was the most emotion I’d ever seen on her face, and I couldn’t help my smug grin. Of course, my queen would be as impressive as me. Would they expect anything less?

      “Now, it’s time I return to my chambers. Assemble the rest of the army and remain on standby. I must see to my queen.” Without another glance, I strode past my them, ascending the massive staircase at the center of the foyer, holding Thirteen tight to my chest.

      I couldn’t wait to greet my queen.
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      Pain stole every thought from my mind as I watched my little fae carried away by the Nightmare King. He was even more imposing than I’d ever imagined, towering above her tiny frame as he embraced her. Even through the barrier I’d felt his aura, if only for a moment when Thirteen parted it.

      He was powerful. Maybe more powerful than me and the Dark Fae princes combined. I snarled as I fought against Gavriel and Valen’s holds. I wanted to go after them, race into the Demon Realm and stay by Thirteen’s side. They couldn’t keep me from her—no one could. But I couldn’t harm them to get to her, it would only upset her.

      Frustration clawed up my throat, and my chest burned with it. I needed to do something. I needed to help her. Go to her. Every bit of my magic was pulled towards the barrier, like it mourned her loss, or maybe it wanted to pursue her as much as I did.

      “Draven, calm down,” Valen hissed. He let out a string of curses when I jabbed him in the face with my elbow but didn’t otherwise complain.

      “Stop this,” Gavriel snapped. “We need a plan!”

      “He’s right,” Valen agreed. “Stop this so we can talk it through.”

      Inhaling deep breaths, I tried to calm myself. As much as I hated to admit it, they were right. I might not care for their world, or the people in it, but they cared for Thirteen, and they would do anything to get her back—I hoped.

      Finally, I stopped my thrashing, letting my arms go limp.

      Gavriel and Valen exchanged a look, waiting until my breathing had slowed before they carefully released me. When I didn’t immediately dart through the barrier, they relaxed, if only a little.

      “What do we do then?” I ground out. My teeth were clenched hard. My magic was still riding me, pulling at my skin, fighting with me to go after her.

      “We need to get her back,” Valen said quickly. “Whatever means necessary.”

      I let out a relieved breath. “As quickly as possible,” I added.

      My mind was racing as I stared through the barrier at where I’d last seen Thirteen. The explosion of power that had flown out of her had been incredible, but it didn’t mean she was safe. With each passing moment, her loss removed a bit of the balm from my soul. She’d soothed my demons so well, her presence alone quelling the memories that threatened to devour me whole. Without her at my side, it was like a piece of me had been torn away. The protective barrier she’d constructed around my mind was crumbling, and images of hooded figures were already flashing before my eyes.

      I shook my head, trying to dispel the memories. I couldn’t get lost in them—not now.

      “If we race through the barrier, there will be no coming back without Thirteen,” Gavriel said slowly. He gazed through the barrier as well, narrowing his eyes in an angry glare. “The problem is, no one knows where we’ve gone.”

      Valen and Gavriel stared hard at one another, letting that settle in. “One of us has to stay,” Valen surmised. I could hear his pounding heart, see the worry creasing his brow and the sheen of sweat on his skin.

      “I know,” Gavriel said, setting his jaw.

      Valen’s eyes widened. “No! You can’t ask that of me, brother.”

      Gavriel sighed and swiped a hand through his unruly hair. “Well, we can’t very well ask the Shade to go. They’ll never believe him.”

      I scoffed. They weren’t wrong, but it was still ludicrous to think I was going anywhere but through that barrier.

      “We can’t go through without letting someone know where we are,” Gavriel continued over Valen’s protests. “Valen, you’re the faster rider. I’m sorry to ask it of you, but please. I need you to ride for the palace and return with an army in case they assemble another to invade Novac.”

      Valen shook his head, his fists shaking. “But Thirteen—”

      “We’ll find her.” Gavriel met my gaze, determination flaring in his icy eyes. I nodded, silently agreeing. I’d do anything to find her. Anything. If I had to leave a path of bodies on my way to my little fae, I would, gladly.

      “But—”

      Gavriel placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Brother, please. There isn’t time. Return to the palace as fast as you can. You know I have to go. You’re faster, but I’m stronger. I’ll bring her back; I swear this to you.”

      Valen ground his teeth, his wide eyes filled with despair, hope, fear. “Fine! But if you dare return without her, I… I don’t know what I’ll do.”

      Gavriel’s gaze softened. “I know, Val.”

      Valen shook his head, determination blazing in his eyes. “Find her,” he commanded, looking between us.

      “We will,” I promised. My skin buzzed with anticipation as I looked from the princes and through the barrier.

      “We have to work together,” Gavriel grumbled, as if I wasn’t already aware.

      I rolled my eyes, not bothering to answer. “Let’s go already.”

      Gavriel sighed heavily. “Draven.”

      I snorted. “Fine. We’ll work together.”

      A Dark Fae prince and a Shade walk through a magical Rift into a Demon Realm… it sounded like the beginning of a terrible joke, but it was the journey we would take to bring back the girl we both loved.
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Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      Images stole my mind, a constant loop of pain and suffering, with only a hint of light before it was again snuffed out.

      I was dreaming. I had to be. There was no other explanation for the things I saw. A little girl in the mirror, long lilac hair braided over one shoulder, testing her smile before a woman burst in behind her. The image faded for a moment, and she was on the floor, clutching her cheek. There was screaming—so much screaming.

      Days, weeks, passed. The woman was the one I sometimes glimpsed in my nightmares—with long white hair and jewel-like blue eyes. Men and women alike fawned over her beauty while we walked the streets, but behind closed doors, she was a monster.

      Bruises, cuts, and burns had marred my little body. She was afraid. Afraid of the creature she’d birthed, afraid of the black smoke that sometimes wafted from my hands and corroded her priceless furniture and gowns. But there was no stopping that power. It only grew, building up inside of me. No matter how much I’d tried to hide it, when it came bursting out of me, there was nothing I could do.

      But mother never understood that. She didn’t understand that I wanted to be normal as badly as she wanted me to be. She cursed my nameless father again and again, cursed herself for lying with a man she hadn’t married. She’d been an affluent young woman in a small community ruled by a handsome baron. And I was the mistake that had cost her her family. I was the reason she’d been forced to move away and work in the baron’s household until one day, he took notice of her.

      That nightmare I knew all too well—building burning around me while I remained trapped in a trunk. I knew the details of that story now. She’d had enough of me and decided to be done with me for good. Intent on killing her only child, she’d locked me in a trunk inside the small cabin we shared buried in the trees at the most distant corner of the baron’s compound. Then she’d set the building ablaze.

      It was only then that I’d truly understood the lengths she’d been willing to go to. And it made me realize something.

      The world was impossibly cruel, and full of monsters. But monsters didn’t wear fangs, claws, or horns like fairy tales said. No, they wore diamonds, and silk, wrapped themselves up in vicious lies and hid their savage deeds behind sweet smiles.

      Mother had been one such monster, as had her master turned husband. The baron had been no better. In fact, he might have been worse.

      Images of corrosion and fear, a massive house splitting apart at its seams, flashed before my eyes. Then, a lick of iron. The small bit of metal had wrapped around my wrist by the very hand that had thought to end me. The baron. He was still alive.

      My eyes flashed open, and I found myself panting. I gulped in great breaths as I attempted to calm my racing heart.

      Devour.

      I flinched. What in the name of the gods was that?

      Spoken like a whisper that caressed my mind, the voice murmured devour once again. What the…

      Movement on my left made me freeze.

      Where am I?

      The thought hit me hard, and I clawed through my memory as well as my erratic emotions. My entire body felt full of fire, rage, and anguish. I wanted to rage over the terrible things that had happened to me, mourn the loss of the little girl I had been. It was all too much, too overwhelming. It made my head spin, even as I tried to take in the room; a ceiling crafted from dark stone, a metal chandelier with glittering jewels casting rainbow patterns across mirrored furnishing. A tall, black stone fireplace, red, luxurious curtains.

      “My love, are you all right?”

      I jumped, and heat sparked across my fingers. I knew that feeling—magic. I closed my fists before I could hurt him, because I knew that voice, no matter how badly it startled me.

      “Its you,” I said. Staring up into eyes the color of blood, I didn’t have a moment to regret my decision before a thick arm curled around my back and dragged me into the arms of my nightmare chaser.

      “It is I,” he said on a chuckle. His chest rumbled against my cheek, and though I should be afraid with a man so large, holding me in an unfamiliar place—an unfamiliar bed—my entire body instead relaxed.

      I sighed and closed my eyes, leaning my face against his warm, bare skin. Images again flickered in my minds eye, and I flinched. Thousands of nightmares had been dispelled by this man. I almost couldn’t remember a time without him—not anymore. Even though it was taking time for me to sort through the onslaught of memories, I knew every version of me trusted him. He’d been my strength and my savior on more occasions than I could ever count.

      He’d raged for me a thousand times, torn apart my enemies in a hundred creative ways. Though I should fear the man they called the Nightmare King, I couldn’t bring one ounce of me to pull away from his calming embrace.

      “It’s so good to finally hold you,” he said, sighing contentedly as he tightened his grip. His chest was still rumbling, and I blinked in surprise when I realized he was almost making the same purring sound as Draven. Maybe it was a demon thing.

      “Mordecai,” I said. I knew his name now, as well as I remembered the name given to me by my mother. Elza. My skin prickled at the thought of her, and I pushed it away. Just because I remembered my former name, didn’t mean I wanted it anymore than I wanted the woman back who’d given it to me.

      Mordecai’s purr deepened and he nuzzled the top of my head. “I was right, the magic is broken. Your memories are returning.”

      I nodded, unsure what to say. While part of me was relieved, happy to remember who I was, another part wished I’d kept on forgetting. There had been so much pain in my life as Thirteen that I’d hoped my old life was better, happier. Unfortunately, that didn’t appear to be true. If anything, it had only proved to me that I was right to seek revenge.

      Not all humans were evil—but most of the ones I’d known were worse than any demon I’d met so far.

      I froze suddenly. “Wait, what happened at the Rift?” My eyes widened as I pushed away from his chest, forcing myself back so I could peer into his eyes. My heart raced with panic. My princes. My Shade. Were they all right?

      Mordecai frowned as I pulled away, but he didn’t pull me back. Instead, he reached for my wrist, holding the manacle that wrapped it gently in his grasp. “When you reached through the barrier, Bind Magic overloaded and combusted, releasing your pent-up power.”

      My stomach flipped and bile burned my throat. “What?” Draven, Valen, Gavriel, were they alive? Had I… had I killed them?

      “Don’t worry, my love,” he said, a warm smile pulling at his thick lips as he ran a hand gently over my hair. “I pulled you through before you detonated.”

      Relief crashed through me, and I sagged against him before I realized what that meant. Pushing back once more, I took him in. His chest was bare, his warm gray skin splattered in black runes and smudged with dirt. His trousers were tattered slightly, burned at the edges.

      I gasped. “I hurt you.”

      Slowly, Mordecai pulled me back against his chest where his rumbling slowed my heartrate. “I’m fine, love.”

      “I-I’m sorry.”

      He chuckled. “Thirteen, you have nothing to be sorry for. You were magnificent, a powerful beauty to behold.” His tone turned teasing as he twirled a long strand of my hair around his finger. “You must never be ashamed of your strength. And never, never, apologize for it.”

      My face heated at his kind words; spoken with such conviction that I couldn’t help but feel embarrassed. “Still,” I mumbled against his skin. “How is any of this possible? What am I, if not a Light Fae?”

      Stroking my hair, Mordecai cradled me closer, the warmth of his skin sending heat zipping through my body. “You are a Light Fae, but you’re also the daughter of a very powerful demon. It is my suspicion that you were born of a Greater Demon. It would explain the aura you have, as well as the corrosive magic you used.”

      “I-I’m a demon?” I gasped. I looked up at him, and my face heated immediately. So close. Our noses were barely an inch apart, his curly black hair tickling my cheeks where it draped from his forehead.

      “Yes,” he said.

      I blinked in surprise, trying to process that while still being within inches of this man and his gorgeous lips.

      He reached up, his knuckles skimming my cheek. He must feel the heat of my skin, could probably see my blush. And yet, he didn’t comment, leaving me to my thoughts and overwhelming emotions. This was all so much to process, and still with my memories being a jumbled mess.

      And then there were the princes and my Shade. My heart panged, already missing them. I’d barely gone a few minutes away from Draven, let alone overnight. I hadn’t even had the chance to explain to them what had happened, or why I had decided to set free the demons. I owed them an explanation. I wanted to see them again, and soon, so I could make this right.

      Dray. He must be so upset. I hoped he’d be all right until we found each other again. And what if he returned to his shadow form? Would the princes protect him?

      My heart raced as my worries increased. My forehead must have wrinkled, because suddenly there was a thumb between my brows, smoothing it out.

      “Don’t fret, my love. Everything will be fine,” he said. His warm smile and determined gaze were enough to relax me—if only slightly.

      I sighed. There was nothing I could do about the princes, or my Shade right now. And there was still so much I didn’t understand. Questions burned inside me, my mind spinning with the amount of them. “How is it possible my mother was a Light Fae?” I blurted, eyes rounding in surprise after.

      Mordecai only grinned and kissed my forehead. “Light Fae magic is very easy to conceal and can easily be passed off as other things—a farmer with a particularly green thumb, a healer with deft hands, things like that.” He shrugged.

      “And how is it possible I’m part demon if all of the demons have been trapped on the other side of the Rift?” I asked. “I’ve always lived among humans, I think.”

      “What do you know of the history of Novac?” he asked patiently.

      “I know about the dome, and the war with demons before it.”

      He nodded. “Then you know there are many demons who had escaped our realm long before the dome ever appeared.”

      My brow furrowed. “So, a demon may have hidden themselves and lived within the dome this entire time?”

      “It’s possible. But there was a time when several extremely powerful Greater Demons were said to have passed through the dome, and even the barrier to the Rift,” he explained. “I’m sure a powerful enough demon could have found a way. Whoever your father may be, he was most likely drawn to your mother’s Light Fae magic.”

      It seemed impossible given what I knew, but then again, if Mordecai had withstood all of the magic that unleashed from me at the Rift, then maybe a demon passing through the barrier was possible. Still, I was surprised the Dark Fae didn’t know of it. Then again, there weren’t exactly many Light Fae left for dome maintenance.

      My eyes began to droop as I thought. I was so warm, so relaxed, and safe, I wanted to stay curled up in his arms forever.

      “We’ll have plenty of time to figure it out,” Mordecai assured me. He pulled me closer and cradled my head against his chest. “Rest now. I’ll answer all of your questions after you’ve gotten some sleep.”

      I nodded, my mind already spinning towards darkness. “Just for a little while,” I mumbled.

      “However long you need, love.” I could hear the smile in his voice, and I returned it as exhaustion quickly took over and I fell back into dreams of the life I’d forgotten.
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      “Oof,” a pained breath sounded nearby along with a soft bang, like someone ran into a piece of furniture. “A-Apologies, my King, I didn’t mean to—”

      Slowly, I opened my eyes. My vision was hazy with sleep, my head muddled with images and memories just the same as before. I sighed, snuggling into the warmth wrapping around me, enjoying the calming rumble against my cheek.

      “You’ve awakened her,” Mordecai growled, his voice low, dangerous.

      “I-I’m so sorry,” the young male voice continued, spluttering apology after apology as Mordecai’s growling grew louder.

      Exhaling softly, I forced my eyes open again and realized why I was so blissfully warm. Wrapped up in the arms of my nightmare chaser, I laid on my side, flush against his hard muscles and deliciously smooth skin. My cheeks heated as I realized someone else was in the room with us, could see me pressed up against this beast of a man who was hardly dressed.

      I should feel scandalized, but Mordecai’s protective hold was enough to soothe my mounting anxiety. Whoever was inside his chambers had to be safe, maybe a guard or even a servant—someone loyal to his king.

      “What’s going on?” I asked sleepily, blinking slowly as I glanced out from the protective barricade that was Mordecai’s thick arms. Across the room I spotted a young man with black horns protruding from orange hair. His pink eyes were wide, his gray skin flushed with embarrassment. He held a tray with a metal teapot and cups, though one of the cups had fallen, clattering onto the floor.

      At least it hadn’t shattered. That would have made a horrible mess.

      “Apparently my butler thought we’d like some tea,” Mordecai said, somehow sounding both irritated and bored as he glared at who I assumed now was a servant.

      “Y-Yes, Mister Gonan wanted—” the orange-haired boy began but was cut off.

      “Enough,” Mordecai growled. “You’ve woken my love from much needed rest. I’ll have Gonan cut off your hands for your impudence.”

      A strangled gasp flew from my throat as I slapped my hands down on his wide chest. “You will do no such thing!” I narrowed my eyes at him, pushing back enough so he was forced to meet my gaze for his scolding. “What a horrible thing to do! It was clearly an accident, isn’t that right—” I turned my gaze on the servant, unsure what to call him.

      “Arti, your Grace.” Arti bowed, though I spied sweat on his forehead and terror in his eyes.

      “But Thirteen,” Mordecai began, his forehead wrinkling.

      “No,” I snapped. “Don’t be ridiculous. Mistakes happen.”

      Mordecai grumbled a sigh and pulled me closer. He buried his face in the crook of my neck, inhaling deeply as he nuzzled my skin. My entire body turned into a living flame, a hot flush breaking out over my cheeks, ears, chest, and everywhere else.

      “Mordecai, what are you doing?” I gasped.

      Without answer, he simply rumbled and nuzzled my neck a little more, reminding me all too much of Draven and the way he liked to nuzzle the top of my head. My heart panged, and some of my embarrassment faded. It hadn’t been long at all, and yet, I missed him deeply.

      “Apologies for him,” I said. He was acting a little ridiculous, like a babe nestling up to his mother. Maybe he needed the comfort, but I’d prefer if he didn’t threaten his staff over such trivial matters.

      Arti’s eyes rounded, surprise plain on his face. “It’s not a problem, your Grace.”

      I frowned. Your grace? Wasn’t that typically a title for royalty? I shook my head. “Give us a moment, will you?”

      Arti was quick to nod, slipping out of the room before I could take another breath. I couldn’t help the amused smile that pulled at my lips. If I’d just been threatened for waking a woman, I’m fairly certain I’d have fled just as quickly.

      “Mordecai?” I asked, gazing down at the large man. He grunted something that sounded like ‘yes’. “Do you always threaten your servants when they displease you?”

      Slowly, Mordecai peeked up at me with one red eye. “No.”

      My brow furrowed. Well, that was a relief. “Then why now?” The rumble of a purr vibrated against my abdomen as he pressed me tight against him. He didn’t need to say it because suddenly I understood. Me. I sighed. He really was like a child in some ways. “Listen to me carefully,” I began, making sure his full attention was on my words and not his nuzzling before I continued. “You will never harm someone for something so trivial, you understand?”

      A spark lit in Mordecai’s gaze before I realized I was telling him what to do once again. His smile turned wicked and in one swift movement, I was on my back with him towering over me. “Do you enjoy commanding me, my love?”

      His thick arms boxed me in, his hands propped on either side of me. With only his lower body pressed to mine, I realized he enjoyed being commanded in many ways, if the hardness in his trousers was any indication.

      My cheeks heated and my heart raced. I lost all train of thought with his intense gaze upon me, full of heat and desire. His rumble was more of a growl now, an animalistic sound that shouldn’t send heat pooling in my core, but it did.

      I swallowed thickly, trying to remember whatever it was he had asked. Did I enjoy commanding him? I closed my eyes for a beat, taking a deep breath to regain my scattered thoughts. “Yes,” I decided. I did enjoy commanding him—well, not only him. There was a sense of power when someone listened to you, a power I’d never known, but that left me with a sense of satisfaction. I had power. Me. The girl who’d had everything taken from her, had been told what to do for endless years. Now it was my turn to do a little leading.

      Mordecai grinned, flashing brilliant white teeth. His feral smile had me squirming beneath him, unsure what to do. I wasn’t any stranger to desire. Though as Thirteen I’d been used and abused for an entire year, Jordan’s own personal whore, it hadn’t been the first time I’d laid with a man.

      Images of a dark-haired, green eyed boy flashed in my mind, and suddenly my eyes were burning.

      Mordecai’s grin was gone in an instant. He quickly slipped off of me, pulling me back into his arms as his forehead wrinkled with worry. “Thirteen? Are you all right?”

      I nodded, giving him a watery smile. “Yes, I’m fine. Just memories.”

      But for once, these weren’t bad memories. The son of the baron had been a kind young man. Before I’d razed the baron’s entire compound to the ground, I’d been in love with his son, right up until the day he died. The baron had blamed me for his son’s death, and I think in the end, that’s why he hated me enough to seal my magic away.

      Mordecai ran a hand gently over my hair before cupping my cheek. “About someone who hurt you?” His voice was steel, his gaze fire and his hands iron.

      “No,” I said softly. “Not this time.”

      His gaze softened, as did the rest of him. He nodded and drew me closer, cradling my head against his chest. “The boy?”

      My breath caught. So, he knew. “Y-Yes.”

      He nodded against the crown of my head. I needn’t say anything else, apparently that was enough to leave us in reverent silence.

      After awhile of simply breathing, taking in Mordecai’s warmth, and basking in how wonderful it felt to feel safe after a lifetime of agony, I was ready to move. I carefully pulled back, reassuring my king with a smile before gently running my fingers across a smudge of dirt on his cheek.

      “You need a bath,” I teased. He might not smell bad—quite the opposite in fact, his scent smoky and warm just like him—but that didn’t mean he wasn’t covered in dirt and the remains of my magic.

      Mordecai grinned. “I’ll take one if you join me.”

      My heart skipped and my eyes widened. He chuckled at my surprise and kissed my forehead before reluctantly moving from the bed. He took my hand, pulling me up and out of the black silk sheets. Despite the pounding of my heart, and uncertainty warring in my head, I knew Mordecai wouldn’t do anything I didn’t want. Still, I wasn’t sure I was ready to be fully nude in front of him.

      “I don’t know,” I said, my voice wavering.

      He paused before the door, searching my gaze. “You can stay here instead if you’d like.”

      I smiled. This man. He was far too perfect, recognizing my doubt and needs without me needing to voice them. His kindness had me shaking my head. No, I would go. I knew I’d be safer with him, and this way I’d be able to clean myself up while asking some questions. I was sure if I wanted privacy or space, he’d give it to me if I asked.

      “I want to go,” I said, squeezing his hand to assure him I meant it.

      He matched my smile, the grin lighting up his handsome face. “Very well.”

      Mordecai led me from his chambers and into a dim hallway with sconces every few yards. We wove through a few hallways until we reached a large foyer with a grand staircase leading down to massive metal doors. I imagined we’d entered this way, though I had no memory of it.

      Shouts drew my attention as we descended the steps, and I stilled as a flash of darkness passed in my peripheral. Stiffening, I gripped Mordecai’s hand tighter as I peered over the banister to find two demons in black armor, their lips pulled back in menacing snarls as they fought.

      “He’s returned without a hundred soldiers! Emeri was there, and now it will be a hundred years before I see her again!” a man with black hair and nearly white skin snarled at the other, taller man. “How can you be okay with this?”

      “It isn’t for me to say,” the other said, his voice a deep growl. “Our king knows what he’s doing. You dare question him?”

      The black-haired man took a step forward, darkness appearing around his clenched fist. My eyes rounded as my skin tingled with the force of the magic.

      Devour.

      I startled. There was that word again, whispering through my mind, the voice neither female nor male, no distinguishable resonance in it whatsoever. But seeing that dark magic so near, the word echoed again, and my heart pounded hard even as my fingers itched. Something unfamiliar was growing inside of me, rising up from my belly and into my throat. Before I could get a handle on it, the fight continued.

      “I will question whom I must,” the black-haired man said. “And I will fight whom I must if it means my Emeri lives.”

      Wait. My body went cold as I realized what he was talking about. Mordecai had had an army on the other side of the Rift. But he’d said an explosion of power came out of me. Though he’d saved my Shade and princes from the fallout, he himself had been caught up in the blast. Had I killed them all?

      “You forget yourself,” the other growled, grabbing the man’s wrist. Before he could react, the man pulled his arm back and launched his shadow covered hand at the other.

      Mordecai growled. “One moment, my love.” In one swift movement, he gripped the banister and launched himself over the stairs. His boots hit hard, the thump I’d expected almost a near boom. He straightened and looked between the men, and magic burned through the air.

      My breath caught at the sheer strength of it, washing across my skin in a heated wave. I’d thought I’d felt magic before, but this. This was true strength.

      “Commander Zeek, what is going on here?” Mordecai snapped at the man who’d been attempting to calm the other.

      Zeek grunted and nodded at the other. “Private Bran would like to know why you’ve returned without his wife, isn’t that right?” The man raised a brow at the other, and Bran’s face reddened with anger.

      “Yes,” Bran stated coldly.

      My mind raced as I looked between them all. There was so much I didn’t understand, and so many questions I had for Mordecai. But with that cold dread settling like a rock in the pit of my stomach, I knew which question I had to ask first. I had to know if I was a murderer after all.

      “Commander, have you explained what I told you?” Mordecai asked. Where the king was all warmth and teasing with me, now he radiated cold fury, a demon king to be sure.

      “Yes,” Zeek said, glaring at the private.

      Bran growled and raised his shadow-clad hand at my king. “You let them die and I demand to know why!”

      My heartbeat pounded hard, echoing in my ears as my vision seemed to narrow in on that shadow hand. I felt his power, far weaker than my king’s, but still powerful. How dare he raise a hand to my king? The words crashed through my mind at the same time that rage coiled around my lungs, stealing my breath as heat seeped from my skin.

      Magic burned from my hands, seeping in a shadowy wave across the banister. I heard the stone groan, but ignored it as it spilled over, heading right for the man who dared threaten Mordecai.

      Bran gasped in pain and leapt back, surprise widening his eyes as he looked from the corrosive magic eating the smooth stone floor and his leather boots. Fear twisted his brow, and he shook his foot as if he could remove my magic so easily. But when it continued to eat through his boot, he yelped and bounced on one foot to rip off the shoe. “What the fuck is this?” he yowled, tossing the boot back into the black mist inching closer.

      My breath came in quick gasps, not from exertion but from the sheer fury tempting every dark thought from the recesses of my mind, calling for blood and sacrifice.

      “Thirteen?” Mordecai asked.

      His voice was distant, all of my focus trained on another yelp of pain from Bran as my mist expanded, growing larger, eating away at his bare foot as he crashed against the wall, screaming for help.

      “Great Mother,” Zeek exhaled it like a curse, and suddenly I realized what exactly I was doing.

      I took a step back, releasing the crumbling banister as the black mist I’d created retreated into my skin, and I took a breath free of the all-consuming rage that had burned in my chest moments ago. Shit. What had I just done?

      My eyebrows furrowed as I looked guiltily at Mordecai, but instead of condemnation in his gaze, I found that heat and desire I was beginning to know well. Looking away out of embarrassment, I descended a few steps to grip part of the banister I hadn’t destroyed. “He had the audacity to raise a hand to you,” I mumbled in my defense.

      Heavy footfalls made me look up just in time to find Mordecai before me. He bent and scooped me into his arms, squeezing my shoulder before laying a kiss on my forehead. “Incredible,” he murmured, that heated gaze not leaving mine.

      I flushed all over, squirming slightly until he squeezed me again.

      “I think you’ll find that our king does nothing that is not in our best interest,” Zeek said gruffly. He glared at Bran, who had slid down the wall onto his ass and was staring at me in shock.

      Mordecai grunted his agreement before descending the steps. “Deal with this, will you Commander?”

      “Certainly.”

      With that, Mordecai nodded to Zeek before turning on his heel and striding down the long corridor to the right of the staircase. My heartbeat slowed the further we got, and my racing mind resurfaced with a thousand questions.

      But first and foremost… “Where are we going?” I asked. I had seen a door to the bathing room in his chambers, and I hadn’t thought to ask until now. We were meant to be going for a bath, and yet, Mordecai led us down another hall to a great twisting set of stairs.

      “There are hot springs beneath the castle,” he explained. His smile was warm and almost proud when he gazed at me this time. I wondered why, but assume it had something to do with my accidental show of power in the foyer. Mordecai did seem to like power after all. “There will be no one there this time of day, and they’ll help relax you far more than the tub upstairs.”

      “Hot springs?” I blinked, confused. I’d never heard of such a thing.

      He nodded as we descended further into the dim light of the spiral staircase. “Pools of naturally heated water. There is a large cavern of them beneath the castle. I suspect they’re heated by the molten core of the Demon Realm. Lava flows far beneath our feet, even further down than the bowels where we demons are born.”

      I perked up. That was new. “Demons are born in the ground?”

      He chuckled. “In a way. The Demon Realm is a living creature. Every stone, every being, every breath of air—it all comes from the Great Mother, the land herself.”

      “And she… the land, creates demons?”

      “Yes. Though we can procreate ourselves, the Great Mother births us as well, though it has been hundreds of years since a new demon was born of her,” he explained.

      “Did she birth you?” I had to know. I’d never thought such a thing was possible. Was my king truly that great that a magic goddess of demons would fashion him by her own hands?

      “Indeed.” Mordecai squeezed my shoulder as we stopped descending and instead entered a narrow hall before the dark stone opened up into a massive cave. I inhaled sharply, my eyes bugging as I peered at the massive space, with pointed stone and large black crystals clustering in clumps around the edge, violet stalactites descending from the ceiling. At the center of it all were five massive pools of steaming water, each of them at a slightly different height than the other, spilling water into one another, though somehow none of it overflowed onto the smooth stone floor outside of it.

      “Wow,” I said. I had no idea what else to say. I’d never seen anything like it before. On top of that, it appeared my king was far more special than I’d ever thought. Even the gods favored him.

      Mordecai strode across the stone to the edge of the pool. True to his word, there wasn’t another person in sight. The room was lit by purple crystal clusters hidden by the stalactites in the ceiling, as well as the stone and black crystals that were twice my height and made my skin tingle. Could they be magic as well?

      Lowering me to my feet, Mordecai made sure I had my balance before he straightened and motioned to the first pool.

      “Wait,” I said. Before I could think about enjoying myself, I had to know. “What that man said, Private Bran… is it true?”

      Mordecai raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      I shifted. “Did I kill all of those people?”

      He smiled softly and shook his head. “Don’t worry yourself over them. It is true that they have passed, but their deaths are only temporary. Even still, it wasn’t your fault, Thirteen. You had no way of knowing what would happen.”

      My heart sunk. So, I had killed them. “What do you mean, only temporary?”

      Mordecai motioned for me to take a seat, and I did, sitting next to him on the smooth, warm stone next to the largest pool. It was surprisingly comfortable. “When a demon dies in the Demon Realm, the Great Mother takes our souls back into her womb where we are born again. The process can take days, weeks, even years. The more powerful the demon, the longer it will take. But as long as we die here, a demon is never truly dead.”

      My eyes widened. “How is that possible?”

      He shrugged. “The Great Mother is all powerful in this realm.”

      Powerful indeed. No wonder the demons seemed so keen on power. It dissuaded my guilt a little knowing that the accidental genocide of a hundred men and women didn’t mean they were gone forever. They would return in time. Still, it was just another example of my lack of control. In every memory I had, I couldn’t remember one instance where I’d had control over my magic.

      I sighed. I had to learn to master it, if not to protect myself, then to protect others, even if I was protecting them from me.

      Mordecai wrapped an arm around my shoulders and squeezed. “You needn’t worry about anything. Let’s take your mind off of whatever plagues you.” A mischievous smile split his lips as he slipped into the hot spring inches from my feet. He groaned in delight, not bothering to shuck his trousers as he waded in.

      “I thought you were taking a bath,” I teased. I tried to push away my dark thoughts as Mordecai smirked, swimming deeper into the large pool.

      “I am,” he said.

      “You’re clothed,” I protested, inching closer.

      Mordecai laughed. “My love, if you wanted me to disrobe for you, all you have to do is ask.” With that, he somehow managed to remove his trousers and shuck the soaked fabric onto the stone beside me.

      My face heated and I forced myself not to glance down into the clouded water, instead watching his amused expression as he waded closer. “That’s not what I meant,” I squeaked, pulling my legs up to my chest as he stood, back on solid ground I guessed. The water came up to his abdomen, disguising his lower half while displaying his muscular torso.

      I couldn’t help glancing down and bit my tongue on a groan once I had. He was possibly the most beautiful man I’d ever seen, with a perfect physique, tantalizing lips and that perfect V that descended below the water.

      “No need to be shy,” he said.

      I jumped, not having realized he’d gotten so close. He wrapped his warm, wet hands around my ankles, slowly dragging me closer to the water. “I-I’m not,” I lied. My heart beat so fast I was sure he could hear it. I tried to hide my flush by looking away, but Mordecai captured my chin in his hand, forcing me to look at him.

      My pulse skipped as he stood between my spread legs, letting my feet dangle in the heated water. I shivered, suddenly cold outside the warmth the pool provided.

      “Liar,” he mused, leaning closer.

      It was as if we were in bed again, noses barely an inch apart, his lips twisting in a smile that stole my breath. I leaned closer, my fingers skimming up his abdomen to rest on his chest. I could feel his rumbling purr against my hands and couldn’t help myself from glancing at his perfect lips.

      “If you keep looking at me like that, it’ll be difficult to bathe properly,” he said huskily.

      I wasn’t sure I cared much for bathing anymore. Not with his heated gaze upon me, and his body pressed so tightly against my front. He pulled me closer, and I felt his hardness against my core. I inhaled sharply, my pulse fluttering as I dragged my gaze from his lips and back to his eyes. Whatever he saw there had him cursing and ending the space between us.

      His lips met mine, hungry, devouring, filled with passion and longing after having waited for so long. I didn’t have a moment to think, instead I let my body embrace exactly what it wanted to do, pushing forward, my arms wrapping around his neck as I kissed him back.

      His tongue traced the seam of my lips, and I parted them to allow him entrance. Our tongues tangled, a war or maybe a dance meant for just us two. Mordecai groaned into my mouth, and I swallowed his sounds as I plastered myself to his chest and explored his mouth.

      Every caress of his tongue sent a bolt of heat straight through me, making my body tingle in the best of ways. My breathing quickened as I pushed back as much as he pushed forward. At some point, I’d wound up in the water, my legs wrapped around his hips, my wet dress yanked up my thighs. His cock bobbed against my entrance, and my breath caught.

      He took the moment to nibble my lip, licking it to soothe it right after. My head dipped back as a moan slipped from my mouth. He growled and kissed his way down my neck, and I gasped as he licked and sucked on the bend between my neck and shoulder. Pleasure sung across my skin, and I couldn’t stop my hips from grinding against him.

      “Thirteen,” he moaned, hot breath bathing my skin as he licked and nibbled back up to my ear. A shiver descended my spine as he panted against my ear, his hands cupping my ass, squeezing gently as I ground against him.

      Every sensation built, clouding my mind with pleasure as I worked toward a peak I hadn’t reached in a long, long time. And never as Thirteen. I tensed as my sensitive nerves skimmed across his cock, and he groaned as he pinned me against the edge of the pool, his hands trailing from my ass to my thighs, squeezing hard.

      My pulse skipped and my breath caught as an image flashed before me—a man in the Dark Fae dining hall squeezing my thigh beneath the table, Jordan doing the same in his inn, even the priest groping me upon a large stone pedestal when he’d thought I’d long passed out. It all came on so suddenly that it stole my heat from me, leaving a shiver to pass through me, and tension to steal my pleasure.

      Mordecai must have noticed immediately because he released my thighs and leaned back, giving me the space I needed to catch my breath.

      “My love, are you all right?” he asked, concern radiating even through the heat in his red eyes.

      I nodded, despite the lump in my throat stopping my words. I shivered, pushing away the images as Mordecai carefully lifted me from the pool so that I sat on the edge.

      “I apologize if I went too far,” he began, but I quickly shook my head.

      “It’s not you,” I choked out, cursing myself for allowing those thoughts back into my head. Not only had those men ruined my past, but now my present as well. I ground my teeth. Would I ever be rid of them?

      Mordecai stilled. “Who?”

      I shook my head again as I got my breathing under control. My body felt heavier than it had before, tired as if I hadn’t only woken not long ago.

      Mordecai sighed and pressed his forehead to mine. “When you’re ready to tell me, know that I will be there, and that you will never have to fear such men again.”

      I nodded and closed my eyes, letting his warm skin and kind words soothe me. I hated that I’d ruined the moment, but his sincerity warmed my heart in ways I’d never knew I needed. All this time, I’d just wanted someone to understand, to tell me that they knew what had happened was wrong, and that it’d never happen again. I wanted; no, I needed that assurance. And here it was, in the form of a demon king from every girls wet dream.

      Okay, maybe not every girl. I don’t think many could handle this imposing man. Not that I’d let them. He was my nightmare chaser after all.

      “Thank you,” I sighed, bone deep relief filling me.

      “You don’t need to thank me,” he said softly, kissing my forehead. “Enjoying their screams as I end them will be enough thanks.”

      I might have never taken the time to think about what all of this madness had done to my mind, and maybe I was little crazy for smiling at his words, but I did. I would get my revenge after all.
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      After a glorious bath in the hot springs, Mordecai took us back to his chambers where servants rushed in a plethora of clothes for me to try on, as well as dishes to sample.

      My face heated as I clung to Mordecai’s neck, embarrassed by my partial state of undress, as well as prying eyes. Though the maids seemed kind enough, they were curious, and their questions grew overwhelming rather quickly.

      Mordecai realized right away and sent the clucking hens out of the room, leaving me alone with my Nightmare King once again. I was surprisingly tired, or maybe just incredibly relaxed after such a wonderful bath. While part of me wanted to curl up in bed again, I still had questions to be answered, and I was getting a bit hungry.

      My stomach rumbled as if on cue, and my face flushed as Mordecai chuckled.

      “Why don’t you see what interests you?” he said, motioning at the silver platters laid across the furniture arranged like a sitting room next to the fireplace.

      I crept over, eyeing the sandwiches and soups arranged next to a tiered dessert platter. I’d thought the demons were starving, but it was clear their king wasn’t. I turned narrowed eyes on Mordecai, but he simply grinned and took a seat before plucking a sandwich from the platter. It looked so small in his hand, and he devoured it in one bite.

      I shook my head as I sat in the chair opposite him. “I thought your people were starving,” I said, giving him a haughty look.

      Mordecai paused, another sandwich nearly at his mouth. He raised a brow, his lips twisting in a frown. “They are, but I won’t let my love starve.”

      I blinked. “You’ve brought all of this here just for me?”

      He shrugged. “Well, and myself as well.” He deposited the sandwich in his mouth, chewing a few times as he stared at my incredulous expression.

      I sighed. “What about your staff? Your people?”

      “I give them everything I can, Thirteen, but I won’t see you go hungry,” he explained. “To be frank, I wouldn’t treat myself like this either if we weren’t returning to Novac so soon. I’d rather my army be well fed and prepared. I can subsist off the energy our Great Mother gives me.”

      I canted my head. Now I was intrigued and feeling much better about our lunch. I plucked a sandwich from the stack, nibbling what tasted like cream and chicken before I swallowed. “What do you mean you can subsist off the energy of the Great Mother?”

      “Greater Demons have a much stronger connection to the Demon Realm than lesser demons. We don’t need regular food as much as they do either. Instead, we can draw strength from the magic of the land.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Like the crystals by the hot springs?”

      It was his turn to look surprised. “So, you sensed their magic?”

      I nodded. “I think so.”

      His lips twisted in a smile. “Good. Demons can naturally sense magic in other creatures, but only Greater Demons can feel the true magic of this land.”

      My heartbeat picked up as I understood his meaning. “So, you were right. I am the child of a Greater Demon.”

      Mordecai nodded, a smug little grin on his face. “Indeed. But I won’t know who your father was until I can see more of your magic.” His eyes sparked as he leaned forward, resting his arms on his knees as he held my gaze. “What you did in the foyer to Bran, that was the corrosive magic of all Greater Demons, and even some powerful lesser ones.”

      “What about the magic that man—Bran—used?”

      “Shadow magic,” he replied immediately. “All lesser demons have it.”

      I hummed thoughtfully. “But it looks so similar to the dark magic the fae use.”

      Mordecai’s forehead wrinkled. “It is similar, but not quite the same.”

      “How so?”

      “It simply isn’t.” He shook his head, and I frowned.

      “What if the Great Mother extended demon shadow magic beyond your lands?” I asked. It was more of a guess than a true theory. I wouldn’t truly be able to see how similar they were until I returned to my Dark Fae. Then, I’d be able to sense their magic and tell if it was the same.

      Mordecai scoffed. “The Great Mother would never give such a gift to the fae.”

      “How do you know?”

      His frown deepened, his brows pulled together, creating a dense wrinkle between them. He wasn’t looking at me, instead peering thoughtfully at the dwindling stack of sandwiches. I didn’t think food was on his mind though. “I don’t know,” he said after a long moment of silence. He looked back at me, confusion warring in his gaze. “Maybe you’re right.”

      I flushed. “Do you have a way of communicating with your goddess?”

      In Alma, Priest Crissan allegedly communed with the gods on a regular basis, locking himself in his own dungeon sometimes for days at a time. When he emerged, sometimes he had news from the gods, other times he lamented their absence. When it came to the Dark Fae, I wasn’t sure if they spoke with their gods, but I was curious now.

      “Not really,” he sighed. “Centuries ago, there were said to be seers among our people who could speak to the Great Mother, but I’ve never met one myself.”

      That brought another question to mind. “How old are you?”

      The moment the words passed my lips, my ears burned. I shouldn’t be asking such personal questions, though in a way, I felt he knew everything about me, and I knew so little about him. Even in my memories of our time spent together in my nightmares, he always made everything about me, and spent very little time speaking about himself. My embarrassment gave way to guilt. I hadn’t realized how selfish I’d been until now.

      Mordecai chuckled and shook his head. “Old, my love.” He paused, looking up at me sheepishly, his hand halfway to the platter in front of him. “I hope that isn’t a problem for you.”

      The way he looked at me like I might break his heart made my chest squeeze. I stood, slipping closer. He sat back, and I tentatively sat on his lap, wrapping my arms around his neck. “It isn’t a problem for me,” I said, smiling shyly.

      A rumble worked its way up his chest and into his throat. I pressed my hand against his black tunic, feeling the vibration against my hand. “Good,” he said. “But you’ve hardly eaten a thing.” Mordecai wrapped an arm around my waist, keeping me secure even as he leaned forward to snatch up a sandwich. He held it out for me until I took a tentative bite. His grin spread the second I did. Somehow, he reminded me of a puppy. A very happy one, tail wagging. Though he didn’t have a tail that I’d seen, I could easily picture him with one and big fuzzy ears. The silly thought made me laugh, and Mordecai took that as a hint to continue feeding me.

      Though I wasn’t sure how much I’d like to be fed normally, this time seemed all right—silly and fun, nothing serious about it. He wasn’t exercising control over me or my meal, simply making sure I ate, and preening every time I took a bite. It was too cute to deny.

      “All right,” I laughed. After two more of the tiny sandwiches, I’d had enough. I still had more questions to ask anyway. “Tell me about your life. You seem to know much about this world and the outside one.”

      He nodded, leaning back against the chair as he curled his arms around me, settling in. “There will be plenty of time to tell you all of the stories of my life, my love.” I frowned, disappointed, but he kissed the tip of my nose and continued. “To put it simply, I was born of the land a few centuries after the Rift had been opened. I was raised by the Temple of the Great Mother—a bunch of stuffy old demons who live a celibate life in the hills.” He rolled his eyes, and I grinned—that was certainly not the life for my king. “Eventually, I went off on my own. I made many mistakes, many stupid ones I won’t bore you with now, but eventually it led me to my master, Ikelziel. He was the most powerful Greater Demon I’d ever met, and after I spent nearly twenty years following him across the continent, he decided to make me his apprentice.” He paused, his gaze far off, a smile on his face as he reminisced.

      “Then what?” I asked, sitting up straighter, curious, and entranced by his story.

      “He taught me how to be a man, how to live well and who I could and could not kill. Ikelziel had a moral code to follow, and though it could be a pain at times, it helped clear my conscious. A good man never killed the unarmed, the defenseless, the pure. Never innocent women, or children of course.”

      I smiled. I liked his sense of morals, and I liked the sound of this Ikelziel fellow. I was glad that Mordecai had someone to teach him all of these things. Maybe I would adapt this code as well.

      “We were together for hundreds of years until we settled in a domain all our own. We assembled like-minded demons, or those just looking for somewhere to settle. Many came from all across the continent—the first demon city outside of the Rift.” He frowned, sorrow deepening the red of his eyes. “And then it was all destroyed by one high class monster.”

      I inhaled sharply. “All of it? E-Everyone?”

      He nodded. “You see, outside of the Demon Realm, there are many, many monsters. Creatures not born of my world. The Elves created a universal class system to distinguish their rankings, class one being the lowest, and ten being the highest. I’d never seen something so powerful as it, like a leviathan of myth. It razed our city and half the northern Wilds to the ground. The worst part? Most monsters aren’t sentient creatures like you or me. Though some have intelligence on par with any of us, many are like animals. They hunt and kill by instinct—that’s all that drives them.”

      “And it drove them to kill an entire nation?” I asked around the lump suddenly clogging my throat. How horrible. I couldn’t imagine such a fate.

      “Ikelziel died killing it, but only a few of us managed to escape,” he went on. “Including myself there were about a dozen of us. After I got over the shock, I returned to the Demon Realm and began constructing my empire. I wanted to try again, but in my own homeland.” He sighed, shaking his head. “Unfortunately, the Dark Fae weren’t too pleased that we wanted to use part of their lands to feed ourselves, and conflict after conflict arose until the day the Rift was sealed by that Light Fae queen of theirs.” He snorted angrily, and pulled me closer, burying his face against my hair.

      “I’m so sorry, Mordecai,” I said softly. I wasn’t sure what else I could say. There weren’t words to describe how horrid I felt, how deeply I felt for his pain. I might not understand it fully, but it was clear his life had been hard, full of push and pull for the things he wanted or cared for.

      Mordecai shook his head and kissed my hair. “It’s all right, my love. It was a long time ago.”

      Even so, a hundred years didn’t sound like enough to heal this big a wound. But his story helped me understand why he wanted to bring his people back from the Demon Realm. Not only were they starving and suffering here with so little resources, but they were being persecuted for things that others had done. Sure, there was most likely more to it. There was also the Dark Fae’s side of things, protecting their land. But from what I’d seen, the Dark Fae had plenty of land to spare, and what would it hurt to carve out a small community for these demons? They were people and they were suffering. They weren’t all vicious creatures like the Dark Fae seemed to believe. Arti the servant had seemed kind enough, as had the maids. None of them had done anything cruel or made me feel uncomfortable.

      The only demon that had showed any form of violence had been the man in the foyer, and I’d taken care of him myself.

      Even so, I understood both sides. The thing was, the Dark Fae were as wrong about demons as they were about humans. They protected those who raped and murdered, while they condemned the demons for what? What they were? I nearly scoffed aloud. What an utterly foolish thing to condemn someone for. There was simply evil in every race, as there was good. Maybe the Dark Fae had spent too much time helping the wrong side.

      Clearing my throat, I realized there was one question I hadn’t yet asked. “So, when do we leave?”

      Mordecai pulled back slightly, surprise rounding his eyes and popping his lips open. “Whenever you’re ready, my love.”

      I nodded firmly. I might still feel a little at odds—following Mordecai’s path meant betraying the Dark Fae—but following my princes meant betraying myself.

      I wanted to live by my own morals, by my own rules. I wanted my own power, and I wanted to help those in need like no one had helped me when I needed it most. No one had been there for me through a year of torture, and I didn’t want anyone else to ever have to go through that.

      I wasn’t betraying my Dark Fae princes; I was helping them learn the truth. I would show them what was right, and if the demons stepped out of line, I would put them back into place, just as I had done Bran.

      Staring down at my hands, there was only one problem I could foresee.

      I had to learn how to use these damned powers, and fast.
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      Mordecai didn’t want to waste any time. With each passing moment, the Dark Fae were given a chance to assemble an army to counter them, and so we marched for the Rift in the early hours the next morning.

      My heart beat hard most of the day. Though I rode on a horse-like creature known as a bicorn, a demon horse with two horns and six legs, I couldn’t stop myself from worrying about the Dark Fae. As much as the demons deserved a home and life outside of this dark realm, the Dark Fae were bound to retaliate due to their biases. This would mean war between the races once more, and if I couldn’t do something to stop it, many people on both sides would be hurt or even killed.

      I nibbled my lip in thought, turning over the possibilities for most of the day. Long into the evening we rode until finally, Mordecai called a halt half a day away from the Rift. The demons made camp while I remained with my horse, waiting, and watching. My thighs and ass might be sore from riding all day, but I stayed close to my steed, petting his long black mane of hair to calm myself.

      I know Mordecai sensed my worry. Even as tents were erected and we slipped inside for the night to sleep, it was difficult to calm my racing mind. I tried to relax, tried to let my Nightmare King’s warm arms strengthen and calm me, but there was no stopping my anxiety from turning my stomach.

      Somewhere out there, my Dark Fae princes and my Shade were waiting for me or looking for me perhaps. I hoped they’d gone back to the palace, but I knew better. Chances were, they were waiting on the other side of that barrier. They might have even tried to cross it, though it’d be suicide. They knew nothing of the terrain, or where the demon king’s city was located. They’d be travelling blind. I hoped they had more sense than that.

      I sighed, closing my eyes as I listened to Mordecai’s even breathing. He’d fallen asleep not long ago, and I tried to time my breathing with his, inhaling deeply before slowly letting it out. It helped calm me right up until I heard a soft ripping sound.

      My eyes flashed open in time to see a knife tearing through the fabric of our tent just across from where we lay on a bed of furs. My pulse raced and my body froze as the knife disappeared back outside, only for a very familiar head to poke through.

      “Gavriel,” I hissed out a breath, my eyes widening in disbelief.

      Of all the idiotic things to do. They’d truly followed me into the Demon Realm of all places!

      Gavriel’s icy gaze landed on me, warmth and relief calming the calculated look he’d had only moments before. “Thirteen.” His sigh held as much relief as his gaze, and he slipped through the rip in the tent before Draven followed close behind.

      “Dray.” I could have cried. My eyebrows pulled together, my heart hammering with worry, relief, and joy at seeing them again.

      Draven’s dual-colored gaze met mine and he smiled slyly. “There you are, little fae.” Though his tone was cavalier, his tension was anything but. He might look calm, but I saw the instant relief my presence gave him, just as his did mine.

      I might not have realized how worried I was for them until now but seeing them was like a balm to my worried soul. Only, when Valen didn’t follow, I frowned. I was missing one of my princes. I wasn’t sure when I’d become so possessive of the two princes, along with my Shade, but at some point, I’d decided I couldn’t live without them. I wanted to protect them, be with them, enjoy my time with their sweet smiles and soft hands. I wanted to dance and laugh with them and build a life together. My heart clenched. I knew I was being greedy. I knew I was asking a lot. But I couldn’t choose just one of them.

      A soft grumble at my back had all of us freezing, but when Mordecai didn’t move except to tighten his hold on my waist, I relaxed slightly. “What are you doing here?” I asked feverishly, trying to keep my voice low. They were absolutely mad to steal through the entire demon camp only to enter the king’s quarters. Absolutely mad, but heroic in a way. I wanted to kiss them both for coming for me, despite the danger they’d put themselves in.

      “We came to save the day of course,” Draven said, flashing another cheeky grin.

      Gavriel scowled at my Shade before looking back at me. He crouched low, looking for a way to extract me from Mordecai’s hold. “We’ve come to return you to Novac, of course.” Tension ran through the vein up his neck. His jaw ticked as he inched closer, scanning me from head to toe.

      I bit my lip. “We were already headed that way.”

      Gavriel gaze shot up. “We should be able to get you to the other side before daybreak if we hurry.” He reached a hand out. “Do you think you can wiggle out?”

      I glanced back at Mordecai’s sleeping face, so relaxed and free of worry, I had to stop myself from running my fingers over his chiselled jaw. I sighed and shook my head. Mordecai’s grip was fierce, and I knew he’d only tighten it if I moved too much.

      Draven approached slowly and crouched next to the bed. “Don’t worry, little fae. We’ll get you out.”

      I glanced between them, frowning. The problem was, I didn’t want to escape. I wanted to stay with my king as much as I wanted to go with them. But they were on opposite sides, and I knew it’d take more than a heated midnight conversion for them to put aside their differences. If Mordecai were to wake up now, I’m sure he’d try and kill them. My heartbeat increased at that thought, and I bit my tongue on a worried whine.

      “You should go,” I said. I looked between them, trying to tell them with my gaze that everything would be all right. I didn’t know how, but we’d all be together again.

      “What?” Gavriel snapped, a little too loudly. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      Draven’s forehead wrinkled as he looked between us. “Why do you say that?”

      I sighed. “I can’t explain right now. Mordecai might wake at any moment.”

      “We’re not leaving without you,” Gavriel growled, gripping my wrist.

      A loud snarl stole my breath, and I stiffened as Mordecai’s hold tightened. I could feel the vibration of his growl against my back, his breathing having increased. Shit. He was awake.

      Before I could make a move, Mordecai had rolled over me and pushed to his feet. His size had been imposing at first, and I’m not sure I ever truly realized just how tall he was, towering over even the six-foot something Dark Fae prince.

      Draven backed off quickly, stealing worried glances between me and Mordecai, while Gavriel unleashed his sword.

      “Hand her over, demon,” Gavriel snapped, anger blazing in his cold eyes.

      Mordecai scoffed. He took a moment to look between them before he took hold of Gavriel’s blade, ripping it right from his hands. He tossed it back, and it thumped across the fur lined floor near the actual tent entrance. “You dare touch her?”

      Magic burned the air around me, and I sucked in a sharp breath at the force of it. His magic was thick, pushing against all of my senses. I felt like I was drowning in it, smothered by the waves of tantalizing magic rolling off him.

      Devour.

      That word again. It sung through my mind again and again even as I tried to push it away. I ground my teeth and pushed to my feet. “Wait,” I snapped as Mordecai reached forward, shadows appearing around his outstretched hand.

      He didn’t listen, reaching out to grab Gavriel by the throat. I gasped as I slipped around him and thumped my fist on his chest.

      “I said wait,” I demanded, desperation and anger tightening around my lungs. “They aren’t the enemy. You promised me that no harm would befall the Dark Fae so long as they didn’t try and harm your people.”

      Mordecai glanced down, but his red eyes were seething, full of fire and rage. He quickly returned to looking at Gavriel over the top of my head. “They tried to take you,” he ground out, that growl still edging his words.

      “Yes, because they don’t understand what’s going on,” I defended. I splayed both of my hands on his chest, trying to push him back, but he was like an unmovable stone, and I quickly gave up. “Listen to me. If you harm them—” My fingers tingled as my own magic rose. “I will never forgive you.”

      This time, when Mordecai looked at me, his gaze remained for a long time, his magic still seething, but slowly, understanding dawned on him. His nostrils flared, and he darted an angry look at Gavriel and Draven, but finally, he stepped back. The magic in the air calmed, and once the weight of it had gone, I could breathe again.

      “They’re yours?” Mordecai asked, in all seriousness.

      I opened my mouth to rebut him, but I stopped. I cared for each of them, for Draven, for Gavriel, for Valen, and yes, for Mordecai too. Though I didn’t know what any of it meant, or how it was possible I could feel the same way for so many very different men, I was fairly certain I couldn’t live without a single one of them. They’d become such a deep, intrinsic part of me, and I wanted them. I wanted them to be mine, and mine alone. I never wanted to be apart from any of them. But what if they made me choose?

      I swallowed thickly and nodded. “Yes. They’re mine.” I knew I shouldn’t be claiming people like this, but if I didn’t, I was afraid what Mordecai might do. If I claimed them as mine, at least they should be safe until I could figure everything out.

      Mordecai narrowed his eyes on Gavriel, and his expression softened slightly upon seeing my Shade. At least I didn’t think he’d have much issue with Draven, but Gavriel would be another matter entirely.

      “All right,” Mordecai said at last. He took a step back, the shadows gone from his hands.

      My relief was immediate, and I quickly turned to face the two men I’d been missing for the last few days. Gavriel was all wariness, his stance guarded, his gaze darting for his sword. But when I looked to Draven, he was already striding across the tent and quickly lifted me into his arms.

      He twirled me around once before burying his face in my hair. He sighed contentedly and nuzzled my ear. “My little fae.”

      I smiled, and my ears burned, but I wrapped my arms around him all the same. I’d missed him so much, and finally being back together soothed a deep ache in my heart. “Dray, its so good to see you,” I whispered back.

      The rumble of his purr was immediate. He bent only to scoop me up, his arm beneath my knees. As Mordecai took a seat in one of the three chairs inside our large tent, Draven took another, setting me on his lap. I couldn’t help glancing at Mordecai, wondering how he felt about Draven’s touching.

      But my nightmare chaser only gazed at me warmly before returning his scowl to the Dark Fae prince who remained standing.

      “Why don’t you take a seat?” I recommended, motioning to the remaining iron chair sat nearest to me and Draven, and furthest from Mordecai.

      Gavriel glanced at it like it might unfold into a monster, but after a moment, he slowly slid over to it, purposefully dragging it further from Mordecai before he perched on the edge, not taking his eyes off the demon king.

      Once we were all settled, I looked between them, my king and prince having a staring contest while Draven nuzzled my hair, his shadows caressing every inch of skin they could reach.

      “How did you get here?” I asked, staring at Gavriel’s profile, waiting for him to meet my gaze.

      When he finally did, his eyes were cold steel. “We came through the Rift,” he ground out. He was angry with me.

      My heart panged, both annoyed and angry with him for daring judge me. “Why?”

      Gavriel snorted, though nothing was funny. “To bring you back obviously. You were taken by demon, Thirteen.”

      I frowned, heat tightening around my heart. His anger toward me didn’t seem fair. He had no idea why I was doing what I was. “Yes, but as I’ve previously mentioned, not all demons are evil, just like not all Dark Fae are good.”

      Gavriel’s eyes narrowed further, near slits of rage that were only for me. “What in the name of the goddess were you thinking? You wanted to set the likes of them free upon Novac? Upon your people?”

      I nearly choked on a laugh. “Are you serious? My people? I am not a Dark Fae, nor was I born among your people.”

      Gavriel snarled and stood. “They are your people even if you weren’t born among them. You’re a Light Fae, Thirteen. You’re meant to be with us. I can’t protect you if you run off to release a horde of demons that will kill us all.” He threw his hands up, exasperated. “I don’t understand what you could have possibly been thinking. You sit here with him—” He stabbed a finger in Mordecai’s direction. “—like he is the answer to your problems. You know hardly a thing about our world, or his, and you’ve made this monumental decision all on your own, because of what exactly? I can’t begin to understand why you would do this, Thirteen. You don’t know the suffering they will bring. It’s just—”

      “Enough,” I snapped. Rage coiled around my heart with every word he spoke. “I have my memories back.” Gavriel winced, but his angry glare didn’t fade. Draven had stopped nuzzling me, his embrace tense. “The memories that were trapped because of this thing my stepfather placed on my wrist after his son died, a boy I’d loved, and I couldn’t handle it.” I held up the offending metal. I should have found a way to remove it by now, but I’d had more important things to deal with. “I know much more about this world than you think. Though I may lack knowledge when it comes to fae and demons, I know evil, and this man is not evil, nor are his people.” I motioned at Mordecai but didn’t look away from Gavriel.

      “Do you want to know how I know? Well, after nineteen years of my mother hating me for who I was, for powers I couldn’t control, I finally found a slice of happiness only for it to all end in fire. Then, I lost my memories thanks to that bastard. I wandered alone in the woods for a long time, not knowing who I was, or where I was going until a hunter found me and brought me to them.” I paused my story, my breathing heaving in in out of me. I’d never been so angry—I was livid, seething with fury over all the pain I’d been put through, only to have my lack of worldly knowledge thrown back in my face.

      “But you know what, Alma wasn’t even the worst of it.” I laughed, a humorless sound, images assaulting me of every moment I spoke of. “I’ve been abused my entire life, Gavriel, by people who were afraid of me, like you’re afraid of these demons. They didn’t care how much they hurt me because I could always heal from it. It didn’t matter to them how many times I was beaten, whipped, raped, or dragged about like an animal, because I could heal.” Another laugh bubbled out of me, and I flicked away the tears I hadn’t realized I’d been shedding.

      “That is all being a Light Fae has ever done for me. It has only brought me more pain because humans thought if I could heal from their torment, I could endure it.” I narrowed my eyes on the prince, who’s face had gone as pale as snow, his eyes rounded like saucers. “You call demons evil, but you’ve spent your entire life protecting the truly corrupt. Humans are greedy, evil creatures, terrified of what they don’t understand. Only one has ever shown me true kindness. So, no, Mordecai might not be the answer to my problems, but he is certainly not my enemy, and he is certainly not the evil you’ve painted him out to be. I will make my own decisions based on my experiences, and yes, I will think them through. But don’t you dare tell me I don’t know suffering.”

      Heat coursed from my skin, magic thick in the air once more. Only this time, it wasn’t Mordecai’s but mine. Silence rested from my rant, Gavriel continuing to stare at me in horror while Mordecai clenched his fists, every muscle I could see bunching as if he had to physically keep himself in his chair.

      Draven’s arms tightened around me, and his fingers brushed my cheek as he turned my face toward him. I took a breath, trying to push away the rage. I didn’t want my magic to spill out and hurt him. I knew it could, my memories reminded me so with images of corroded items and skin. He wouldn’t be the first person I hurt accidentally.

      “Thirteen, is this all true?” Draven asked, his voice low, cold. I nodded and he rested his forehead against mine. When our eyes met, I saw my own rage reflected in his gaze. He cupped my cheeks, his thumbs skimming across my skin. “Every last one of them will drown in their own blood for what they’ve done to you. I promise you sweet vengeance, my little fae. Everything that has been done to you will be brought back upon them tenfold.”

      I smiled. Despite the horror of his words, I warmed all over at his declaration. I’d once questioned if the things that had happened to me had warped my mind, made me insane. I was fairly certain now that they had, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. “I can’t wait.”

      Mordecai rose suddenly, pacing the room. I didn’t look from my Shade, but I could feel my king’s manic energy. “The moment we step through that barrier, you will take me to these people,” he commanded, his tone brokering no argue. It was the first time he’d given me any sort of demand, and I shivered under the weight of it, understanding a little why he liked it so much.

      “I will,” I promised. I sighed, the weight of my confession drifting from my shoulders, leaving me lighter. All I’d ever wanted was for someone to understand my suffering and want to fight for me instead of join in. And now I had not one, but two willing to end the lives of my tormentors. I smiled, a happy bubble forming in the center of my chest.

      Movement in my peripheral made me finally lean back from Draven’s hold. Gavriel had descended to one knee beside me, his icy gaze warring between sorrow and anger. Though he looked contrite when he took my hand, it didn’t stop his words from ruining it. “Please, Thirteen. It is as you’ve said, they aren’t all evil. The Dark Fae will suffer if you lower the barrier and allow demons to roam our lands once more.”

      My nostrils flared. “And what about the suffering happening here?”

      Gavriel looked away but squeezed my hand. “While I agree that your revenge is necessary, I can’t let you unleash the entirety of the Demon Realm upon the world just so you may have it.”

      I yanked my fingers from his. “You still don’t understand.” This wasn’t only about me. It was about doing what was right. It was about ending suffering on all sides. It was about finding a way to exist together and broker peace.

      Gavriel yelped suddenly as Mordecai appeared behind him and pulled his arms behind his back. In one swift movement, the demon king had Gavriel bound.

      “It is for your own good,” Mordecai rumbled next to Gavriel’s ear. “So you don’t do anything stupid.”

      Mordecai stood as Gavriel’s protests began. He struggled against the metal and looked back at me for help, but I buried my face in Draven’s neck, unable to take the look of betrayal burning in Gavriel’s eyes.

      My king yanked Gavriel to his feet before gagging him and hooking his restraints to the metal poll at the center of the tent.

      I sighed as I glanced at his defeated expression. “I hope you’ll understood one day, Gav.”
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Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      The shimmer of the Rift’s barrier sparkled in the warm light of the afternoon. Though the skies were overcast, there was still enough light to brighten the world and show me exactly what must be done.

      I pulled in a deep breath, holding my fists tightly at my sides as I attempted to stop my shaking. I wasn’t afraid, but I still warred with myself. Each step of the way, I had to ask, was I doing the right thing? Gavriel was right, a lot more people might suffer because of me. But if I didn’t do something, the people already suffering would surely die. Even if they could be reborn in the Demon Realm, why should they be forced to live such horrid existences?

      It isn’t fair.

      My fists shook as I stared at the barrier. Everything that had ever happened to me until the day I met my princes, hadn’t been fair. I’d lived a life of torment, and I didn’t want that for anyone else—at least, not anyone who didn’t deserve it. There was still a special place reserved in the underworld for the corrupt, brutal people I’d met over my short twenty years. And I would send them each to their demise with a smile.

      Magic crackled across my fingers, and I inhaled sharply, pushing down my rage.

      “Thirteen?” Draven’s hands brushed my elbows. He sat behind me, sharing the saddle. He gripped the reins, his thick biceps boxing me in.

      “I’m all right,” I said, knowing he’d been about to ask. Again, I took a deep breath, and the tingling in my fingers withdrew.

      “Are you certain?” His voice lowered to a whisper. “If you change your mind, tell me. I’m here, whatever you decide.”

      My eyes burned at the same time I smiled. I turned to face him, my neck craned awkwardly, but it was worth it to see the devotion in his eyes. “Thank you, Dray.”

      His lips twitched in a crooked smile. “I’ve told you before, there’s no need to thank me.”

      “I know.” I snuck a quick kiss on his cheek before facing forward. The moment I did, I felt his rumbling purr against my back. I barely held in my amused chuckle, instead choosing to focus back on the Rift and the—

      “Oh no.” My heart raced as I peered through the barrier. Several yards from the Rift stood a small army of Dark Fae, clad in silver armor. Violet banners rose from their midst, the insignia of the Al’Tauri family upon it. Cold sweat descended my spine as I scanned the line of soldiers, only to gasp when I found Valen leading them. “Val,” I whined softly, my heart torn.

      Draven tightened his hold, his shadows drifting up and down my mesh covered arms.

      “My love,” Mordecai said as he rode up beside us. His red gaze was intense, almost fiery with the oncoming battle. “I’ll need you with me to pull down the barrier.”

      I nodded. He’d already explained the plan to me. I would go with him to the barrier once the army had amassed in front of it. The moment I stepped into the barrier’s path it should lower at my command. He would guard me along with Draven and his commander, Zeek, until enough of the army was through that I would be safe at the back. Once the demon horde was on the other side, I would be able to step out, thus lowering it.

      Even with the plan etched in my mind, my pulse still pounded erratically, filling my ears with its sound. I looked between Mordecai and Valen. Though the prince was very far away, I could still make out his dark hair and lean frame. “Don’t hurt him,” I said, again looking between them, hoping Mordecai understood my meaning.

      When my king followed my gaze to the prince, his jaw hardened, but he nodded solemnly. “I’ll do what I can to secure him,” he promised.

      I sighed, a little relieved, though still incredibly worried. There would be a great battle in a matter of minutes. Whose to say another demon wouldn’t reach Valen first, wouldn’t kill him? My fists tightened harder, my nails digging into my palms. I was numb to the pain, my mind too distraught for such a trivial thing, even when my nails pierced my skin.

      Mordecai led the way through the horde, my bicorn following his until we stopped mere feet from the barrier. Draven slipped down first before taking my waist and helping me to my feet. Once the three of us stood before the barrier, I looked between them and the waiting Dark Fae.

      Please go back, I silently pleaded. If Valen just took his army and returned to the palace, there didn’t have to be a fight. The demons could simply walk through and find a suitable place to create a settlement. No one had to get hurt.

      But I knew better. The Dark Fae had spent far too long fearing demons. They needed to see how civilized they could be, how kind and even caring. They needed to see they were people too, not just villains kept at bay by their righteous queen.

      I took a step closer to the barrier just as Valen broke from formation. He trotted closer, his eyes widening as I reached for the barrier. “I’m sorry, Val.” I put my hand through the barrier at the same time I stepped inside of it.

      My heartbeat skipped and my nerves sang with the sudden power flowing through me. I gasped as it washed over me in wave after wave. It hadn’t felt like this before, but then again, I’d only stuck my manacle clad wrist through it. My breathing quickened as the power tingled along my skin, similar to how Draven’s shadows felt, but heightened tenfold.

      A bubble of pure joy blossomed in the center of my chest, and I called the barrier’s magic into it, sucking the magic from the air. I hadn’t realized I’d closed my eyes, but once I opened them, I realized the battle had already begun.

      I inhaled sharply, taking in the backs of my protectors, Mordecai, Draven, and Commander Zeek. They stood in a loose triangle formation around me, even as the two armies surged together, swords clashing among the throng of bodies.

      It was all incredibly overwhelming—the magic, the sounds, the blood flying through the air. My breathing continued to increase until that joyous bubble turned into panic.

      Blood. There was so much blood.

      None of it was the blood I wanted to spill. None of these men and women held the faces of my tormentors. They were all innocents, soldiers on different sides fighting for their crowns.

      The battle wasn’t going quite how Mordecai had described it would. Though blood flew along with the burn of magic, the majority of the fighting took place right on the threshold of the barrier. I dared not step out of it yet, too afraid that the barrier would slice everyone in two should I leave its magical field.

      The demons seemed to be at a slight advantage, pushing the Dark Fae back across the open plains toward the hill covered in trees. Commander Zeek was sent into the chaos, joining a woman who led the charge. Mordecai joined them, his roar sending a shiver down my spine. The enemy was far enough away that I would be safe, not that I was worried. With so much power running through my body, if anyone touched me, I was fairly certain they’d combust.

      “Dray,” I said, breathless. The magic churning through me was taking a lot of energy to control, even though I’m not sure control was the right word for it. I was a conductor for the magic, something to absorb the massive amount of power and hold it for as long as I could.

      Draven turned, his eyes wide with worry when he saw the sweat pouring down my face.

      “I need you to free Gavriel,” I said. I knew Mordecai would hold true to his word, but I couldn’t risk the other demons getting any ideas, especially if this battle went south. He was a Dark Fae prince after all. He’d be a useful bargaining chip for them, and I wasn’t sure Mordecai would be able to fend off all of his people. They might not be evil, but I had to set my expectations, and above all else, I needed to be sure that Gavriel was safe.

      His brows furrowed and his jaw set. “I won’t leave you.”

      I hissed out a breath. “You must. Please, Dray.”

      He held my gaze, and I poured as much pleading and desperation as I could into my stare. I needed him to understand what this meant to me, and how I might fall apart if anything happened to one of them. Gavriel might not understand me, or any of this right now, but he would in time. I couldn’t give up on him, even if we didn’t see eye to eye right now.

      Draven growled through his teeth. “You will remain safe until my return, you promise?”

      “Yes!” I gasped against the powerful flow of magic. Draven stared at me long and hard, clearly uncertain, but finally, he nodded and turned on his heel and strode back through the barrier.

      Thank the gods.

      Once Draven was gone, I faced the battle once more. The Dark Fae were being pushed back into the hills, and though I desperately searched for Valen among them, there was too much chaos for me to find my prince. Even my king was lost to the madness, the two armies a sea of colors and blades.

      The Dark Fae were losing, their numbers dwindling steadily as the battle-hardened warriors of the Demon Realm tore through them with swords and shadow magic. It was difficult to watch, my stomach churning and my eyes burning.

      I knew I had done this. Whoever died today, their lives were on me. Was this the price of fairness? The price of freedom? How many had to die so that the demons could live?

      I hated every moment of it. Every drop of blood was a drop wasted. They didn’t need to fight like this. I had to do something to make them stop.

      I looked to the barrier, the shimmer barely visible around the gaping aura of the Rift. All I had to do was step out, and the barrier should slam shut once more. I could go to the Dark Fae. If I found Valen, or Gavriel once he was through, they could call a retreat, save their people. But then Mordecai might think I’d betrayed him too.

      A frustrated growl ripped from my throat, and I nearly yelped in surprise. I’d never made such a sound, but it’d also been weeks since I’d felt so trapped.

      I scanned the edge of the barrier until finally, I saw a shock of white hair among the warriors. My eyes widened and relief had my shoulders sagging. There, ten yards or so away, Draven led a very surly Gavriel around the masses. They were safe, free of the barrier, and with most of the fighting going on, on the side of Novac now, it was time.

      Taking a deep breath, I knew what I had to do. I stepped out of the barrier, and the loss of magic nearly sent me toppling to my knees. My entire body felt like a live wire, vibrating with too much energy, yet exhausted by the force of it. I forced myself to look back and I found the barrier well in place, blocking off only a few confused demons, while the rest continued to war.

      Now I only needed to find Valen. The crown prince was too far, on the opposite end of the field, but Valen had to be among them. If I could get to some of his people, they could find the prince, and then the retreat could sound.

      Plan in place, I ground my teeth as I forced myself to take a step. My whole body swayed, but I forged forward, taking step after step until I could circle the battle, using my small size to my advantage as I navigated the edge of the field. I spied several Dark Fae locked in combat, with a few others trying to push through and lend their aid, but it was difficult with the throng so thick.

      “Sir!” I called out.

      Dark eyes raised to meet mine and bugged at the sight of me. “Lady Light Fae!” he gasped. “What are you doing here?” He marched forward, worry creasing his brow. “It’s not safe.” He hesitated before gently taking my arm, and I silently thanked him for his care.

      “I need you to find the princes. They need to sound the retreat, and quickly!” I held his arm as he held mine, imploring him with my gaze to listen.

      The soldier glanced back up, taking in the field of living and dead. I saw his throat bob before he nodded. “Yes, my Lady.” He turned to one of his comrades, and quickly passed along the message. “We’ll find them, but I must get you to safety at once.”

      I wasn’t given time to argue. Instead, he pulled me along out of the battle and up the hill, blocking the few men who were flung our way before they forged back inside.

      I could hardly look at the warriors anymore, my guilt clawing up my throat. This was all my fault. I couldn’t decide if I’d done the right thing or the wrong. But with each passing moment, more died because of my decision.

      “Retreat!” the call reverberated over the clearing, a voice I knew well.

      “Valen,” I sighed in relief as the call sounded again and again until the army was fleeing up the hill.

      The soldier beckoned me further, racing alongside me until a warm pair of arms suddenly wrapped around me. I stilled before spinning to find Valen’s warm yellow gaze peering into my soul.

      “You’re alive,” Valen breathed. His cheeks were splattered with blood and dirt, his silver armor sullied the same.

      My heart clenched as I wrapped my arms around him. “I am, but we must go.” And quickly.

      Valen nodded, releasing his hold before taking my hand. He nodded his thanks to the soldier who’d kept me safe before pulling me along up the hill toward the waiting horses. Though most horses had been ridden into battle, I wasn’t surprised a few were left behind just in case.

      “Thirteen!” the boom of Mordecai’s voice sliced through me, right to my bones.

      Cold seeped across my skin as I planted my feet. Valen grunted as I stopped, fighting against his pull. I turned to find the red eyes of my nightmare chaser staring at me across the battlefield. Though his thick brows were drawn tight together, and his scowl was firmly in place, I could see no condemnation in his eyes.

      “I will chase you to the underworld and back,” Mordecai swore. He held my gaze until Valen was pulling me along behind him again, and soldiers got in the way of my king.

      My heart ached as I left him behind. I knew he meant those words, and I was glad because I could never truly leave him. We might be parted for now, but soon, we’d be together again. Now, I only had to lead him away from my Dark Fae, and together, we could bring our worlds together, and then get my revenge.
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      Thank the goddess she was safe.

      My heart pounded with every yard we put between us and the Rift. I still couldn’t quite explain how deeply relieved I was. The moment she was pulled through the Rift by that demon, it was like a piece of me went with her, torn from my very chest. But seeing her today, watching her ride her horse, Draven plastered to her back, it calmed my shattered soul and healed that missing piece. It was like the gaping wound she’d created had been sown back together by her presence, and I couldn’t wait to hold her in my arms again.

      Despite knowing she was alive and safe, there was nothing like having her close. I needed more assurance. My racing pulse told me so, the panicked bubble in my chest not entirely squashed. Once we returned to the palace there would be plenty of time for a reunion, and for answers.

      I’m sure the Nightmare King had forced her to lower the barrier, most likely blackmailing or threatening her into it. I ground my teeth, pushing every thought of her with him from my mind. It was all right now. She was safe. That’s what mattered. Whatever had been done to her, I would do my best to erase it.

      Thirteen’s horse veered off the path suddenly, taking a smaller road west. My eyebrows furrowed and I quickly tugged on the reins, veering after her. I exchanged a quick look with my brother, who’s gaze remained stone, his jaw tight. Something had happened in the Demon Realm, I was sure of it. But where was she going now?

      Our horses slowed to a trot a few yards down the narrow dirt road, and Draven pulled on the reins, turning their horse to face my brother and me. I stopped, glancing warily between my brother, Draven and Thirteen, who’s expression was surprisingly unreadable. Usually, it was quite easy to tell what the little mouse was thinking, her expressions always animated, giving away her true feelings.

      “Thirteen, what’s going on?” I asked, my forehead wrinkling. Worry gnawed at my stomach, turning it over with nausea. Something wasn’t right.

      She avoided my gaze, her lips parting on a soft sigh. “I’m not going with you.”

      My eyes rounded, but before I could object, Gavriel pushed his horse forward aggressively, the beast letting out a startled whinny. “Thirteen, enough. We must return to the palace.”

      Thirteen shook her head, and when she rose her gaze, determination blazed in her blue jeweled eyes. “No. I won’t lead Mordecai back to the palace and… I have things to take care of.”

      Cold filled her gaze, and a chill descended my spine. I’d never seen that look in her eyes before. It was so foreign, so unlike my sweet Thirteen that dread settled in my gut. It was worse than I’d thought. Something truly terrible must have happened in the Demon Realm. My fists tightened around the reins, and anger burned a path up my throat. I’d kill that demon if he’d dared lay a hand on her. I don’t care who he was, or what powers he had. I would destroy him if he hurt her.

      Gavriel’s face softened, surprising me. A glance at Draven confirmed the same. They knew something. “What happened?” I demanded.

      Thirteen lowered her gaze again, and Gavriel looked at me, his jaw hardened once again. What? Even my own brother would keep this from me?

      “I don’t know what’s going on,” I growled, irritated with the lot of them. I didn’t like being kept in the dark. “But we need to return to the palace where you’ll be safe, Thirteen. And Gavriel—” I faced my brother. “—We need to speak with father about the invasion. We must devise a plan to protect our people.”

      Gavriel sighed but when he raised his gaze, he didn’t look at me, but at Thirteen. It was as if he silently implored her to do or say something. Was he asking her to explain herself to me?

      “I can’t return, not yet,” Thirteen said. She nibbled her lower lip, uncertain. “There are things I must take care of first.”

      A growl of exasperation built in my throat, but I hurriedly squashed it. I didn’t want to scare her. “Please, Thirteen. There is a demon king hunting you. I won’t return to the palace without you.”

      Her lips twitched in a small smile at the same time that she shook her head. “If I were to return with you, we’d be leading Mordecai right to the palace, and your people. He’ll do anything to have me back, and I won’t put the Dark Fae at risk.”

      I sighed. “Fine, then we’ll dispatch troops to protect the humans and guard the city.”

      Her nostrils flared and that same cold look returned to her eyes. My eyebrows furrowed, confusion filling me. It was such an odd reaction. Did she still resent the humans who’d sacrificed her? It was clear that her life with them hadn’t been a pretty one, but did she truly wish demons upon them?

      “Guard your people, but the humans are mine.”

      My eyes widened. Her voice was unlike her own, filled with loathing, hatred burning in every word. Her fingers tightened into fists in her lap, and I thought I smelled blood. “Thirteen what are you—”

      “I’ve explained it once, but I suppose it’s only fair I explain it to you as well, Valen,” she said. Again, her voice was different. It wasn’t sweet or lilting, it was so angry that nerves ran through me.

      Whatever she was about to say, I knew it would change me, and it did. Thirteen recounted her story as if she’d already told it once before. From the tension running through Gavriel and Draven, I had a feeling this wasn’t the first time they’d heard it. With each word, it was as if a knife pierced my chest. Beaten. Raped. Dragged about by her hair.

      Red clouded my vision, my breaths heaving in and out of me as images flashed before my eyes. My sweet little mouse hurt, bleeding, tormented. Then I remembered the place I’d found her. Alma. She’d had makeup smeared in small cuts on her cheeks then, as the people standing around the altar stared in shock at both me, and her.

      I could still recall the face of the priest who’d presented her, and the men standing beside him, leering at Thirteen like she was nothing more than a piece of meat to be had. So, they had been the ones to hurt this pure, innocent woman?

      My fists tightened, the leather strap of the reins digging into my palms. I could feel my body begin to shake with my hands, working its way up my arms until even my teeth ground together.

      I knew they’d sacrificed her, but I had no idea things had been this bad.

      They didn’t deserve to breathe, to taste fresh air. They should be smothered, buried alive, forced to endure even a moment of the pain they put her through.

      Before I knew what I was doing, I’d snapped my reins and flown down the road. I heard my name called on the wind, but all I could see was red. They’d hurt my little mouse, made her suffer unspeakably. And they would die today.
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Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      Alma was at least two days ride from the Rift, but Valen flew like the wind. Enchanted, Gavriel had explained. He’d enchanted his horse to fly like the wind and never grow tired. My heart raced as I tried to keep up with my prince. I’d never seen him so angry. Even in the dining hall, when a man had groped me, his eyes had never filled with death like they had before he took off.

      As much as his hatred for the people who’d harmed me warmed my heart, I didn’t want him to get hurt. Alma had many guards, and though I’m sure he could handle many of them, a few dozen might prove difficult.

      We rode fast and hard, desperation clawing up my throat despite our speed. Gavriel had enchanted our horses as well after he’d sent a message with one of his soldiers for the king. They were to guard the city and hold off on any retaliation until he returned to explain things to his father. That would keep the Dark Fae safe. Mordecai would have no reason to follow them. Instead, he’d pursue me to the ends of the world.

      I almost smiled. I didn’t deserve his devotion, or his trust. After all, I’d lowered the barrier before the fight was over and fled with his enemy. Though I hoped they wouldn’t remain enemies for long.

      Even with our horses enchanted the same as Valen’s, we were at least thirty minutes behind, if not more. With each passing second, I silently urged our horses faster, urged the magic to swell and breathe new life into our movements. We had to catch up in case anything bad were to befall my prince. Humans would see him as a Demon Lord, and I wasn’t foolish enough to believe they wouldn’t attack if provoked.

      When we finally crested the hill leading down the narrow road to Alma, my breath caught. Fear stole my reasonable self, and I clung to Draven’s arms.

      Even above the two-story homes, I could see the great branches of the cherry tree at the center of town. The stone altar wouldn’t glow for another few days, though I was sure another sacrifice had already taken place since my disappearance.

      Another life had been needlessly lost; I was sure of it.

      How many lives would it take until they were satisfied?

      Fear burned away to anger, and I gripped Draven’s arms harder, urging him to hurry. He must have gotten the message, because he flicked the reins hard, and we raced down the hill and into the street.

      The sun had long set, and the streets were empty. There was hardly a single lamp illuminating the surrounding windows, leaving the town in near silence next to the wind and rustling trees.

      My teeth ground together, and my body tensed. Memories of this place tried to pull me under, drowning me in their endless torment, but I pushed them away with savage intensity. They couldn’t hurt me anymore. Not with my princes and my Shade by my side. Not with this magic singing in my veins. No. I wasn’t the prey anymore, but the predator. And every last person who tormented me would die by my hands.

      Draven slowed, though I barely heard the cant of the horses’ hooves. My heart roared in my ears, pushing rage through my limbs with every beat.

      “Where would he go?” Draven asked, his voice deep and full of loathing, not for Valen, but for the people here.

      Gavriel lifted his head and inhaled. Was he scenting him? “This way. I can smell his magic.” Oh. The crown prince urged his horse forward, and we followed until he stopped before the two-story inn that had been my own house of horrors for one very long year.

      I stiffened, my breath sawing in and out of me as magic burned along my fingers.

      “This is the place?” Draven guessed. He didn’t speak of my iron-like grip on his arms, only kissed the top of my hair softly, letting me know he was there for me.

      “Yes,” I ground out between my teeth. Heat curled around my heart, hatred boiling my blood. I didn’t say a word as I released Draven and slipped from the saddle. I was barely on my feet when my men joined me, silently following me to the front door.

      It was already cracked, the handle snapped off. I pushed it open to reveal whimpers of terror. My eyes widened, a sick sense of satisfaction curling my toes in my boots. I knew that voice, even if I’d never heard it make that sound before.

      Jordan.

      My nostrils flared as I stepped inside. A bone deep chill settled inside me, sending a vicious shiver down my spine.

      “We can take care of this if you’d rather,” Gavriel said gruffly, his hand on my elbow.

      I turned to my prince, catching the worry in his eyes as well as the thinly veiled rage simmering beneath. I smiled and rested my hand on his cheek. “There’s nothing I would rather do than see this man killed by my hands,” I assured him.

      I knew I sounded deranged. It wasn’t normal to want to kill people, or maybe it was when they did something as horrible as rape you every day for a year and beating you for half of that time. Maybe Jordan had made me go mad, or maybe it was Priest Crissan. Maybe it all had just been too much for my mind. Or maybe, this was normal for a victim of such awful torment.

      I’m not sure I really cared.

      Gavriel nodded solemnly, and I dropped my hand before following the sounds of torment up the stairs and into the room Jordan had forced me to share with him.

      My eyes widened, my breath catching. Jordan laid spread eagle on the bed, his wrists bound to the iron posts, the once cream sheets littered with red. He was nearly naked, only a pair of boxers covering his lower half. His skin had been cut numerous times, several lacerations on his face, chest, and abdomen as well as his thighs.

      Valen towered over him, breathing hard, blood speckling his cheeks. He might be a Dark Fae, but he’d never looked more like a Demon Lord. Crazed intensity filled his slightly widened gaze, and blood dripped from the very knife that Jordan kept hidden in his desk, the same he’d used to threaten me into obedience. He’d cut me many times with it. I think he enjoyed my suffering, and my blood on his hands.

      “Valen,” I breathed out his name, both awed by his work and happy he was alive and safe.

      His shoulders stiffened and he slowly turned to face me. That intensity in his gaze softened only for me, guilt flickering there as well. “Thirteen,” he said, his voice raspy.

      “You started without me,” I said and held out my hand. “He’s mine, remember?”

      “You little bitch,” Jordan spluttered from the bed. His eyes rounded like saucers; his words garbled from a cut across his mouth. “What have you done?”

      I smiled, a venomous little grin that my tormentor winced at. Cool metal brushed my open palm as Valen placed the blade in my hand. “You should have cut out his tongue first,” I chastised my prince softly. I didn’t need to hear Jordan’s words, only his screams. Though—I paused, tilting my head in thought—it might be nice to hear him beg. The same way he’d made me beg and cry though he never listened, never stopped.

      “Apologies,” Valen said, amusement clear in his voice.

      “Cut out my—” Jordan’s voice cut off on a growl. “You ungrateful bitch! I spent a year caring for you, feeding you—ungrateful swine! How dare you?”

      “Cared for me?” I laughed, the sound bubbling out of me before I could stop it. I took a step closer, and Jordan’s anger cut to fear as I balanced the knife in my hand, wrapping my fingers firmly around its hilt before I spun it to face him. “You are the worst kind of man. The worst kind of human.”

      “W-Wait,” Jordan stuttered as I pressed the knife against his pale thigh. “I-I’m sorry, I—”

      “You’re sorry?” Again, I laughed. “You should be, but I won’t forgive you.”

      He blanched, his face pale, his eyes warring between torment and fear. “Thirteen I—”

      “Enough of your words.” I sliced through his skin, and copper misted the air. He yelped, squirming against his restraints, only to have the rope bloody his skin as well.

      “Please, I beg of you,” Jordan panted as I cut higher, slicing through his boxers and up his rounded stomach, leaving a long, clean line in my wake.

      I smiled as I skirted the edge of the bed, my men giving me space as they stepped to the edges of the room. “And how many times did you listen to me beg? What did you say to me then?”

      His teeth slammed together on another cry of pain, but I could see it in his eyes and in his trembling. He met my gaze, and I preened under the terror I found there. I knew I’d looked at him like that once. I’d cried and begged for him to stop. And what had he said?

      “Beg for me,” I reminded him. “Beg for me, and maybe I’ll stop.” His eyes became impossibly wider as recognition flit through his dull gaze. “Don’t you remember? And tell me, did you ever stop?”

      Again, the truth was clear in his eyes, even as lies fell from his lips. I shook my head, deafening to them as I pushed the knife deeper into his belly before withdrawing it again.

      “No, you didn’t.”

      I took my time, reminding him of every cut he’d ever given me, placing a few free-handed slices where he’d gripped me so tightly, I bruised for days, taking extra care to stab each bone he’d shattered.

      His screams soothed my weary soul, filling up parts of me that I knew might never heal, though this certainly helped. When his screams finally quieted, and I was sure he was close to dying from blood loss, I cut off the member that had been forced inside me one too many times before forcing it into his mouth.

      I left him to die and gag on his own cock, stepping back to admire my work. I might have gone a little too far, gotten a little too into it, but finally, my tormentor was dead, and I was free. I knew there were more. More men lurking in this town that I needed to destroy. But Priest Crissan would be the worst. He would be my final enemy in Alma. My men could kill the rest for all I cared.

      Warm hands settled on my elbows, and Draven drew me back into his arms. I hummed softly, curling into his warmth. My mind was clouded with ecstasy, my racing thoughts finally stilled. I wasn’t sure I’d ever felt so at peace.

      “Little fae,” Draven said, his hot breath fanning the top of my head. “You did so well.”

      I smiled, flushing under his praise. I knew Draven would approve, though I wasn’t so sure the princes wouldn’t be scared off for good. I took a wary glance at them beneath my lashes, but Gavriel was staring smugly at Jordan’s broken body while Valen stared at me softly, like he too felt as at peace as I.

      The creak of the stairs pulled me from my thoughts, and I looked quickly to the door, expecting guards to flood in and a fight to break out, but instead, my nightmare chaser occupied the entire doorway, slouching so that he could slip under the doorframe.

      “Thirteen,” he rumbled.

      Gavriel and Valen spun toward the demon, hands on their swords and fire in their eyes.

      The hairs on the back of my neck rose, and guilt flooded my euphoria. Mordecai took one look at me, and then his eyes widened on the bed. He didn’t even spare the princes a glance. When he looked back at me, there was pride in his eyes, and a smile twisting his lips. “You’ve done it,” he said. His rumble turned into a purr as he took a step closer.

      “Stop,” Gavriel snapped, his sword drawn, the tip resting against Mordecai’s chest.

      Indignation flared up, and I stepped from Draven’s arms. “Stop it,” I hissed, swatting Gavriel’s arm. The prince turned an incredulous look on me, but I ignored it. “He’s not your enemy.”

      “How can you say that?” Valen asked, disbelieving.

      Right. I might have told him about my past, but not what had gone on between Mordecai and me. “He’s mine,” I said, a bit stubbornly. “He’s promised no harm will befall the Dark Fae so long as you don’t harm his people.”

      Valen gaped, and I sighed. This was not exactly the place nor time to explain everything, and Mordecai seemed to agree. He pushed aside Gavriel’s blade and strode closer, even as my princes bristled.

      Mordecai plucked me from Draven’s arms, pulling me against his chest, his arms folded beneath my butt so he could lift me to eye level. I braced myself on his shoulders, my whole body warming at his closeness. “Did you just claim me, my love?”

      I flushed. I had, though I’d done the same with my princes and Shade, at least in front of Mordecai. I was fairly certain they didn’t know I’d been claiming them all this time. I shot a guilty little smile at the others before facing my king again. He leaned forward, nuzzling his nose against mine. “I might have,” I whispered shyly.

      “So, you weren’t running away from me?”

      My heart panged at the vulnerability in his gaze. I couldn’t believe someone so strong could look so openly at me, like I was his weakness. I shook my head. “Of course not.”

      His purr ramped up and he drew me closer, burying his face against my neck. “Good.”

      I smiled and wrapped my arms around his neck, combing my fingers through his silky curls. “I’m sorry. I… I had to make the fighting stop.”

      He nodded against me. “I know.”

      I loved how much he understood me. I didn’t know if it was one of his abilities, or maybe he just knew me so well from being inside my mind so many times. Either way, I was unbelievably grateful that he wasn’t angry.

      “But I need to ask you one thing, my love,” he said. I stilled as he leaned back to meet my gaze. “I need to know what you really want.”

      I blinked. That’s it? Amusement filled me like that happy bubble had earlier. “I want peace for all.” I lowered my gaze as my cheeks heated. “And I want all of you, but—”

      He rumbled when I cut myself off and squeezed me tighter. “But?”

      I forced in a breath. I had to tell him, all of them. I knew they wouldn’t judge me for it. Though I wasn’t sure they were all okay with me claiming them like I had, there was one thing I wanted above all, one thing I knew each of them understood and would aid me with.

      “But most of all, I want my revenge.”

      He growled, a feral grin splitting his mouth and baring his teeth. “Then revenge you shall have.”
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Thirteen

        

      

    

    
      I gave my men a list of names, recounted what I could of their looks and the various ways they’d made my life hell. With each word, my men drew around me, listening closely, and then with my command, they took off into Alma, besieging every last person who hurt me.

      My smile hadn’t died since I’d watched Jordan take his last choking breaths. I’d spent some time walking down the street, listening to the screams my men brought me, all on my way to Priest Crissan’s lofty home near the center of town. My fury returned at the very sight of his front door—a plain sheet of timber that shouldn’t make fear ball up inside of me, but it did. The door, marked with a red symbol meant to ward off demons, was destroyed with one flick of my hand.

      I hadn’t even meant to do it, but I wanted to test my newfound abilities. Seeing the door fall from its hinges, eaten away by my corrosive magic, I knew every word Crissan had ever spoken was a lie. That symbol was no more protection against demons than the sacrifices he forced on this town helped them keep the demon hordes at bay. It was ludicrous, and it made me all the angrier that people had believed him.

      “What is the meaning of this?”

      The raspy, slightly nasally voice ground against my ears, making my skin itch and my toes curl. I hated that voice. After being forced to listen to hours upon hours of his sermons, it had become a new form of torture.

      Crissan gasped as he hit the bottom step and was finally able to see me in the doorway. “Thirteen?” His voice was disbelieving, and not near as fearful as it should be.

      “Hello, Priest Crissan,” I said, a wicked smile curling my lips. “It’s been some time.”

      He looked between me and Draven, who stood guarding my back. “W-What is the meaning of this?” he repeated. “What is going on? How have you returned? And is that—” His words cut off on another exhale. “A demon?”

      My grin grew. “Oh, yes. This is Draven, a Shade.” I stepped into the small foyer, my gaze catching on the door to the basement off to the right side of the narrow staircase. I knew exactly where I’d be delivering his punishment.

      “A Shade?” Crissan’s eyebrows furrowed as he reached for a knife I knew he kept hidden in the back of his trousers.

      Just as he lunged forward, blade drawn, Draven shot by and grabbed his wrist, crushing it with a satisfying crack.

      Crissan’s howl of pain buzzed in my ears, the sound making me smile once again as he fought against my Shade. I motioned to the door that had once led to a place of nightmares, but I hoped with his death, would no longer plague me. “Take him downstairs,” I commanded gently.

      Draven nodded, growling at the priest who spluttered as my Shade manhandled him toward the door and then through it.

      “Guards!” Crissan screamed as we descended the steps into the stone dungeon that had been used to torture me. “Guards, you fools! Aid me!”

      I laughed as he struggled aimlessly, only to be pushed to his knees on the cold stone floor. “No one can hear you down here, don’t you remember?”

      Fear stole his gaze when he looked at me this time. He had to remember the words he’d spoken to me a dozen times before I stopped screaming for help. He’d told me time and time again that no one could hear me, and even if they did, no one would ever help. What he was doing was best for the people of Alma. Even the words flitting through my mind made my stomach turn.

      “W-What do you plan on doing?” Crissan asked as he stumbled to his feet. Draven waited two or three feet from the man, his gaze trained on the priest’s slow movements.

      “I thought a sermon might be in order,” I said, taking a step closer. “Dray, please chain him face down on the altar.”

      Crissan’s gaze rounded, and he spluttered protests only to be punched in the face. His head lolled like a ragdoll, and he was much more compliant while stunned. It gave Draven time enough to shackle his wrists and ankles, just as Crissan had done to me so many times.

      “Please, Thirteen, you know it was all for the good of—”

      “For the good of Alma?” I laughed. “It was all for your own greed, you foolish, foolish man.” I circled the altar, my skin crawling as memories tried to pile in—memories of my own self pinned to that altar as I took lashing after lashing while he recited his drivel to me. “But don’t worry, I’ll see your kindness returned.”

      Instead of sagging in relief, he stiffened as he should. He knew exactly the amount of kindness he’d ever showed me. None.

      I stopped my pacing, plucking a cat of nine tails from the wall. The whip could flay flesh the fastest and would be incredibly painful if you didn’t numb your mind. It had taken me almost six months to learn to numb myself to it. Six months of agony caused by this small thing.

      “Help me up, would you?” I asked, glancing at Draven. I held out my hand, and he smiled before taking it. He helped me up onto the altar where I drew the knife I’d taken from Jordan and sliced through the back of Crissan’s night shirt.

      “Wait! You can’t do this!” Crissan cried, thrashing against the chains.

      “If you keep struggling like that, you’ll only bloody your wrists,” I told him.

      He trembled as I stood over him, my feet firmly planted on either side of his hips. I tightened my grip on the whip’s handle, the cold leather warming in my hand.

      “Where are your gods now, Crissan?” I spat, that same sick enjoyment swelled inside of me, wrapping warmth around me even in the cold, damp space.

      “Y-You will pay for this!” he cried. “The gods will smite you down for—”

      His scream warmed my heart as I cracked the whip across his skin. Red welts appeared on his flesh, thick, raised lines against his pale skin.

      Draven tsked playfully. “You’ll have to hit harder than that, little fae.”

      I smiled. “You’re right.”

      “Wait!” Crissan thrashed as I hit harder. He winced, so I hit again, and then again. When he could no longer hold in his cries, I whipped harder, his screams echoing in the cavernous space.

      “The gods do not protect you, Crissan,” I said, panting from the exertion. “Nor will anyone ever again.”

      Again, I cracked the whip across his skin. Blood poured in all directions, swelling from each line of red I left. I still remembered the sound so well, and it felt delicious to have the tides turned in my favor. Now the sound reverberating in my ears didn’t strike fear into me, but sick satisfaction.

      Crissan whimpered garbled words as I tore him apart, but as his words died, I stopped, breathing hard, sweat pouring down my face. I waited for more whimpers, more pained cries, but all movement had stopped.

      Draven slipped across the room. Though he’d been watching, leaned back against the stone wall, arms crossed, and a smug smile on his face, he stepped up to check the priest’s neck for a pulse. His smile slipped and his forehead wrinkled as he glanced up at me.

      “He’s gone,” he said.

      I scowled, fiery indignation flaring through me. “How pitiful.” I’d always lasted far longer than this, even in the early days. And Crissan was far stronger physically than I.

      Draven huffed his agreement and held out his hand to help me down. I swayed, tired from all of the swinging. My arm felt like jelly, and Draven must have realized because he scooped me up instead of helping me to my feet.

      “How do you feel?” he asked as he ascended the steps back to the main floor of the house.

      I pursed my lips in thought, gazing up at the wooden ceiling. I still felt the same satisfaction as before, that balm to my soul growing with each ounce of blood spilt. But it still wasn’t enough. My former stepfather’s face flashed before my eyes, along with his subordinates. No, we weren’t done just yet.

      “Good,” I decided at last. “But there is still more to be done.”

      Draven grinned, flashing his pretty white teeth. “Excellent.”

      Seeing a flash of madness in his eyes, I stroked his cheek adoringly, letting the euphoria of my enemy’s deaths settle over me once again. “Thank you,” I said.

      He raised an eyebrow, his smile dropping slightly. “What for this time?” He sounded genuinely curious.

      Usually, he understood what I thanked him for, even if he didn’t think I needed to. But this time, I couldn’t quite explain in words how grateful I felt to have him there. Not only with me, but his gaze free of judgment, his slightly rattled mind a complete match for mine. Both of us had been through unspeakable acts. I only wished I could give Draven the deaths of his enemies as he was giving me mine.

      I didn’t know how I could ever thank him, so instead, I wrapped my arms around his neck and brought my lips to his. Warmth blossomed in my chest, spreading out until it filled me completely. I kissed him gently at first, feeling his soft lips and smooth skin. His chest rumbled and I pressed harder before drawing his lower lip into my mouth, sucking gently.

      His rumbling purr turned into a growl, and I grinned as I met his heated gaze. But before I could take our kiss any further, the sound of shifting gravel met my ears and I pulled back, ready to go on the attack.

      But instead of finding Alma guards, I found my two princes and my king. Blood splattered their armor, the tension having left their shoulders, though I spied a tick in Gavriel’s cheek. I had a feeling Gavriel wasn’t so keen on sharing. But he’d have to learn to share if he wanted me. I wasn’t letting my Shade, nor my king go. And if I could help it, I wouldn’t let my princes go either, though they’d be the most difficult to sway.

      “Did you have fun?” I asked, smiling shyly. Mordecai grinned like a maniac—yes, he’d definitely enjoyed himself fully. Valen on the other hand simply smiled softly, a knowing look in his eyes. Gavriel shrugged, but the heat in his gaze was obvious. He’d enjoyed himself, even if he wouldn’t admit it.

      “There’s one more place we must go,” Mordecai said. He strode closer and brushed his fingers across my probably blood covered cheeks. I must look a sight, but Mordecai still stared at me with all of the affection in the world.

      “The baron’s compound,” I said, understanding dawning. I had no idea how to get there, or even where it was relative to Alma.

      Mordecai nodded. “I’ll lead the way.”

      I smiled; glad he knew exactly where we were going. Soon, I’d be at peace at last.
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      With our horses enchanted, we reached the town of Prox in a few hours. Somehow, I managed to steal a bit of sleep on the way. Curled up in the arms of my Shade, the movement of the horse had calmed me enough to sleep, for a little while anyway.

      When I opened my eyes again, the landscape had changed, the forest partially cleared to lend way to a much larger town than Alma. It was at least twice the size. Even in my memories, I didn’t recall it being so large, but then again, Prox had many able people to aid in construction and expansion.

      It was still the wee hours of the morning, and not a single lantern was lit within. Mordecai led us up the main road, though we no longer raced with our enchantments. Instead, we strode quietly, taking in the homes and shops. Many of these places held kind, normal people who’d never known my suffering. There was the baker, who often gave me treats as a child. She was kind, and giving, always asking if I was safe at home.

      Then there was the butcher, an elderly man who got on with everyone, including his wife, a farmer with a stern voice but a kind heart. There were others, kind humans who’d helped me, or had never done me harm.

      But there were also those who’d seen my suffering, had revelled in it. There were the noblemen under the baron who sneered at my torment or leered at my exposed skin. The baron had given me to several of the noblemen for a night or two, intent on finding me a husband who would take me away and deal with me properly. Break me, is what he truly meant. He didn’t want me anywhere near his son, and so he’d pushed me as far away as he could. Only, it didn’t take long for my powers to leak out and harm the men he’d hoped could fuck the fight out of me. One too many corrosive burns had left the nobles terrified, and finally I had been free of their perversion.

      As we passed each home and shop, I pointed out who’d been a good person, and who hadn’t. Gavriel and Valen were quick to slip off to the noblemen’s houses, and I smiled as I pictured their screams. Though I’d love to savor every last one, the true villain in this town was my stepfather. Baron Evan Van Lorn, the ruler of Prox. He could destroy a family with a few words, and he did, many, many times. The town had been terrified of him, but not the same fear as those in Alma.

      “I didn’t know this place existed,” Draven mumbled as he rode up the street.

      Gavriel grunted his agreement as he returned to our small party, fresh drops of blood on his neck. “Me neither. This town was meant to be deserted.”

      I hummed thoughtfully, though I didn’t care as much as I should. My mind was still set on revenge—I could figure out the rest later.

      The further we went, the closer we came to the baron’s compound at the edge of town. It had ten-foot-high stone walls, with a wooden gate and iron handles. Two of the baron’s knights, who were meant to keep watch, slumped in chairs on either side of the gate, fast asleep.

      I nearly rolled my eyes. The lazy bastards had always looked away when they caught sight of the baron’s torment. They might not have joined in, but they never, not once, tried to help me, even when the baron kicked me to my knees, even when his belt left bloody welts across my ass. The baron loved to humiliate me, and often did so in front of the house staff, knowing the only one who’d care would be his son, who he frequently sent away for training in the hills. The only boy who could protect me in that house, I could hardly believe he’d come from such an evil man.

      Venom boiled my blood and brought bile rising into the back of my throat. I hated the baron’s knights. I hated the house staff. I knew they were most likely only concerned about their jobs, but they’d let my suffering go unchecked. Not a single maid had even dared clean my wounds. That task had been left to me. Always me. Always alone.

      I ground my teeth as tears burned my eyes. Magic suddenly scorched my skin, heat flaring up my arm. “Let me down,” I said through my teeth.

      Draven pulled our horse to a stop, and the others were quick to follow. We were only a few yards from the gate, and the guards were fast asleep. Maybe it was time for me to make my entrance.

      My Shade slipped from the saddle and helped me to my feet. I was careful not to touch him with my hands, too afraid that my magic might spill out and hurt him. As soon as I had my shaky legs beneath me, I took in a deep breath and turned to the gates of the compound.

      Even the sight of the gate was enough to send memories pouring through me. Those gates had trapped me for so long. Though they weren’t the same ones I’d grown up with, those had been destroyed along with most of the walls when I’d razed the compound. It had taken years for me to discover the cracks in the wall, big enough for me to slip through as a child. I’d see these gates burn.

      I strode forward, my breathing coming in sharply as magic continued to burn across my skin. I hadn’t used it much yet, still too afraid of hurting those I cared for. But what did I have to fear now? With my men at my back, and my enemies straight ahead, I pulled at the magic burning in my belly and forced it out my extended hand.

      Black mist, textured like thin grains, spilled from my palm, darting forward in a wave that grew until it landed, consuming the width of the gate and the two guards on either side. A gargled cry met my ears, and then there was only the cracking of wood, the crumbling of stone. The gate groaned as it was torn apart, corroded by dark magic.

      My heart raced as I watched it—my magic, my power. It was all mine, and finally I could wield it. After an entire childhood of hiding my power, hiding who I was before my magic was locked away, it was time I embraced my darker half and let my soul run wild with it.

      “Impressive,” Mordecai rumbled as he stepped up behind me. His warm hand skimmed my back, and I leaned into his touch.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll learn to master this power one day.”

      He grinned, his red eyes blazing with pride. “I have no doubt you will.”

      I gave my king a quick smile before I forged forward, stepping over the charred remains of the door before I took in the no longer familiar compound. Instead of the manor that had once sat at the center, there was only blackened rubble on one side, while half of the yard had been cleared and a home equally as grand was being constructed. Its stone foundation was set, and wooden beams marked where the walls would go. It was still a long way from completion, and as I scanned the yard, I realized why.

      A smaller, more modest home, more like a guest house stood off to the left of the large building. Warm light burned through the windows, a candle or lantern still lit. It was a single-story home with a small, but well constructed porch. Though I spied a more barn like building toward the back of the compound, this was the only one I could imagine my stepfather occupying.

      “There,” I said, nodding at the small structure. “He must be living there until the manor is reconstructed.”

      Valen whistled as he took in the charred remains that seemed to be pushed off to the right side of the compound. “That’s a lot of damage.”

      I smiled. “I didn’t handle his son’s death very well.”

      Valen’s eyes softened as he met my gaze. “Thirteen…”

      I shook my head. “It’s all right. Aeron will always be in my heart.”

      Mordecai rubbed my back gently, his purr working to soothe me just as Draven’s always did. My lips twitched. So, purring was in fact a demon thing. At least I had two of them to calm me.

      I stepped away from my men, making my way to the house. Before I could step up to the porch though, a tingle ran down my spine. My eyebrows furrowed as I looked over my shoulder. Was that magic? My men looked equally as confused.

      Maybe the baron had found himself a new plaything, or maybe, he wasn’t quite as human as I’d thought.

      Facing the door, I tried the handle, but it was locked. I frowned and pushed my magic out, letting my frustration guide me until the handle was entirely burned away and I pushed the door open.

      Heat was the only warning I had before I was yanked back. I yelped as I was pulled into familiar arms, just in time for a ball of fire to sail past my nose, careening into the dirt yard beyond.

      My eyes widened and my heart raced.

      “Elza, I thought I recognized your putrid magic.” The deep voice sent a shiver down my spine and images flashing in my minds eye. The baron throttling me, his eyes wild, flames burning my skin as he laughed, his belt flaying my back with each lash. “Guards!” His cry rang out over the clearing, and the crunch of dirt sounded off to my right—the building I’d mistaken for a barn.

      I inhaled sharply, trying to push the memories away and return my senses. I took several deep breaths, unable to move as Gavriel dragged me back off the porch to safety.

      “Thirteen,” Gavriel huffed as he turned me to check for injury. I heard my men spreading out as the pound of boots drew near. “Are you all right?” He scanned my face first, then the rest of me.

      “I’m fine,” I said, a little breathless. “Just surprised.”

      “Half-elf,” Mordecai growled. I sensed his magic before darkness pooled around his fists. “No wonder he knew of Bind Magic.”

      I filed that bit of information away for later. I don’t know what elves had to do with it, but I’d find out when we were out of danger. I patted Gavriel’s hands, that still rested on my hips, keeping me steady. “I’m fine,” I assured him again, and this time he released me with a worried nod.

      “Elza?” Valen questioned, his sword drawn toward the approaching knights.

      “It was my name once,” I said. But it didn’t feel like me anymore. Elza was an entirely different person. She was weak, and delicate, and used far too freely. But Thirteen, she had razed this compound to the ground. Thirteen had been a survivor, born from the ashes of my past.

      Facing the house, I eyed the shadow moving within. I only glanced at the approaching knights, two dozen in total. Childs play for my honed warriors, I was sure. “Come out, Baron. Face me.”

      A deep chuckle echoed in the open space, making a shiver descend my spine. I’d heard the sound so many times, it sent a coil of fear clenching my heart.

      “You’ve grown bold in your absence,” the baron said as he stepped from the home, sparks trembling on his fingertips. “Do I need to teach you another lesson?”

      A lesson. Right. It had been so long, I’d forgotten what he called the humiliation he put me through. He wanted to teach me a lesson, just as every man after had tried. Jordan. Crissan. All of them wanted to teach me how to be what they wanted. They wanted to break me and force me into their rule. But I would be the one giving a lesson today.

      “You’re mistaken,” I said, my voice gone cold even as the fiery fury I’d felt all night curled around me like a protective vice.

      I glanced around me, only to find a loose semi-circle of armor-clad knights boxing us in toward the small home. Not that they mattered, they’d be dead soon anyway. I turned to face my enemy. He was mine alone, and I would end him myself.

      Flames burned across his hand as he stopped on the porch, taking in the men around me with narrowed green eyes. “So, you’ve managed to whore yourself out once again. First my son, and now these…” His eyes widened slightly. “Demons.”

      Devour.

      I stilled. That voice again. My gaze locked on the fire in his hands, and I could almost smell the magic, feel its pull. Something burned in my belly, something hungry. I licked my lips as I raised my gaze to meet his. I hoped he saw the malice in my eyes.

      I grinned. “Yes, three demons and two dark fae have come to read you your last rite.”

      I shot forward, faster than I had ever moved. My instincts guided me, magic curling around me as I ducked his fiery hand only to grab his throat. I lifted him clear off the ground, my arm not even straining against his weight. So, this was what my demon side lent me? A soft growl rose in my throat, but this time I didn’t yelp at its unfamiliarity. This time, it felt right, like part of me had awakened and was blazing with my wrath.

      The sounds of clashing metal rang in my ears, but I pushed it aside to focus on the baron’s gasp. He balked, his eyes flaring in surprise. He clawed at my hand and wrist, but I hardly felt the sting of his nails, or the burn of his fire.

      Devour.

      That hunger blossomed, growing all the brighter as the feel of his magic washed across my skin. He was building to something, getting ready to attack. How had I never sensed this before? Even in my memories, I couldn’t recall feeling this magic. Then again, I’d been weakened constantly, and spent more time hiding my magic than trying to learn from it.

      “Your magic calls to me,” I said, without thinking. That pounding in my chest was growing stronger with each lick of hunger that raged through my belly. It swelled, growing in strength until my very lips tingled, my mouth filling with saliva.

      His forehead wrinkled in confusion, and he coughed as I squeezed his neck slightly. “Little bitch!”

      The smell of copper filled my nose, though it wasn’t from my victim, but the screaming guards at my back. I grinned as the baron’s spluttering increased and I tightened my hold. I was so intent on the strange feeling coursing through me that I didn’t realize his magic was growing to compete with mine. The hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention, and I canted my head.

      Holding him up like this, I couldn’t believe I’d ever been afraid of him. He was like a flea, ready to be squashed. He squirmed, a little worm I could so easily close my fist around and wipe from existence.

      Heat flared across my wrist, and I winced as flames tore up his hand. Through the pain of the burn, my mouth still watered, and my pulse pounded in my ears. With every beat devour echoed, growing louder and louder until it consumed even the pain.

      “Devour,” I purred the word, letting my instincts take hold and that hunger inside of me to burst forth.

      The baron’s eyes had only a moment to widen before darkness stretched from my hands, thick instead of granular, not my corrosive magic, but something more. It wove around the baron’s hand, and he gasped as the flames went out. His eyes bugged and he bucked and struggled against my grip, screaming as the violet darkness consumed him bit by bit.

      He was covered in blackness by the time the screaming stopped, and when I inhaled sharply, I felt a burst of power fill me, coating my senses in euphoria. My entire body warmed like I’d plunged into a hot spring. My magic swelled, filling my chest with strength. The pain on my arm immediately disappeared, and I groaned at the pleasure spilling through my veins.

      I had no idea what I’d done, or what that was, but it made me feel full, happy, sated, alive. It ran through every nerve ending and sent heat coursing through me.

      “Thirteen?” Valen gasped.

      My knees gave out, but my prince caught me, his arms slipping behind my back and beneath my legs. He kneeled, cradling me against him. Each touch of his skin sent fire blazing through me, a pleasant wave that went right to my core. My breathing increased as I looked up at him, my eyes drooping slightly at the pleasure zipping across my skin.

      Even his hand against my lower back was enough to make me shiver, and when his hand squeezed my thigh, I gasped. I’d never been this sensitive before.

      “Devour?” Mordecai questioned, but I hardly heard him.

      The screams had died, and the smell of blood still filled my nose. Red speckled Valen’s skin as I drew my fingers down his cheek, smearing it slightly. My chest rumbled, and I pushed forward, capturing Valen’s parted lips. I nibbled his lower lip as I slipped my arms around his neck, pulling him tighter against me. His lips parted, startled, and I quickly dove my tongue inside, exploring his mouth as that heat continued to build.

      I heard a rumble of a chuckle, but my mind was foggy, my skin on fire. I needed to be touched, needed to feel Valen’s hands on me. Despite his surprise, Valen cupped my neck and drew me to him, kissing me back hungrily.

      It was like the battle-soaked haze delivered to me couldn’t compete with the magic swirling inside, driving me into ecstasy, and I wanted more.

      Valen pulled back suddenly, breathing as heavily as me. “Thirteen, I don’t know if this is the place.” Despite his words, I saw the desire in his eyes. He wanted me as much as I wanted him. Despite the location, despite the blood and bodies littered around us. Though his care warmed my heart, I had other needs I wanted satisfied, ones I hadn’t had in well over a year. And I was ravenous.

      The last time I’d wanted to ride a man this badly, I’d been with my young love, Aeron. We’d learned from each other, both each others’ firsts. But I knew with Valen, and my men, things would be different, and I wanted their caring hearts as much as I wanted them to consume me with their desire.

      Instead of arguing against him, I turned in his hold, straddling his lap.

      “If you have the strength to deny her what she needs, I’ll take over.” Mordecai offered his hand, a smirk curling his lips.

      Valen’s arms curled around my back, drawing our bodies flush together. I let out a small gasp as I felt his hardness graze my center. My skin flared with heat, and I couldn’t stop my hips from grinding forward. So, I wasn’t the only one with blood lust sated, leaving me solely the lust part.

      I caught Valen’s groan with my mouth, kissing him hard as his fingers dug into my hips.

      “We should go inside,” Draven suggested, his voice thick and growly, sending a nearly electric pulse through me, straight to my clit.

      I moaned against Valen’s mouth, continuing to grind myself against him, sending zips of pleasure up my spine with every pass of him over my center. Valen’s hands cupped my ass, and then I was being lifted. I hardly noticed, locking my ankles behind his back, only sensing our movement through the bit of jostling until warm hands grazed my waist, and more skin pressed against my back.

      I sighed contentedly, leaning back against my king, pressed between him and my prince as their hands explored.

      “You’re the most captivating woman I’ve ever seen,” Mordecai purred against my ear, his hot breath sending a tremble through me.

      Valen lowered me to sit on Mordecai’s lap. I barely took in my surroundings, noting we were in a wooden building, a soft bed beneath us. I ground against Mordecai’s growing erection as Valen’s hands skated down my spine, unbuttoning the mesh and leather top until it slipped from my skin. Cold air brushed my exposed arms, and I shivered as my top fell away completely, leaving me in only a thin black lace bra, my leather shorts still keeping me from plunging Mordecai’s cock inside of me.

      A growl of frustration wound up my throat, and Valen smirked as his hands skimmed my breasts at the same time Mordecai took hold of my hips, grinding me more forcefully against him.

      “What do you want, little mouse?” Valen whispered, breaking away from our kiss, his fingers teasing the edge of my breasts, but not quite slipping beneath the fabric still covering them. I opened my eyes, letting him see my desire. He inhaled sharply, and grinned. “Tell me,” he demanded, his thumbs brushing over my covered nipples. “Tell me and I’ll give it to you.”

      My heart hammered, my mind caught somewhere in the pleasure and haze filling my mind. “I want all of you,” I said, breathless. “And get these damn things off me.” I snapped the waist of my shorts. I was getting worked up, my body demanding things I’d wanted from them for longer than I was willing to admit but hadn’t been ready for until now.

      I met the gazes of Gavriel and Draven, making sure they knew how much I wanted them—needed them. Gavriel hesitated while Draven slipped closer, a haughty smile on his face as he dove in to steal a kiss while Valen lifted me off Mordecai. Somehow, they managed to pull the shorts right off of me, leaving me with only a thin barrier between my pussy and Mordecai’s trousers.

      I slipped my hands through Draven’s thick hair, my fingers curling around his small horns, eliciting a growl from his throat.

      “Little fae,” Draven panted. I held onto the little horns, rubbing my thumb up and down them as he growled louder and kissed me harder. I grinned into his touch, loving that I’d discovered a new way to tease him.

      While Draven had my head turned to the side, kissing me intensely, Valen pushed aside my panties, and I shivered against cold air.

      “You’re already so wet,” Valen said, his fingers skimming my folds before his thumb brushed my clit. I moaned into Draven’s mouth, and he hummed his approval.

      Valen crouched low, draping my legs over his shoulders as he dove between my thighs, his tongue flicking out to taste me. I gasped at the contact, my eyes flying open, surprised by how good it felt. Even Aeron had never kissed me there.

      Draven pulled back, and Mordecai unhooked my bra, releasing my breasts for Draven to play with. I wasn’t sure how they were all working so well together, knowing exactly what I needed, where to touch, and not going too fast.

      I met icy blue eyes, hesitant, unsure. Gavriel had shed his armor, but he was still too far. I inhaled sharply as Valen’s tongue delved inside of me, leaning my head back while holding onto Gavriel gaze. I reached out for him and saw the moment his indecision fell away. Though his eyes might be cold to some, they blazed with warmth for me, lust pooling in their depths as he took my mouth, immediately pushing his tongue inside.

      While our tongues fought a war, Valen and Draven worked me up, taking me higher and higher. My center ached, needing something more than Valen’s tongue to fill it. He seemed to know, his tongue slipping out before stroking circles around my clit. I moaned louder, squirming in his hold. But Valen only growled and tightened his grip around my thighs, keeping me still as he devoured me.

      Draven tweaked my nipples, sharp little stings of pain and pleasure shooting right to my clit. I pushed harder against Draven’s hands, and cupped Gavriel’s cheek as I kissed him harder, twirling my tongue with his before withdrawing to bite his lip. I panted hard as Valen drew me higher and higher, and like a ship cresting a wave, I fell over the edge.

      I cried out, waves of pleasure rolling through me, stealing all thought as Valen sucked on my clit, his fingers having found their way inside of me to push me over.

      Before I fully came down, Mordecai’s large hands spread my thighs further, reaching around to unsheathe himself from his trousers. I panted hard as I clung to Gavriel with one hand, and Valen with the other. I had hardly taken a breath before warm, soft skin nudged my entrance, and my hips thrust forward involuntarily.

      “Are you ready for me, my love?” Mordecai purred in my ear. He kissed the crook of my neck, sucking gently before licking the same spot.

      I nodded wordlessly, barely able to open my eyes, let alone answer. My body needed more, and I wanted it, maybe more than I wanted anything before. I raised my ass, whimpering slightly with need. Mordecai chuckled softly, his head pressing against my entrance. I gasped at how thick he was, stretching me, slight stings of pain adding heat to my pleasure. He went slow, gently pushing my hips down on top of him until I was writhing with need.

      Finally, when I was full, I ground my hips down, the sensation of him curving up, hitting my deepest parts almost too much to handle.

      “More,” I demanded softly. I wasn’t sure they heard me through my heavy breathing, but they must have understood, because hands and mouths returned to my skin.

      Mordecai pulled me up before driving back into me again. I gasped, angling to meet him on his next thrust. His pace was agonizingly slow, drawing in completely before slipping back out almost entirely, only to fill me again.

      My moans were devoured by Valen this time. I tasted myself on his lips, a bit sweet, unfamiliar. It only served to turn me on more, and I drove my hips down to meet Mordecai’s every thrust as Gavriel kneaded my clit and Draven sucked on my nipples.

      Pleasure built and built until, finally, Mordecai thrust faster, harder, driving deep into me, building my pleasure until I was near bursting once more. When I came over the edge this time, I felt him swell inside of me. I cried out as I was filled with his seed, his groan of pleasure ringing in my ears.

      Again, I demanded more, and again they gave it to me. I took Gavriel next, allowing Mordecai a reprieve while I laid back and Gavriel lined himself up with my entrance.

      “Thirteen,” he moaned as he entered me. I wrapped my arms around his neck, bringing him down closer.

      “Gavriel,” I sighed, full and relieved as he pushed all the way in before pulling back and slamming in hard. Fingers clenched around his neck, and I groaned as he thrust into me, taking a faster, harder pace than Mordecai. I loved every second of it, my crown prince completely losing himself to pleasure, a pleasure I was giving him. His eyes were hooded, his thick lips parted. His gaze drank me in, full of love and devotion.

      My heart panged, and I clung tighter to him, kissing down his neck before taking his lips once more.

      I ground my hips against him, my pussy aching with need. My clit ground against his pelvis, taking me over the edge once more, bringing Gavriel with me as my walls tightened around him.

      He groaned in my ear, gripping my shoulders, holding me tightly until I wriggled beneath him, and he slipped off.

      “Come here, beautiful.” Draven reached out and I took his hand. He pulled me up, while Valen gently turned me over.

      I kneeled on the bed; my mind still lost to the aftershocks of my orgasm. I had never had so many so close together, but with each one, my body screamed for more.

      Draven’s hands skimmed my waist, my hips, and cupped my ass, parting my cheeks slightly as his cock bobbed against my entrance. I inhaled sharply, anticipation filling me. I pushed my hips back, wanting to me full again.

      “You have a very greedy pussy,” Valen chuckled. He sat on the bed in front of me, his clothes shed just like the others. I hadn’t even heard their clothes hit the floor, and yet I was fairly certain they were all as naked as me now.

      “Is that a problem?” I challenged, meeting his teasing gaze.

      Valen leaned forward, kissing me gently before he leaned back. “Of course not.”

      Feeling Draven gripping my hips, I pushed back further until I sank over his cock, my slick entrance allowing him to enter me fully in one push. I moaned with my Shade, and he rocked forward at the same time he pulled my hips back, our flesh slapping together with each stroke.

      My cries of pleasure rose as Valen tweaked my nipples, and Draven reached around me to tease my clit. I pushed against him, watching Valen’s pupils dilate with my every moan. He seemed to drink me in, watching my pleasure like it was giving him the same. His cock bobbed in my peripheral and I licked my lips.

      It wasn’t fair for Valen to just watch, not when I could do something about it. A smirk curved my lips as I lowered my head to his lap, my tongue sneaking out to lick up the base of his shaft.

      Valen groaned as I teased the underside of his curved head before bringing my lips around it. I pushed his cock into my mouth, keeping in time with Draven’s thrusts. I used my tongue to swish around the tip before pushing it deeper, humming my pleasure as he grew larger in my mouth.

      “Thirteen,” he groaned, his head tipping back.

      I rose up slightly, panting as I released him. “Watch me,” I commanded.

      Those simple words had his eyes widening, his gaze trained on me immediately. His throat bobbed as he swallowed before nodding.

      “You like to be watched, my love?” Mordecai asked. He’d slipped closer, laying on one side of me while Gavriel lay on the other. They both watched me, hunger in their gazes.

      My pussy throbbed, and Draven groaned. “I think that’s a yes,” he said.

      Mordecai grinned as I lowered my head again to take Valen into my mouth. This time, when I looked up at him, his eyes met mine, his handsome features contorted in pleasure as I took him deeper and deeper until I choked slightly and drew back before descending again.

      My moans increased, humming against his shaft as Draven continued. He reached around my hips, pinching my clit. I bucked against him, barely able to stand the building pleasure or the eyes of my men burning in skin, making me feel like I was the only woman in the world.

      “Shit, Thirteen,” Valen groaned. “I’m going to cum.”

      I moved faster, bracing myself on his hips as I took him in and out of my mouth, continuing in time with Draven’s thrusts until I felt his shaft expand before heat poured down my throat. I pushed down far, swallowing him as Draven thrust deeper and deeper, his fingers kneading my clit just right until I cried out, another orgasm ripping through me.

      My mind went blank, my heart beating wildly as I was pumped full for the third time that morning. When Draven finally pulled back, Valen drew me up into his arms, kissing me sweetly as he cradled me in his lap.

      Finally sated, my eyelids drooped with exhaustion.

      “Get some rest, little mouse,” Valen said, placing a feather-light kiss on my cheek as he scooted me up in bed.

      I sighed happily as I curled up between my men. I’d never felt so… happy before. So free. If I just had these men beside me, I was sure I could do anything.

      Mordecai’s familiar rumble filled my ears and his hand trailed down my thigh. “My demon queen,” he whispered, kissing my shoulder. I smiled against his chest as my skin tingled.

      Before I could drift off to sleep, I found each of their hands to squeeze. “I love you,” I told them. My heart was so full, that I fell into darkness before I could hear their answer.
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      Afternoon light roused me, blinding me when I attempted to open my eyes. Grunting my annoyance, I rolled over only to meet warm skin. I jumped, leaping from the bed. Looking down at Thirteen, sprawled across Mordecai’s tall form, Valen lying on his other side, where I had been on the right, Draven curled up near the foot of the bed, half lying on the ottoman, everything came back to me.

      Last night had been… interesting. Intense, wonderful and—wait what in the name of the goddess was I thinking?

      My teeth ground together as I narrowed my eyes on the demon king. I might not have seen him before he took Thirteen, but I knew him. He’d come with an army to Novac, more than once, causing multiple wars, and hundreds of casualties.

      Mother.

      I stumbled back, pushing out the front door of the small cabin and into a sea of two dozen bodies. My eyes widened and my heart hammered before I remembered my own blood lust had run rampant just hours ago. I couldn’t bear to let them live, not when I knew they’d been a part of Thirteen’s painful past. The things she’d said, the horror in her eyes, it played on repeat in my mind.

      I sank to the low bench next to the door, hanging my head in my hands. As much as I hated the demons, hated the Nightmare King for causing my mother’s death, I knew killing him would mean ending things with Thirteen. My fists clenched. That was the last thing I wanted. Finally, I’d found someone who I truly cared for, maybe even loved. She was beautiful, and kind, despite having been through so much. And I wanted her. I’d never had much interest in women before. Every one of them in the Dark Fae court had wanted to cage me and tie me to the crown. They wanted my position, not me. But not her.

      I ran my hands over my face and back through my hair. She was as close to perfect as I was ever going to find, but I’d never thought I’d have to share her. I thought of her and my brother, playfully teasing one another, taking walks in the gardens, sitting at breakfast with each other. I loved both of them, and maybe I could share with Val. Maybe even her Shade. But the demon king?

      Frustration burned through my chest, stealing my breath. I despised Mordecai, and all he’d done to my people. He’d taken my mother from me, had forced her to use up her power in order to protect us.

      And then there was my country to think of, the kingdom that my father would soon pass to me. I had a kingship to look forward to, a father who must be a worried wreck right now. I didn’t know what to do. How could I be both true to myself, my people and to Thirteen?

      Shuffling in the cabin made me stiffen, and I shot a wary look over my shoulder, only to find Thirteen wiping sleep from her eyes. She had thrown on Valen’s shirt, the black fabric descending to mid thigh while hanging off her pale shoulder. Her lilac hair fluttered in the breeze as she stepped onto the porch, not sparring the bloody yard a glance. Her smile lit up her face, her gaze warming as she stepped closer, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      “Good morning,” she purred. Her soft lips pressed innocently against my neck, but my cock jumped all the same. Her morning voice was sexier than I’d expected, a little raspy, but still sweet.

      “Morning,” I grunted. I tried to shake off the lingering doubt laying thick on my mind, but I couldn’t shrug off the worry any more than I could shrug off her.

      Thirteen’s pale brows drew together, and she frowned as she pulled back to look at my face. “Are you all right?” she asked, melting my icy heart a little more.

      I sighed and turned, drawing her into my arms, seating her on my lap. “I’m fine.”

      Her lips pursed, her lower lip pushing out in an adorable pout that I had to resist pulling into my mouth. She sighed softly and drew her arms around my neck. “It’s okay,” she said, her voice low, sad.

      My back straightened and I wrapped my arms securely around her. I didn’t like the sadness in her eyes. She should never have to feel sad again. “What’s wrong?”

      She smiled a little watery and brushed my beard with her fingers. “It’s okay if you don’t want this. I won’t try and force anything, but I won’t choose between you either.”

      Her words warmed me at the same time they speared my heart. She wouldn’t choose me over them, not that I could ever ask it of her anyway. I saw how much she cared for my brother, and how much Draven seemed to need her. In the short time we’d travelled the Demon Realm together, it was clear he had nearly gone mad without her. Her magic might be enough to keep him solid, but it was Thirteen who calmed his mind. Not that I could blame him. I’d seen the damage the Mage College had done to him. I don’t think I’d be all there either if I’d been tortured and experimented on for gods only knew how long.

      She sighed softly, her breath warming my cheek. “I can’t let any of you go from my heart, but I want you to be happy, Gavriel. I’d never try and keep you if you don’t want me.”

      My heart panged and I squeezed her to my chest. “Of course, I want you. How could I not?”

      She nodded. “But you don’t want to share me with him.”

      I stiffened. I didn’t need to nod for her to know. She kissed my bare chest, her breathing trembling. “I don’t want to let you go.”

      “Then don’t. Stay with me, and we’ll figure everything out.”

      I smiled at her sweet words, and held her closely, kissing the top of her head, all the while having no idea if I could ever forgive the monster she loved, even if it was for her.
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      The moment the bodies were burned, we fled the small town, heading back to the palace. It’d be a couple days journey without enchanting our horses, but no one seemed to be in a rush. There was still much to discuss, and we collectively decided to find somewhere away from Prox to stay and figure things out before we returned to Sahl city.

      I scoffed under my breath. It wasn’t as if we could return to the city with a demon king on our tail anyway, and true to his word, he’d barely left Thirteen’s side since he found us in Alma.

      “What about this place up ahead?” Valen called back. He’d ridden ahead some, but he turned in his seat to wave over his shoulder, motioning at a small inn further down the dirt road.

      “Oh, I remember that place,” Thirteen said. She perked up in her seat, her eyes wide. “Dray and I stayed there.”

      I sighed. “Might as well.”

      We continued up the road until we reached the two-story wooden building with a foundation of stone and a wide porch wrapping around the front and side of the building. There was a barn out back, and a shed next to a large pen with several pigs, sheep and even a cow inside. It wasn’t unusual for Dark Fae settlers out this way to live off the land. The owners most likely had a garden out back as well as a chicken coop.

      I slid from my saddle and tied off my horse to the post out front, taking in the two mares grazing nearby. It was a well-worn road, and it made sense they might have other occupants. But the moment Mordecai’s boots hit the ground, panicked cries sounded inside.

      “The rumor is true! Demons have infiltrated Novac!”

      “Run for your lives!”

      Three sets of footsteps fled out the back, pounding into the trees. I exchanged a knowing look with Valen. Someone should probably go after them, but maybe not just yet.

      Mordecai chuckled, the sound making my blood boil. How dare he? He didn’t deserve to be on this side of the barrier. “Foolish fae,” he laughed. “At least they’re intelligent enough to know they should run.”

      Thirteen slapped his arm, scowling up at the large man. Mordecai’s eyes widened comically as she jabbed her finger against his chest. “You don’t need to mock them for being less powerful than you.”

      Mordecai caught her hand, a feral grin spreading across his face. “And what if I do? Will you punish me, my love?”

      I wanted to gag, but the surprised flush that covered Thirteen’s face and ears was enough to distract me from my annoyance. “Let’s head inside,” I snapped before storming up the steps. We might as well. It’s not as if they were using the place, and I was getting hungry.

      “Oh, I think I smell bacon,” Draven said, sniffing the air.

      I pushed open the door and was greeted by the smell of bacon, eggs, burnt toast and the thick aroma of coffee. Thank the gods. It seemed we hadn’t quite missed breakfast.

      We gathered inside, finding a small tavern style bar to the right of the desk in the entryway, and a set of steps leading upstairs to where presumably the inn’s rooms were. Draven and Valen slipped past and into the kitchen as Thirteen and Mordecai chose a booth near the window.

      I slipped into the booth opposite them, biting back my irritated sigh when I met Mordecai’s crimson gaze by accident. The demon frowned, but made no comment, instead turning to put his back to the wall, pulling Thirteen close to him on the wide bench.

      “Is this a suitable nest for you, my love?” he asked, smiling warmly at the fae beside him.

      It was so difficult to believe that she was anything but the pure Light Fae she appeared, but seeing her dark magic for myself, it had confirmed what I’d feared. Thirteen was part demon, a creature I so despised that I’ve spent ten years in the field hunting them when I was young and fresh out of training. How could someone I cared for be part evil?

      The only malicious thing she’d ever done had been to the people who’d harmed her, and I couldn’t ever blame her for that. In fact, it had brought me great joy to see her relief, not to mention how unbelievably attractive it was to watch her torment the bastards.

      I shook my head, clearing away my wandering thoughts and focusing back in on their conversation.

      “So, your people are already settling?” Thirteen asked, her lips popped open in surprise.

      Mordecai nodded. “Yes. I left instructions with my commander to find a place and begin construction. They wouldn’t have strayed too far from the Rift, so it shouldn’t take long to find them.”

      Thirteen beamed, clapping her hands together. “Good. Do you think they’ll need help with farming?”

      “Yes. It’s been a long time since my people have seen any sort of airable land.”

      My brows pulled together. “What are you talking about?”

      Thirteen turned her gaze on me, excitement twinkling in her gaze for the first time since I’d met her. It made my breath catch, despite the dread pooling in my gut. “The demons Mordecai brought with him,” she explained. “They’re going to cultivate the land where they settle. I think they’ll need help though. Do you think we could work out some kind of deal with your father?”

      My fists clenched, shaking on the tabletop. I wasn’t angry with Thirteen, but at Mordecai for daring to think he could steal Novac soil for his own. “No,” I growled. “The Dark Fae will not welcome demons on our land.”

      Before either of them could respond, Valen and Draven pushed through the kitchen door, a large platter balanced in both of their hands that they quickly pushed into the center of the table. “They left quite a feast!” Valen said on a grin while Draven nodded his agreement.

      “It’s too bad, but we can’t let it go to waste now, can we?” Draven and Valen exchanged identical mischievous smiles, and I ground my jaw. Though I liked to see them getting along, there were more important things being discussed than breakfast.

      They seemed to realize that when no one else spoke. They glanced between the three of us before slowly taking their seats.

      “What’s going on?” Valen asked warily, looking at me in question before taking in Thirteen’s narrowed eyes and Mordecai’s scowl. “Brother, what did you do?”

      I hissed out a breath. “What did I do? Nothing! It’s this demon who has the audacity to claim our land for himself.”

      Valen winced, looking guiltily between us. “It’s not quite that simple, Gav.”

      “It is simple,” I insisted. “They should return to the Demon Realm where they belong.”

      Thirteen shot to her feet suddenly, her hands slamming down on the table. “Are you really that blind to the suffering of others, Gavriel?”

      Her gaze speared me so harshly I nearly lost my resolve. But instead, stubbornness filled me, and I shook my head. “I’m not blind, but Novac belongs to the fae, not to demons.”

      “Brother,” Valen sighed. “Please hear them out. This could be a peaceful solution to a millennia’s worth of problems. We might need their help one day.”

      I pushed away from my brother, my heart pounding. “Help with what?”

      “The dome has to go down eventually.” My brother stole a glance at Thirteen, and I knew he’d already thought of something I hadn’t.

      I glared at Valen, my nostrils flaring. Of all people, I’d expected him to be on my side in this. He’d lost his mother to the demons too after all. “And?” I wasn’t seeing his point. How would the demons help us cope with the outside world?

      Valen sighed, smiling half-heartedly. “And we have no idea what’s happened outside the dome for over a hundred years. The continent might be entirely different for all we know. Having Mordecai on our side could be a huge asset—” He glanced at Thirteen and I knew he was seeing more than just the demon king as an asset in this non-existent war he was imagining. “I’m just saying we should keep our minds open and think of possible negotiations instead of outright refusal.”

      My heartbeat quickened. I hated that he had a point. All the same, I couldn’t thoughtlessly work with these creatures. I had to think about it. “Fine,” I agreed, placating my brother for now.

      Valen grinned and began serving breakfast while I leaned back in the booth, glaring at the eggs he heaped on the plate in front of me. While I’d agreed with my brother in the moment, I couldn’t help the eternal scream that ripped my heart to pieces, demanding vengeance for my fallen mother.
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      When I awoke in a cocoon of my lovers arms the next morning, I knew one was missing. I blinked slowly, pushing away the remnants of sleep. I reached out for each of them, feeling the brush of Draven’s shadows, the soft curly hair of Valen, and the muscular torso of Mordecai. I stiffened. But where was my crown prince?

      My heartbeat sped up as I pushed up off of Mordecai’s chest, looking blearily around the largest room the inn could provide. Though it had been a tight fit, the five of us had managed to fit in the king size bed somehow.

      “Gavriel?” I whispered. The spot on the edge of the bed where he’d once occupied, his hand firmly on my arm, was now empty, Valen having shifted into it at some point in the night.

      My eyebrows furrowed, worry turning my stomach.

      “My love?” Mordecai rasped, his rough voice sending a pleasant shiver through me. I looked into his gorgeous ruby eyes, hooded with sleep, and I nearly sunk back down into his embrace.

      But before I could get comfortable, I pushed up again. “Do you sense Gavriel?” I asked. I couldn’t. Though I wasn’t sure when I’d realized I could sense these men, his absence was like a cold weight in my chest.

      Mordecai shifted slightly, closing his eyes for a moment before shaking his head. “I don’t.”

      I nibbled on my lip, worry crashing through me. If neither of us could sense him, that meant he was gone. Tears pricked the back of my eyes, but I quickly pushed them aside. Gavriel not being there when I woke wasn’t a rejection, no matter how much it felt like one. Until I heard the words, that he didn’t want this, didn’t want me, I couldn’t believe it.

      Something had to be wrong.

      I rolled off of Mordecai, earning an oof when I landed on Valen.

      “Apologies,” I said hurriedly, slipping off the bed. I searched for Gavriel’s things, nowhere to be found, before I rushed out of the room.

      “Thirteen?” Mordecai’s voice followed me down the hall as I padded across the cold wooden planks and down the stairs.

      My pulse only raced faster when I pushed into the cold morning air, only to find Gavriel’s horse missing from the tack outside. “Something’s wrong,” I hissed between my teeth, my insides turning.

      “Where has he gotten off to?” Valen mumbled sleepily, ambling down the stairs at my back.

      I spun to face my prince. “His horse is missing.”

      Valen paused on the last step, his eyebrows furrowing as the sleep left his gaze. “He wouldn’t…” He trailed off, not finishing his sentence.

      “He wouldn’t what, Val?” I asked, cold sweat dripping down my spine.

      When Valen’s wide yellow eyes met mine this time, cold speared my heart. “I think we need to hurry.”
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      I frantically dressed and forced my men out of the inn before they’d fully woken. I was seated in front of Draven as usual, my heart pounding incessantly as we raced on enchanted hooves toward the main road.

      We followed Gavriel’s tracks, riding as fast as possible, but it was clear he’d gotten hours ahead of us, maybe even most of the night. Valen hadn’t explained himself or his worry, but it was clear by the fear in his eyes and the tension in his body that we needed to hurry. Only when we reached the main road did I realize why.

      Mordecai yanked his reins to a halt as we reached the turnoff. His eyes widened and his growl competed with the howling of the wind. “Tracks. Dozens of them.”

      Valen looked guiltily between me and the road, imploring me to understand.

      “He wouldn’t,” I breathed out the words, shock coursing through me. No, please gods no.

      Valen lowered his chin as if the guilt laid atop his head, weighing him down. “I’m sorry, Thirteen. I had no idea he would take things this far.”

      I ground my teeth and grabbed the reins from Draven, forcing our horse to whinny as it turned abruptly toward the road headed south to the Rift instead of north to the capital. “He’s brought an army, hasn’t he?” I growled as I took in the hundreds of hoof and footprints speared into the dirt road.

      “I fear so,” Valen sighed.

      “He’s bringing them…” Mordecai trailed off, and magic sparked along my skin.

      “Ride fast,” I said at the same time I snapped the reins.

      The thunder of magic hooves filled my ears as we tore down the road. I could still smell the dozens of people, dozens of horses that had passed. Though I couldn’t identify them but one. It wasn’t as faint as I’d expected, Gavriel’s iron and sandalwood scent burning in my nose as we flew down the wide road, pine trees a blur on either side of us.

      I couldn’t believe he’d do this. I couldn’t believe he would hurt innocent people. And yet, Gavriel was leading an army toward Mordecai’s settlement. It wouldn’t be hard to find a couple hundred demons. There had been more than soldiers with his army, there had been families, groups of settlers waiting in the wings with large bundles of equipment they’d need to create their own little world in Novac.

      The moment the war at the Rift had begun, they would have slipped off unnoticed into the trees heading south. From what I could remember of the map of Novac, there would be plenty of free land between the mountains and rivers that made up the southern lands. The only Dark Fae town to the south was all the way at the edge of the sea, leaving miles upon miles of open forest, fields, and hills for the demon settlers to call their own.

      Would Gavriel really do this? Would he really hurt these people? There were women and children, elderly along with the warriors that had fought for their freedom at the Rift. I’d seen their suffering, seen their faces before the battle. They had been the driving force behind my decision to help the Nightmare King.

      And yet, Gavriel might cause them all harm if we didn’t hurry.

      I ground my teeth. How could I be so foolish as to think he’d let this go? I knew he’d cared for his mother, mourned her loss, and lay blame on the demons for everything bad that had ever befallen him. But this? I didn’t think my prince was capable of this.

      Angry tears burned my eyes and frustration built at my own stupidity. I should have been more careful. I should have spoken to him more, been more sure of his thoughts and intentions. But I’d been so caught up in finally feeling happy and safe with my enemies gone and my men around me. I’d celebrated far too soon.

      Even on enchanted hooves, we weren’t fast enough. I smelt the fire, saw the smoke rising before we’d even broken through the trees. No, no, no!

      I pushed my heels into the horses hind-quarters, spurring the stallion to go as fast as he could. But when we broke through the trees, my heart nearly snapped in two.

      I gasped. Off the left side of the road, many miles past the Rift, was a small encampment nestled next to a river, a forest at their left and fields before them. The tall grass spilled down the hill, shimmering in the wind like golden wheat. Beyond the sea of grass, a hundred Dark Fae soldiers approached the settlement, some using torches to burn the thatch rooves of the small homes the settlers had began constructing.

      Screams rose on the wind, demons fleeing into the trees, or even the river. Homes burned, people cried, and the demon warriors I remembered were far fewer, dressed in tunics and leather instead of their armor, caught unaware.

      “Stop it,” I cried weakly, tears burning the back of my eyes as I pushed my horse, forcing him to amble off the road and into the grass. “Stop it!”

      Mordecai’s growl filled my ears, and I quickly scanned the army as it moved out to either side, slowly trying to encircle the settlement that had barely begun.

      At the back of the army, I finally spotted him. Gavriel sat atop his steed, his dark hair flying in the wind, his stern gaze turned upon the chaos he’d brought.

      Rage boiled inside of me, a spear of betrayal taking all of the breath from my lungs. How could he? This wasn’t a war. These were innocent people. “Gavriel!” I screamed, my body shaking as I made my way to him. “What have you done?” My cry echoed over the lonely hills, and more than just my prince turned to face me.

      Gavriel turned wide, icy eyes on me, shock and guilt filling his face as I pushed closer, narrowing the space between us.

      Draven’s hands rested on my waist, his thumb caressing me, his shadows tickling my arms in an attempt to calm the beast raging in my throat. But I couldn’t be calmed, not now. Not when I saw mother’s huddling their children into their arms, consoling them even as Dark Fae soldiers surrounded them. Not when I saw demon blood split, flecks of blood on their canvas tents. Their cries fueled the burning in my soul until I thought I might break with their heartache.

      I silently thanked the gods that we had arrived not long after it all started. There might be blood, but this wasn’t a massacre, not yet. I could still stop this. I had to stop this.

      “Stop!” I shouted into the wind. My command was enough to draw the attention of every Dark Fae surrounding Gavriel, and even some of those already pushing through the settlement.

      I met the gazes of some of those Dark Fae, saw the terror in their eyes, mania creeping into some. I paused. They were afraid. That’s why they were following Gavriel so thoughtlessly. I knew that fear well. It was the same mindless fear my mother had shown me my entire life. But just because I understood their fear, didn’t mean I could forgive it.

      “Dark Fae of Novac!” I threw my voice out as loud as I could, pushing every ounce of command I could into it, despite my desperately racing heart. “I demand you stop this madness at once!”

      To my surprise, many of the soldiers immediately backed away from the field, drawing closer, their weapons lowered. I saw relief in their eyes, and confusion on their faces. Confusion was better than fear. At least that would give me time to explain.

      But just because the majority of them walked away with my command, didn’t mean that quelled the fear of everyone. Many Dark Fae continued to burn homes, assault the demon civilians who had no more weapons than a branch or a chair leg. Their fear over these poor, weak creatures was disgusting. Despicable. They were scared of what they didn’t understand—a people they hadn’t even tried to understand. Despite the upbringing of many Dark Fae, to fear the demons beyond all else, many of them chose to retreat, while others did not.

      Watching those who refused to listen, I felt magic burn across my skin and Devour echoing in my head once more. I slipped off my horse, ignoring the protests of my men as I strode through the grass, Dark Fae soldiers parting around me. I might not understand this magic, but it grew, darkness pooling around me with each angry step I took.

      “Stop now or perish, you weak-willed fools!” My nostrils flared as I watched a few more Dark Fae break off, calming their fear with the threat of annihilation. Only, at least three dozen or more stayed. One slammed his fist into the cheek of a young boy demon with his hands up, trying to placate the man from hurting what appeared to be his younger sister.

      Another laughed as he used a torch to spread flames across the thatch rooves of their homes. And yet another slashed a blade at a mother with her arms thrown out and three small children huddled behind her.

      Before I could think, I unleashed my power. “Devour.”

      Black magic, thick like ink, flew from my body, skimming over the grass, between the soldiers who had stopped, and launched itself at every soldier who refused to pause in their evil deeds. Screams filled my ears as the man who’d been about to down an innocent woman was consumed by darkness. And yet another was brought to his knees before he too was devoured by magic.

      My breathing sawed in and out of my chest as magic filled me, a bubble growing at the center of my chest. For the first time I realized, the bubble wasn’t the magic I already had, but the magic I was gaining as Devour ate away at the Dark Fae and drew their magic back inside of me.

      My fists clenched, shaking as I took on the magic of thirty… no forty Dark Fae. It filled my chest and spread into my bones, leaving my skin hot and sweat beading on my forehead.

      In less than ten seconds, every Dark Fae that still threatened the demon settlement was devoured, gone, their bodies taken away as their strength filled me. I took a deep, trembling breath as my magic slowly drew back to me, settling like a purring kitten deep inside my belly where it waited for me to feed it again.

      Shocked eyes peered at me from all angles, demons and Dark Fae alike staring in confusion as I stumbled forward a step. Valen caught my elbow, and I smiled gratefully up at him.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He nodded, his jaw tight, but no judgment in this gaze. He knew what I’d done was right. They would have killed these people if I hadn’t stopped them.

      Demons slowly ventured out of the homes that hadn’t been burned. While some worked on quelling the remaining flames, others simply stared at me, accumulating on the edge of their growing town.

      I strode forward until I reached Gavriel, who’d already slipped from his horse. I stopped beside him, only to take his hand and silently drag him to the edge of the town. Halting between the ring of Dark Fae, and the crowd of demons, I motioned at them.

      “Do you see what you’ve done?” I asked him. I let my gaze trail over the warriors with lowered weapons, at the women still consoling their crying children, at the young boys and girls who had taken up arms in an attempt to help their own people. Many were injured, but I didn’t sense death among them—thank the gods.

      I turned to watch Gavriel take them in, his eyes rounding and tears pooling in his eyes as the gravity of his mistake hit him. I knew once he saw them, he’d understand. They weren’t the evil people the Dark Fae made them out to be. After all the chaos that had been caused by the tearing of the Rift, I understood why he might think that all demons were evil. But it simply wasn’t true.

      There was good in this world, as there would always be evil, just as there were Light Fae and dark. Just as all Light Fae weren’t necessarily good, all demons weren’t necessarily evil. “There is good and evil in all, Gavriel. But we choose whether we shine or snuff out the light.” I gazed sadly up at my Dark Fae Prince, giving him time to think and come to terms with both his actions, and this new truth.

      “I know you’re all terrified,” I spoke again, not simply addressing Gavriel, but all of those listening around us. “You’re scared of what you don’t understand, just like my mother was afraid of me. You’re fighting your fear with violence, just like humans did to me my entire life. But you’re better. You can be better. Instead of fighting your fear, learn from it, and try to see things from more than your own perspective.”

      I smiled weakly until Gavriel dropped to his knees at my side. My heart skipped, and I reached for him, worried that he was hurt. But instead, I found his shoulders shaking, soundless sobs wracking his body.

      “I-I’m so sorry,” he said, voice trembling as he stared at his gloved hands. “I can’t believe I let myself get caught up like this… I didn’t… I didn’t even realize the type of people here. I just…”

      I crouched in front of him, taking his face in my hands. “You only wanted to avenge your mother.” I leaned my forehead against his. Though I was unbelievably upset with him for causing so much trouble, I still loved him. And above all I understood his fear and his desire for revenge. I’d be a hypocrite if I didn’t.

      “I’m sorry,” he cried, still shaking, even as he leaned against me.

      “I forgive you,” I said softly. So long as he understood what he’d done, and made amends with these people, I’d forgive him his transgression.

      He’d had no real way of knowing these were peaceful people, not with the way he’d been raised. Their system was incredibly flawed. The Dark Fae weren’t perfect, and neither were Light Fae or demons. Even humans. I sighed.

      Even humans.

      “We’ve been wrong all along, haven’t we?” Valen asked, startling me.

      I turned to face the prince, nodding as I drew Gavriel’s head down to meet my shoulder. “Yes,” I said. “I know demons have been a threat to your people in the past, but not everything is as you were taught to believe.”

      Valen sighed, swiping a hand through his hair. “It seems we’ve generalized far too much, based on the actions of few.”

      I smiled. Valen understood so quickly.

      “Mother…” Gavriel’s trembling breath hit my shoulder, and I wove my arms around his neck. “She might not have lost her life if things had been different.”

      My heart ached. He was right. If the late queen had spent more time in discussions with Mordecai, instead of openly attacking them, and binding them to their realm, then she might be alive today.

      “I’ve done terrible things,” Gavriel said. “I—I’m so ashamed.”

      I took his face in my hands and forced him to look at me. I needed him to hear me, to understand that things were okay now. I wouldn’t judge him as long as he continued to make his best effort at doing the right thing. He could grow and learn from this—I was sure of it.

      “I understand,” I said, kissing him lightly before drawing back. I held his cool gaze, pouring every ounce of my adoration for him into my eyes. “I’ll always understand, Gavriel. After all—” I smiled. “Remember what I’ve done to get my revenge?”
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      Three months later…

      It took some doing, but finally we had peace. I smiled as I stared up at the conservatory ceiling, watching fluffy white clouds pass as I played with my king’s curly dark hair.

      He grunted, shifting me in his lap, his hardness rubbing my leg. I smiled wickedly, drawing my fingers lightly down his neck until he grabbed my hand.

      “You’re very distracting, my love,” Mordecai chastised, but there was no heat in it, unlike in his gaze.

      I batted my eyelashes innocently. “I have no idea what you mean.”

      Gavriel sighed at the same time that Valen laughed. The five of us sat around a large circular table along with Mordecai’s general and commander, as well as the king and a few of his members of staff. Over the last three months of negotiations, they’d all grown used to my antics.

      Now that we were at peace, I had no interest in politics or agreements, as long as things were fair for all. My men went to great lengths to make sure I knew all that was going on, even if I didn’t care much for these meetings, preferring to steal them away to my chambers for some fun.

      “Of course not,” Mordecai growled, shaking his head. “Be good.”

      I smirked and leaned up to whisper in his ear. “And what if I’m not?”

      He groaned and shifted once again, eliciting more laughter around the table.

      I joined their laughter and sat back. “All right, I’ll behave.” For now.

      The quicker they finished up this meeting, the sooner I could drag them all back to bed. I smiled as I took them all in—Draven dressed in all black, a lopsided grin on his face. He looked more like an assassin than a politician, and was always the easiest to sway, while Gavriel and Valen wore their military best, always the dapper twosome.

      I sighed, resting my head on Mordecai’s shoulder as they went back to their meeting, and I thought over all that had changed.

      Mordecai’s people had been gifted land and were working to expand their first town, aptly named Haven. The two peoples had new laws, agreed upon by both parties, and with more in the works.

      Though Novac had changed some in my time here, what had changed most of all was our relationship together. Finally, my men had agreed to play nice and share. There wasn’t any formal agreement, more so a silent one that meant every one of them was mine, and I would never choose between them.

      Now that had taken some explaining to the king. When Valen and Gavriel both admitted to their father that they loved me, and would not ask me to choose, he’d been taken aback. His true reproach came from Mordecai, but after a few meetings, the king had quickly warmed to the imposing man, and only a few days ago, chose to bless us all in whatever union we chose to have.

      My chest warmed at the thought. King Aesir had become somewhat of a father figure to me—the first positive one I’d ever had in my life. He called me his daughter, and we frequently had afternoon tea together once the boring morning meetings ended. The gardens outside the conservatory were our favorite spot, and he spent a lot of time asking me about my thoughts on new laws and agreements with the demons, as well as learning about their Great Mother, that intrigued both of us.

      “Thirteen,” Mordecai’s voice interrupted my thoughts, and I looked up curiously. “We’d like your opinion on when to bring in the next group from the Demon Realm.”

      I sighed. “I’m sure whatever you decide will be fine.”

      In truth, I thought they should just bring the lot of them through, but even Mordecai agreed there should be some sort of screening process. Not all in the Demon Realm had been under Mordecai’s rule, and now that that information had spread, more and more sought entry to Novac, waiting by the Rift for entrance.

      My king frowned. “As my queen, I would like to hear your opinion.”

      I blinked. “Excuse me?” His queen? I looked around at the others, but everyone seemed more confused over my reaction than Mordecai’s words.

      Mordecai brushed his fingers across my cheek, drawing back my gaze. “You are my demon queen. Your word means a great deal to both me, and our people.”

      This was news to me.

      “What did you think the runes on your thigh meant, little fae?” Draven asked, chuckling.

      Oh. He was right. I’d never asked what they meant, only remembering that in my post-sex haze, Mordecai had given them to me. They were different than the ones on my arm, the ones that had appeared ever since I’d first used Devour, a skill that Mordecai explained came from my father, the Greater Demon Ikelziel. I’d been shocked to learn that Mordecai’s former master had somehow been my father, and my king was even more surprised to learn that his master might still be alive. We had plans to find him one day, but for now, Novac was the priority.

      I sighed. “My love.” That’s what I’d thought they meant, after all, it was how Mordecai always addressed me.

      My king shook his head, a grin spreading on his face. “Though you are my love, you are also my queen. So, what does my queen think of letting another group of demons in soon?”

      I pursed my lips in thought. “Well, if they weren’t under your rule, perhaps they should be interviewed. That way we know their intensions before they enter Novac. If they sound at all like they might cause trouble, then they won’t be allowed in.”

      “A fine idea!” My not-quite-father-in-law beamed, clapping his hands together.

      I smiled and settled my head on Mordecai’s shoulder again. “Thank you for the name,” I whispered, kissing the corner of his jaw.

      Mordecai’s rumbling purr vibrated against me, and I relaxed, staring through the conservatory roof once more. The sun shone brilliantly, lighting the edge of the dome over the distant mountains.

      Devour.

      I stiffened, my eyebrows furrowing as my heartbeat sped up. My father was most likely being held back by the dome, or so Mordecai thought. Though the dome was a powerful spell, it wasn’t nearly as strong as the barrier between Novac and the Rift. He explained that a Greater Demon such as Ikelziel could most likely have passed through it once or twice with his level of magic—even a powerful mage might be able to get through it once. But it would drain them greatly to do so.

      Devour.

      Hm. Maybe it was time we found out exactly what was going on outside of Novac.

      “What do you think about the dome?” I asked suddenly, interrupting whatever they’d been speaking about.

      I turned to the others, who looked at me in surprise.

      “What about it?” Valen asked, curious.

      “When should we lower it?” I canted my head, amusement pulling a smile back to my face.

      “How would we do such a thing?” one of the Dark Fae king’s subordinates asked in a squeaky voice.

      “It’s an incredibly powerful spell,” Gavriel said slowly, looking from his brother to me.

      I grinned, gazing back up at the shimmering edge of the dome. “I guess I’ll just have to devour it then.” That little statement had the entire table going still once more. I couldn’t help but laugh. “What? We have to take it down at some point.” I gazed longingly at the distant hills. “I want to see what the outside world is like.”

      Rumbles of agreement as well as protests rose around me, and once again, I let them argue. I knew the decision they’d come to. It had been well over a century that these people had been trapped inside their kingdom. Though it might cause a bit of a stir in the outside world to have the dome suddenly lowered, I knew we were ready.

      As long as Novac had powerful Dark Fae, the Nightmare King, and their new Demon Queen, everything would be fine—I was sure of it.

      “My daughter is right,” King Aesir rose, slamming his hands on the table to stop the arguing. “We’ve spent far too long ignorant of the outside world, dwelling in our own issues instead of looking for outside help. It’s time we lower the dome.” His gaze implored me, and I nodded in agreement. “As long as our alliance with the Demon Realm remains strong, and we have Thirteen to lead us, we will make it through.”

      My eyes rounded and my cheeks heated. I’d never heard him speak up for me with such intensity or claim that I was somehow leading both people. But with all eyes suddenly on me, I sighed out a laugh. I was an absolute fool. How hadn’t I realized it sooner?
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      The shimmer of the dome danced along my fingertips, magic buzzing through my entire body at its touch. Cold wind tore my hair from my hood, snow dancing around me.

      I shivered against the chill. This high in the mountains, I expected the cold, but not like this. Damn it was freezing.

      “Are you ready?” Valen called out. He held out his hand for me, and I took it. Even with both of our hands gloved, I still felt the warmth he sent me.

      I smiled. “Are you?”

      Valen chuckled. “I am.”

      “And what about you?” I turned to Gavriel, Draven and Mordecai. They were all dressed for the weather, as was I. After a few days journey, and an obnoxiously cold hike, we’d finally reached the summit of the mountain where I could just reach the edge of the dome.

      “Ready,” Draven said on a grin.

      “Absolutely,” Mordecai agreed.

      Gavriel nodded, a soft smile on his face.

      “Good.” I took a deep breath and grinned as I turned and leaned on my tiptoes, reaching for the dome once more.

      The second my fingers grazed it, magic burned through me, and I exhaled sharply. “Devour.”

      Magic flowed through me, that bubble in my chest expanding until near bursting as power flooded into me. I groaned, my eyes rolling back. My knees shook, but someone caught me. It took a good few minutes to draw in all of the magic of the dome, and by the time I was done, I was a hot, sweaty mess.

      At least I was warm now.

      Breathing heavily, I lowered my hand and looked out over Novac, no shimmer in sight. A grin spread across my face and my heart beat wildly as I took it all in. The challenge of the outside world, all of the new things I’d get to see and learn. They were so overwhelming I wanted to cry and sing at the same time.

      “It seems a new adventure lies before us,” I said. I stepped out of Draven’s embrace, and swung my arms out into the breeze, a happy laugh pushing up my throat. I spun back to face my men, their warmth and passion giving me more strength than I’d ever thought possible. “Let’s find out what the world is really like, shall we?”

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        That’s it for Thirteen and her men, but not for the Devourer of Magic universe! If you love fantasy RH, sign up for my bi-weekly newsletter to be notified of upcoming releases!

      

        

      
        Subscribe Now!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        Join the conversation with likeminded readers, and get access to brand new content FIRST!

      

        

      
        Join Kat’s Readers & Rebels today!

      

      

      
        
        Flip the page for a preview of Demon’s Game, a slow burn paranormal reverse harem romance!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Demon’s Game Preview]
      

    

  







            Chapter 1

          

          

      

    

    






Clara

        

      

    

    
      If this guy touches me one more time, I’m going to fucking lose it.

      My fingers tapped impatiently against the sleek wooden surface of the bar as I stared down the lecherous fool sitting across from me. He wasn’t the first to hit on me tonight—not by a long shot. Working at a bar in downtown New York City wasn’t an easy gig, but it was helping me pay my way through school.

      Now if only this guy would order his drink and get out of my space, I could go back to stressing about my final project.

      “Clarrera,” the drunkard slurred. He hadn’t been able to say my name right for three drinks now, and if he didn’t get his hand off my wrist, he was going to wind up losing his front teeth. Then he’d really have trouble pronouncing my name.

      “It’s Clara,” I said, forcing a pleasant ‘I-want-to-keep-my-job’ smile. “What can I get for you, sir?”

      For the third time in as many minutes, I tried to pull my hand back. And again, his sweaty fingers tightened on my wrist. I winced. His grip was starting to hurt. I was definitely going to have bruises in the morning.

      The drunkard leaned in close, pulling me as close as I could get while still having my feet on the ground. His hot, whiskey-heavy breath bathed my cheeks, and turned my stomach. No, no, no! This was way too close. Way too fucking close!

      “What’s a pretty girl like you doing behind the bar?” the man asked. He stared pointedly at my cleavage, which due to the awkward position he’d forced me into, strained against my black work-shirt. “You should have a sugar daddy taking care of you.” He chuckled and grinned so wide he flashed yellow teeth. “Why don’t you let daddy take care of you?”

      I shivered. “Sir, I have a job to do. If you’d release me, I can get you another whiskey.”

      He frowned; probably irritated that I was ignoring everything he said. “Clarrera, come here—”

      “Clara!”

      My heart skipped and my tensed body finally relaxed a fraction. I’d never been so happy to hear Eli’s singsong voice in my life. My favorite co-worker appeared at the door to the back, a brilliant smile on her gorgeous, tan face. Eli beamed at the drunkard pulling me halfway across the bar. His eyes went wide, and his mouth dropped open. Eli had that affect on men—and some women too.

      While he remained in a stupor, I took my chance to extract myself from his hold. Once I was free, I backed up until my ass hit the display against the wall, sending rows of wine glasses rattling.

      “Oh, you’re with a customer!” Eli gasped with fake surprise. Her cherry lips popped into a small ‘o’. “I’m so sorry, sir! I’ll let you finish with Clara-dear.” Again, she flashed a smile that could light up the whole room.

      The drunkard still hadn’t recovered, though his eyes were definitely roaming down Eli’s curvy body. Even in a polo, slacks and a matching black apron, Eli could still stop traffic. Maybe it had something to do with her flaming red hair.

      A sliver of jealousy twisted in my gut. I could only dream of having curves like Eli. My slight figure, straight black hair and grey eyes were boring in comparison to the fiery vixen.

      “It’s no problem,” the drunkard finally managed.

      I took a deep breath to gather myself before pouring the man a whiskey. As soon as my obligation was fulfilled, I excused myself.

      Eli raised an eyebrow at my approach, and I quickly pulled her toward the back door. We’d worked together long enough for Eli to know when I needed a minute.

      “You good?” Eli whispered. She took my hand and squeezed firmly. Though she had an innocent, flirtatious vibe only moments ago, the rage in her blue eyes spoke danger. If that man had hurt me, Eli was about to go all ‘hell hath no fury’ on his ass.

      I forced a smile and nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. Thank you.”

      Eli let go of my hand. “Anytime. You know I’ve got your back.”

      “I know.”

      Eli glanced over my shoulder as she pushed open the swinging door to the back room with her ass. “Enrique, can you handle the bar for a few?” she called inside.

      An answering grunt confirmed our fellow bartender would cover for us.

      Eli flashed a cheeky smile as she grabbed my wrist and pulled me into the break room. The smell of pizza sauce and burnt dough filled my nostrils. Enrique must have blown up another pizza pocket in the microwave.

      I bit my tongue on a groan. Guess who was going to have to clean that up? Definitely not Enrique.

      Once we were inside the break room, Eli threw herself down on the worn brown sofa, laying her arms over the top of the cushions. “What’s up, girl? I haven’t seen you in a few days.”

      I sat down on the armchair closest to the door and ran a hand through my long hair, tucking it behind my ear. “I’ve been busy with school. My final project is due next week.”

      Eli rolled her eyes. “It’s always work with you. Do you ever take a break?”

      My lips pressed into a firm line. We’d had this conversation many times before. “I’ll take a break once I’m done the semester. I have to be on my A-game, or I’ll fail this project and have to retake the entire year.”

      Eli leaned her head back against the couch and groaned. “Clara, you know I love you, but you have to learn to chill out. Being high strung is only going to raise your blood pressure.”

      I bit my lip. “Like I said, once the semester is over—”

      “Are you off tomorrow?” Eli sat forward, leaning her elbows on her knees.

      I blinked in surprise at the sudden change in topic. “Yes…” I replied slowly. I didn’t like where this was going.

      “Great!” Eli bounced off the couch and grabbed her gold clutch from her locker. When she sat back down, she held out three black envelopes with golden script on the front. “You’re going to take these off my hands then.”

      I looked between Eli’s face and the cards. Eli pushed them forward, waving them around until I plucked them from her hands. “What are they?”

      “Three invitations to an ultra exclusive party outside the city.” Eli grinned wickedly and wiggled her eyebrows meaningfully. “I work tomorrow, so I can’t make it. I want you to have them. Use them. Invite two of your girlfriends along and make a night of it.” She leaned back against the couch and crossed one leg over the other, looking far too pleased with herself.

      “Eli, you know I can’t. I have to work on my project.” I turned over the invitations in hand. I knew Eli meant well. She always did. But Eli was a free spirit. She didn’t understand commitments or work ethic. I sighed and set the invitations in my lap. I pulled one of the cards from its envelope. The invitation was beautiful, the same matte black as the outside with a crisp golden border. I scanned the invite for the location, but I didn’t recognize the address.

      “Clary,” Eli said, using her nickname for me to try and sway me. “Please? I don’t want these to go to waste. You’ll have all day to work on your project, and then you can take a town car to the party. It’s already paid for.”

      I chewed on my lip. “I don’t know. I really wanted to hunker down tomorrow.”

      I’d been working on my final project for weeks—or at least I’d been trying to. I still haven’t come up with a final design for the pretend start up company I was supposed to be creating a media packet for. If I didn’t finish the logo design soon, I wouldn’t have time to complete the rest of the material required.

      “It’s one night.” Eli raised her eyebrows as she leaned forward and took my hands. “You’ll be back to work by Saturday morning. You’ll have loads of time to finish before your shift on Saturday night.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. Though Eli had asked if I worked tomorrow night, she’d already known—especially if she knew I worked Saturday. Still, it did sound like fun. The invitation said to dress to impress. There was an open bar and free food. What more could I ask for?

      “Fine,” I said.

      Eli’s eyes went wide. “You’ll go?”

      “I will. But you have to promise me you’ll lay off after this. No bugging me to chill out until after finals.” I glared at the petite woman.

      Eli held up her hands in a defensive gesture. “Of course! No more nagging, I swear!” She motioned a cross over her heart, and grinned from ear to ear. “I’m so excited for you!”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I rolled my eyes. She just thought I was going to get laid. That was another one of her issues when it came to my social life. If I wasn’t getting any, then I wasn’t really living—at least according to Eli.

      “Call your friends! I’ll head back out there.” She hooked a thumb at the door and stood, adjusting her shirt and slacks.

      “Thanks, Eli,” I said, driving as much sarcasm into those two words as I could.

      Eli snickered all the way back out into the bar. Only when the swinging door closed did I relax.

      My co-worker was right about one thing: I could use a break. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d done something besides work, or go to school… and work some more. Damn, was my life really that dull?

      I sighed as I slid down in my chair. I took a few minutes to collect myself before I yanked my phone out of my pocket. Once I keyed in my passcode, I flipped over to my contacts. There were four names on my most recent list: Eli, my mom, and my two best friends: Gloria Hernandez and Jamie Winslow. The three of us had been BFFs since we met in junior year of high school. Though we’d all gone on separate paths since, we all stayed in New York and tried to schedule weekly hangouts.

      Come to think of it, it had been awhile since I’d seen the girls. Maybe I did need to get out.

      I dialed in Gloria’s number and conferenced Jamie into the call. On the third ring, they both answered.

      “Clara, as I live and breathe, you’re alive!” Gloria gushed into the phone. It might have come across as sarcastic if it were anyone else, but Gloria was the world’s biggest sweetheart. I don’t think she even knew how to do sarcasm.

      “Oh, the graphic designer graces us with her presence,” Jamie said. Now sarcasm was definitely part of her repertoire.

      “I know, I know. I’ve been busy,” I said. My cheeks heated with embarrassment. It sounded like a terrible excuse, and it was.

      “Oh, hush, JJ,” Gloria huffed. “You know our girl has that final project coming up.”

      I groaned. “Actually, it’s due next week.”

      “Shit,” Jamie said. “How far are you?”

      “I’m… getting there,” I said.

      “You know what that means.”

      “She’s stalling out. Too stuck in her head.” Gloria sighed. “How can we help, C?”

      I smiled. I missed the affectionate way Gloria always used our first initials as nicknames. With her slight southern accent, it always sounded like molasses falling off her tongue. “Well, I’m actually not calling about a project. I’m calling to invite you both to a party.”

      Silence rested on the other line.

      “Wait, you’re serious?” Jamie asked.

      “A party?” Gloria gasped.

      “I didn’t think that word was in your vocabulary,” Jamie added, sounding both impressed and confused.

      “Oh shut up!” I hissed. “I can have fun… on occasion.”

      “Ri-ight,” Jamie drew out the word.

      “When is it?” Gloria asked, her voice bubbly with excitement.

      “Tomorrow night. My co-worker Eli gave me three tickets to a party outside the city. She says she has a town car set up and paid for in advance, but I was thinking we could take Mr Jeep,” I explained. Mr Jeep was Gloria’s nickname for the old hunk of crap Jeep she’d bought right out of high school. It worked fine, for the most part. Either way, I’d be way more comfortable taking it than taking a town car with no way to escape should we decide to ditch early.

      “Oh good idea, C!” Gloria said, beaming right through the phone. I swear you could hear her smiling.

      “This is very unlike you, Clara,” Jamie said. “Are you sure you’re up for it?”

      I steeled myself. “Yeah. I need a little break. I can get back to work on Saturday. Plus, I have all day tomorrow to figure out a logo.”

      “We’ll come over early and give you a hand,” Jamie offered.

      “Oh, yes! We can grab pizza on our way,” Gloria added.

      I smiled and closed my eyes. Warmth bubbled inside of me. “I love you girls.”

      Jamie chuckled softly, while Gloria snort-laughed.

      “We love you too, C!” Gloria said.

      “Now get back to work,” Jamie said. “You’re at work aren’t you?”

      I groaned. “Don’t remind me.”

      “We’ll see you tomorrow!” Gloria singsonged.

      “See you.” I hung up the phone and leaned back against the old sofa. What have I just gotten myself into?
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