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      The thicket was a welcome cage of branches and earth.

      I’d been cowering in my little shelter of bushes for the better part of half a day, and if they hadn’t spotted me in the dusky green of the scrubby forest by now, they might as well have left me to die. The near-suffocating heat of the day was slowly retreating with the declining sun, and the cool brine of the nearby sea swept through the leaves above, whipping loose soil into my face. In no time, my sanctuary would be chilled to a temperature at which it would get difficult to last the night without extra layers of protection.

      The words of my father had driven me all the way here, where the sand and palm trees faded into the lusher vegetation that hinted I was closer to Askarea. Closer meaning I was still a week away from the end of the mountain range, and going any farther to the borderlands would have been suicide. No one in their right mind would trek all the way up here. That was the reason I’d chosen this route to begin with.

      They’d followed me anyway.

      I dug my sore fingers into the ground and inched forward, the smell of moist earth assaulting my nose as I slithered toward what sounded like the sweet song of a stream. A twig cracked ahead, and my tongue flicked to my parched palate as I stopped and held my breath.

      I lowered my cheek to the ground and counted to fifteen until I was certain I hadn’t missed a pair of feet sneaking up on me.

      No sound followed.

      Had my horse still been with me, I could have made quick work of the distance to the river and crossed at the next opportunity until I made it to a harbor, and no one would be the wiser. But my horse was gone, and my father’s sentries had tracked me down. So what choice did I have but to brave the dangers of the wilderness? I’d have rather become some wild animal’s prey than be dragged back to the palace. At least the predators of the woods didn’t pretend to be anything other than what they were.

      With a glance beyond the branches, I scrambled out of my cover and headed for the edge of the forest where I could orient myself again. My satchel dangled from my shoulder, bouncing against the sore muscles of my thighs. I couldn’t hold in a groan as I set one slow foot in front of the other, cursing myself for not wearing a better pair of boots.

      In the speed of my decision, I hadn’t thought of the true logistics of an escape—especially not when I’d been hoping to already be near my destination by now. But when Father’s advisers pushed for the marriage, there hadn’t been time for me to do more than stuff a few days’ worth of bread and cheese into my satchel alongside a shirt and a bag of silver and make a run for it.

      My breeches, torn in places, weren’t made for hiking through the wilderness, and my body, used to long walks through the palace terraces at the most, was near exhaustion by the time I made it to the water.

      With a glance along the line cutting through the soil like a thread of quartz, I assessed my surroundings. Even when my days used to consist of being laced into pretty dresses and paraded around court until Father settled on an offer, I knew how to survive. It was a necessity as much as it was common sense for a princess of Cezux to learn how to ride and run and hold a knife for something other than slicing roast and fruit. But that didn’t make me adept in any of those skills.

      I wasn’t made to be on the run. Wasn’t made to be free. I was made to carry on my family’s lineage—and with that the only prospect in my life, it didn’t surprise me that Father had sent a group of five sentries to scout after me. They probably weren’t the only ones. I knew him well enough to understand that at least ten more groups, like the one that I’d dodged after lunch in a ramshackle inn at the last village, were hunting all over our lands in search of the missing princess.

      I cupped the water in my hands and brought it to my lips, scenting for foul odor before I dared to take a sip.

      The clean taste and cool texture brought instant relief after hours of hiding, of fearing that they’d found me.

      I’d be able to continue running after I satisfied my thirst and had taken a deep breath. Just a few more miles before the last light of day would vanish, and I’d be forced to seek shelter in a tree or in one of the small caves I’d noticed on the way into the forest. If I was lucky, I’d find one large enough to fit inside where I could get a few hours of rest before I continued southeast along the edge of the mountains separating Cezux from the kingdom of Askarea.

      Fairylands.

      There was a reason people avoided this region where the mountains flattened at the northern seam of the land, allowing for easy passage between the two kingdoms—not that anyone had seen a fairy in hundreds of years. It was only the merchants brave enough to take that path I would avoid like the plague, who sometimes told stories when they returned with goods from Askarea. Goods that they’d traded for Cezuxian rarities across the border.

      Few of them ever returned.

      I sat back on my haunches, sighing as I allowed my legs to relax for a moment before I tugged my satchel to the front and pulled out the remaining piece of cheese and a slice of stale bread alongside a small canteen in need of refilling. My hands brushed the hard, cool bag of silver. Since I couldn’t eat the coins, I’d need to find somewhere to restock my provisions. I’d planned on doing so at the inn, but when Father’s men showed up, instinct had driven me to bolt.

      The flutter of wings in the treetops above came first. Then their armed shapes appeared from the gaps between the tree trunks at the seam of the forest across the stream. Three of them—a good distance from where I was crouching by the water. My heart made a painful hold as it kicked into gear, my whole body on that sort of alert the past days on the road had taught me.

      Measuring the distance, I reached for the hunting knife at my hip, a gift from my mother on her deathbed. They were half-hidden in the twilight, and knowing them, they wouldn’t risk hitting me with an arrow. But they would be prepared to use their knives or swords to keep me in check the moment they laid their hands on me. Still, they were far away enough for me to try. If I managed to disappear back into the forest, I might outrun them. If I threw all my reserves into it, I might have a shot at freedom.

      Ignoring the exhaustion in my legs, I sucked in a breath and pushed myself to my feet, already turning on my heels to run, run, run—

      And faced the other two of Father’s sentries, who’d snuck up from behind, their blades sharp at my throat as they forced me to a halt before I could even attempt to take my first step.
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        * * *

      

      “If I didn’t know better, I might think you have a death wish,” one of the two said. The shorter one whose light leather armor did little to conceal the litheness of his body.

      Instruments of death, I reminded myself. Trained to kill by my father’s general and ready at all times to do his bidding, to eliminate anyone who stepped into the king of Cezux’s path.

      This time, it was me in his path.

      The taller one took a step around me, the flat of his knife scraping over my collarbone as he circled to my back.

      “Let me go,” I demanded even when I knew that there was nothing I could offer to make them listen. My hand tightened on the hunting knife, which I hadn’t even gotten to draw from my belt.

      “Your presence is demanded at court.” The shorter one took a step back, hand casually near the curved blade at his hip, and scanned me with a quick gaze head to toe, assessing my ripped clothes, my dirt-smeared face, and I could have sworn something like compassion flickered in his eyes before he waved the men on the other side of the stream over. “We take her back to the village. I’m sure a night in a proper bed will be of use to her condition before we head back to Jezuin.”

      No. I staggered away from the knife, ignoring the bite of the blade as it nicked me at the side of my neck. “I’m not going back.”

      The taller sentry laughed as he grabbed me by the arm in that half brutal, half cautious way that came with their task of herding me back to Father’s palace, and the shorter one, who seemed to be their leader, hissed a curse as he examined the trickle of blood at the base of my throat.

      “I fear you have no choice, Princess.” He turned and motioned for us to follow as he led the way out of the clearing. The grip on my arm tightened, and I could have sworn the sentry struggled to keep his fingers from smashing my bones.

      Maybe, if I put up a fight, they might end me rather than let me escape. But was that a real option?

      As if in answer to my thought, the sentries stored their weapons away and surrounded me in what felt like a walking cage, which told me enough about the fact that they wouldn’t risk hurting me. Not when my life meant more power for my father. They didn’t respond when I ordered them again to let me go, to take the silver from my satchel and leave. A few coins wouldn’t be enough to change their loyalties. In the kingdom of Cezux, those loyal to my father held more power and riches than lords in other lands—not that I knew anything about Askarea, or if the fairies even had lords.

      I stumbled along, legs barking with every step now that there was no hope for escape and stomach leaden as it demanded food. The last of my provisions now lay scattered by the water where I’d drunk only a few mouthfuls before they ambushed me, and if I managed to break through their formation, I wouldn’t get far in my condition.

      Maybe letting them feed me and find a place to rest was the smarter option. At least I could rest and not worry about what monsters prowled the borderlands while I planned another escape.

      Only when darkness enveloped us completely and my foot got caught on a root, making me tumble into the sentry with the curved blade in front of me, did we stop for a break.

      “The village is another half-hour south.” The man pointed with one hand while he set me back on my feet with the other. I gave him a look that should have been intimidating. But he gave me a bland smile, reached for the waterskin on his belt, and handed it to me. “Here. Drink. We’ll get you something to eat at the next inn.”

      Without question, I took it and gulped down the water.

      The other sentries alternated between watching me and scanning our surroundings with hawk eyes as they waited for me to finish. As soon as I handed the waterskin back to the man, he continued walking, and the others ushered me forward, tensed and ready to grab me should I dare try to bolt.

      By the time we made it past small houses and stables to the inn, I’d resorted to leaning on one of the sentries who’d offered his arm—the one with the curved blade that made me wish he’d never feel the need to use it on me. And even though relying on my captors made me sick, beneath the dirt and sweat, I braved a smile while I waited for the leader to organize rooms and a meal.

      “Your smile won’t do you much good here, Princess,” he said as he led me up the stairs to a room large enough to host one single bed and a small bathing room. “Wash up. Rest. Food will be brought up shortly.”

      I didn’t slam one of the many retorts at him that I usually would, too busy hobbling to the edge of the bed where I gingerly removed my boots and rubbed my blistered feet.

      “Don’t run again. I’d hate to have to drag you back to Jezuin draped over my shoulders.” He inclined his head, dark hair sliding into his grim face, and retreated from the room.

      I snorted to myself the moment the doors snapped shut. I couldn’t run like this. Not even if I gorged myself on the stew that arrived a moment later and slept through the night. I wouldn’t get far.

      Or maybe that was exactly why I needed to try the moment I was alone. I made a point to complain about my sore feet, reminding the sentry of my limited capacity to move, before he closed the door with the hint that someone would be guarding it. Of course they would. They only left me alone in my room because of my status—and maybe because they underestimated my desperation.

      The stew smelled like it’d been sitting out for over a day, but I finished the entire chipped bowl before I carefully got to my feet, biting back a curse as one of the blisters broke open on the rough wood floor. A glance out the window informed me that a jump onto the parapet wouldn’t break my neck, and if my eyes didn’t deceive me in the darkness, the roof would lead me right to the adjacent stables.

      If I could grab a horse, I’d get a head start, and maybe … maybe I’d make it far enough to lose the sentries before they could tie me to a saddle and force me home.

      Swallowing the pain the way I’d perfected at the palace, I made for the bathing room where I washed off the worst of the dirt and changed my shirt before I rolled up the dirty, torn one and stuffed it into my satchel alongside a slice of bread that had come with the stew. I tugged on my boots, tears swimming in my eyes as the leather scraped against the blisters on my heels, and breathed. Just breathed—until I was able to brave those two steps to the window where I stopped to listen for any sign of the sentries. The crack under the door revealed a pair of boots quietly pacing back and forth as if to keep themselves from falling asleep after a long, exhausting day.

      I sent a quick prayer to Eroth and pulled the lever.

      The window sprang open with a creak that made me jerk around to see if the sentry would come to check on me.

      He didn’t.

      So I heaved my leaden body onto the windowsill where I crouched, measuring the drop I’d have to make, and decided it didn’t matter if I broke a bone or two.

      What mattered was that I got out.

      Without a glance back, I jumped.
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      To my surprise, none of my bones shattered as I landed on my side. Instead, the age-worn tiles gave way as I scrambled to my hands and knees, and grabbing for a metal hook at the side of the roof was all I could do to avoid slithering over the edge and breaking my neck on the water trough below. I could already feel blood between my fingers where the hook cut into my flesh, and it was pure terror that kept me from screaming out in pain. Terror and the urgent search for a way down.

      Before I could spy a path to the ground, the rusty metal groaned under my weight and ripped out of the roof, taking with it all the stability it might have provided for me to pull myself back up—no matter the pain. I landed with my feet in the water, splashing it against the entrance hall window, which was dark once more, and I hit my back on the rim of the trough as I tumbled to the ground. The iron tang of blood coated my tongue where my teeth cut into it at the impact, and this time, I wasn’t able to keep in a groan of pain.

      Up—I had to get up and run if I wanted to make it to the cover of the stables.

      Ignoring the painful scratch on my hand, I ducked and ran for the narrow side door. Yes, I’d leave a trail of wet footsteps on the ground, but by the time the sun came up, they would have long since dried. I wasn’t sure about the drops of blood falling from my palm, though. The sentries would probably notice those and find me like a wounded doe.

      I stopped under a low roof next to a stack of hay bales and ripped off a strip of my shirt to tie it around my hand. Then I snuck past a rain barrel and a heap of straw into the stables. The first few stalls were empty, but at the back, five horses were dozing in the quiet of the night. I made my way down the corridor at the center, squinting to find a bridle and saddle in the darkness. The first horse huffed and shook its massive white head. Perfect—a tall horse with long legs to swallow up the ground.

      I grabbed the bridle from the nail on the post holding the boards of the stall and whispered to the beast, “I’ll get you a lump of sugar and a barrel of apples if you keep quiet and get me out of here alive.

      The horse huffed once more, but didn’t fight my attempt to pull the leather over his head with my good hand.

      “If you promise to fly through the night, we’ll find a nice meadow tomorrow where you can glut yourself on fresh grass.”

      The horse stood still as I climbed into the stall to heave up the saddle and fasten it. It stomped a hoof as I tugged on the reins, my heart beating like a wild beast in my chest at how close I was to escape.

      “Come on.” I clicked my tongue, and the horse followed me down the corridor to the double doors at the other end of the stables. Just a few more steps and we’d be out.

      And then—and then I’d leave behind the duty to which my father had appointed me. Leave behind the life of Princess Sanja Lazar and find a boat somewhere that would carry me to Tavras or even to the Southern Continent. Anywhere my father, his men, or my husband-to-be would never find me.

      The door swung open with little more than the sound of wood scraping over gravel, and I led my mount outside. Cool air kissed my face, the first welcome sensation since I’d put those boots back on less than ten minutes ago. I relished the sensation of the chill that I never got in Jezuin, that I’d feared mere hours ago. But with a horse, with the heat of its body, I wouldn’t shiver through the night as I rode on to freedom.

      Tears sprang to my eyes as I set my toes into the stirrups and pulled myself up with both hands. The horse shied and threw up its head, pushing me off balance, and I landed back on the ground with wobbly legs. The reins slipped from my hands as someone grabbed me from behind. I tried to push them off me—tried. But a hand clamped a piece of cloth over my mouth and nose, and all I heard was the tall sentry’s grumble as he complained that I couldn’t have made it easy for a change. The next moment, the world shifted, and darkness swept me away.
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        * * *

      

      The swaying of the mattress beneath my sprawled body lulled me from a dreamless sleep. I couldn’t remember going to bed the night before or even having wanted to go to sleep. I blinked my eyes open to find the sky drawing past me in a blur of cerulean and white, and my stomach roiled as I tried to focus on the carved wooden frame against the speedy movement. Lifting my hand to my temple to push back the headache, I tried to sit up—and couldn’t muster the strength to do so, muscles lax, mind foggy, and memories—

      “About time you wake up,” a deep male voice greeted me from the bench across the carriage, and I managed to push into a half-sitting position, finding myself staring into the dark eyes of the sentry who’d shown me to my room the night before. “I was beginning to wonder if we’d used too much of the tonic.”

      Tonic—

      I’d heard of the methods my father sanctioned for his sentries to use if needed, but had I ever believed he’d use those on his own daughter? My stomach did that painful flip that indicated I’d empty it within minutes if the swaying didn’t stop.

      “You drugged me.” I slid my gaze down my body before a different sort of panic could grab me. My clothes were intact, not even a button out of place. Only my boots and socks had been removed, and my blisters were bandaged, as was my injured hand.

      “The alternative would have been to knock you out with a good punch. Would you have preferred that?” He flashed his straight teeth as I cringed from the thought of more pain. “Is it really worth it?”

      He studied me as I breathed through the nausea, forcing my stomach to settle. At least, sitting up, my head no longer swam, and I could make out the hilly steppes that marked the end of the borderlands, and the speed of the moving clouds made more sense as my head cleared with every deep breath I inhaled. “Is what worth what?”

      “Running from your father’s orders?” Even if he appeared to be the least brutish of the sentries, there was no emotion in his voice or his brown eyes as he waited for my response.

      It was then I realized there would be no escaping. I was in a carriage heading back to Jezuin, where my father and his court were waiting alongside my betrothed. And at this speed, it would be less than two days before we’d arrive back at the capital.

      “Freedom is always worth running for,” I merely said, keeping my face carefully blank.

      He knew as well as the other four escorting the carriage what was awaiting me.

      “There are worse choices than Cyrill Tenikos, Princess.”

      I didn’t even want to get into this discussion. Not with him. Not when I’d need to deal with the worst sides of Cyrill Tenikos soon enough. Maybe heading deeper into the borderlands would have been the smartest option—even a fairy couldn’t be half as dangerous as a lord who hungered for power and was willing to do whatever it took to acquire it.  Even buy the daughter of a king.

      I lifted my injured hand in front of me and flexed my fingers. The wound still stung, but my fingers moved evenly—at least, no severed tendons.

      “That’s some nasty injury there,” the sentry commented.

      I closed my hand into a fist and rested it in my lap. “I’m hungry.”

      He reached beneath the bench and pulled out a basket. “Here.” He extracted a loaf of bread and a small box that, when he opened it, spread the scent of fresh apples. “There’s some pie in there, too.” He pointed at the basket before he handed me the food. “We’ll stop for a minute when you need to take care of your needs, but apart from that, we’ll travel on until we reach the city.”

      I ate in silence, gaze following the hills as they slowly vanished on the horizon, replaced by rocks and gravel adorned with succulent plants that defined this part of Cezux. I’d marveled at the landscape on my way north, had probably stopped one time too many to rest in the shade of a palm tree. And now they’d found me, and I’d never leave Jezuin again. Not until I was dead.
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      The outline of Jezuin appeared on the third day around noon. The heat of the carriage had become stifling by the time we turned into the outermost ring of the city, which snaked up a hill like a fortress of sandstone and palm trees. Battlements loomed atop every wall lining the rings that protected the city and the palace at the heart of it, where a tall spire with an ever-burning flame served as a beacon for travellers from all directions. Mother had once ordered it ignited, long before I was a thought in the wind, and it had remained alight, a sign that the rulers of Cezux were watching over their people.

      A people bending over small market stands as we entered the first ring of the city, their heads tucked together as they bartered for goods and their shouts penetrated the walls of the carriage. Gazing down from the palace, this part of the city looked like a jumble of ants crawling through corridors of brown and beige, their clothes making them all but disappear in a blur of motion. But from up close—

      Their sweaty faces and dusty clothes spoke of the strain of their deeds.

      On the day I’d fled the palace on a horse, a sand-colored scarf slung over my head, no one had heeded me a look, oblivious to the presence of their princess. And I could have kissed each and every one of them for not recognizing me back then.

      But today—

      I scoffed at how people leaped out of our way as they noticed the Lazar coat of arms on the sides of the carriage.

      It didn’t help that the sentries were riding with their swords out like bodyguards rather than the captors they were.

      I rolled my eyes at the ceiling and ducked onto the bench so no one would see my face.

      “If they knew their princess was arriving for her wedding, they’d spread blossoms on our path,” Dimar said from the other side of the carriage. The sentry had introduced himself after my second meal, and even though I’d refused to speak, he kept talking to me whenever he chose to ride in the carriage with me.

      The sentries had left me to myself for most of our swift journey back to the city that would become my prison, but now that we were arriving, the scent of fish and spices filling the air while we cleared the first ring, Dimar had decided to join me. To keep an eye on me, I supposed. But where would I go now that the walls of Jezuin had wrapped us in their loving arms?

      I stared at the curtain, unwilling to move my hand to draw it shut. If this was my last hour of freedom, I wanted to see it all … the beauty of my city and the ugly corners where poverty was driving people out into the streets to beg, where the wealthy plotted the social demise of others, where gemstones and gold equaled power. I didn’t care for those—for the vultures circling the court of Jezuin. But for the others, the people who were trying to get by in this land of contrasts where lush mountains and near-deserts collided with the ocean, I cared. A people to be protected from the likes of Cyrill Tenikos. And once I was his wife, what little voice I’d had in my father’s court would be smothered.

      I ground my teeth and watched the sandstone houses move past too fast for comfort.

      “They are expecting your arrival,” Dimar continued when I didn’t respond. “At the palace. Everything will be ready when you set foot into the royal residence.”

      Of course, my father couldn’t wait a day for me to come to terms with the inevitable. “So it’s going to be today?” It went unspoken that I was talking about the wedding.

      Dimar nodded, and the compassion I’d gleaned in his eyes that first day returned.

      I didn’t speak until we rolled through the tall gate that led into the fourth and final ring of the city. There I balled my healing hand into a fist and pressed it into the cushioned bench. “You could have chosen differently, Dimar,” I told him and met his gaze for a long moment. “You know what awaits me as Lord Cyrill’s wife.”

      It wasn’t a question. Everyone knew about the horrible temper of the lord who held wealth beyond measure. Diamond mines were where he supposedly made his fortune that brought him the freedom to choose his bride—me. And Father hadn’t thought twice about what a union with Cyrill Tenikos entailed. The bruised wrists and bloodied backs of his servants on the brief visit to his estate in Jezuin had spoken volumes of how he treated his household. And the words he’d whispered in my ear at the ball my father had given for my eighteenth birthday—

      A shudder skittered down my spine.

      “Your father would never allow for anything to happen to you.” Dimar’s words sounded sincere, but we both knew it was a lie. My father had sold me to a cruel lord. And the moment I set foot inside the palace, he’d make sure to hand over the goods.

      The rocking of the carriage stopped in the shade of the side entrance, and the door sprang open to a palace guard popping in his head, bowing slightly to me before he addressed the sentry. “He’s waiting in his study,” was all he said before he returned to his post by the wall.

      Dimar motioned for me to get out first—not a courtesy, but a way to make sure he could monitor my every move as I climbed down the metal steps and stalked up the narrow stairs, head high despite my dirty, torn clothes.

      The guards and servants in the white-and-red marble hallway tried not to gawk as I passed by, my limp less pronounced than the day before when we’d stopped for an hour to let the horses rest and I’d walked around the carriage to at least feel like I was moving forward—when in reality, I was moving backward. Every step toward that door at the end of the hallway was a step back when it came to my freedom, a step back when it came to what I’d dreamed up for my own life.

      I didn’t bother to steel myself before I pushed the door open and let myself in.

      He was sitting behind a broad mahogany desk, a book open before him, one finger pointing at the line he’d been reading, as he beheld my disheveled appearance and swallowed before he got to his feet. Light shone in his chocolate eyes, making him appear younger despite the heavy streaks of gray in his hair.

      “Sanja—”

      And for a moment, I thought that he would forgive me, that he would understand why I’d run, why I couldn’t marry that lord. But he cleared his throat, and the moment of relief at seeing his daughter home whole and healthy faded into simmering anger at my disobedience.

      “We found her in the borderlands,” Dimar informed the king with a bow before he closed the door and took up post beside it.

      My father merely inclined his head in appreciation—not for my safety, but for the return of his goods. He didn’t bother to dismiss Dimar before he sat down at his desk again, leaving me to stand in front of it, and said, “If it weren’t such a great insult, I’d be impressed by how far you managed to get, all on your own.” He laced his fingers together in his lap as he leaned back in the carved chair. “Quite impressed. But you disobeyed an order, and I cannot allow that to happen.” His eyes flicked to Dimar, who shifted by the door.

      I didn’t apologize for what I’d attempted to do; the longing for freedom shouldn’t have been something anyone apologized for—especially when my father had sold me to a cruel tyrant who, if given a morsel of power, would destroy everything. Instead, I held his gaze, letting him see that, if he was disappointed I’d fled, I was equally disappointed he’d arranged this marriage, to begin with.

      For a long moment, he stared me down, no hint of the loving father he’d once been—once, before Mother had died and taken with her everything good in this family. Then he leaned forward, bracing his hands on the desk.

      “Your wedding gown is ready in your chambers. Leahnie has orders to bathe you, dress you, and do your hair so you are a presentable bride when you meet Lord Cyrill in the temple.” With pinched brows, he added, “Don’t even try to run again, Sanja. You won’t be unguarded for one second. And if you try to make Leahnie an accomplice…” He dragged one finger along his throat in a display of what he was willing to do to keep me in line.

      I opened my mouth to tell him I couldn’t marry a tyrant, that I would rather die than be Cyrill Tenikos’s bride. But no words came out as he threatened the only real friend I had in this palace. At my silence, Father merely flicked a hand at Dimar, who cleared his throat as he opened the door, knife in hand, and gestured for me to exit.

      So I did. Without a look back at the man who’d sold out this kingdom.
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        * * *

      

      My chambers were exactly the way I’d left them almost two weeks ago: the ivory sheets on the bed flapped back for me to slip in at night, sheer curtains wafting in through the open windows allowing the breeze from the ocean to sweep through the marble-and-sandstone bedroom. From the adjacent bathing room, the sound of running water informed me where I’d find Leahnie.

      “I’ll be right here,” Dimar announced and positioned himself outside the bathing room, his dark eyes meaningful as he sheathed the knife. “I don’t want to have to kill anyone today, Princess Sanja. So please—” He motioned for me to enter the bathing room, where Leahnie, summoned by his voice, was eyeing me head to toe with an unreadable expression on her face.

      “Sanja,” she whispered, her arms half lifted to embrace me, but she thought better, curtseying before she ushered me inside and, with a cold glance at Dimar, closed the door in his face.

      A sob broke from me as I beheld her kind face, her bronze features, the thin smile she had in store for me, and the twinkle of defiance in her eyes as she grabbed my hand and tugged me farther toward the free-standing bathtub at the center of the room. “How could you do this to me?” she asked over her shoulder. “How could you just leave without a word? I thought you were dead. I thought—” She searched for words, but found none, so she merely ordered me to undress and get into the tub.

      “I’m—I’m sorry.” She was the only one I’d apologize to.

      I shucked my clothes, hissing as I pulled off my boots and socks, and gingerly stepped into the water.

      By the way Leahnie unbraided my hair and started massaging my scalp with shaky hands, I could tell that she knew what my father had threatened to do.

      “I never meant to pull you into this,” I told her. “I never meant for this to happen.”

      “Of course, you didn’t.” She handed me rose-scented soap and a washcloth. “This wasn’t supposed to happen. But it did, and now he’ll kill me if you don’t go through with this marriage.”

      I didn’t need to repeat what we’d discussed time and again after those first encounters with the lord—about his character, his motives, and everything that would come with a union with Cyrill Tenikos. We both agreed on it, and now I had no choice.

      “I’m sorry,” I only repeated and scrubbed days’ worth of travelling off my body, wondering if it would be smarter to remain a sweaty, dirty version of myself just to make myself as unattractive for my husband-to-be as possible. But that would have been childish, and Father might see it as a defiance of his orders all over again—and would claim Leahnie’s life after all.

      We didn’t speak for the rest of the bath, and when she combed out my wet hair and braided it around my head in a coronet, my mind had already wandered to everything I’d have to leave behind yet again when Cyrill took me away to his estate—everyone. Leahnie, I might get to take with me to my new home, but the other person in this palace who had managed to help me forget the dullness of court life—

      Leahnie dabbed some rouge on my cheeks and a hint of pink on my lips. Then she draped me in layers of white that felt like a shroud rather than a wedding dress before she pulled me into a tight hug and squeezed me to her chest.

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, and I could have sworn there were tears in her eyes when she released me and rushed to open the door to the bedroom where Dimar was waiting to escort me to the temple.

      The sentry looked me over and swallowed as if he couldn’t believe I was actually wearing the wedding dress and hadn’t bolted through a window—not that it would have been an option to take the leap that would have me splatter onto the sandstone streets three stories below.

      He inclined his head at Leahnie and headed for the door. Pausing for a moment, he turned and gave me an unreadable look. “Wear your best smile, Princess Sanja. Maybe it will help make things easier to bear.” Then he drew his knife and motioned for me to lead the way to the temple.

      My feet started moving while my mind was still trying to grasp that this was it. That this was the end of everything I’d hoped for, what my mother had hoped for all those years ago. For me to sit on that throne one day and rule over our people with mercy. A vision Father had never shared. And now, Lord Cyrill paid him handsomely to take me off his hands.

      In a daze, I floated past the mirror, not bothering to catch a glimpse of my dress, of the jewels bedecking my ears and throat, my wrists and fingers like heavy tears of the gods.

      I didn’t look back as I stepped over the threshold of what had once been my hopes and started down the too-short corridor to the room that would seal my fate.
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      There were no flowers, no music, no guests of honor apart from a small delegation of Lord Cyrill’s court as Dimar led me into the temple at the heart of the palace. Shafts of light bathed the room in a surreal glow that reminded me of some of the paintings in our gallery, and behind that light—

      I locked my gaze on the floor before me, focusing on my footsteps rather than on the lord by the altar, whose white clothes suggested he hadn’t murdered his way across Cezux to acquire his station. Not yet.

      But someone cleared his throat, and my eyes snapped up.

      Father was there, his gaze cold on me as he oversaw the ceremony, which had been stripped down to its bare bones—only the priest and a few select spectators from our own court, and among them … Eduin. My heart stuttered a beat as I spotted him near the columns in the front where the gold half-sphere above the altar melted into white marble.

      His dark eyes were wide as he noticed my stare, but the expression was gone the next moment, leaving nothing of that familiar face of the man I’d taken to bed a couple of times over the past months. Nothing, really, that had my heart in it, but some hours of escape tangled in the silken sheets of the courtier, his hands in my hair, my lips on his throat as he moaned my name. I didn’t even blush at the thought of the last time I’d seen him—pants down and panting after I’d slipped off him, my mind no longer circling around the drama within the palace.

      I inclined my head at him enough to acknowledge he was there—there to watch me bind myself into misery. And he inclined his head back, polite, ever the courtier who’d roam the hallways and councils at this court.

      Then I stepped into the beams of light, and for a second, a mere second, I could taste what it had felt like to be free, what it had felt like to feel the sun on my skin on the ride north, what it had felt like to run and to hope. But the light faded, swallowed up by clouds, and the stairs to the altar drew closer mercilessly with every step. My father joined me on the final few, gesturing toward the space between Lord Cyrill—the look of whom I’d successfully avoided—and me and said, “To unify our houses and give the crown of Cezux a prosperous future, I hand you my daughter, Sanja Zetareh Lazar, heir to the throne.”

      No words of love from him, never. After this day, I’d have served my purpose—apart from popping out an heir or two. I shut out the thought as an unusually pale hand, by Cezuxian standards, reached for mine, and I could no longer avoid acknowledging my husband-to-be.

      His coal-dark eyes met mine, empty of everything I’d have hoped to ever see on my wedding day, and as I stared him down, his thin lips twitched at the corners as he simply reached out and grabbed my hand, inclining his head to my father in thanks for delivering what was owed.

      The priest started murmuring, and the air was suddenly too hot, too stuffy, the dress too tight around my chest. I turned to face the elderly cleric, who, beneath the hood of his gray robes, was sealing the union in a few efficient lines. One of Father’s many court officials laid down a piece of paper on the altar, and he and the priest oversaw as Cyrill Tenikos signed his name on the empty line left beneath an elaborately scripted marriage contract. Then, without a look at me, my father put his signature on the other free line to the right.

      And just like that, it was done.

      My father clapped his hands and stepped between Lord Cyrill and me, arms open and embracing his son-in-law the way the custom demanded, while what few people had witnessed the ceremony stepped closer to congratulate the bride and groom and the proud king, who now owned the wealth of the realm. The embrace lasted … and lasted. And I couldn’t bring myself to look away from my husband’s face as he smiled at me over my father’s shoulder. A broad, cruel smile that had fear creeping down my spine. The embrace continued even when the priest gasped, drawing the attention of the room to him and the altar. All but Cyrill Tenikos, who didn’t let go of the king.

      Father twitched and choked a breath, and it took me a moment to finally realize what was happening. But someone pointed, one of my father’s courtiers, and—

      I saw it then, the stain forming on the side of Father’s light-gray silk jacket, spreading fast under Lord Cyrill’s arm, which was clasping the king to keep him upright. And pointing from the center of the stain, the sharp tip of a blade.

      A pair of arms locked around my waist and shoulders from behind, dragging me a few steps away, where I couldn’t reach my father. I didn’t even scream, too petrified by the sight of my father rolling from Cyrill’s arms and collapsing onto the marble, blood spreading fast as the lord pulled out his rapier and wiped it on the white fabric of his thigh.

      The few palace guards who’d been allowed into the temple were already there, darting for the man who was standing over my father’s twitching body as his life trickled from him, pooling in a lake of crimson by his side.

      Before they could land a single blow, Cyrill’s little party stepped into their path, parrying each attack with ease. That scream finally erupted from my throat, turning the attention of Father’s courtiers on me as well as Cyrill’s.

      “Shut up,” Dimar hissed at me. “I’m trying to get you out of here alive.”

      A little late for that, I wanted to retort, but Eduin launched himself in front of me just as one of Cyrill’s men approached, blood-dripping blade at the ready. And I watched it sink into his stomach.

      His scream might have been the worst sound I’d ever heard.

      Dimar didn’t allow me a moment to catch my breath as I watched Eduin drop to the ground a foot from my father, whose unseeing eyes were gazing at the gold of the ceiling. He was dragging me aside as Cyrill waved a hand, and his men stopped killing.

      There was no one left to kill. Only the priest, Dimar, and me—I, who trembled as the lord, whose wife I now was by law, approached with a glint of malice in his dark eyes. A lord whom my position as the heir to the throne had made king consort.

      “I’d been planning for such a lovely wedding night,” Cyrill purred as he stopped in front of me, rapier in hand, the ruby stripe on his pants a fresh reminder of what he’d done only a minute ago, “but there are more important things than to enjoy you in my bed, Sanja.” He drew out my name as if he enjoyed omitting my title, now that I was his by law. The same as my throne would be if he pushed that rapier through my chest the way he’d done with my father.

      Instinctively, I shrank back into Dimar, who only held me upright and ready for Cyrill to run his blade through.

      “Please don’t kill her, milord,” the priest begged from where he’d taken refuge behind the altar. “She’s the Princess of Cezux, a symbol of life for a people who has gone through too many hardships over the past decades.”

      His pleas didn’t find much of an ear with Cyrill, who merely jerked his chin at one of the guards to retrieve the man.

      The priest didn’t stand a chance in the soldier’s iron grasp as he was dragged forward like a lamb for slaughter. Only, Cyrill didn’t stab him as the man was thrown to his knees at the lord’s feet, but cut him a smirk that hadn’t seen its like in this palace and drawled, “I need a witness that this marriage happened, and as a priest of Eroth, you are the most credible creature in this palace to carry the good news to the world.”

      I shivered at the icy touch of his words, the wrongness of what they implied.

      The priest stared up at the lord, who rubbed his free hand over his chest as he turned to me. “My lovely wife, I appreciate that you took the effort to come all this way from wherever it was you fled to. I don’t take it personally, you know. You wouldn’t be the first to consider it a bad idea to marry me. However”—he stalked closer, ignoring the priest’s mumbled prayers to Eroth, the last of the gods those in the human lands prayed to—“I find, now that I have become king consort, I no longer have need of you.”

      My blood froze in my veins. And judging by how Dimar’s arms tightened around me, I knew he understood, too, what was coming.

      “I won’t waste time waiting for an heir, Sanja. I’d much rather sit on the throne myself, and you’re the last thing standing between me and this wonderful jeweled stool we call the seat of power of Cezux.” Cyrill lifted the rapier and set it to my throat.

      Everything within me stilled as any movement, no matter how tiny, could get me killed faster.

      So this was it. This was what my life would come down to. Failed at escape. Failed at defending myself. Failed at seizing my throne. Failed at my destiny. Or my destiny failed me.

      I closed my eyes and waited.
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        * * *

      

      Cyrill’s hoarse laugh filled the temple, the sound bouncing off the marble walls in patterns of terror.

      “I’m surprised only one of you was smart enough to keep on my good side,” he remarked, and by the way Dimar stiffened behind me, I knew the lord was no longer talking to me.

      “Doing my best, milord,” Dimar said like the soldier he was—now reporting to a new master. Hadn’t he said he wanted to get me out of here?

      “How about you show me how far this newfound loyalty truly goes?”

      Dimar’s breath hitched ever so slightly, but his grasp was like steel as he locked me in place.

      “Why don’t you run that wicked blade of yours through Sanja’s heart?”

      Fear dug its glass-sharp claws into my chest, almost completing the task Cyrill had burdened Dimar with, and finally—finally—a whispered plea escaped my lips. I couldn’t tell what words exactly spilled from my tongue as I searched Cyrill’s eyes for a shred of decency, anything that would allow me to believe that I could get away from this alive—and found none.

      “Your wish is my command.” Dimar’s voice travelled past my ear, shaky as he lifted one arm while his other one grasped me more tightly, tucking my side against his front, and whispered, “I’m sorry,” before he rammed his knife into my flank, pointy end sliding under my ribs—right to my heart.
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      Had I ever thought blistered feet were bad?

      A gurgling noise spattered from my mouth alongside a gush of blood that was everything but a healthy sign I’d survive this. “Dimar—” I didn’t get out more than his name as he let me slide from his grasp, knife still stuck in my side, and dumped me right next to Eduin’s lifeless body. I marked the wound on his brow where his head had hit the marble, and for a brief moment, I allowed myself to believe that this was it, that this was the end of my suffering.

      “Wrap them in linens to burn,” Cyrill ordered in the background. “We want my people to have a chance to say goodbye to the old fool and his daughter.” A viperous laugh followed, and I could have sworn he hit me with the tip of his boot on purpose as he stepped over me on his way to the door. My body spasmed at the impact, driving the knife deeper into my flesh. A gasp of pain was all I managed as my vision blurred and Dimar’s form blocked the view of Eduin’s handsome face—handsome, even in death.

      “Traitor,” I mouthed, every wheezing breath an effort in vain as I tried to keep my consciousness.

      If he saw, he didn’t give a sign.

      “You, Priest,” Cyrill shot over his shoulder. “Say a prayer for the deceased king and for my dear wife. And if anyone asks, they are all sick and dying from a rare disease. I’ll graciously accept the throne after a proper mourning period. And you will be the one to initiate it.” The clicking of his boots halted somewhere near the door, and the momentary silence almost swept me away, but he added, “When I return for morning prayers tomorrow, I don’t want to see a single speck of blood.”

      I sucked in a rattling breath to say … I didn’t know what. My mind had gone foggy, and all I could do was wait for death to take me.

      It didn’t. At least, not before Dimar barked at Lord Cyrill’s men to take down the banners at the side of the room and use them to wrap the king and his courtiers.

      A few painful breaths later, someone grabbed me and rolled me into a heavy cloth that eventually covered my face, almost smothering my shallow breaths. Beside me, the thud of weighty flesh on stone told me I wasn’t the only one to be wrapped up for a grave. Even if I wasn’t dead yet. Dimar and Cyrill’s men probably didn’t care. To them, I was as good as dead.

      “We’ll put them in coffins later,” a man said, and heavy footsteps hurried from the room while, in the background, the priest was murmuring his prayers as ordered. When even those ceased, the room fell silent, and a merciful darkness began to take me over.

      It halted, my heart kicking into a desperate limping gallop, as someone pulled back the cloth from my face, and a pair of arms scooped me up. A grunt of pain was all that came from my throat.

      “Keep quiet,” a hushed voice demanded—not any voice. Dimar’s.

      I attempted to open my eyes, but my lids wouldn’t obey, my body useless as it faded from my injury and blood loss little by little.

      “I’ll get you out of here,” he whispered and started moving, every step more agonizing than the next as the knife in my side burrowed deeper. “I’m sorry it hurts. I’m sorry I had to do this.”

      I barely heard the words, barely comprehended their meaning.

      “If I hadn’t done it, he’d have ordered someone else to do it … and they’d have made certain to remove the knife so you’d be dead before wrapping you up.”

      I tried to tell him he could keep his traitorous tongue silent for all that I cared. I was dying, and there was nothing he could do about it. No I’m sorry would save me now.

      I couldn’t tell how many turns we took, how many flights of stairs, as he moved through the palace swiftly despite my weight until we reached wherever he was taking me, and he rolled me from his arms onto a hard surface. He didn’t waste any words on explaining himself as he unfolded me from the cloth and, without warning, pulled out that knife.

      The pain that followed made me wish I’d never been born, and a scream erupted from my throat before darkness finally swept me away.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up.”

      I started at the voice, the ground moving beneath me in a pattern of drowsiness that gave me deja vu, and was forced back against a horse’s shoulder by a length of rope.

      “Hold still, or you’ll hurt yourself,” Dimar claimed as he stopped the horse over the back of which he’d slung me.

      I managed to lift my head and found him gazing down at me from his own horse.

      “About time,” he said with a thin smile. “I was beginning to think I was too late.”

      Flexing my fingers before my face, I noticed the injury on my palm had vanished—as had the mind-numbing pain in my side and chest where his blade had nicked my heart.

      He raised his hand and climbed off his horse then walked over to untie me and help me down as well.

      My knees buckled as my feet hit the ground, and stars swam in my vision.

      He merely slid a hand around my waist to hold me upright. “You need to drink and eat.”

      How I was alive, I couldn’t tell, but what I could tell was that I’d never trusted anyone less than the man who’d stabbed me, tied me to a horse, and now was talking to me as if nothing had occurred.

      “What happened?”

      He only led me to a boulder at the edge of the path wide enough for two horses and sat me down with gentle hands before he studied me with a frown on his bronze face. “You mean before you blacked out or after?”

      I shrugged and reached for my side with one hand as he released me, feeling for a wound, a bandage, anything that would allow me to know that I hadn’t been dreaming.

      I hadn’t.

      Beneath my cloak, I was still wearing my wedding gown, the white smeared with horse sweat, dust, and blood—and the hole where the knife had sliced through silk and skin and organs. The pressure of my fingers to the spot beneath my ribs was answered by an angry pain radiating right to my chest. I winced.

      “It’s going to take a couple of days until it fully heals.” He sat on the boulder next to mine, eyes on the roof of leaves under the cover of which we’d been riding.

      “So you did stab me?” I bit out, suppressing the hiss in my throat as I searched the rest of my body for more injuries.

      “Again, I’m sorry.” He rubbed a hand over his brow and shook his head.

      “You’d better be.” My free hand wandered to my hip, where Mother’s knife had once been hanging, and found only the smooth satin of my wedding gown. I raised an eyebrow at him.

      “I never thought Lord Cyrill would … I never…” He searched for words. “When he killed your father, I realized what he’d been plotting and tried to make sure to get you out alive.”

      Cyrill’s malicious laugh echoed through my head, causing the low throbbing to intensify, and all the images swept back into my mind. The priest, my father, the signatures, the blood—

      “You stabbed me to get me out alive?”

      “I stabbed you to be able to control what sort of injury you suffered.” He didn’t meet my gaze as he explained, “How else could I make sure I could heal it the moment I got you out?”

      “Heal it?” I prompted and swayed, trying to sit up straight. It would have been a lie to pretend such a thing was possible. “You would need magic to heal a deadly wound like that.” To my heart.

      “There is no such thing as magic in Cezux.”

      He nervously glanced around, eyes following the road in the direction we’d been headed, and I noticed only now how the faint lines around his eyes made his otherwise young face look tired.

      He heaved a deep breath before he faced me, sudden determination in his features. “There is much you don’t know, Sanja Lazar, and it’s not my place to explain all of it. But trust me when I say that you were lucky I was on duty for the wedding.” He paused, eyes darting back to the path, to the orange light piercing through the treetops, and shook his head. “I truly didn’t know what he’d do … that he would kill the king and—” He shoved his hand through his hair, then smoothed out his shirt before his eyes finally found mine again, and there was pain in them—pain of a different sort than the one running through my torso with every breath. “Your father needed the money, Princess Sanja. And had I known where his order to bring you back would lead, I’d have gladly looked the other way and let you wander off that day in the forest.”

      The image of the sentries as they’d circled me by the stream returned to my mind, the compassion in this man’s face as they’d captured me—

      I no longer knew what to think, what to believe, other than what I had witnessed with my own eyes. “He’s dead, and so is the rest of his trusted circle, and…” I let my voice trail away. Eduin was dead. And Lord Cyrill Tenikos had stolen what should have one day been my throne. I shed a tear for all of them, even for my father, a sob breaking from my throat, and I flinched at the pain in my side.

      Dimar got to his feet. “You need to flee, Princess. You can’t go anywhere in Cezux. The risk of being recognized and reported to Cyrill is too high. If he finds you, he won’t let anyone else do the dirty work. He’ll end you himself.” He met my gaze with hard, near-black eyes, and their intensity made my whole body go cold. “I risked everything to get you out. Don’t let it be in vain.”

      “Why?” I breathed the word before I lost the courage to ask.

      Dimar only shook his head in response. “We’re at the borderlands, and this is as far as I can take you.”

      It didn’t help that my head was pounding as if it’d been hit by a boulder the size of the one I was sitting on. “Where am I supposed to go?”

      He walked back to the horses, grabbed the reins of the brown mare I’d hung over like a sack of potatoes mere minutes ago, and handed them to me. “You’ll need to find your path to Askarea on your own.”

      I mechanically took the reins and registered his words only when he was already back by his own horse, climbing into the saddle. “I can’t go to Askarea.”

      If I were to run into a fairy—

      I swallowed.

      “You can, and you will.” He cut me a sharp look. “And I’ll return to Jezuin tonight, and Lord Cyrill won’t even notice that the woman burning wrapped in the banner of the House Lazar isn’t his wife.” My chest spasmed at his words. Wife. A tyrant’s wife. “As long as he believes you’re dead, you’re safe.” He gestured at my mare. “There are provisions in the pack, clothes, some silver. Follow the path northeast, and you’ll cross the border in a day’s time.” He didn’t look back as he rode toward the darkening trees into what looked a lot like a tunnel of greenery. “Good luck, Princess Sanja.”

      I squinted for his outline, but the darkness swallowed him up so fast I couldn’t even shout a retort at him that, if he hadn’t properly done the job, the fairylands would be my certain death—or a goodbye, or my thanks. I wasn’t sure which of the three was in order. And it didn’t matter. The darkness was gone, leaving behind the sunset-flooded forest path I’d woken up to.
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      Sobs shook me as I reached for the pack strapped to the mare’s saddle and retrieved a waterskin. I drained half of it before I sat on the ground and leaned against the boulder, my gaze on the path Dimar had gestured at, then back to where he’d vanished. Vanished.

      My chest and side hurt where the wound was still healing, but somehow—I didn’t even dare think the word magic—he’d managed to keep me alive, to heal me, he’d said. My eyes flicked back to the path northeast.

      Whether or not I believed him, it was the smartest option to run as far from Cyrill Tenikos as I could. And if that meant travelling through Askarea to get to the human lands southeast of it so I didn’t need to use a Cezuxian harbor to find a boat, I’d do it.

      The hues of orange slowly withdrew from between the treetops, tinting the world in blue, purple, and gray. I had an hour before I’d need to find shelter, and then, all I could do was pray to Eroth that he’d lead predators away from it. I wiped away my tears and got to my feet. I’d change my clothes as soon as I found a place to sleep and then shed the jewels still weighing on my neck and wrists and ears. They might come in handy later if I needed to purchase a new horse or even bribe my way across the border to Tavras later.

      But for now—

      Gritting my teeth at the pain, I heaved myself into the saddle, my gown riding up to my knees, and clicked my tongue at the horse, eyes set on the fading green of my path and heart not only scratched by the tip of a knife, but broken for Princess Sanja Zetareh Lazar, who, for Cezux, had ceased to exist.

      The mare was even-tempered enough not to buck at my clumsy movements, each of them a torment of its own as I leaned this way and that to avoid low-hanging branches. Along the path, I spotted some of those small caves I’d seen when I’d gotten to the borderlands before the wedding.

      The wedding—

      My stomach clenched uncomfortably, and it wasn’t from not having eaten all day. I didn’t even want to consider how long Dimar had strung me over that horse to get me here. It took a solid week to get to the Askarean border with a fast horse, but judging by the way he’d acted, it had to still be the same day he’d almost killed me. That clenched stomach turned into full-blown nausea, and I had to double over not to vomit onto my mare’s neck.

      I didn’t even allow myself to think of what else had happened in that temple. It was still too fresh, the blood probably not even dried on the marble floor. Which brought my thoughts right back to Dimar and how he’d gotten us to the borderlands so fast … and to how he’d practically vanished into a darkness that disappeared the moment he was gone. Magic.

      Humans didn’t have magic.

      I locked the word up at the back of my mind.

      The forest had turned almost fully dark by the time I noticed a cave that looked large enough to house both me and my horse. I steered the mare off the path, the rhythm of her steps becoming irregular as we made it through the underbrush to where the cave mouth yawned wide open.

      I wouldn’t risk a fire. With the horse next to me and the extra clothes Dimar had packed, I’d keep warm enough. If I found running water to wash up, I’d at least no longer feel the blood on my body. My blood, but I as good as had my father’s blood and that of the courtiers and guards defending us on my hands… Eduin’s—

      But that would have to wait until tomorrow when I could make out my own fingers in front of my face. I took a shuddering breath and stopped the mare so I could better see the ground that was being swallowed up by the night. She dutifully followed me through the ferns and small bushes that populated the path to the cave. I cursed with every step as branches tugged and tore at my cloak and gown, but kept a steady pace, leading the horse along.

      The cave was high enough for the mare to stand in and not deep enough to worry for other occupants. I rallied my strength, pulled down the pack to search it for the clothes Dimar had mentioned, and extracted a promising bundle of fabric.

      “No peeking,” I told the mare as I gingerly shucked my cloak, tugging off the sleeves of my wedding gown before I pulled on a linen shirt. I winced as I bent over to slip into simple pants that would be so much better for riding, then slid the gown over my head before I wrapped myself back in my cloak.

      There was no bedroll, but I didn’t complain. I just folded up the gown and used it as a pillow, ignoring the smell of iron and sweat. It was better than nothing. This was better than being dead.

      Forest noises enveloped me as I curled up on the ground, exhausted, and I savored how different the night sounded from the city, different even from a few days ago when I’d been running from Father’s sentries.

      I closed my eyes and didn’t wake until sunlight tickled my eyes open.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t waste any time covering my tracks the way I had on my flight from the palace. My mare greeted me with intelligent eyes and a soft whinny that made me feel less alone and the looming, heavy trees less intimidating.

      Northeast, that was where I was headed. I faced the sun where it broke through the leaves to kiss my chilled cheeks and rubbed my hands to warm my numb fingers. The pain in my side hadn’t faded entirely, but it was much better, and when I slid my fingers over the scar on my flank, I didn’t flinch.

      After some bread for breakfast, I used the bushes to take care of my needs before I got back onto the horse, and we set out toward the path Dimar had set me on the night before. With every passing hour, the trees turned lusher, the ground mossier, until no sign of Cezux was left.

      Around noon, I found a stream and washed up, using ripped-off strips of my wedding gown as a washcloth. I didn’t take extended breaks to marvel at the gnarly trees framing my path or at the sound of the ocean lashing against nearby cliffs, instead keeping a steady pace, fear of what might find me if I lingered driving me to continue. I didn’t allow myself to wonder what would be waiting for me ahead, where the forest gradually opened into a plain, mountains on the right, the ocean on the left, and in-between—fairylands.

      As I stared at the invisible line I was going to cross, there was such silence in my head that I barely noticed the whipping wind from the coast. The horse bucked at twigs and leaves floating into our path, and I had to navigate it carefully out of the forest, across the bare strip of land that, without a doubt, was the border.

      There were no signs of civilization here, not even a road that merchants could travel. No broken-down carts. To my relief, no bones either. Just grassy flatlands that spread from the mountains to the ocean as if not even a tree dared grow there. I’d never seen so much grass in my life.

      I was tempted to delay crossing over to let the horse graze and glut itself on the supple green carpet covering the ground, but the mare tossed her head and pranced forward as if she couldn’t bear remaining so exposed. And right she was. These were the borderlands, and it would be smart to find cover to stay out of sight from spying eyes—human or fairy.

      I nudged the horse forward.

      It didn’t hurt to cross the plain. If anything, it dragged on and on until the sun climbed high into the sky, and the terror of what might happen if I crossed faded into impatient boredom. I needed to make a decision: keep close to the ocean or turn south and follow the mountain range all the way to Tavras. The maps of Eherea that we had access to in Cezux showed the mountains and then Tavras in the south, but Askarea … a huge blank space between the human territories. And now I was disappearing into this unknown land. Maybe, if I was lucky, I might pass through the fairy realms unnoticed.

      By the time the sun sank behind me, I’d made it across the open space, and ancient trees rose around us as if in welcome—or to swallow us in their leafy grasp and never let us go free. A shudder marched up my spine, and I ducked away from a mossy branch that seemed to lengthen as I rode past.

      An illusion. That was what it was. But as I glanced back over my shoulder, the branch had shrunk close to the tree trunk once more.

      Maybe I’d climb the mountains and cross on top, along the border, so I’d avoid what magical dangers lurked in these lands. I was debating turning around and heading for the steep hill that was the beginning of the mountains when I heard it.

      A laugh, wicked and melodious, in the trees ahead.

      My eyes jerked toward the sound, fear flooding my system, and I gauged the distance between the source and me.

      All I found were trees. And more trees. No sign of the bearer of that laugh.

      Again, a soft chuckle this time—

      And right by my ear.

      I managed a squeak before a pair of arms tackled me off the horse, slamming me to the mossy ground. The impact made my teeth clang together, and a searing pain ripped through my body where Dimar’s knife had punctured it. Scrambling to get to my feet, I gasped for air, but a strong hand grasped me by the shoulder, effectively pinning me in place, while the other flapped over my mouth, smothering a scream.

      His face hovered mere inches above mine, eyes of solid gold peering at me from the shadows of a heavy hood. A mask hid his nose and mouth, leaving those eyes, beneath arched brows, the only part visible.

      He chuckled again, and the sound skittered along my skin like sunshine and death. I wasn’t sure which sensation was stronger.

      “Hasn’t anyone told you there are all sorts of wicked creatures roaming the fairylands?” A glint in his gold irises suggested he was one of those creatures.

      I panted through my nose, ignoring the pain in my side and chest as I forced my knees up to kick him.

      But he just laughed, a sensual melody that had nothing to do with the rugged beauty of the trees, and released my mouth for the benefit of catching the knee closest to him. He eyed me, head to toe. “Interesting.”

      “What’s interesting?” I bit my lip, annoyed with myself for having asked, and carefully wriggled my shoulders in hope of slipping out of his grasp.

      His hands held fast until I gave up. Then he released me and sat back on his haunches. “You know that if you try to run, I’ll simply use magic to drag you right back.”

      I didn’t doubt it.

      “What do you want from me?” My words had infinitely less edge than intended, but my injury chose that moment to flare all over again, making me wince halfway through them.

      In the half-light beneath his hood, the stranger quirked a brow.

      I shook my head, assessing his broad chest clad in light leather armor, the hood and mask that hid his face, the bow peeking over his shoulder, hands in leather gloves that went to mid-finger—assessed what sort of danger he posed other than the obvious: magic. Dimar hadn’t packed any weapons for me, and I wondered if discarding me at the Askarean border was just an even crueler way of getting me killed.

      “For one, I’d be open to accepting your jewelry as payment for safe passage,” he drawled, deep voice muffled by the mask.

      Instinctively, my hand went to my throat where the string of jewels had been sitting this morning. He dangled a bag from his hand that hadn’t been there a moment ago—not a bag, I realized. A scrap of white satin that had once been my wedding gown. I didn’t even want to know how he’d gotten his hands on it because… magic. What else?

      “I don’t need safe passage,” I retorted, the pain in my side driving me to forget all caution, and I grabbed for the bag.

      The man didn’t chuckle this time, but leaned in until his face was an inch from my cheek. I tried to shrink away, but with my back flat on the cool ground and my injury still paralyzing most of my body, all I managed was to slide my head slightly to the side. “You wouldn’t be saying that if you knew the risks of travelling Askarea on your own,” he whispered as if he was sharing a secret. “Especially for a human woman.” He dropped the bag next to my head, the weight of it stirring the scent of moss and earth. “But if you say so…”

      I sucked in a breath. And another. Waiting for him to withdraw, for the chill to leave my bones.

      “I’m surprised you haven’t tried to run yet.”

      Oh, I would have had my body not been a mess. I’d have tried to run. But I was recovering too slowly, and the fall from the horse had put a vise on my chest. If there was nothing else I could do, at least I wouldn’t let him see my weakness.

      I gritted my teeth and managed to roll to my side, away from him. “You told me not to run.”

      Another chuckle.

      I needed to get to my feet, needed to get to the horse. All in a graceful manner that would allow me to appear deliberate, in control, anything but weak. It might be my only way out.

      Steeling myself for more pain, I held my breath and heaved myself into a sitting position. When I turned to face him, he was crouching in the moss, elbows resting on his knees and head tilted as if in question.

      “I can take care of myself.” With stiff limbs, and grabbing the bag of jewels, I carefully scrambled into an upright position. I bit back a grunt as I straightened my back and shook a cluster of leaves off my cloak as I tugged it in place.

      “You can barely stand,” he commented, and he wasn’t wrong.

      I stifled a groan. Of course, he’d notice any imbalance. If he was indeed what I thought he was.

      Fairy.

      As if summoned by my thought, he rose to his feet, unfolding to his full height, and it hit me that, even if he didn’t have magic, I wouldn’t stand a chance at running. An assortment of blades adorned his hips, and a baldric was slung over his chest—and was that a knife sheathed in his boot?

      I made a point not to acknowledge the build of his body. The fact that he could smite me with a flick of his hand if he so pleased was everything I needed to know. Anything else was for people who had the time to admire powerful grace. As for me—

      I steadied myself and fumbled the bracelets out of the cloth, holding them out to him. “You can have these if I never have to see you again.”

      No response. Not even a chuckle.

      “You can have the rings, too, if you tell me what to look out for on the roads.” But not the necklace and the earrings. I needed something to barter my way through these lands—that much was already clear.

      He didn’t reach for the items in my hands, but circled me in unhurried strides, a predator assessing his prey with piercing golden eyes so hard that I wondered if that gaze alone could kill. “You know, if you tell me where you’re headed, I can escort you.” He stopped behind me, and my hair stood on my neck as if in response to his stillness.

      Whipping around in terror could have triggered his killing instinct, and I had just survived being stabbed. I forced myself to turn slowly enough so I wouldn’t startle him. If that were even possible.

      He was sitting at the foot of an enormous tree a couple of feet away, ankles crossed and flipping a knife in his hands.

      “How—” I cut myself off. There was no way I was going to appear curious. Nor was I going to put myself in his debt by asking for anything that wasn’t paid for. I’d heard them all—the stories about fairy bargains, how they liked to trap humans with them. That’s why hardly any merchants returned after travelling to Askarea for trade. I silently wondered where they all had ended up. Enslaved? Killed for sport?

      “How what?”

      If I could see his face, I’d be able to gauge how close to killing me he already was. But the mask didn’t slip an inch as he cocked his head and leaped to his feet.

      I shrank back a few steps, hands balling into fists around the jewels, the silver clasps cutting into my skin. The pain in my palms was the least of my problems.

      Sweat pasted my braid to my neck and my shirt to my back. He could probably sniff it over the distance.

      “I’ll take the necklace for letting you live,” he purred, “and the rings for forgetting I ever saw you.”

      I was about to object when he snapped his fingers and all jewels vanished from my hands into thin air.

      “Don’t bother offering your horse. That’s already gone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The fairy’s laugh echoed from the trees long after he was gone as if trapped by the wicked magic. Only then did  I decide I needed to move before he returned to steal the clothes off my body. But not toward the mountains. I wouldn’t last a day in the mountains without food or water. A glance at my surroundings told me that the terrain was tilting toward the east. If I wanted to find water, I’d most likely find it at the lowest point, so all I needed to do was march on until I came across a stream.

      I set one sluggish foot after the other, the pain in my side still prominent, but my heart slowly recovering from the encounter with the fairy. Not just any fairy, but a bandit—hunting for unsuspecting wanderers and merchants to rob on their path into Askarea. The sun crossed the sky, and while it had felt like an eternity riding through that grassy plain, now, when I needed the sun to halt for a bit, it felt like time was going twice as fast.

      I made it a couple of miles, the same type of trees keeping me company, and only stopped when night fell and clouds covered the pale moon trying to peek through. There were no caves here, not even bushes or underbrush the way I’d found on the human side of the borderlands. Not having found either water or food that I trusted to be edible, I was too weak to climb a tree, which left me with no other choice than to curl up between two large roots rising from the moss at the base of an ancient tree and pray that the fairy had been the worst of what would find me.

      I hadn’t yet closed my eyes when the sounds of night enveloped me with a bone-chilling intensity. The hoot of an owl in a nearby tree, singing of the wind, rustling of leaves … and grunts and growls in the distance. I didn’t allow myself to ponder what creatures they belonged to. I shivered through the night, cloak wrapped tightly around my body as I nestled more tightly into it. Twigs cracked, and wings swished above me.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I didn’t move until dawn tinted the visible patches of sky in periwinkle and honey gold. Morning dew covered my cloak and face as I flexed my stiff legs and arms, my hair damp where exposed from the hood. Since my provisions were gone with the horse, I rubbed my grumbling stomach to soothe it into silence and got to my feet.

      I continued my slightly downhill path, my breathing shallow as I strained my ears for suspicious sounds, but the wind, the leaves, and my clumsy, tired footsteps were the only things disturbing the silence. Every now and then, a bird chirped in the treetops, and I wondered if I had made a mistake turning down the bandit’s offer. At least I wouldn’t be alone now. Then again, who knew what he would have done to me? I might have ended up as his slave or worse.

      As my thoughts meandered through various scenarios of horror, the sweet melody of running water stirred my mood into something brighter. I followed the sound, letting it draw my heavy limbs farther until I cleared a row of young birches and found myself at a thin trickle of water.

      Thank Eroth and the Guardians. I fell to my knees more from gratitude than from parching thirst and dipped my hands in the water—was about to, when an arrow whizzed past, an inch from my face, making me tumble back into the meadow.

      “I wouldn’t drink that if I were you.”

      I reeled around, heart racing as I scanned the trees for him.

      He was sitting on a thick branch, legs dangling on either side as he leaned against the tree trunk. His hood was pulled low over his face, and his mask hid the lower half so I couldn’t make out even those golden eyes across the distance, but I recognized his armor, the knives strapped to his chest, and the laugh as he swung his leg over the branch and dropped to the ground.

      I didn’t know why I expected him to hurt himself falling from a treetop. Of course he landed on his feet, bow in one hand, and strode over as if he had all the time in the world.

      “You took my provisions. I need to drink.” It was all I really had to say. Except for, “You owe me the rings.”

      At that, he cocked his head in a silent prompt.

      “I said you could have them if I never have to see you again.” My heart calmed as I focused on my annoyance rather than my fear. Apparently, even paying a fairy handsomely to disappear didn’t work. Not that I had paid him. He’d taken the jewels like a common thief. A deadly common thief holding magic.

      “You don’t need to thank me for saving you. I won’t bother to do it again.” He turned to walk away, and I might have let him go had I not remembered that he himself had warned me about the creatures roaming these lands. I had no idea how to hunt or which way to find a settlement—if I wanted to find a settlement at all. I could at least ask … discard his advice later if it wasn’t of value. If he disappeared now, who knew when I’d find my next meal, if I even lasted long enough to find one?

      Think, Sanja. Think. What little I knew of Askarea was what the merchants told in the market. Whenever I’d snuck down to the first ring of Jezuin to buy spices and flowers, I’d spend a couple of minutes listening to their stories. Of course, I could have asked for those goods in the palace, and the servants would have brought me barrels of spices and vases of flowers, but I preferred to spend my silver on the struggling people of my city, to do something, at least, to help them. They wouldn’t accept it as a handout from their princess, but from a commoner in the market, from a paying customer, they did.

      The merchants spoke of a city, but I’d never felt the need to ask where in Askarea that city was, and now … now I regretted never having taken the time, having rushed back to the palace for fear of blowing my cover. And then, father’s sentries had found out and tracked me down. I’d never been more embarrassed than that day when the man at the flower stand handed me back the coppers I’d paid for a handful of wild roses and insisted he couldn’t take coins from the princess. I wiped away the memory with a rub of my hand over my face.

      “You don’t happen to know the best way to get to the city, do you?”

      He stopped. Turned. I could have sworn there was amusement in the way he rolled his shoulders before he slipped his bow back into the sling on his back. “You are looking for the city?”

      “I want to know if you know where it is.” I chose my words carefully. The merchants had told of many things, but the way fairies used words, how they honed each sentence into a weapon, that had stuck with me.

      “What do I get if I tell you?” He prowled toward me until there was only a foot of space between us, his golden eyes solid like when he’d pinned me on the moss.

      My whole body went on alert. Close. He was too close. Words left me, and I didn’t dare take a deep breath for fear he’d take it as an invitation to rip out my throat.

      “Well?” He folded his arms across his chest, rolling back on his heels as if to emphasize he didn’t enjoy being kept waiting.

      There was nothing I could give him, nothing I could barter away. Not even my cloak. Without it, it would be difficult to get through more than one night. I was about to tell him exactly that when something moved in the tree behind him.

      I staggered back a few feet on instinct, my side flaring with pain as I half ducked, and earned a sparkling female laugh. The fairy glanced over his shoulder, completely ignoring my terror at facing a second one of them, as a curvy female shape in the same leather armor as the male sauntered over from behind the tree. “You found a new toy?”

      The male fairy chuckled as he held out his arm and draped it over the female one as she stepped close to his side, shaking out her long copper hair from beneath her hood. “Allow me to introduce…” He angled his head, waiting for me to speak. I merely bit my lip.

      The female’s intense green eyes locked on mine as she, too, angled her head.

      There was no way I’d give him my name. No way at all. Unless—

      “I’ll tell you if you take me to the city.” Where I could find a human merchant who’d help me. Where, at least, there would be food and goods I could steal if there wasn’t any other way to get by. “Or at least tell me how to get there.”

      The female braced her hands on her hips, right above a belt fashioned to carry a variety of blades, and drawled, “What is the human talking about?” She flicked her eyes to the male before she looked me over as if assessing livestock in a market.

      “Apparently, the human is under the impression she can trick me into telling her the way to Aceleau,” he said, glancing down at the female. His hood moved an inch, revealing a strand of black hair, and a ray of sun touched the gold of his eyes, igniting them into molten honey.

      Aceleau. So at least I had a name … if I ever came across another living being capable of using words in these forsaken lands.

      “Even if we told you where to find the city, you’d never make it.” The female looked me up and down, cataloging weaknesses, every bit the predator the male was.

      She was right, and she knew it. But that didn’t keep me from pretending I didn’t need anyone as long as I had a direction and a measure of time it’d take me to get there. “It’s none of your concern what I can or cannot do on my own.” I knew it would cost me—knew it and snapped at both of them anyway. I couldn’t help it.

      The male only chuckled as my emotions leapt my leash, and the impulse overcame me to rip off his mask and slap that grin off his face. But as I met his gaze, the amusement wasn’t touching his eyes, and the hues of honey winked out, returning to the solid gold that was impossible to read. “Let me be the judge of what is my concern.” His words were a near growl that shook me to my very bones, and maybe it was the lack of sleep, maybe the lack of food and water, or maybe it was the fact that I’d been killed once this week already, but I took a step forward, ignoring the pain of my injury begging me to stop as I braced a hand on my waist and stuck out a hip. “Are you just words and threats, or will you actually help me?”

      The female snorted beneath her mask, and I could have sworn a muscle feathered in the male’s jaw hidden beneath the dark cloth, but he merely closed the gap between us, pulling the female along, and grabbed my forearm. “Payment is due when we arrive.”

      I didn’t get a chance to scream as time and space warped around us, the trees and meadows blurring into hues of green before, in their stead, a tall, solid wall appeared in front of us, and from behind it … voices and music, the clang of horseshoes on cobblestone.
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      I almost staggered face-first into the water as he released me at the exact same moment I attempted to rip out of his grasp. The female was already leaning against a boulder by what had to be a lake enclosing the wall, tapping her foot on the ground. The male reached under my elbow to stabilize me before he took up a spot beside her, leaving me to gape at the enormous watchtowers spaced along the wall.

      I had to crane my neck to see all the way to the battlements, eyes sliding over the mixture of gray and colorful stones all held together by what had to be mortar and, judging by the size of it, eons of magic.

      Something in my chest eased at the sight of a bridge leading across the water, horse-drawn carts rolling along in both directions through an enormous, tower-framed gate.

      “Welcome to Aceleau,” the male said with a flourish. “I’m ready to accept your payment.” While you still can make it. He didn’t need to speak the words.

      I wasn’t sure if I should be grateful or terrified. How many miles had we just travelled? I didn’t even want to know how exactly crossing through so much land within a blink of an eye worked when all it did was make my bones feel like jelly and my stomach roil … and instead of speaking my name, I heaved bile at his feet.

      “Lovely.” I could almost hear the smirk on his lips. “Anything else you’ve got to offer?”

      Had my lack of food and sleep not thoroughly drained me—along with that fabulous mode of transportation I’d just been introduced to—I was certain my cheeks would have bloomed with pink stains of embarrassment. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and stuck out my tongue. So very unprincessly, but it felt better than allowing that continuous pain in my side to show on my features.

      “Your name?” he prompted. The female cut him a glance, her hood allowing for more light to brighten her eyes and brows than his.

      All right then. “San—” I cut off the second syllable at the last moment. If everyone in Cezux thought me dead, I wouldn’t want word to get around of my arrival in the fairy realms. And that was only one of the reasons. He’d taken me to the gates, not into the city. It was part of the path, so I gave him part of my name.

      “Suhn?” He dragged out the word as if probing whether he could stretch that one syllable into something longer. “That’s an awfully small amount of letters for such a long trip.” He pushed away from the boulder, pulling his hood lower over his face as he glanced at the bridge.

      I debated whether he could possibly know what I’d left out, that I’d indeed tricked him. Who knew what those fairy senses could pick up? I calmed my breathing, pressing my palm over my stomach as if I was going to vomit again, and doubled over.

      “That’s all I’ve got for you,” I mumbled from behind my hand, hiding the smug expression that had stolen itself onto my face. My side started pulsing beneath my injury, but I could bear this a bit longer. Just get rid of them and continue into the city. I’d find a place to rest there, even if it was behind a stable.

      The male turned to leave, apparently done with me, but the female cocked her head and drawled, “Then you can’t be of much importance.”

      The male hissed at her, stopping in his tracks, casual grace suddenly turned into preternatural stillness.

      “What makes you think that?” I responded too quickly, and the female loosed a wind-chime laugh.

      “In Askarea, the length of a fairy’s name is related to their status in society,” the male explained, golden eyes locking on mine as he seemed to remember to move.

      “I’m not a fairy.”

      “Obviously,” the male said with a hint of a snort that made me see red. Maybe I wasn’t important—not anymore, now that I was officially dead. But that didn’t give him the right … it didn’t give anyone the right.

      “Care to introduce yourself?” I prompted, and had I not known better, I would have said it was mild shock that widened his eyes. There and gone.

      He disappeared and reappeared so close his scent of rain and nights under open skies hit my face, and for a dazed moment, I couldn’t focus, couldn’t even feel the pain in my side. “There is nothing you can give that would make me tell you my name.”

      He strolled away, the female falling into step beside him, and as the daze lifted and my mind started working again, I realized that I was shaking.
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      I entered the city through the main gate, following one of the carts that were carrying boxes covered with travel dust. No one spared me a look as I crossed under the arch of subdued red and green and blue bending into a total of gray when looked at from afar, but from up close, they glimmered like they were filled with light. Behind it, houses were huddled along the wall, narrow alleys winding to each side from a boulevard leading up to what had to be the heart of the city. A grumpy voice complained when I stopped mid-street to drink in the view, the details in the facades, and the carvings of the window blinds. Each of the houses seemed to be made of a different shade of stone, the facets a rich, stunning dance of color. A multitude of voices wove through the gaps and alcoves, a tapestry of a lively place. No screams, no humans begging for mercy at a fairy’s feet. No humans at all.

      Someone nudged me forward, and I staggered back into step, out of a horse’s path. I tore my gaze away from the houses, remembering where I was, why I was. This was a foreign city in a foreign land and I a nobody who had to keep her rounded ears hidden so she wouldn’t end up dinner for one of the fairies meandering through the streets. So many. Different heights and colors and some with horns atop their heads, some with tails swishing behind them. But most of them appeared human except for those ears. Slightly elongated, sharply pointed.

      I hadn’t paid much attention to it in the forest, but as I studied the trees more closely, I could see how different spring here was from spring in Jezuin, even from spring in the north of Cezux.

      Aceleau. That’s what he’d called the city. A fairy city full of wicked, deadly creatures. And I was wandering in their midst. The hair stood on my neck at the mere thought of what cataclysm of magic was moving around me on silent, elegant feet. What terrible, unspeakable power.

      The moderately warm air suddenly felt like ice as I scanned the area for some indication of where to find food, and a deep purple spot on one of the roofs caught my attention. Above the bushes ripe with blossoms of light pink and butter yellow framing the front gardens, it moved along as I hurried for the next alley. If there was someone following me—

      I craned my neck, but the spot disappeared before I could get a better look and almost collided with a fairy with delicate, translucent, shimmering wings as I ducked past her into an alley, leery of my surroundings, of the buzzing busyness that seemed to spread into the farthest corners where the watchtowers loomed like mighty creatures of their own. I stifled a curse.

      Pressing my back against burgundy bricks, I took a steadying breath. From here, I could watch the fairies as they led their horses, pulled their carts, or simply carried bags.

      A market. That’s what I needed to find, and from there, it would be only one step to find another human. If I could manage to hide what I was until then…

      The fairies who’d brought me here hadn’t asked what I wanted in the city. They hadn’t attacked me or hurt me, but the fact alone that, after the male had sought me out after I’d paid handsomely—if involuntarily—to get rid of him, he’d still returned and brought a second fairy along… Bandits. And maybe it’d been luck to encounter outlaws first rather than fairy nobility, the ones who, according to stories, held the worst sort of powers. I’d be dust in the wind by now had I run into one of those instead.

      My knees wobbled despite the wall graciously supporting me, reminding me of my needs. Water. Food.

      I bent over, waiting for the dizziness to settle before blending into the passing stream of fairies, face hidden in my hood, and, with a glance at the empty roofs, set course to where I’d watched all the carts disappear through a wide gap between two tall houses on the other side of the boulevard. It didn’t take long until I passed a tiny square with horses tied to a row of posts near what had to be a tavern. The scent of unfamiliar spices hit me, making my stomach grumble in response, and I almost sighed at the trough of water between the posts. Water—

      I checked for watchful eyes then, ducking my head, hurried to the water trough and greedily dipped my cupped hands into the cool liquid. I didn’t even smell the water before I drank, too thirsty to wait a moment longer. The horses were drinking it, and they seemed just fine. Whether the fairies didn’t notice me or didn’t care, I couldn’t tell.

      Life sprang back into me, my flank still painful, but bearable as the rest of my body felt replenished. I drank my fill, then washed my face and wiped it with my sleeve before I meandered back into the alley where the carts were going.

      Once I’d cleared the gap, a wide street opened, lined left and right with market stands, some selling off their carts, some unloading onto wooden stands and shelves that seemed to be permanent. Canopies of blue and yellow provided protection from rain and sun where a stream of fairies seemed to be going about their afternoon shopping.

      Some stands held fruit and bread and meat—my mouth watered—the way the market in Jezuin had, but that was where the similarities ended. Where in Jezuin people paid in coppers and silver, here flashes of light passed between hands being shaken. A fairy in a small, gauzy tent—the only tent I noticed—was handling a stack of cards while single fairies walked up to her, picking cards and watching her wildly gesturing in the air before her as she seemed to be telling them secrets. I was tempted to sneak closer, just to see what that was all about, but a loud crack behind me made me jerk around to witness two fairies with horns rub their ears as they picked themselves up from the ground inside a small fence that reminded me of an arena.

      Wafts of sugary scents drafted past, my stomach grumbling in response, and I abandoned trying to make sense of the colorful mess for the benefit of pinpointing the source of the smell.

      I maneuvered around a tall female fairy whose pale pink skirts reminded me of a balloon. She was talking animatedly to a narrow-shouldered fairy with a tail and hooves whose hair matched the silver-gray of their suit. A group of fairies with scales was lounging in bathtub-like basins, weaving an eerily beautiful melody that threatened to make me forget the hollow in my stomach. But the scent of sugar and apples hit my nose once more, effectively drawing me away, farther into the market, past pointy-eared merchants with pots and dishes on display, until I reached the far end of the street where fairies of all kinds had gathered for what had to be the largest caramelized apples in all of Eherea. I remembered eating caramelized apples as a child when my mother’d been around to persuade the cooks to prepare them. But in Jezuin, they were considered a commoner dessert, and so my father’d forbidden anyone to eat them in the palace.

      Something tugged on my chest, a memory of times when Mother’d read to me in the shade of a palm tree on a terrace, Leahnie and I chasing each other around the room when we were children. I wondered how Leahnie was faring, if she’d been sucked into Cyrill’s merciless court, if she was mourning my death with the rest of Cezux, of who had once been my people. My people—they would suffer the most when Cyrill seized my throne and reached through my father’s web of power.

      “What can I get you?”

      Torn from my thoughts, I felt my body tense to bolt. It was only when the fairy’s plump face formed a smile that looked more than half convincing and she pointed at the assortment of apples—caramelized, dipped in chocolate, and other, more colorful coatings that I couldn’t place—that I realized I’d somehow made it to the front.

      “Anything? Or are you just here to admire my specialties?”

      “I… How much are those?” I pointed at the top row of her stand where red-cheeked apples were beckoning, the caramel like a layer of amber. My mouth watered.

      The female gave me a measuring look, eyes sweeping from my hood all the way down my dirty cloak and back up and, instead of answering my question, said, “You’re not from here, are you?”

      I didn’t respond—not even a bob of my head.

      Behind me, under the cerulean canopy shielding us from the afternoon sun, someone complained, and a fairy with goat hooves was giving me a disgruntled look.

      “If you’re gonna order, order. But if you’re just window shopping,” the female’s rich voice prompted, “you’re holding up my business.”

      My mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out, and I was ungently shoved aside by an elegant arm. The fairy attached to it pointed at an apple coated in purple and chimed, “This one,” holding out her hand. I watched from a few feet away how she twirled the apple on its stick, the scent drifting toward me, taunting my ravenous stomach, and I felt lightheaded. The nearby wall saved me from drawing more attention by ungracefully dropping to the cobbled ground. I dug my fingers between the brownish bricks and braced myself while, in the corner of my eye, a flicker of light at the apple stand stirred my half-dazed attention.

      A few slow breaths later, I forced myself to continue walking. At the apple stand, it was unlikely I’d manage to steal even a crumb of caramel, and if I didn’t eat, I’d eventually faint. What would happen to me if a fairy found me in such a state—I didn’t even want to consider.

      The stand that had fruit and baked goods at the beginning of the market seemed like the most plausible option to snag a loaf of bread. I could disappear into the alley through which I’d entered and hide in the next best alcove or behind one of the trees. If I was lucky, there would be enough fairies in the street to vanish in a crowd. That would be the easiest, I’d learned on my market days in Jezuin. Only the stealing … that would be a first.

      Cloak wrapped tightly around me and already shaking at the thought of being caught, I made my way back down the market, eyes on my target, where a small cluster of fairies was chatting as they devoured pastries. If I could only have one bite—

      Focus, that was what I needed to do. Just a little longer. Force down the nauseous dizziness and keep my wits about me while I planned to steal from magical, wicked creatures, who mercifully hadn’t noticed the human in their midst. I hadn’t seen any other humans here as I’d hoped—no merchants from Tavras or Cezux—which would have probably been more luck than I deserved. If word spread back to Jezuin that the princess of Cezux had fled to the fairylands… I didn’t know what Cyrill would do to get his hands on me and drag me back.

      Just a few more steps. I lowered my hand out of my cloak, eyes on the baskets on the edge of the broad stand. The seller was engaged in conversation with a winged fairy who was holding a pink plum between her fingers while the small group of talking fairies was laughing—fairies in front of me and fairies behind me.

      I pinned my gaze at the entry of the alleyway that would serve as my escape route and held my breath as I grabbed the loaf of bread closest to the edge and slipped it under my cloak. My instincts commanded me to run, but I made myself keep a steady pace, made myself look ahead rather than nervously glancing back and darted for the alley.

      Heart pounding, I passed by the chatting fairies, one of them brushing my shoulder as they gesticulated, and I almost lost my nerves and made a run for it. Almost. But my feet kept walking, fingers digging into the crust of the bread, my breath shallow, labored. The gap came closer, closer. I cleared it … kept walking, and walking, and walking. Until I turned the next corner and finally, finally allowed myself to take a deep breath.

      I reached a wider street and didn’t care what direction it led as long as it led away from the market. Stepped gable houses framed my path, shorter than by the boulevard, and was that a stable? I’d hide there, eat, and then think about what came next.

      A hand caught me by the wrist like a band of iron as, from the corner of my eye, I made out a familiar shade of purple. “Keep walking,” a hard voice ordered as I was shoved forward through the thinning crowd. “Don’t look back. It will only draw more attention.”

      Heart sprinting in my chest, I tugged my arm out of that grasp—tried to.

      “If you keep doing that, I’ll make sure the fairies know what’s in your sleeve.”

      I had no doubt he meant it.
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      “Let me go.” I debated digging in my heels, but didn’t dare so much as slow down as I slid my gaze to the male who’d hijacked me and was now leading me down a dim, narrow alley. The houses appeared crooked and less colorful than in that main boulevard, their roofs so close that they seemed to be bending toward each other, forming a near tunnel.

      Not a male, I realized as I took in the round ears beneath short, brown hair—human. This was a human man dragging me on with unrelenting strength. He glanced at me sideways, impatience glinting on his young face as he said, “Not a chance,” and turned his gaze back to the front, where the occasional fairy was the only company we had.

      Good, I supposed. Fewer predators to rip me apart if they found out what I’d done. And bad because, for the third time in a week, I was being captured, only this time … I didn’t know what to make of it as the man kept his pace as if he himself were running from something.

      “We’re almost there,” he informed me, not deigning to tell me where there was.

      Instead, he turned us a sharp left into a dead end where he stopped in front of a narrow wooden door that held multiple carvings around the threshold. I struggled not to crash into him at the sudden halt.

      “When we get in, do not speak unless spoken to. Do not ask any questions.”

      For the first time since he’d snatched me in the street, he looked at me, revealing a sharply angled face, cheekbones made to cut through the silken tan of his features where shadows played in the flickering warm light of a lantern hanging beside the door. A handsome face—serious, contained, yet beautiful. At least, I’d have acknowledged it as such had my heart not tried to punch through my chest in its desperate gallop of terror.

      He opened his mouth, starting to say something, but the simple wooden door swung open, revealing the view of a large fire-lit room. The odor of herbs and spices mixed with candle wax and smoke hit me, and I fought for air as the man pulled me along over the threshold.

      Sheaves of dried plants were hanging from a mesh that spread from wooden beams holding the ceiling. Bookshelves lined the room that seemed to encompass the entire ground level of the building, worn tomes of all sizes filling the boards in heaps and stacks. At the far end of the room, a dying fire was simmering in a wide stone hearth behind a long oak table covered in bowls and vials and candles.

      He closed the door behind us and released my wrist, which I gingerly rubbed, wondering if I’d have a finger-shaped bruise there tomorrow.

      “Sit there.” He pointed at a plain wooden chair beside what looked like a stove large enough to cook five dishes at once.

      I did as I was told, not because I thought it was such an excellent idea, but because I was acutely aware of my inability to fight this man. Even if it weren’t for his superior strength—he was towering over me by at least one head, his broad shoulders and muscles showing under his plain, tight, purple shirt suggesting that he could hold up that intricate ceiling all by himself—where would I run? I neither knew the layout of the city nor which part of it we were located in, and with my body weak from travelling, not eating, barely drinking or sleeping, and of course, almost dying—

      I clutched the loaf of bread more tightly under my cloak, making sure the woolen folds hid it, and willed my aching stomach into a temporary calm. Soon, I told it. It would get food soon.

      I wasn’t sure I believed myself.

      The man crossed the room with a few swift strides toward the corner by the hearth, and I thought that he was going to pick up one of the books stacked on the floor when he half-vanished through a narrow door I had missed on my first scan of the room. Hushed words, the meaning of which I didn’t catch, were followed by the sound of a chair scraping over wood. I debated sneaking a tiny bit of bread into my mouth—the thought alone made my stomach come back to life—but the man was done speaking to whoever was behind that wall and approached me with sure steps, ducking under a bunch of dark blossoms that hung extra low from the mesh above us.

      “Well, well.” I heard her before I saw her standing in the doorway—a woman of average height with a thick grizzled braid hanging over her shoulder where it covered a few layers of ruffles on her blouse. I froze in my seat at the ice dripping from her voice in just those few words. “What have we here?”

      She stalked over, ankle boots clicking over the wood between us, black-purple taffeta plaited skirt swinging around her like a bell that had been cut off at mid-calf. “A stray human in Aceleau.” Her lips curled at the side, revealing lines along her cheeks. “What has brought you to the fairylands?”

      I didn’t breathe as she stopped right in front of me with her hands locked behind her back.

      “I found her at the market,” the young man informed her from where he’d taken up post a good few feet beside my chair—like a guard, I thought, but when I glanced at him, I couldn’t make out a single weapon, “and followed her to see if she’d be caught.”

      “It takes some balls, stealing from a fairy.” The woman studied me with a stern expression on her face. “And some skill to get away with it.”

      “Or some luck.” The words slipped from my mouth before I could think better.

      The man cut me a glance that spoke volumes of how he felt about me ignoring his warning, and I swallowed. Don’t give anything away. Find out where I was, what this place was, who those people were.

      Ignoring the man, I glimpsed at the woman’s ears—round—before I leaned back in my chair, no longer able to fight exhaustion in the stuffy warmth of the room.

      “You’ll need some luck getting by, especially if you have no money on you and no magic to make up for it.” He took a step closer, the motion as much a threat as the cold hardness of his eyes.

      “Tristan—” The woman held up a hand, and to my surprise, he stopped mid-step, casting his gaze to the floor.

      “Apologies.” Tristan’s lips were set in a thin line as if he had trouble keeping his thoughts to himself.

      “You are hungry?” the woman asked, her face still hard, intimidating, not one bit empathetic, and I almost didn’t remember I had a voice, still taken aback by how she’d silenced the man.

      I nodded, squirming in the burning focus of her dark eyes.

      “Aceleau is a dangerous place for a human.” I was about to add that I’d heard that before, but she continued, “Usually, when we come across humans in this city, they are merchants. Since fairies have a fascination with objects of human origin, most of them are welcome in Aceleau, and they make small fortunes if they come across the right fairies to trade with.” She walked to the stove to my right, unhooked a cooking spoon from a brass rail screwed to the smoke-black wall, and dipped it into a pot large enough to fit a whole chicken. “This”—she motioned at the contents—“needs more strawberry blossoms.”

      Tristan set in motion, efficiently browsing through a row of hanging plants, and returned with a small clay jar filled with white, dried flower petals. He placed it in the woman’s waiting hand, and both of us watched her pull one petal after the other out and let it drift into the pot. White steam curled above whatever was brewing in there, and had I not been so scared of her, I’d have asked what she was cooking.

      She stirred in one direction for a few seconds, then continued the other direction as if she’d changed her mind, her movements graceful like that of a middle-aged dancer who forgot to put on an apron.

      “Where was I?” She glanced at the cupboard on the other side of the stove as if she’d find the answer there, the stern expression on her face never changing. “Ah, yes … fairies and their obsession with human objects.” She abandoned the cooking, turning her focus back on me, and it would have been a lie had I said that I didn’t feel like she was reading my whole life story from me with that piercing gaze of hers. “I haven’t seen a stranded human in Aceleau since I adopted Tristan into my service.” There was no affection in her face as she looked the young man over, and I almost felt sorry for him … but he’d brought me here against my will when all I wanted to do was disappear into a haystack and eat my bread. “Do you have a place to sleep?” she asked, looking me over once more.

      I shook my head even when I knew I should have told her that I had everything under control. A thought of what dangers lurked outside this strange house was enough to ignore the dangers within it. They were human. And that alone made me feel a bit more at ease—even if I was far from trusting them.

      “You can stay here. I’ll charge you for your room and meals, but you can work for the sum owed since you can’t pay.” She turned and stalked back to the hidden room, apparently done with me. When I was about to jump to my feet and ask what sort of labor, she stopped on the threshold and said over her shoulder, “Tristan will show you to your room. My name is Zelia, and as a human, let me tell you there is no safer place for you in Aceleau than here, in this house.”

      My fingers curled painfully around the bread as I watched her disappear. A place to sleep. A safe place to sleep. A door clicked, and Tristan relaxed his posture. He jerked his chin at the table near the hearth—“Come”—and prowled ahead, apparently not even considering I could decline the offer Zelia’d extended.

      “What are the terms?” I asked, debating running for the door after all.

      Tristan cut me a look over his shoulder. “Eat first. Then we’ll talk about the rest.” While I was still hesitant to move at all, he reached for a ladle on the wall beside the fire, where I only now noticed a large cauldron. He picked up the top bowl from a stack on the edge of the table and scooped something into it. “It’s stew.” He set it down on the table and pulled out a chair, gesturing for me to take a seat there. “Probably not what you’re used to from the human lands, but considering you were stealing fairy food, you must be desperate.”

      I was.

      “What is this place?” I asked as I straightened to my feet and, trying to keep my dignity, ignored the lingering ache in my side and the hunger pushing me to just leap for the bowl and bury my face in food.

      “That’s unimportant.” Tristan remained standing with his hand extended toward the chair, a silent order to sit. “What’s important is that I found you.” First. I could almost hear the word silently amended in his mind. And for a moment, as our eyes met, I forgot to be afraid.

      But he averted his, and I swayed on my feet, hand grabbing for the backrest of the chair.

      “Eat.” He pointed at the bowl and didn’t wait for me to sit down before he walked around the table to the opposite side, where he took a seat on a worn stool.

      No longer able to support my own weight, I slumped into the chair and reached for the bowl.

      “It’s rabbit,” he informed me as the scent hit me, and I crinkled my nose at the unfamiliar spices. “If it’s not to your liking, you can always go back to that bread you’re still hiding in your sleeve.”

      For a long moment, I stared at the food, marking every swirl of brown and speck of green, every groove in the chipped edge of the bowl. “What am I to pay for this?”

      Left and right of the bowl, books and utensils covered the raw oak of the table.

      Tristan didn’t respond. At least, not until I dared look at him and found him with a crooked smile on his face. “This one is on the house. We don’t want you to starve.” I was sure that was meant to sound comforting, but the bite in his voice made a shudder run through my body.

      I reached for the spoon with a shaky hand anyway, too hungry to wait any longer. “You swear?” At least, in the human realms, a man’s word was his bond.

      Tristan dipped his chin, and I spooned some of the stew into my mouth.

      It wasn’t what I would have called delicious, but the past days had set my new standard low, and my stomach growled with pleasure at the warmth of the hearty food.

      “So now that you’re eating,” he opened, “I’ll lay out the ground rules for you. One: Breakfast at dawn, dinner at sunset. Two: To earn your keep, you’ll wash the floor and help with ingredients. Three: Whatever you do, don’t get into Zelia’s way.” He braced his arms on the edge of the table and gave me a challenging look as if daring me to question him.

      Naturally, I did. “What ingredients? Are you running a kitchen?”

      There was no humor in his eyes as he said, “There are more things than food that one can cook.”

      A glance over my shoulder at the stove made me wonder if whatever was still simmering there was edible. “Like what?”

      “Like a whole lot of things that are none of your business.” He folded his arms over his chest and cocked his head, and my attention slid to the purple of his shirt.

      “You followed me through the city.” The words didn’t come out as sharp as I’d hoped, and I took another bite, just to pretend I wasn’t frightened of the response—of any explanation he had for what he’d done or why he’d brought me here.

      “Somebody had to keep an eye on you.” He held my gaze over the array of books strewn between us across the table.

      So it had been him following me on the roofs. The stew suddenly tasted half as good, and the comfortable sense of warmth in my stomach turned leaden. “Why?”

      “Besides the fact that fairies desire human objects—” Tristan shrugged. “If you don’t have objects to sell, they might as well take you in their stead. You didn’t come with an assortment of goods, so you either lost them on the road, or you are on the run,” he deduced and leaned closer as if sharing a secret. “I’ve seen enough merchants to know you’re not one of them. So you’re either a fool for entering these lands, or you had no other choice.” I was about to object, but he cut me off. “And you don’t strike me as the stupid type.” His lips tugged into a smile, revealing a terrifying beauty to his features that got my breath stuck in my throat. “You seem more like the sort of human who has a story to tell.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.” It cost me all my willpower to get out the words. He couldn’t know. Nobody could know.

      “Tell me, what did you do to end up here?”

      I almost sighed with relief when I realized he had come to the conclusion that I had to be a criminal. Anything—anything—was better than the truth. Because if the truth came out, Cyrill would find me, and I’d be dead.

      I took another spoonful of stew and audibly swallowed. “Tell me more about this place, and maybe I’ll tell you something about me.”

      Tristan raised his brow as if to say very well. “What do you want to know?”

      For a stunned moment, I stared at him, trying to collect my thoughts. “Who are you?” I eventually asked. “What is this place? Are you working for Zelia? Who is she?”

      Tristan chuckled as I blubbered one question after the other, struggling to sort out what to ask first. What I really wanted to ask was: What am I to do with my life now? Where will I go when I no longer have a kingdom to care for? I bit my tongue and thought of Tavras. Maybe if I worked for a bit, I could make enough to buy passage south…

      “I’m Tristan Bale, and this is Zelia’s house and my home.” I was so shocked that he’d actually answered my questions that I only half heard when he said, “And Zelia is the Master Mage of Aceleau.”

      I stopped my full spoon in front of my mouth. “She has magic?” The words were out before I could reconsider.

      “What do you think the word mage means if not someone holding magic?” The way he sneered at me gave me the impression I’d offended him—or him on Zelia’s behalf.

      Had I not been stabbed and healed by Dimar less than two days ago, I’d have told him to go try to fool some other human, but I was wearing the scar on my side and could still feel the pain, a reminder of how real it had been. I’d been there when Dimar vanished into the darkness as if through a portal in the forest of the borderlands.

      Master Mage. “That makes you what, Tristan Bale?” I prompted, refusing to allow the surprise onto my features.

      Tristan didn’t smile as he told me, “The second most powerful human in Aceleau.”
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      Not a secret. It couldn’t be a secret if he told a stranger he’d collected off the street.

      Tristan studied me across the table. “You look pale. Maybe you should finish your meal.”

      So I did. I gobbled down the stew, and when I was done, I finally pulled the loaf of bread from my cloak and placed it on the table. “Is it safe to eat?” I said instead of commenting on what he’d shared.

      He bobbed his head. “Most fairy food is safe. The market’s for humans and fairies alike. But there are some things you should avoid at all costs.” He watched me break a piece from the loaf and nibble on it.

      “Like what?” I wanted to know. If I was to get by in these lands, it would be an advantage to know as much detail as I could squeeze out of Tristan Bale.

      “Like fairy wine.” He angled his head. “And some of their sweets.”

      All right, no sweets, no wine. I could do that. “Thanks for the warning.”

      He continued eyeing me as if I were a particularly interesting painting.

      “What is it?” I snapped, and my fingers dug deeper into the bread.

      Tristan raised an eyebrow. “Thank you? That’s all? No further questions?”

      I glowered at him. “Does the usual human you pick up on the streets pummel you with questions?”

      “There’s no usual human,” he bit back at me. “There usually is no human at all.”

      “How about those lovely merchants that are so welcome in your city?”

      “One, it’s not my city.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Two, those merchants don’t steal from fairies and risk their Guardian-damned hides doing so.”

      The air had become heavy, and my stomach, now full of fresh, warm food, was brewing up the sort of anger normally reserved for the guards tracking me down in the palace at Jezuin. I was about to say something I would regret and cursed under my breath instead.

      Tristan only got to his feet and strolled to the head of the table where he perched and picked up a heavy book with yellowed pages. As he browsed through it, his momentary anger seemed to fade, and he sighed as he flapped it shut and lowered it back on the table. “There’s more than one reason why you shouldn’t be in these lands, but since you’re already here, you might as well take Zelia’s offer and stay with us. At least for a while.” Despite the anger being gone, he barely got the words out through gritted teeth.

      “More than one reason?” I prompted.

      Tristan crossed his ankles and glanced at me sideways. “I forgot the fourth rule: There are things that you only learn once you’ve proven your worth to this household.”

      I had trouble not rolling my eyes. “And you prove that by scrubbing your floors?”

      “Not my floors,” he said with cool ease as he pointed over his shoulder at the hidden door. “Hers.”

      “Thanks for the food,” I half-snorted and jumped out of my chair, ready to make for the door, but the sudden movement triggered my aching side and a flash of pain raged through my body that made me stagger into the edge of the table where I hit my thigh.

      Tristan watched me settle back into the chair, eyes intent and assessing as he catalogued whatever he found lacking. “How did you get hurt?”

      It was the last thing I wanted to talk about—especially with that bastard of a Master Mage apprentice or whatever he was if he was working for her. Not that I’d ever tell him the truth. But anything that made me weak, anything that gave me a disadvantage … I’d rather return to the streets and find that haystack after all. At least the hay wouldn’t try to make me scrub the floor. I pressed my mouth into a thin line and refused to speak.

      “Of course, if you’d rather suffer in silence…”

      “I’d very much prefer to suffer in silence, thank you very much.” Something about the way his lips twitched made me want to slap him, and I considered myself a very non-violent person.

      The growing grin disappeared from his features as fast as it’d come, and he pushed away from the table, approaching me with a few powerful strides. Panic grabbed me with an iron fist, making me push away in my chair and I toppled backward. My flank hit the upward curve of the backrest. I gasped at the impact.

      “Guardians above.” Tristan eyed me from a few feet away where he’d stopped. “You’re easily spooked for a human who made it all the way through the fairylands to this city on her own.”

      I was about to throw a smart retort at him, but something warm and wet spread down my side and along my spine, originating from where the chair had hit my wound. I coughed up a shallow breath that wouldn’t stay down.

      It took him a moment to realize that I wasn’t staying on the floor for the fun of it, but that my body wouldn’t allow me to get up. Once he did, he crouched down by my side and rolled up the sleeves of his shirt before he placed his hands on my hip and shoulder to roll me to the side.

      I would have shouted at him to keep his hands off me had the pain not occupied the entirety of my capacities.

      “This doesn’t look good,” he narrated. His fingers wandered over my spine where the wet trail was running. “I’ll need to take a closer look.” It was all he announced before he tugged up my shirt just enough to access where the puncture wound had ripped open. “What happened here?”

      I shook my head, uncaring of whether or not he could see it. There was no point in trying to scramble away. If I kept running, I’d never heal, and eventually, Dimar’s questionable help would have been in vain. I wondered if he’d made it back to Jezuin, why he’d bothered to save me to begin with. Just to save me from a marriage to a cruel man?

      “When did that happen?” His nimble fingers traced the direction of the wound along my side. “If it breaks open this easily…” His voice trailed away as if he wasn’t ready to speak the words aloud, but was finishing in his head anyway.

      “What?” I coughed and lifted my head enough to spot his face above me.

      He gave me a disapproving look. “You shouldn’t be travelling through fairylands with an injury like that,” he scolded me as if it were my fault. “You shouldn’t be travelling at all.”

      This time, I did roll my eyes. As if I’d had a choice. “You think I’m enjoying running from fairies with a stab wound?”

      He didn’t laugh. “I think you’re a fool to think no one would notice you’re easy prey with this.” He pointed at my side. “Fairies will do anything to get ahold of one of us. Why do you think I chose to serve the Master Mage?”

      He didn’t wait for me to grunt a useless prompt for more information, but got to his feet and gathered something from the stove and the cupboards above it. A minute of rustling and clinking later, he was back at my side.

      “I need to clean the wound.” He set down a bowl filled with some liquid I couldn’t see, and the sound of a cloth being wrung prepared me to brace for the singeing hot touch to my flesh. I gasped, but Tristan continued, “Whoever healed it did a piss-poor job. Either they’re dilettantes, or they didn’t have enough time to do it properly.”

      I gritted my teeth as the cloth brushed the edges of the wound, but gave away nothing.

      “It would be easier for me if you told me what happened. Maybe then I could do it properly.”

      I debated my options. “What difference does it make if you know how it happened?”

      Tristan dipped the cloth back into the liquid, wrung it out, and dabbed the wound again. “It makes a whole lot of difference. Especially when it comes to knowing what sort of woman on a run I’ve brought into this house.”

      So he thought he’d caught the wolf in a sheep’s pelt; I considered letting him believe he had, but—

      “I was stabbed with a knife.” It was all I was going to say.

      “A curved knife,” Tristan amended. There was something in the way he said it that made me believe it wasn’t the first time he’d seen such a wound. “When did it happen?”

      “A few days ago,” I ground out. “I can’t be certain. I was unconscious for most of the journey from—” I stopped myself.

      “Whoever healed you took enough time to heal the deepest parts of the cut. But the farther out in the tissue, the less thorough the healing.”

      I was about to ask how he could know from merely looking at it from the outside when he told me to hold still and placed a palm over my side, the pressure alone enough to make me pant in pain. Then he began to mumble so softly I couldn’t understand a word.

      “What are you doing?” I asked over my shoulder and found him with eyes closed, head tipped back a little, his features appearing slightly illuminated.

      He didn’t respond. But as he continued, the pain slowly receded, and a heavy blanket of blackness replaced it until I could think no more.

      

      Pale light tickled me awake, and I half slid off a narrow bed as I jerked into a sitting position. Alive. I was alive … and no longer at the palace, where my husband was probably pretending to mourn my death. Not in the fairy forests either, on the run from bandits.

      My breathing slowed as I took in the small room with a slanted ceiling and a joke of an armoire against the tallest part of the wall.

      Instinctively, my hand flapped to my side. The last memory I had was of Tristan’s hands on my wound.

      There was only smooth skin where the scar had been forming, and when I stood to take a look in the low mirror leaning against the side of the armoire, my torso didn’t hurt. I lifted my bloodied shirt, and a fingertip-sized white spot in the reflection was the only reminder I’d been run through by a knife.

      Magic. Tristan had used magic to heal me, and he’d realized someone had tried to heal me before. I hoped he hadn’t used a spell that made me babble while unconscious. After what he’d done, I was already in his debt to a degree that put a vise around my chest. I didn’t need for him to learn who I was and what I’d run from.

      Hooves clattered by outside the tiny window, and from the hallway, footsteps were nearing. I scanned the room for anything I could use as a weapon, but found only a tray with a glass of water on the turned-over wooden box used as a nightstand. A moment later, the door creaked open, and Tristan popped in his head.

      “Good, you’re awake.” He strode inside like he owned the place, prowled toward the armoire, and opened it. I struggled for the right words to thank him for healing me—or to tell him to get the hell out of my room. But he just opened the armoire and gestured inside. “There are fresh clothes in here.” He looked me over with contained interest. “Probably not your size, but close enough. Get dressed and come downstairs. The bathing room is down the hall. Breakfast will be ready in a few minutes.”

      He was already halfway back to the door when I found my voice, and instead of that thank you that might have come out had he given me a chance, I reminded him, “I never agreed to Zelia’s offer.”

      Tristan stopped on the threshold, gaze bouncing to meet mine in a way that seemed to say, “I don’t care.” Instead, he placed one hand on the doorknob and rolled his neck as if it took him all his self-control to remain where he was and said, “In case you don’t realize it, you already have one night to pay off.” He gestured at the bed beside me and continued out the door.

      So this was it, then? I hadn’t even chosen to sleep in that bed, and I already needed to pay for it?

      I ignored the armoire and only drained the glass of water before I headed down the crooked corridor that ended in steep stairs leading to the large room where I’d passed out the day before. Tristan was standing by the stove, handling various pots and pans, his broad shoulders and muscled back turned to me.

      “I know you’re there,” he said without bothering to look up. The scent of eggs and bacon climbed into my nose, and I pressed a hand to my stomach as it growled.

      I made a point not to set my feet down quietly as I trudged over to take a look at the food. “I wasn’t trying to sneak up on you.”

      Head tilted, he assessed me head to toe, the way he pursed his lips indicating that he found me lacking.

      “Something wrong?” I put on a smile that I’d frequently used to tell the palace guards I didn’t care what they thought.

      Tristan shook his head and set down the pan to pull out two plates from the scratched cupboard above the stove. I watched him flip the eggs onto the plates. “Sit down and eat.” He pushed a plate into my hands and led the way to the long table by the hearth where he’d saved me the day before, and I followed, studying the muscles in his back while they flexed as he pulled out the same chair for me before he set down his own plate and took a seat at the head of the table.

      “How much will this cost me if I eat it?” I gestured at the steaming dish.

      In response, Tristan lifted a brow. “You really don’t see the opportunity you were served.”

      “Looks like eggs to me,” I deadpanned, and for a second, I thought I saw humor in his eyes, but it was gone in a flick, and silence fell, disturbed only by the sounds of his fork scraping over his plate as he dug in.

      Again, his shirt was purple, but unlike the day before, he’d rolled up his sleeves, exposing corded, tan forearms, and my eyes lingered a moment longer than I cared to admit. His fingers were elegant, and despite his physical strength, not those of a warrior. I’d seen enough men and women trained with weapons to not notice the missing callouses. Hands that had magic. Hands that had saved me.

      And it cost me all my pride to speak the words, “Thank you for healing me.”

      He paused and lowered his fork as he measured me with a gaze that made me wonder if he had any expression in his repertoire that didn’t have a sidetone of disapproval. “No need to thank me. It’s my obligation.”

      Well, that was reassuring. “So I don’t need to pay for your healing services in addition to the room?” The words had enough edge to make him lay down the fork and hold my stare.

      “I don’t care if you stay or leave after you scrub the floor. It’s your responsibility what you do with your life.” And when he said life, it was clear he literally meant my being alive. “But know that if I hadn’t fished you off the street, someone else would eventually have, and they might not have been as human and as obliged to heal you.”

      His words chased all warmth from my bones. He didn’t want me here—was as happy as I was to sit in this room at this table with me as I was with him, would perhaps have preferred for some fairy to pick me off the market and skin me for stealing.

      Obligation. I was an obligation. He hadn’t even cared enough to ask for my name.

      If I wanted to make it to Tavras, I’d need to understand how to stay alive in this realm, and maybe learning from a human obliged to heal me was an option to consider—at least until I had enough funds to leave.

      “How long have you been working for her?” I glanced at the hidden door where the Master Mage had disappeared the day before.

      Tristan’s face remained unreadable. “So you are sensible after all,” he noted, and I was about to tell him that he didn’t need to bother himself with responding when he leaned back in his chair and placed his hands on the armrests, a quiet sadness entering his eyes even when the rest of his face didn’t change at all. “My story is none of your concern. But let me tell you that there are only two ways to survive in Askarea as a human: Trade—with coin or human objects—or magic.” He let the words settle in. “I had neither, and Zelia offered me the second.”

      My heart picked up pace. Magic. He’d been offered magic.

      “I know that look,” he said with a raised brow and finished his eggs. When I didn’t respond, he added, “Humans are all the same. If we hear magic, we either run or we get those stars flickering in our eyes that give away how much we desire it.”

      I frowned at him. “And I have stars in my eyes?”

      He leaned forward. “I’d need to take a closer look to count them.” It was only now that the first rays of sunlight found their way into the dim room that I noticed the shade of blue of his eyes—troubled like the ocean in the north by the borderlands.

      By the Guardians. “You can count the number of steps it takes me to walk out that door,” I countered and was about to get to my feet when he murmured a few words under his breath and invisible bonds tied me to my chair. I tugged against them with enough force to tip my chair back all over again, and Tristan—

      “With pleasure.” He gestured at a bucket next to the hearth with an efficient hand. “As soon as you’ve cleaned the floor.”

      I scowled. So this was going to actually happen. He’d make me scrub the wooden boards beneath our feet before he’d let me go. “I want to talk to Zelia,” I demanded.

      Tristan merely gave me a grim smile. “She’s not here. And in case you haven’t noticed—rule number five: When the Master Mage is out of the house, I make the rules.”
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      “Let. Me. Go.” I drew out every word just so there wouldn’t remain any doubt that I meant it.

      “Pay your debt, and I will.” He got to his feet and picked up his plate. “And in case you are still going to eat this”—he pointed at the eggs sitting in front of me, taunting me with their sun-yellow and white; he’d even garnished them with chives—“you can add the windows.”

      I would have stuck out my tongue at him had he not terrified me as he pulled himself up to his full height, those powerful arms reaching past me to swipe up my plate without waiting for a response.

      The bonds loosened, and I half dropped out of the chair. “When is she coming back?” There was no need to mention her name when we were both painfully aware that I knew only two names in this foreign place.

      “She’ll be back when she’s back.”

      I considered him as he cleared off the plates in a large metal sink a bit farther down the wall from where the stove was keeping two pots steaming.

      “She’ll be disappointed you decided against her.” He turned around and studied me as I reluctantly stalked to the bucket and reached into the water to retrieve the brush. “It’s not such a bad task, washing the floor,” he encouraged me, and something in the way he said it told me that he knew exactly what he was talking about.

      I started in the corner by the stairs and made my way along one side of the room, cursing at the stacks of books I needed to lift aside in order to get all the stains—candle wax, which only partially came off, and crusted specks that could have been food or any other sort of substance in all shades of green, gray, and red.

      When I made it to the table, Tristan had settled on the foot of the stairs, book open in his lap and twirling a small item between the fingers of one hand. As I pushed a chair aside, I found my dried-up blood from the day before, and my stomach clenched at the size of the spot.

      “You were in pretty bad shape,” Tristan observed, looking up from his read. “Zelia brewed an extra potion for you.”

      “To heal me faster?” I sat back on my haunches and wiped the sweat off my brow. I’d never scrubbed a floor in my life, but after finishing a quarter of the room, I felt like I’d accomplished something. Even if my arms ached and my knees were sore.

      “To make sure the wound wouldn’t leave an ugly scar.” He dipped his nose back into his book, unimpressed with my achievement.

      I ran an absent, dirty hand over my side before I returned to my task.

      Tristan offered me a cup of tea he brewed by the time I reached the front third of the room. He’d exchanged the water in my bucket twice, but otherwise hadn’t paid attention or commented on my work.

      “No, thanks,” I told him. I honestly didn’t want to clean the windows and who knew what else he’d come up with.

      His lips formed a faint smile—less grim this time, as if he was actually capable of being amused. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell her you drank it.”

      I shook my head. If this was a test, I didn’t want to fail it. I’d already stolen from the fairies. I didn’t need to steal from a Master Mage, whatever that meant.

      Stifling a groan, I straightened to my feet and rolled my shoulders. “What does a Master Mage do exactly?”

      Tristan set the teacup intended for me down on a stack of books and took a sip from his own. “It’s been a long time since all fairies were capable of wielding that unfathomable power of the ancient times. Over generations and generations, magic has been weakening, and the land has been losing power.” He sat on the rolled armrest of an armchair as he went on, “While fairies trade in magic, some have been amassing more of it than others. The elite—fairy nobility—is still nearly as strong as in ancient times, but the average fairy holds little power.”

      I considered sitting down across from him while he was speaking, but decided to get back to the floor and get the scrubbing over with. Ignoring my arms and knees, I resumed my work, and Tristan continued his story.

      “They’re still strong enough to turn you into a worm,” he said as if to clarify what little power meant—or in reverse, that unfathomable power fairy nobility had to be holding. “So, what few humans have been roaming the fairylands have been learning how to wield magic. Zelia’s ancestors found a way to bind magic won in trade through spells and potions and have been passing down that knowledge. Their power grew so strong that it became a sought-after asset by the nobles of Aceleau when they wanted to get rid of their opponents without laying a hand on them personally.” He gave me a meaningful look, and a shudder spider-walked up my spine as I imagined a human strong enough to match a fairy.

      An image of the two fairies in the forest flashed through my mind—the way the male had knocked me off the horse, the terrifying hopping through the world without regard for what a normal person was supposed to be capable of—

      “Potions and poisons and a lot more have been involved in the changes of political power in this city—and in all of Askarea. But that’s a story for another time.”

      Pondering his words, I scrubbed my way across the room, Tristan a silent presence in the armchair, both cups of tea going cold beside him as he picked up a notebook and scribbled something. I watched him from the corner of my eye—a warrior turned into a scholar, that’s what he looked like, but there was more to that image than just the slight discomfort he sat with, the way he appeared just slightly too big even for the massive chair.

      I didn’t get a chance to figure it out, for the door sprang open, and Zelia stalked inside, crossing the still damp floor with dusty ankle boots, not bothering to say her greetings.

      “Has she decided if she’s staying yet?” she asked Tristan, who leaped out of his chair, notebook and quill still in his hands, and she disappeared through the hidden door.

      I’d tried to get a glimpse of what lay behind it when I’d cleaned the floor in front of the door, but it had been closed, and I hadn’t dared try my luck and push it open with Tristan hovering by the stairs. From my position by the stove, I could hear the hissing of whatever potion was boiling up there while, with my eyes, I followed the trail of footprints the Master Mage had left on the floor all the way to where Tristan stood like a soldier at attention.

      Powerful enough for fairy lords to seek them out when they needed to get rid of their opponents.

      The second most powerful human in Aceleau.

      When Tristan met my gaze this time, I thought I spotted a glimmer of that power.
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      An hour later, I dropped the brush into the bucket, hands shaking from a strain my body wasn’t used to, and staggered to my feet.

      “Impressive,” Tristan commented without a look at the floor. “We could use someone like you around here.”

      “Someone to clean your house?” I prompted, clenching and unclenching my hands to make my stiff fingers respond normally.

      “Someone who doesn’t shy away from dirty work, yes.” He inclined his head and prowled over to pick up the bucket. When he bent down, he hesitated for a moment as if he were going to say something else, but he grabbed the bucket and headed for the door where he dumped the dirty water down the stairs onto the street. A dark-clothed fairy leaped out of its path, tail swishing behind them, and shouted a curse.

      Tristan gave the creature a feral smile that made my blood chill, reinforcing his words from before.

      When he stepped back inside, he left the door open. “You’re free to go.”

      I was about to ask for the rest of my loaf of bread and be on my way, but something in the way his tall, powerful shape loomed by the threshold made me reconsider.

      “You’re not our prisoner,” he amended as if that had ever been up for debate.

      I just crossed my arms, letting go of whatever pride I had left. If I wanted to consider this … if I wanted to take this opportunity he said I’d been offered, I couldn’t afford to demand anything. Magic. If I could wield magic, I would no longer need to cower or run, and I’d forget the feel of silk and satin and velvet and gladly wash floors and windows if it meant I could get a shot at acquiring a skill that would one day allow me to return to Jezuin and take back what was mine.

      “I accept the offer,” I told Tristan, not balking from the sudden flare of light in his eyes when I added, “I want to learn magic.”

      He looked me up and down as if considering. Then his gaze fell upon the hidden door where Zelia was now standing, a smile gracing her lips.

      The Master Mage took a step closer, her skirts wobbling around her like a meringue, and dipped her chin in an almost regal gesture. “Then the first thing I need to know is your name.”
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      The importance of names in the fairylands, Zelia explained, was more than their length and proportionality to social status. There was power in names. Of course, as a non-magical being, I could do very little with that power a name would have given me over someone.

      “That’s the only reason I introduced myself,” Tristan added with an unreadable face. The light in his eyes had dimmed with Zelia’s entrance, but the intensity of his gaze was still the same. I couldn’t tell why it bothered me so much. Maybe because I was used to that sort of stare—at least at court, I’d been looked at like that a lot. But here, where I was a nobody, Tristan’s look had an entirely different meaning.

      Before I could figure it out, Zelia gestured to the table where she sat down at the head. Tristan chose the chair to her right, in front of the hearth, leaving me to pick my old chair once more, on the floor that was now clean. She reached for a stack of paper that hadn’t been there before and pulled a thin silver pen from her purple velvet sleeve as if that was the most normal place to carry it.

      “You will not like everything you’ll see during your time as my apprentice,” Zelia warned me as she scripted lines of purple ink on a piece of paper. “You will do household chores just like Tristan, and you’ll watch and learn.” She paused to give me a stern look. Across from me, Tristan laced his fingers together on the edge of the table. “When I’m not around to teach you, Tristan will do it in my place. As time progresses, your responsibilities will grow, and you will be granted certain rights to use magic without supervision. But until you hold that status, you will not even attempt to do it without the presence of either me or Mage Tristan.”

      Mage. I met Tristan’s gaze and realized that I’d assumed he was an apprentice. But as I studied him now, I could see that hidden power in his eyes more pronounced than before. He dipped his chin as if responding to my thoughts then added a small smirk that made my stomach clench.

      Zelia continued, “You won’t leave the house alone, and you won’t speak to any of my customers if they choose to come to this place for my service.” While she finished laying the ground rules—new ones added to those Tristan had already familiarized me with—she drew a straight line beneath the text she’d been scripting. “Sign here.” She pointed at the line as she slid the paper in front of me before leaning back in her chair and smoothing the frills on the high collar of her cream-colored blouse beneath the tight velvet jacket.

      As I read through the rules in purple ink, my hand was shaking. If I was signing this, there would be no way back. I’d become an apprentice, and I’d learn magic that could help me destroy Cyrill. But it might be a while before I’d be allowed to leave.

      I knew nothing about these people—nothing other than that Tristan had saved me, that Zelia had offered me a place in her household, even if it meant scrubbing floors and cleaning dishes. She hadn’t turned me down when I asked to learn magic, only pointed out that it came with a price.

      When I glanced at her, the Master Mage’s eyes were a tiny bit warmer than before. “Whatever you’ve been running from, becoming a Mage will protect you.” They were the most encouraging words she’d spoken so far and enough to make that tingling doubt in my stomach ease long enough for me to pick up the pen she held out for me and draw my name on the line—not all of my name, but enough to make it feel like me.

      San Tareh.

      “Welcome to Aceleau,” Zelia said as she gave me a satisfied nod and stood, rolling up the paper and handing it to Tristan, who carried it to the hidden room left of the hearth. “I haven’t had a new apprentice since Tristan showed up ten years ago.”

      Ten years. Was that how long it would take for me to become strong enough, to know enough so I could use my magic against Cyrill? Would that be too late?

      For a moment, I felt like I’d signed my soul away. Then Zelia stalked to the stove where she picked up a large pot and carried it to the table.

      “My apprentices don’t go hungry,” she said as she picked up a stack of bowls from the other half of the table between books and delicate tools and ladled soup into them. I could have sworn I glimpsed a smile on her lips. “Today we celebrate. Tomorrow you start working.” And the smile was gone.

      Tristan joined us a minute later, shoulders tense as he studied me from across the table as if I posed an unknown danger. I swallowed my comments and thanked Zelia, manners not forgotten, before I started eating.
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      I slept in the same small room that night, exhausted from the physical work and weighed down by my choice. There wouldn’t be an escape to Tavras for me. Not when, in Aceleau, I’d learn the tools to destroy my husband. I glanced at my hand where no ring was sitting. No proof that I’d ever been married—except for that signature my father had set in my name. But that wouldn’t define me—not my past, nor my future. I’d taken matters into my own hands, signing for myself, for once, and would bear the consequences.

      I was browsing through the armoire at dawn, looking for those clothes Tristan’d talked about the day before, and found long, dark pants and a tunic with intricate purple patterns. A plain fabric, but interesting with the whorls of color. The bathing room at the end of the hall was also small and crooked like everything else in the house. I took a brief shower, cursing as the water refused to warm above room temperature, and rushed to breakfast, which was ready when I made it down to the main room.

      The Mage wasn’t there, and neither was Zelia. So I padded to the stove and served myself a meal of eggs and bread before I sat in my usual spot at the table. I’d just started eating when voices rose in the hidden room. Zelia’s and a male voice that wasn’t Tristan.

      They’d told me I couldn’t talk to any of their clients, but nobody had said I couldn’t listen to their conversations.

      As quietly as I could, I got to my feet and snuck around the table close enough to the fireplace that I could make out some of the words spoken behind the shut door.

      “He won’t accept no for an answer,” the man said, sharp.

      “Tell him if he wants anything, he will need to move his ass down to this ramshackle part of his precious city,” Zelia shot at him, and I could have sworn I heard Tristan’s chuckle before a growl ripped through the opening door and a tall, male figure dashed past me. I managed to stumble back to the table just in time before Zelia and Tristan followed—at a decidedly slower pace and both with a smirk on their features as they watched the fairy leave the house.

      As they noticed me, I sank into my chair and picked up the fork. “Good morning.”

      Tristan’s face smoothed over, but a smug expression lingered on Zelia’s. “I see you’re getting ready for the day.”

      “I was told breakfast’s at dawn.” I gestured at the first rays of sun breaking through the dusty windows. On the other end of the table, a draft stirred a bunch of dried herbs as Tristan closed the door behind the fairy before he went to work at the stove.

      “What else did you tell her?” Zelia asked with a scolding look at the Mage.

      Tristan shrugged. “Not to get in your way.”

      Zelia nodded in agreement. “That is advisable.” She reached above her head to pluck one of the dried flowers from the mesh and carried it to the stove where Tristan had started cutting something on a small side table. “Also, eavesdropping might cause trouble.” She cut me a glance that somehow reminded me of the way my mother used to look at me when she was displeased with something I’d said or done.

      I poured a glass of water from the jug in front of me and sipped. “Who was that?” I pointed at the door where the male fairy had vanished.

      Zelia didn’t look up from where she was grinding the dried flower in a brass mortar. “Nobody.”

      Tristan shot me a glance behind the Master Mage’s back that suggested I was dead if I dared ask one more question. So I didn’t. At least, not until Zelia disappeared through the door to the hidden room with the words, “Today you’ll help Tristan brew a potion. I’ll check on your progress after lunch.”

      She didn’t wait for me to give a sign of my agreement, but closed the door and left me in the Mage’s care. It took me a moment to remember that in this new life—the life I’d chosen—nobody would ask my opinion. I was no longer Sanja Zetareh Lazar, but simply San Tareh, a runaway human who had signed herself into the service of the most powerful Mage in all of Aceleau—probably in all of Askarea.

      A lump formed in my throat as I forgot what I’d intended to ask Tristan. I ate my breakfast in silence, the Mage not interrupting his task to keep me company the way any courtier in Jezuin would have happily done. I wondered how my people had taken the news of my death, if Cyrill had already claimed my throne or if he was still pretending to mourn his wife. A wife of all of two minutes. I grimaced at my plate and silently missed the fresh fruit platters brought to my room every morning at the palace.

      Tristan didn’t talk until I was done glowering at my breakfast and joined him at the worktable where he was cutting some sort of root that was bleeding purple juice.

      “Here—” He held out a knife for me and pointed at a wooden board with another root on top. “Peel it and cut it into thin slices.” He gestured at the heap on his board then at the bowl with green and purple leaves and peel.

      So I did.

      With a long, steadying breath, I took the knife, picked up the root, and started my work. The layer of purple was so difficult to detach from the vegetable that my knife slipped several times and I almost cut my palm. Tristan paused his slicing to take the root from my hands and demonstrate how to peel it properly. He didn’t even need to watch what he was doing as he ripped off one piece of purple after the other, but raised his brows at me as if inquiring if I’d never peeled a root before.

      I almost shook my head in response. “I’m more of a music lover than a cook,” I explained and instantly regretted it as his brows wandered up another quarter inch.

      “I wonder when I’ll get to hear your story, San.” His lips twitched at the sides the way I’d seen them do before, but his eyes remained serious.

      I just held out my hand for the root and told him, “I’d rather talk about what kind of potion we’re working on.”

      Tristan dropped it into my palm, the juice spreading over my fingers, and turned back to his cutting board. “For now, all you need to know is how to peel purple turnips.”

      We worked in silence for a while, slowly making our way through a basket of said turnips he produced from beside the stove, Tristan faster, me so slow that I felt I was no help at all. When we were done, my hands had taken on the color of the vegetable, and my tunic was splattered with juice. At least the color matched the purple of the pattern.

      I was about to dump my cutting board and knife into the sink the way I’d seen him do when my fingers slipped and the blade sliced into my thumb. I cursed and earned another raised eyebrow from Tristan, whose hand caught mine, gentle fingers prying away my other hand which had wrapped around the cut to hide it, a reflex I’d acquired at the palace whenever I’d hurt myself on my secret trips through the city.

      “Let me take a look.” He rested my hand in his palm and lifted it closer to his face to examine the throbbing cut.

      “It’s nothing.” I didn’t pull my hand back, though, the unexpected intimacy of the touch leaving me dumbfounded.

      “Doesn’t look like nothing.” He traced the line of blood across my palm, and there was a wordless question in the brush of his fingertips. I held my breath, and his softened expression closed up. “I can either wrap it, or you let me heal you.”

      I released my breath in a gust. “Unless it’s a custom for Mage apprentices to run around bandaged, I’d rather you heal me.”

      Tristan measured me with those blue eyes as if debating his next words. Then he pulled back his hands. “All done.”

      I was about to protest, to declare that it was impossible, but the wound had sealed, and his gaze rested on my face as he told me, “Quarter Mage.”

      I gave him an inquisitive look.

      “That’s what we call our apprentices. You’re a Quarter Mage.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Tristan interrupted my window cleaning, grumpily inviting me to join him for his errands. After finishing the potion the day before, I’d been appointed cleaning duty, and I’d almost groaned with relief when Zelia had pointed at the windows rather than the floor. Even if my knees had gotten a break, now my back was aching with every small movement, and I was just taking a minute’s rest when the Mage rushed down the stairs, a black jacket layered over his purple shirt and a bag slung over his shoulder.

      One look at him was enough to be reminded yet again of how little like a Mage he looked—but then … I had really no idea what a Mage should look like. I didn’t have references other than Zelia, whose petite figure and puffy skirts and frilly blouses made for an image fit for a lady rather than the head of the crooked Mages' House in the shadow of one of the western guard towers of Aceleau.

      “If you want to join me, now would be the time to get dressed,” Tristan noted, quickly looking me over and apparently finding me lacking.

      I tossed my bound hair back over my shoulder and debated simply remaining right here, where I had dropped into one of the armchairs, but if I turned him down, when would the next chance to explore the city occur? The way he was tapping his foot on the floor told me everything I needed to know.

      “Any dress code?” I asked as I got to my feet and made for the stairs.

      Tristan frowned at me sideways as I walked past him. “Something clean will suffice.”

      I almost paused, wondering how this Tristan, who seemed to see me as a nuisance, could be the same man whose fingers had been careful and gentle with my injured hand the day before, but my pride kept me walking.

      “Something clean,” I repeated as I stalked away, determined not to let him see how sore I was.

      At the top of the stairs, I braced my hand on the railing and took a few deep breaths before I headed to my room and changed into a fresh tunic and pants of the same making as what I was already wearing. I braided back my hair and pulled my travel cloak around my shoulders.

      When I returned to the main room, Tristan was leaning against the table, arms crossed over his chest. His eyes found me and followed my slow, less than graceful steps down the stairs.

      “I can make you something for the pain,” he offered, face emotionless.

      Apparently, I wasn’t even half as successful at fooling him as I’d hoped.

      “I’ll manage.” Without your help, I added in my mind. And judging by the way his lips tightened, he understood.

      Straightening to his full height, he left me standing at the foot of the stairs while he prowled ahead and out the door.

      I caught up with him as he stepped into the street, the cool spring air of the shady alley kissing my face, and I had to jog to keep up with his stride.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, split between trying to read his face and drinking in the half-timbered houses framing us. The first time I’d walked down that alley, Tristan had been pulling me along, and I’d been too terrified to pay much attention to the intricacy of the architecture. But now … now that I wasn’t a hungry thief on the run, the subdued colors of the city assaulted me and forced my gaze away from Tristan’s handsome features.

      “We’re delivering an order to a client.” He turned onto a side street so sharply that I had to backpedal to make the corner at all. “And after that, we acquire ingredients.” He led me past a small front garden featuring dandelions and a bush with periwinkle blossoms that I’d never seen in my life, his back straight, shoulders squared … and I couldn’t help but be reminded of the way Dimar had escorted me through the palace.

      “The potion we brewed yesterday?” Even when I’d inquired about the type of potion countless times, he hadn’t shared the purpose of the deep purple liquid we’d distilled out of the turnips and herbs the names of which I yet had to learn. Instead, he’d explained the exact process of cleaning the pots and bowls, knives and spoons we’d used.

      Tristan nodded, ignoring the horned fairy dodging his path, and led me into a wider street where fairies of all kinds were meandering between taller houses. “That, and a couple more that should have been delivered two days ago.” He cut me a glance that implied that he was blaming me for the delay.

      “Anything interesting?” It was really a weak attempt at trying to get something of value out of him.

      Of course, he was seeing right through me, because he quirked a brow and said, “Everything magic is interesting.”

      What had I expected? An actual answer?

      I didn’t ask any more questions, and Tristan didn’t offer any more information. The fairies here were clothed in fine fabrics, the females’ skirts similarly cut to Zelia’s, and their blouses were tight and high-collared with frills. The better-dressed ones were the ones who didn’t feature any animal traits, I observed, noticing how even those were eager to get out of our path as we hurried along. Well … out of Tristan’s path.

      Before I could ask him about it, he slowed and stopped at a tall, narrow house of green-gray stone. From up close, the facade seemed to glimmer in all shades of moss at dusk. The door sprang open, and a short fairy gestured for us to step inside.

      I followed Tristan down a corridor that seemed too wide for the size of the house I’d estimated from the street, my eyes flicking over colorful paintings of handsome fairy males and pretty females.

      “Where are we?” I whispered at Tristan’s back, and to my surprise, he turned his head and responded, “Lady Whithee’s home.” He seemed to deem that enough information because he faced forward once more, our footsteps whispering along the thick, green-and-gold carpet now the only sound.

      At the end of the hall, we were led through carved double doors, and behind it—

      On a wide, golden brocade settee, a female fairy was lounging, a glass of sparkling wine in one hand, the other draped over the armrest, and smiled as she spotted Tristan behind the servant, on the threshold.

      “Well, if that isn’t my favorite Mage.” The female’s pink lips pulled into a wide grin, and to my shock, Tristan’s answering smile made him even more handsome—if that was possible.

      “Always a pleasure, Lady Whithee.” Tristan bowed at the waist, leaving me open-mouthed enough to miss my cue when he shot me a glance to do the same. Lady Whithee’s brilliant blue gaze rested on me, and Tristan cleared his throat, the sound making me drop into a curtsey that was ingrained into my court-trained past self.

      His eyes lingered on me for a second before he turned back to the fairy lady. “Excuse the new Quarter Mage.” He reached into his bag to extract a vial of brown liquid. “She started training only yesterday and hasn’t been familiarized with the protocols.” His voice, so smooth compared to the almost harsh tone he’d used at the Mages' House, made my hair stand. I made a mental note to ask him about those protocols so I wouldn’t need to embarrass myself again, but the lady simply rose to her feet, graceful like a gazelle, and strode closer until I could make out the perfection of her bronze skin, the detailed embroidery on her slim waist.

      “And what a pretty one you’ve found.” She studied me head to toe as if I were an object for sale.

      Tristan’s smile didn’t falter, but he tensed marginally at the look she gave me. “Pretty,” he agreed and didn’t meet my gaze when mine snapped to his face, “and has a lot to learn. So let me hand you your order, and we’ll leave you to it.” A glance was exchanged between them that made me wonder what Tristan knew concerning what the lady was up to. His words returned to my mind.

      Their power grew so strong that it became a sought-after asset by the nobles of Aceleau when they wanted to get rid of their opponents without laying a hand on them personally.

      I wasn’t even half surprised that the memory of the words made me shudder all over again. Had I signed myself into the service of people catering to assassins?

      Lady Whithee held out her hand, and Tristan placed the vial into her palm, smile still pasted on his features, but the longer I observed this new face of his, the more I noticed how his eyes remained cold, his muscles tight. He wasn’t enjoying this, wasn’t pleased to see the fairy lady the way it had appeared in that first moment.

      Lady Whithee closed her fingers around the vial and tucked it into a hidden pocket of her flowing skirts before she lifted her hand once more to place it in Tristan’s open one. Just as I started to wonder if he was going to kiss the back of her palm, light flashed between their fingers, and Tristan’s smile faltered as he shoved his other hand into the pocket of his jacket. He gritted his teeth, and it was over.

      “Pleasure doing business with you, as always.” He bowed to the lady as she inclined her head.

      I knew better than to wait for a prompt before I sank back into a curtsey, barely daring to look at the female whose magic had illuminated the room for a brief moment. I could taste it in the air like a dry, lingering heat that was, yet wasn’t, really there.

      Tristan turned on his heels and ushered me across the room, and I could have sworn the lady’s eyes followed us all the way to the front door.

      The moment we were outside, he wheeled on me, fury flaring in his eyes like lightning. He opened his mouth … closed it without words coming out, and marched on as if he were running from me rather than bringing me along on his errands.

      “What happened?” I struggled to keep up as his long legs swallowed up the ground, and passing fairies leaped out of his way as if he were on fire.

      Tristan didn’t respond, but grabbed my hand and tugged me into a gap between a blueish and a purplish house, his fingers hot around mine, unfamiliarly safe, even if I felt like I wanted to bite his head off for not warning me about what to expect in that client’s house. And now … now some anger was riding him, and I couldn’t even begin to understand where it was coming from.

      “Tristan—” At the sound of his name, he dropped my hand and paced a few steps ahead in the dead end that made a small backyard for a cluster of houses.

      No fairies were near. Rows of flowers grew under the closed windows, and a calm quiet like I hadn’t noticed in the rest of the city dominated the air. I watched him clench and unclench his hands as he tilted back his head as if beseeching Eroth and the Guardians for aid. But only when he turned around and his face no longer played all the emotions that had broken through did I allow myself to take a breath.

      “I shouldn’t have brought you,” he said, his eyebrows knitting together as he watched me stand in silence, waiting for an explanation that would make this feel less petrifying. But he only prowled back toward me until he stood a good few feet away.

      There had to be something I’d missed, some detail that he as a Mage had noticed, or he wouldn’t be reacting this way. But as I went through my memory of the brief visit at Lady Whithee’s house, I fell short. Nothing, apart from the obvious—magic—seemed wrong. I’d held my tongue, had honored Zelia’s rule and not spoken a word to the client. And yet…

      “You know, it might help if you told me exactly why you believe it was a bad idea.”

      He merely gave me a pained smile—a mockery of the beautiful one he’d given Lady Whithee, but a smile nonetheless. “Because … that fairy set her eyes on you. A new human in town, one whose allegiance is so new that stealing her away might be worth a try.”

      “What do you mean, steal away?” The way he avoided meeting my gaze made my chest tighten. “I’m a Quarter Mage,” I reminded him. “I signed with Zelia.”

      “That won’t keep certain fairies from trying anything to get their hands on you.” He shoved a hand through his hair.

      If he put it like that, I was wondering…

      “Why did you take me with you to begin with? You could have left me at the Mages’ House.” If he’d known this could happen? If he’d known there was a possibility that this little trip put me at risk… Why would he care? He hadn’t cared much so far—except for healing me. Twice.

      My gaze flicked to his hands, which had held mine so gently when he’d healed my cut—and which had dragged me into this backyard in an upsurge of some emotion, the meaning of which eluded me.

      Either uncaring or oblivious of my patience, he kicked a pebble into a flowerbed and watched it disappear between lines of color before he faced me again. “Of course.” That pained look returned to his features. “But you’ve been through a lot. You’ve run … By everything that is holy, someone tried to kill you, and you were running for probably days with a half-healed stab wound in your side. I thought you deserved to see the sky for an hour or two.” The laugh that followed was so bitter I could almost taste it on my tongue. “My bad. I underestimated the power of a court-trained curtsey.”

      My heart stuttered a beat. He couldn’t know. He couldn’t—

      “It’s obvious you have no idea how to properly scrub a floor or how to clean a window. Your diction isn’t that of a commoner. Even though I’ve heard you curse like a sailor. And even if you’re trying to pretend otherwise, everything about the way you carry yourself, the way you sit when you eat, the way you can’t even handle a kitchen knife—” I swallowed as he deduced what I’d been so desperately trying to hide. “You’re from a noble family in Cezux, aren’t you?”

      All right. I had to play along then, give him part of the truth so he wouldn’t smell the lie. “From a wealthy family. Our curtsies had to be fit for a king.” I dared look him in the eye. Offense was the best defense. “What difference does it make?”

      Tristan shook his head. “It makes all the difference, San. All the difference…” He started walking back toward the street he’d dragged me from, gesturing for me to follow. “Come. Our next client is waiting.”

      When we arrived at the next house, Tristan made me wait outside the door. “Pull up your hood,” he ordered, and I did, too stunned by his outburst to know whether or not I should be terrified—of the fairies, of him, or of both.
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      “Don’t talk to anyone,” Tristan warned me as he disappeared into the third client’s house. Barely anyone heeded me a look as I lingered by the entrance, face tucked deep into my hood and hands clutching the front of my cloak from the inside. If anything, they’d identify me as a burglar casing the area, but no one stopped to confront me. I used the time Tristan was gone to study my surroundings, learn more about what sorts of creatures were dwelling in this part of the city.

      We’d crossed the main boulevard that led to the city gates, into a more spacious part of Aceleau where the houses were wider, the gardens more generous, and I could spot the battlements of a tall castle behind them.

      Tell him if he wants anything, he will need to move his ass down to this ramshackle part of his precious city. Zelia’s words came back to me as I surveyed the elegant fairies strolling toward what had to be the heart of the city. The attire of the females reminded me of the court in Jezuin—even if not for the cuts and fabrics, but solely for the masses of jewels adorning their wrists, necks, and fingers. The fairies’ voices were a low hum weaving between the songs of chittering birds and the clopping of hooves from the occasional carriage rolling by.

      The sun had long climbed over its pinnacle in the sky, and my stomach was grumbling. In Jezuin, servants would have been carrying platters of fruit and small nut-and-honey pastries into my room at this time of the day. But here—

      I was scowling at the carved oak door through which Tristan would be emerging any moment when someone said behind me, “What is a human doing all alone by my door?”

      I jolted forward, hitting my shoulder on the wall, and stumbled into a solid form that had appeared out of nowhere, my eyes coming to rest on rich brown brocade spread over a broad chest.

      “Well, hello there, human.” The fairy peered down at me, a feral grin splitting his fine features. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      How he knew I was human, I could only guess. But it wouldn’t have surprised me if he could smell what I was.

      Even without Tristan’s warning, I had no words for the stranger, and my throat closed up at the proximity. Even breathing had become strenuous.

      The male let go of my arms and stepped back a foot. “I haven’t seen one of you around in a while.” He gestured at the door. “Were you about to knock? You can come along … I was just going inside.” His gaze demanded an answer.

      Taking a long step back from him as well, I allowed myself a moment to gather my bearings and shove back the panic. “I’m waiting for someone.” At least, this way, he’d know I wasn’t alone and lost—easy prey. The eagerness in his eyes glimmered like a promise.

      “Do you have something to trade?” he tried, and I remembered what Zelia and Tristan had mentioned about fairies’ obsession with human objects.

      I could have used the opportunity to make some silver had the cloak covering me not been the only object I’d brought from the human lands.

      When I didn’t respond, the fairy’s grin turned even wider. He laid a hand on the doorknob and gestured for me to come closer. “Come on in, human. It’s tea time, and you’re invited.”

      As a snack, I almost added. The look on his face sure suggested it.

      When I didn’t move, his smile slipped, and his long fingers curled ever so slightly. My instincts commanded me to run. But before I could make up my mind if it was safer to bolt into a city full of deadly creatures or scream for Tristan, an invisible force wrapped around my waist, herding me closer to the fairy.

      “Let me go,” I demanded, jamming my heels into the ground … and helplessly watched how the world slid past me as he tugged me forward, inch by inch. And there was nothing, nothing I could do about it.

      The fairy leered at me, pale eyes piercing as they roved over my body—even with the cloak covering most of me. A shiver of purest ice ran up my spine, beginning where that invisible force laid hands on me, and my breath came in gasps. What could I do? How could I save myself against a fairy? Against magic?

      I strained against the pull around my middle, eyes searching the street for anyone willing to help, but if the fairies noticed at all, they gloriously ignored my pleading stare. A scream was building in my throat even if I barely got a breath down.

      I’d be forced into that house if I didn’t manage to free myself. I’d be captured and used for whatever fairies did to humans out of objects to sell. I’d be—

      “Don’t look so miserable, little human,” the fairy said in a honey-sweet voice that didn’t match the greed in his eyes. “I’ll take good care of you.”

      “I don’t need anyone taking care of me,” was what came out instead of that scream, and I wished I’d used my breath for something more useful, an attempt at bargaining for my life, my freedom. Instead, I’d wasted it on defiant nonsense.

      The threshold was less than a foot away, the fairy just across it, the frills of his sleeves dangling off the long arm he extended toward me—ready to capture his prize.

      No. Not yet. “My partner is in your house,” I managed to get out as I threw myself full force back against his restraints … and gained less than half an inch. “He’s delivering something.”

      The fairy cocked his head, assessing whether I was lying. “And who might your partner be?” A glance over his shoulder made me wonder if he was expecting someone to appear in the dark hallway behind him. “A fairy wouldn’t just leave their pet unattended on the street.”

      I gritted my teeth, sweat forming on my neck and forehead from the effort of withstanding the slow progress of his magical cage. In my mind, I went over anything useful that Zelia and Tristan might have told me. Anything that could give me an edge, but … nothing. Nothing but the standing of the Mages in Aceleau, the role they played for fairy nobility. The fairy’s hand closed around my forearm, drawing a breathless scream from my lips as I thrashed against the iron of his fingers. But he held fast.

      “He’s a Mage,” I gritted out.

      The fairy stopped dead, hand hovering midair as he released my arm, but his magic kept me locked in place.

      “He’s a Mage,” I repeated, breath shallow, and something flickered over the fairy’s face that didn’t let me guess anything good. But he dropped his hand, and I stumbled backward into a flowerbed when the magical grasp on my waist disappeared.

      I was still gathering my bearings when Tristan’s voice demanded from the doorway, “Isn’t it rude to pluck flowers in other people’s gardens without asking permission first?”

      I was so shocked to see him standing there, shoulder resting against the oak threshold where the fairy had stood a moment ago, that I forgot to hurl a sour comment at him. And Tristan, the Guardians save him, noticed my trembling the moment I tried to straighten—and landed with my ass on a bright yellow tulip.

      The smug expression on his face vanished, and he crossed the distance between us, hand reaching for me and pulling me up by the elbow. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded, legs wobbling as I tried to take a step away from him. His hand remained there, under my elbow, a steady presence as I gulped down one breath after another.

      “What happened?” He led me out of the flowerbed, away from the house, his gait deliberately slow, and his gaze was again troubled like a tossing ocean as it searched my face for some sort of indication of what had happened to me—my face first, then the rest of me, as if cataloguing injuries that weren’t there.

      “Didn’t you see him?” was all I could ask.

      His face iced over, concern wiped away by some anger that he smothered with a rub of his free hand over his features. “A fairy,” he concluded as if there was no other option about what could happen to an unwitting human in this city. “I shouldn’t have taken so long.”

      “You shouldn’t have,” I agreed, unable to help myself as my mortification turned into anger, and more than anything … exhaustion. He’d been faster at the second client’s house. In—drop off the potion—out. Even at the first client’s house, we’d been faster. But here—

      I glanced over my shoulder at the pale pink reflection of the sun in the broad facade of the building we were leaving behind, wondering what was different about this place that he’d granted its occupants so much time. But one question was burning on my tongue more than anything else.

      “What sway exactly do you hold in this city that a fairy is afraid of you?”

      Tristan averted his face. “I already told you that Mages have a sort of magic that is … beneficial to some of them.”

      Right. Potions and whatever else might help them get rid of political opponents. “And dangerous?”

      My feet were walking on their own accord, following Tristan’s solid grip on my elbow. I didn’t jerk out of his grasp, didn’t even consider it. In a city of fairy bastards who were out for humans to enslave, it seemed the broody man with his moods, who was even feared by fairies, was my safest option.

      “This is not the place to talk about specifics, San,” he let me know as he turned us into the boulevard, and I, for the first time, spied the entirety of the castle.

      An enormous gate, guarded by sentries on each side, yawned open like a maw threatening to swallow whole anyone who dared move too close.

      “Keep your head down,” he hissed as I craned my neck to take in the sheer dimension of the castle, the towers framing it on each corner. A fortress inside a fortified city of magic and mystery. My head snapped down at the urgency in his tone, and his grip on my elbow tightened as he pulled me along faster. “We’re taking a shortcut home,” was all he said as he dragged me into an alley, pace quickening as if an invisible danger were breathing down our necks.

      I didn’t complain as his fingers dug into my forearm, didn’t complain as I half-slipped on loose rocks when I struggled to keep up with his long strides, the shock from the fairy trying to force me into his house still fresh in my bones. So the city blurred around me as Tristan guided me past fairies of all sorts, steering me left and right to avoid their path when, before, he’d let them leap out of his way when he approached. He didn’t talk the rest of the way back to the Mages’ House, and with his silence, and the predators surrounding us, I’d never missed Jezuin more.
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      A few days passed. Tristan didn’t take me on further errands, which left me to peeling and cutting roots, stirring potions, and scrubbing the floor. Zelia had pointed out the importance of keeping the place clean—so we would leave a good impression with her clients, who were, as she’d phrased, used to “floating along marble plains.” I could see it when I tossed the murky water out onto the street after another round with the brush along the worn wooden boards. A few weeks ago, I would have found the thought of a place like this, with its cluttered shelves, its smells of spices, and steaming substances the purpose of which I didn’t know, abhorrent. There wasn’t a corner in the main room that wasn’t filled to the ceiling with little shelves and cupboards stuffed with books, vials, or candle stumps.

      It had stopped bothering me after witnessing over and over again that each of those things had their purpose, that they were pulled from those shelves on a regular basis and put to use—even if neither Zelia nor Tristan bothered to tell me the hows and whys of those little rituals they performed with the utensils. Neither did they share details about the flickering light of magic when they bestowed it upon potions and items with spells I didn’t understand.

      Tristan’s absence shone more than not. As if anxious to avoid me, he’d left the house after breakfast and returned late at night when I was too exhausted from a day of chores to hunt him down and pester him with my questions. He was up before me every morning, breakfast ready when I came downstairs, and hastily ate before he gathered his bag stuffed with that day’s deliveries and rushed out the door. Zelia normally emerged around noon, her purpled skirts in perfect condition and too fancy for the crooked place.

      I was bending over the table where Tristan had set me on the task of sorting a stack of books by title. I’d finished grinding dried herbs in the mortar and bottling them in small jars in preparation for whatever Zelia and Tristan were up to this afternoon. He’d merely asked for them to be ready by noon before he slipped out the door.

      Clicking footsteps announced Zelia’s arrival before she entered the room through the hidden door, face unusually cheerful. “Your first week is over,” she said by way of greeting, and something cold wrapped around my chest as I realized what that had to mean for my old life in Jezuin: By now, I’d have been officially buried, and Cyrill would be warming my throne with his tyrant ass.

      Zelia walked around the table to inspect my work. I’d done my best to split the leaves evenly in the jars just as Tristan had demonstrated, but the crumbs weren’t as equally sized as in his sample, and no matter how much I tried, they wouldn’t stick to the bottom of the glass the way they did in his.

      “I’ve seen worse work,” Zelia commented on the jar she selected and held up for inspection.

      The lack of scolding gave me the courage to ask, “What is it for?”

      Zelia didn’t look away from the jar. “Leenae leaf? It’s a plant native to the northwest of Askarea. If treated correctly, it can be used for healing potions.” She gave me a startlingly genuine smile. “But in this case, it’s for dessert.” She set down the jar next to the other seven of them and moved on to the stack of books I’d started sorting.

      Dessert. For eight people. I wondered who would visit this place to get homemade dessert, simultaneously trying to imagine how a couple of dried leaves could make a foundation for something sweet. Cezuxian desserts almost exclusively included fruit, nuts, or dough. I reined in my curiosity and followed Zelia’s gaze instead.

      “Have you read any of them?” She pointed at the stack of books she’d placed her flat hand on.

      “I wasn’t aware I was allowed to read them.” Indeed, between cleaning and brewing and cutting, it hadn’t crossed my mind to pick up a book and browse through it.

      “As part of your second week, you’ll read these.” She patted the stack then took a seat in her usual chair at the head of the table. “Tristan should be here any minute.” She pulled a piece of paper from her sleeve and unfolded it on the table, next to a vial of orange liquid. Her eyes wandered over the neatly scripted list in front of her. Then she reached into her pocket with one hand and murmured a few words. The vial seemed to glow for a moment as Zelia bestowed magic upon the potion inside, and I couldn’t help but marvel at the power even when I had no idea what she’d done or what the potion was for. “You’ll accompany him to collect more Leenae after lunch.”

      I recovered from witnessing her magic and registered her words.

      Out of the house. I was going to get out of the house again. My heart kicked into a wild gallop from excitement and dread. “May I ask a question?” It bothered me that I couldn’t demand information the way I could as a princess … but what were my options?

      “You can ask whatever you like.” Her lips were a thin, curved line that resembled a smile. “It doesn’t mean you’ll get any answers.”

      My shoulders hunched despite my efforts to hide my disappointment, and Zelia’s expression softened. “You should always try to get answers, San, even when they aren’t always satisfying.”

      Something about the way she sighed as she got to her feet and started sorting through a row of potions ready to deliver made her look like an ordinary human, and for a moment, I felt confident enough to try.

      “The fairies on the street… Why are they afraid of Tristan?”

      Zelia gave me a long measuring look. “He’s a Mage. That alone should be reason for anyone to fear him—human or fairy.”

      My memory conjured the image of Tristan’s eyes lighting up with power, fairies evading his path, how the mere mention of him seemed to have scared that male fairy away at the third client’s house.

      “He told me what happened, you know?” she turned and leaned against the mantle of the hearth where the fire was simmering in hues of orange and gold.

      “A couple of things happened,” I pointed out and wondered which one of them Tristan had taken the time to tell the Master Mage about when he hadn’t spent a second on sharing any more thoughts with me.

      “With Lady Whithee,” Zelia specified. She looked me over with vigilant eyes. “I knew there was something more about you than a common thief when Tristan hauled you in here that first day.”

      Lady Whithee. The curtsey.

      It makes all the difference, San.

      Tristan hadn’t deigned to tell me why it made a difference. Maybe Zelia would. “It seems Tristan is concerned with my manners.”

      “Oh, he’s concerned with a lot more than your manners,” Zelia noted and folded her arms as she continued studying me. “But he pointed out that with your court-trained grace, you may attract more attention than a normal Quarter Mage would.”

      I debated pushing her about it, but at the mention of it—“Why are your apprentices called Quarter Mages?”

      Zelia’s lips curved into a smile—a question she felt comfortable answering for once, it seemed. “Because you’re more of a Mage than you were before you signed the contract, and you’re not even half a Mage yet.” She paced to the stove where she picked up the pot of potatoes I’d cooked and carried it to the table. “You’ll be a Half Mage soon enough, and a Mage when the time comes.”

      I rolled over her words in my head. “What makes someone a full Mage? Is it the amount of magic they have?” Not that I had any idea how they even used that magic. Yes, I’d observed them mumbling spells over lit candles and as they stirred potions, but that didn’t make me any wiser when it came to how exactly their sort of magic worked.

      “It’s the amount of magic they can channel.”

      Channel. That was the first time someone explained anything since that initial talk with Tristan when he’d shared about Zelia’s ancestry. “Like the fairies?” I thought of the bandit who’d transported us through the lands at a whim, of the fairies I sometimes watched through the windows—and that male fairy who’d spooled me in with his invisible magic.

      Zelia merely shook her head. “While fairies are born with magic, humans can learn to wield it.” She reached into her pocket, extracted a small object, and let it dangle from a silver chain. “This is a Mage Stone. You will get one when you’re ready so you can perform your own magic.”

      The translucent stone swayed left and right on its tether, spraying sparkles of rainbow-light over the table, the floor, the forest of plants hanging from the ceiling. My hand lifted of its own volition at the magnetic pull the stone seemed to emit. “What does it do?”

      Zelia dropped it into her other hand, weighing it in her palm. “It contains magic retrieved as payment from fairies in exchange for my services.”

      “How?” was all I could ask as my eyes followed the hypnotic play of light on her skin, her face as she lifted her hand closer to examine the stone.

      “That’s not for you to know yet. For now, read. Observe. Learn. And maybe we can bring you along on Ret Relah.”

      “What’s Ret Relah?”

      Zelia smoothed her expression. “End of spring celebrations. The most important holiday in Askarea, cherished especially by the high fae.” Something in her tone made me suspect she didn’t particularly care for those high fae.

      “High fae?”

      “Fairies more humanoid than most creatures dwelling in Askarea.” She gave me a meaningful look. “In Aceleau, almost all fairies you encounter will be high fae. But the forests, the lakes, the mountains … they hold all sorts of surprises.” She braced her forearms on the table as she studied me. “I’m still curious how you made it to this city in one piece with all the dangers lurking out there.” Her eyes sparked, and for the first time, Zelia let on a bit of that Master Mage as she closed her fingers around the Mage Stone and it started glowing in her palm. “And some of the things out there are so powerful that even those dangers disappear between rocks and hide behind trees.”

      I had trouble not scrambling back from her. She wouldn’t hurt me … not after I’d signed a contract with her and entered her service. As for those dangers—

      “Either you spent all your wealth on convincing a merchant to bring you to Aceleau and then were stupid enough to wander off on your own, or you are one lucky girl not to have run into those creatures on your way here.” Was that accusation in her voice? Curiosity? Both? “Tell me, San, how exactly did you make it to this city unscathed?”

      Not unscathed, I wanted to say. I’d been injured when I arrived, but that wasn’t what she was referring to, and we both knew it. This was about who I was. “I guess I was lucky,” I settled on and picked up a bowl to ladle soup into.

      Zelia watched me serve her and myself, cunning glinting in her dark eyes.

      I tried to appear unfazed, but by the time I set down an empty bowl at Tristan’s place, my hand was trembling.

      “So you won’t tell me anything about your past?” she pressed, slowly leaning back in her chair.

      “There’s nothing much to tell when it’s a past better forgotten.” Ignoring my pounding heart, I picked up a spoon and started eating.

      Zelia chuckled softly. “Tristan was right. You might be of more use than I expected.”

      I didn’t ask what she meant, for the door opened, letting in a fresh breeze to stir the stuffy warmth of the house, and Tristan prowled inside, face set as he dropped his bag on the floor and sank into his chair.
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      When we left the house after a quiet meal, this time, Tristan prepared me for what lay ahead.

      “We stop by at Lady Whithee’s again. Since she’s seen you before, there is no reason for you to wait outside. Then we stop briefly by the servant entrance of the royal residence.” His eyes glossed over me as if he couldn’t stop himself from checking my reaction. As if I had any reason to react. “You’ll wait by the corner like last time.”

      That, however, made my entire body lock up. I’d do anything to keep from falling into the fingers of another fairy who thought they could take what they want. I wasn’t above begging him to let me stay with him.

      As if reading my thoughts, he tugged on my purple sleeve with nimble fingers. “No one will bother you, San. You’re wearing the color of the Master Mage, and I’ll be within sight. If anyone dares approach you, they’ll regret it.” His words sent an unfamiliar thrill through me. He’d protect me … protect me in a different way from how the palace guards had protected me in Jezuin. Different from the way Dimar had protected me from being killed. A determination solidified in his eyes as they met mine, one that had nothing to do with what role he played in this city, but something with the way his hand had enclosed mine when I’d cut my finger.

      A shudder of two sorts shook me awake from that fear that had been clamoring down on me since that night I’d slipped from my room in Jezuin, the last night I’d been with Eduin. The feel of his hands roving my body came a moment before the image of his empty gaze and cracked forehead sent my stomach into a surge of nausea. He’d brought me the news of what my father planned for me—the union with Cyrill Tenikos, my hand sold for power. He’d been my lover and my spy—and he’d been there for me at the wedding ceremony. Had been there to say goodbye. I hadn’t known it then, but I knew it now. And I’d been his death.

      “If anyone approaches you at the castle, incline your head and tell them you’re waiting for Mage Tristan to return,” he told me, effectively ripping me out of the haze of my thoughts. “San?”

      I realized only now that I’d stopped walking and he was facing me, his hand hot on my arm as he claimed my attention.

      “What’s wrong, San?”

      I shook my head at him. Whatever that brief moment before meant, whatever he thought to protect me from, Zelia’s words still lingered in my mind. Tristan was right. You might be of more use than I expected.

      More use. Use. And I’d thought I’d been smart to step into the Master Mage’s service, had seen a way to become a weapon so I could destroy Cyrill and those men who’d stabbed their way through my father’s court … through Eduin.

      “Let’s not let the lady wait.” I pushed my way past him and headed for the Whithee house I’d spotted at the end of the street, barely noticing the fairies and high fae giving Tristan a wide berth as he fell into step beside me and knocked on the door the way I’d seen him do the last time.

      “Whatever you do, don’t curtsey again,” he hissed a moment before the door sprang open, and the servant beckoned us inside.

      Today, Lady Whithee was out in the back garden, hand in lace gloves up to her elbows, tending to a rosebush. “What a pleasure.” She gave us a wide smile, eyes locking on Tristan’s face after she gave me a quick once over. “Did you bring it?”

      Tristan bowed at his waist exactly like last time, and I mimicked his gesture, earning a surprised look from the lady. “Nice of you to bring your Quarter Mage back,” she said to Tristan, who merely reached into his bag to extract the same potion he had at our first visit. I’d even helped him brew it. Its purpose, however, remained a secret.

      “She needs to get accustomed to Aceleau etiquette,” he explained, “and what better place to bring her than to your inspiring quarters.”

      Lady Whithee’s face lit up at the praise, and she dropped the branch she’d been cutting back with silver garden scissors for the benefit of collecting the vial from Tristan’s hands. “You’re always welcome in this home…” She let her words run out in a silent prompt for my name. Tristan shot me a forbidding look.

      Of course I hadn’t forgotten. Names held power in the fairylands. It was one of the first things I’d learned—right after that bandit had taken my belongings and, with them, all my chances of ever leaving this realm again.

      “You can call her Quarter Mage,” Tristan offered, his lips snapping back into a tight smile, which Lady Whithee returned with a cunning expression on her features.

      “Of course.” She turned to me. “Mage Tristan has been a welcome guest in this home from his very first day in the Master Mage’s service. Naturally, I want to extend the courtesy to his new Quarter Mage.”

      Something in the way Tristan’s mouth twisted told me that he didn’t want to deliberate on the nature of that invitation—or what it had meant for him. I merely inclined my head, forcing the rest of my body to remain locked in place when everything inside of me screamed for me to run, run, run.

      “I’m sure you’ll be a delightful change at Ret Relah.” Her eyes flicked to Tristan. “You must bring her.”

      Tristan pointed at the potion now in Lady Whithee’s hand, reminding the lady of the reason for our visit. “It is not up to us to decide, Lady Whithee.”

      She nodded and lifted a hand, placing it in Tristan’s palm, a flash of light passing between them, and Tristan’s other hand again wandered into his pocket where I suspected a Mage Stone to be housed.

      He conjured a grin onto his lips that made me wonder once more how he could turn from the cold broody man he’d been a moment ago in the street into this dashing young Mage who seemed to have no fear of these wicked creatures. “A pleasure doing business with you, Lady Whithee, as always.” He bowed again, and so did I. Then, he gestured for me to follow out the door.

      “Come by any time, Quarter Mage,” Lady Whithee called after us.

      Tristan’s hand found mine in the half-lit hallway on the way out.
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      “What is the nature of your relationship with Lady Whithee?” I eyed him from the side, wondering if his mask would slip, now that they’d left the fairy’s house behind them.

      Tristan shot me a grin so unnatural it made his features twist. “Jealous, San?” He dropped my hand as he turned the corner, and I followed, finally getting used to his urgent pace and no longer threatening to fall over my own feet as we rushed the corner.

      “I couldn’t care less if you tangle in the sheets with a fairy.” The words came out with more bite than I’d intended, and as his gaze met mine for a flicker of a moment, something in my stomach tightened the way it had whenever I was caught by Father’s sentries somewhere I wasn’t supposed to be. Not guilt, exactly, but the painful sense of being found out.

      I gnashed my teeth against the sensation.

      Tristan quirked his brows. “Then why ask?”

      “Because she has extended the same invitation to me, obviously.” We were halfway up the boulevard that led to the castle.

      At that, Tristan’s smile finally disappeared, leaving his features devoid of any tell about what was going on behind those blueish eyes. He slowed enough for me to be able to catch my breath and eventually transitioned into a stroll that allowed me to take a look at my surroundings—would have allowed for me to do it. But his gaze captured mine, and the mild afternoon breeze enveloped us, sweeping away the sound-carpet of the city. “You will do well to listen to me when I tell you that you cannot—cannot—ever follow such an invitation.” His eyes burned into mine with a new, unknown intensity. “No matter what they offer. No matter what they say and how they try to charm you.”

      His words skittered along my bones like claws of ice, taking my heart captive in their grasp. “Why?” I huffed, my voice a mere whisper as he stopped and faced me, ignoring the fairies, high fae, and those with horns, hooves, tails, or wings twisting out of their way to get around us.

      “Because you haven’t the slightest bit of magic to defend yourself, and it would be a pity to see you fall under their spell.”

      His broad form wavered as if he was going to lean closer, but he remembered himself and spun toward the castle, hand diving into his bag. “I won’t leave you alone longer than a minute. I promise,” he told me when we reached the square by the castle, and the looming walls swallowed our shadows.

      Not a castle, but a palace built of glimmering stone and set at the heart of a city by royalty who didn’t need a fortress to protect them. A symbol of power more than a place to hide from dangers.

      “Wait right there.” He pointed at the alcove under the watchtower on the corner, and I followed his direction, my stomach still uneasy from what his words had indicated about Lady Whithee’s invitation as my eyes tracked his swift gait toward a small door that I’d have missed had he not stopped there, and had it not opened and expelled a short, hooved fairy that held out his hand to receive the potion Tristan extracted from his bag.

      I would have continued surveying the exchange, would have never peeled my eyes off the Mage who could ensure my safety in this city, had it not been for the familiar sound of clopping horseshoes and a rolling carriage approaching across the square. Along the sides of the square, fairies and high fae alike were gathering, their colorful and elegant clothing forming a frame for the arrival of a gilded cabin carried by onyx wheels, which seemed to remain magically spotless. I’d seen such spectacles in Jezuin on a daily basis at our palace gates—had been part of them as the one riding in the carriage often enough to know this was the arrival of royalty.

      Only this was fairy royalty, and both Zelia and Tristan had warned me about the powerful magic creeping through high faes’ veins.

      The carriage came closer, pulled by four black, thick-maned horses, the driver not taking his eyes off the opening gates that freed the view on a blossoming courtyard. My heart picked up pace at the scent of spring flowers and honey wafting past me, lured me like a melody I could inhale. I was at the edge of the square now, not even noticing my legs had carried me between the fairy spectators, my mouth eager to taste the spring beckoning behind those walls, the intensity of it. The carriage was so close now that all I needed to do was lift my arm, and my fingertips would brush the golden carvings on the window frame.

      The window frame—

      The window—

      From behind the lace curtain covering the wide window, the outline of a man was visible, his broad shoulders turning as he seemed to be surveying the spectacle around his arrival—until his head jerked around, and for a moment, my blood stilled as I had the feeling of being watched.

      I was vaguely aware of voices around me, bodies shoving past as the carriage moved on, but the sensation didn’t subside, neither did the silence that had filled my head.

      It only receded when Tristan grabbed me by the shoulder and twisted me out of my petrification.

      “Have you lost your mind?” he complained and gestured at the carriage, which was disappearing behind closing castle gates. “I thought I told you to stay at the corner.”

      When I realized I’d crossed half the square, I didn’t have an excuse for how I’d ended up there other than my treacherous feet, which had carried me in the middle of a crowd able to rip me to shreds if it so pleased.
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      The mossy meadow cushioned our footsteps until they were nothing but whispers in the lush green of fairy spring. In front of me, Tristan’s bag dangled down his side, strap crossing his muscled back and bunching his shirt in places.

      After brooding over the events at the castle gates for a while, his mood seemed to have faded with every step farther we’d taken from the heart of the city. Maybe it had something to do with leaving the dangers it held behind to enter the whimsical nature spreading ahead of us. He’d rolled up his sleeves as we’d crossed through the gate out of the city, and that gloom over him lifted with the growing density of trees and bushes. A half-hour walk later, he’d stopped at the center of this meadow and scanned the edge of the forest ahead where thick-branched oaks and pines veiled its inhabitants in shadows.

      “We’ll find Leenae over there.” He gestured at the nearby stream that happily gurgled along a bit farther down the meadow. I was about to head right for where he pointed, ready to drag my heavy legs there and get it over with, when he cleared his throat. “We should take a break before we start. It’s been a long walk.”

      When I spun around to face him, he’d sat down in the grass, forearms braced on his pulled-up knees, and angled his head in silent request to join him. The look alone was enough to make my knees go weak … from exhaustion, I told myself. But something in his eyes told me that he’d noticed that slight wobble.

      “You look like you could use the rest.”

      “Not just me,” I bit at him, deciding that, for now, it was safer not to give away an inch of how much his silence on our way out here had affected me. Especially after the initial scolding. I hadn’t dared ask who’d been in that carriage, even though the words were still burning on my tongue. Fairy nobility—royalty, probably. Someone important.

      But not important enough for Tristan to tell me—or too important to share.

      The soft, flowery breeze ruffled my hair, floating loose strands of my braid. Tristan watched them like he’d never seen hair do that. He’d certainly seen a lot if he’d been with Zelia for ten years. I wondered what had brought him to Aceleau, who he’d run from.

      My story is none of your concern.

      Before I could muster the courage to ask again, he pulled a bundle of cloth from his bag and held it out for me. “You must be hungry.”

      I debated pointing out that I’d eaten soup for lunch at the same table he had, and if he couldn’t remember that I’d helped myself to seconds and thirds, he certainly didn’t have a right to act like an observant, considerate Mage now. But my hands took the bundle from his, and my heavy legs decided on their own accord that it was time to sit. So I sat before I could sway and drop to the ground like a cut-down puppet, and folded my legs before I unfolded the cloth to extract a piece of apple tart.

      Despite being slightly squashed from sitting in Tristan’s bag, it looked delicious, smelled like caramelized apples. My mouth watered, all tension forgotten as I lifted it to my lips, and anticipated the explosion of flavors on my tongue.

      Tristan’s soft chuckle gave me pause, and my eyes wandered to the side, tart remaining in place, and found his lips curved upward in a smile very different from the one he’d given Lady Whithee.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked over the tart, mouth brushing the crumbled edge where bits of apple threatened to fall out.

      Tristan’s gaze followed the flick of my tongue as I caught the sugary trail on my lower lip, lingering there with a hunger that had nothing to do with the food in my hands. My skin prickled at the sudden awareness of how alone we were in this meadow, of the absence of colorful fairies and the threat that they presented.

      For a long moment, his clear gaze held me captive as it wandered back to my eyes, a million questions swirling there, and a hint of that power of his. I fished for words … anything that I could say to him that would ease the tension tightening my stomach, my core.

      But Tristan cleared his throat and gestured at the tart. “You should eat before it falls apart. I spent quite some resources on acquiring it.”

      “You didn’t have to.” It was true. He didn’t.

      He shrugged. “That first day in the market, I saw you at the stand with the caramelized apples. I saw the look on your face when you realized you couldn’t have them … something more than just disappointment … a whole story.” He studied me as if he could read that story from my features now, as if I was nothing other than one of those books Zelia’d given me to learn from. “I know it’s not a caramelized apple, but it’s the next best thing. And I thought that maybe … maybe you’d like it.” He pursed his lips as if bracing himself for a blow, for rejection.

      Something in my chest closed up at the sight of the powerful Mage from whom even fairies bolted so … unsure.

      I merely inclined my head and took a bite, and I could have sworn Tristan’s eyes brightened as I hummed my approval at the nuances of sweet and sour mingling on my tongue.

      “I used to eat caramelized apples all the time when I was a child,” I told him between two bites, offering up a bit of myself at this small kindness he’d shown me. “Until my father forbade it.”

      “Why did he forbid it?”

      I pondered how much I could tell him, what level of detail would give away too much of my origin. “He didn’t want his daughter eating commoner food.” It was the truth—and applied to most wealthy Cezuxians.

      He raised an eyebrow. “I doubt that stopped you from finding ways to get your hands on them.”

      A startled chuckle broke from me. “What makes you think that?”

      “Besides the obvious … I’ve learned enough about wealthy people to know they find ways to get what they want.” There was more conviction in his words than I felt comfortable with.

      “The obvious?” I prompted and took another bite so I wouldn’t wind up in a tirade about how, despite my wealth, my status in the Kingdom of Cezux, in the end, it hadn’t mattered what I wanted.

      “Smart women find ways around useless constraints.” He gave me a conspiratorial look. “And you strike me as smart.”

      His surprising compliment stunned me out of a response, and with the way the sparkle in his eyes suggested smart was not the only thing he thought when he looked at me, I strained to believe I could make a smart impression at all.

      I took another bite of tart, and while I was still struggling for words, Tristan laid back in the grass, folding his arms behind his head.

      “My father wasn’t around to forbid eating caramelized apples.” There was no emotion in his voice now, no smile on his lips, and I wondered what this man had gone through, what had happened to him that drove him into the service of the Master Mage.

      It wasn’t my place to ask—the same way he was no longer asking me about my past.

      Tristan crossed an ankle over his knee, squinting as he gazed up at a flock of clouds drifting by, so at odds with the man who’d dragged me through the streets of Aceleau. A golden shimmer set his hair aglow where rays of sun caressed it. He closed his eyes, his muscled chest rising and falling in a long, sighed breath as if he were purging himself of all thoughts.

      Without his attention on me, I allowed my gaze to wander the powerful lines of his torso, the tan skin over his collarbones where he’d left the top button of his shirt open. The arc of his throat, and his face… I’d never taken a long enough look at his face to notice the perfect symmetry of his features, relaxed now as he seemed to be enjoying the afternoon light.

      “I haven’t done this in too long,” he murmured drowsily as if he were about to doze off.

      “What?”

      His lips quirked at my prompt, and something about the way he didn’t bother to open his eyes made me wonder how much power he truly held if he could close one of his human senses to our fairy surroundings. How much danger there truly was.

      “Taken a nap.” One of his hands swept over the grass to pat the spot beside him. “You should try it. Works wonders.”

      It would have been a lie to say the thought wasn’t inviting … simply close my eyes and rest. Rest at the side of a Mage who fairies would think twice before approaching. And for the first time, I realized how … safe I felt with Tristan. Despite the secrets, despite the mysteries. Safe was the word that had me finishing my apple tart and hopping to my feet because, if I gave in to that sense of safety, lying beside him might not have been enough. I might have rested my head on his chest to hear his steady heartbeat. To find a moment of peace in this world of danger and wonder where Sanja Zetareh Lazar slowly … slowly ceased to exist.

      “You can sleep while I search for Leenae plants,” I offered, but Tristan had already sat up, sleepiness wiped away by a guarded expression that didn’t vanish when he shook his head.

      “You’ve only seen the dried leaves so far.” He prowled ahead, aiming for the enormous trees at the seam of the forest. “We don’t want to risk you plucking anything poisonous.”

      “Are there a lot of poisonous plants in the fairy realm?”

      Tristan shrugged. “It depends on who you feed them to.” And the man who’d offered me a piece of himself was gone, replaced by the broody Mage who’d scolded me for getting close to the carriage, the one who’d dealt with the high fae lady and had called me out for my curtsey.

      Almost stumbling over my own feet, I followed him to where the grass grew higher and watched him pluck a leaf from a lush green stem. He held it out for me. “Leenae is perfect for healing potions. You can find it near oaks mostly, like here by the forest.” He gestured to the ground where thumb-sized plants were sprouting like a carpet of darkest emerald. “In order to brew a potion from it, you need to boil the leaves with a special type of stone salt.” He gathered up a couple more plants and stuffed them in his bag while he rambled on, “Healing magic is the first one you should master. To do so, you don’t need a Mage Stone—I assume Zelia has already told you what a Mage Stone is. If not, a Mage Stone is an object to store ma—”

      “To store magic, I know,” I interrupted him. “But I have no idea how exactly that storing works.”

      Tristan looked up from where he crouched at the foot of an oak, fingers around another Leenae, and angled his head. “You’ll learn in time, San.”

      I bestowed him with a frown. I wanted to learn now, wanted to feel that power that could bring down Cyrill, wanted to pave my path back to my Jezuin. But—

      I smoothed my expression, pulling out one of the court-trained smiles that had worked wonders with drawing information out of Eduin long before he’d ever warmed my bed. “Maybe you could show me.”

      “Show you what?” He took in my expression with mild bewilderment.

      “Some of that magic.” Even if I’d seen him use it in rituals, or when he’d received payment from our clients, I hadn’t really seen the magic.

      He sat back on his haunches, running his fingers over the little blue blossoms scattered between the green. “Magic isn’t something to be wasted without cause,” he told me with a crooked smile that touched his eyes, and in this moment, Tristan felt more real than I’d ever experienced him.

      Maybe it had been wrong of me to ask, had been wrong to try to rush things. “I understand.” I kept my own smile in place a moment longer before it faltered … and Tristan’s with it.

      “Close your eyes,” he said and waited until I reluctantly lowered my eyelids. And I wouldn’t have done it, had I not seen that different, that real Tristan who existed beneath the broody mask.

      A light wind kissed my face, a bird chirped in a nearby tree, and the metal buckles of Tristan’s bag clinked beside me.

      “Leave them closed,” he ordered when I was about to peek. The sounds of his movements wove into the rustling of leaves and cracking of twigs, and I was beginning to wonder if he was just joking with me, enjoying that I had listened to him and was silently waiting instead of prompting him for information, when he said, “Open your eyes.”

      So I did.

      He was standing in front of me with a bouquet of white roses in his hands and wearing a smile on his lips that made my breath catch.

      “I thought magic wasn’t to be wasted.” I slid a fingertip over the blossoms, their velvety touch caressing my skin.

      Tristan’s eyes turned serious as he gazed at me over the flowers, even when his lips remained that sensuous curve. “I don’t think it’s wasted when it is for you.”

      Words failed me so thoroughly that, for a moment, I believed I’d lost speech. Magic—he’d made those roses for me with magic.

      Yes, in Jezuin, I’d gotten flowers all the time, but in front of the entire court, a gift for the princess to please her father. Never behind closed doors. Never when it didn’t serve an ulterior purpose to impress the king or ask a favor.

      But this … this man—this powerful Mage had wasted his earned magic, here in this abandoned meadow where no one could witness, to make flowers for me. For a runaway Quarter Mage who hadn’t even given him her true name.

      Tears were burning behind my eyes, but I swallowed them, forced them back.

      Tristan studied my silent struggle, flowers raised between us, waiting for me to say something … do something. And when I didn’t—

      “You don’t like them,” he concluded, and one of those tears did escape my eye after all.

      “That’s not it.” I reached out to take the bouquet from his hands, but he didn’t let go, leaving my fingers resting on the thornless stems right above his own.

      “What is it then?” He held onto the flowers, staring at that inch between our hands as if he was only noticing it now.

      I took a steadying breath.

      “Has no one ever given you flowers? I thought that was common among Cezuxian nobles.” Of course, he was still assuming I was that. But—

      “Of course.” I slid my hands upward until I cupped the blossoms in my palms. “But not like that.” Not flowers for me.

      He gave me an inquisitive look. “There must have been a special someone—”

      “But he never gave me flowers.” I cut myself off before I could mention a name that would give away who I was, even when my blood screamed at me to tell him, to confide in him, to trust him.

      But this was Askarea, and I was on the run. Then why did it bother me that the light left Tristan’s eyes and he turned back to the carpet of Leenae?

      I pursed my lips.

      Tristan inclined his head. “I understand,” was all he said as he let go of the bouquet, leaving it a flowery weight in my palms.

      And maybe it was the disappointment he was hiding as he examined the Leenae leaves under his fingers. Maybe it was the way he appeared as alone in that moment as I’d felt those past weeks, but something stirred in me that drove the words out of my mouth before I could overthink them.

      “Even if I never loved him, it pains me that he’s dead.”

      At that, Tristan looked up, his features more beautiful in the grave expression they were holding. “I’m sorry, San. Truly, that you had to lose him … even when you didn’t love him.” I was about to gloss over the tears pricking in my eyes with a useless comment when he added, “And even when you didn’t love him, he should have given you flowers, anyway.” He gave me a look as if he were going to say something more, but before the tears could spill or my story could break loose from my tongue, he dropped his open bag on the ground between us and dug his fingers into the greenery. “Let’s get to work.”
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      We collected Leenae, wordless, side by side, until his bag was full and the sun was climbing behind the trees in the west, and while Tristan’s silence seemed to be that of a focused Mage, my own silence felt more like a caged, awkward beast. Only when my back ached from bending and my hands had adopted a mildly green sheen did Tristan call it a day and lead the way back to the city.

      As I followed him through meadows and along narrow paths, I couldn’t help frowning at his back, wondering with every new turn, with every time he slowed and accelerated, if he’d felt it there, for a moment, the thin connection of two people who’d left behind a life that no longer belonged to them.

      And every time words collected on my tongue, I swallowed them. I grasped the roses a little harder, wondering if it would be safer to simply drop them and forget he’d ever given them to me, but whenever I loosened my fingers, his words came back in a flash. Even when you didn’t love him, he should have given you flowers, anyway.

      When I surveyed our surroundings to distract myself, the supple greens of grass and leaves swayed with a light wind, blossoms floating atop like sea foam. There was nothing amiss. No fairies peeking from behind tree trunks, no bandits lurking behind bushes.

      I was surprised Tristan hadn’t warned me about the horrors awaiting us outside the city.

      He hadn’t once looked back as he strode along like this was his land as much as the fairies’.

      “I thought Askarea was dangerous for humans,” I noted when the silence became unbearable.

      “Not when you’re with me.” The way he said it left no room for doubt.

      “And when I’m not with you?” The day would come when I’d go collect herbs on my own, I assumed. He’d had to have done it as well when he’d been a Quarter Mage. Or had Zelia accompanied him? Had there been another Mage to train him when she was unavailable?

      “Then you’d best not get out here.” Now, he did glance over his shoulder, a stern warning in his eyes. “You cannot go anywhere without me.”

      “Or Zelia,” I corrected.

      He nodded. “Or Zelia. But as Master Mage, she has a lot of obligations. Your training isn’t top of the list.”

      Well, that was encouraging.

      “However, she requested your presence tomorrow night.”

      “What’s tomorrow night?” It couldn’t be worse than plucking Leenae with Tristan while desperately trying to ignore his pretty fingers combing through the plants. My face heated, and I was glad that he was walking three steps ahead.

      “You’ll see soon enough.”

      And that was that.
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      Tomorrow night was what the Leenae-based dessert was for, I learned upon arrival with a silent Tristan at the Mages' House, where Zelia was awaiting us with the large table cleaned off and a pan of roast vegetables.

      Her usual fancy clothes were hidden beneath an apron, grizzled hair mildly askew, and a dishcloth was dangling from her shoulder.

      “Go freshen up,” Zelia ordered me, shooting a curt glance at the flowers in my hands, while Tristan was about to unload his bag on the empty wooden surface.

      Exhausted from the long day, I didn’t object, but dragged myself up the crooked stairs to the top level while, in the main room, the Leenae leaves rustled across the table under Tristan’s fingers.

      “I hope you were successful,” Zelia said to him in a low voice. “We got a request from the palace for more Elixir of Spirits.”

      “For the king?” Tristan wanted to know. “Are you going to follow the request this time?”

      A pause and more rustling. “You know what will happen if I don’t.”

      A chair scraped over the floor, and Zelia’s ankle boots clicked near the bottom of the stairs. I ducked out of sight into the hallway to my room.

      “You think he’d send them here?” Tristan asked, and it may have been the tight knot in my stomach, but I could have sworn fear coated his voice.

      “We can’t be certain what he’ll do—or won’t,” Zelia responded, the shuffling of paper cushioning her words. “And with her here … we truly cannot afford for them to come.”

      “We can’t afford for her to be here tomorrow night, either,” Tristan pointed out, and I wondered what it was that should happen tomorrow night, who those desserts were meant for. Eight desserts for eight people. So if Zelia and I were supposed to be there, and Tristan … five others would come. And judging by the concern in Tristan’s voice, I’d better find an excuse to make myself scarce even when I was dying to know, to be let in on the secrets the two Mages shared.

      A second chair moved. “The prince arrived in his carriage today when we were delivering the potion,” Tristan murmured so low that I could barely make out the words.

      “By the Guardians, did he see her?” Zelia’s hiss of shock sent a shiver through my body.

      Tristan’s response must have been silent because Zelia’s following curse was anything but enticing.

      “I left her at the corner for not even two minutes,” Tristan defended himself. “How should I have known he’d choose exactly that time to make an entrance.”

      Zelia murmured something noncommittal.

      “I can’t be sure if he saw her. By the time I noticed she was gone, she was already standing in the crowd in the square before the gates.”

      “Doing what?” Fear now filled Zelia’s words.

      “She was about to touch the carriage like only a human fool would,” Tristan cursed, and shame filled me from top to bottom as I realized that, with all the warnings, with every time Tristan had told me to be careful, to stay put, to not talk to a fairy, I’d been a human fool, and this man in the carriage had been a fairy prince.

      The shock didn’t leave me until a too-cold shower later, but I was too tired to care. I headed straight to bed, not bothering to give them a reason to scold me. Tristan had made his point in the afternoon—and again with Zelia. What I needed was a good night’s sleep so I could brace myself for whatever would come tomorrow night.
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        * * *

      

      Zelia, I found out the next day, had decided I wasn’t going to join the party after all, which left Tristan with the awkward task of uninviting me after he’d already told me Zelia wanted me there. I didn’t confront him about what I’d overheard in the hallway, and he didn’t bring it up. Instead, he offered a lame excuse of official Mage business and unexpected circumstances.

      I didn’t contradict him. I’d lain awake all night, devouring one of the books I’d been assigned, and tried to figure out who those people were neither Zelia nor Tristan wanted me to meet. So when Tristan gave me a meek apology, I quickly nodded and returned to my reading where I’d curled up in one of the armchairs near the shelves.

      But instead of leaving, Tristan perched on the armrest of the second chair and picked up another book from my stack. “It’s been a while since I’ve read those.” He browsed through the yellowed pages, a faint smile on his lips.

      “Ten years ago?” I remembered Zelia’s words—and the look on Tristan’s face when she’d shared how long he’d been in her service.

      “I didn’t become a Quarter Mage until a year after she picked me off the street.”

      When I lowered my book, he was eyeing me over his. “You lived on the street?”

      He shrugged. “Not every child has the luxury of having parents available to feed them and house them.” Luxury like you. He didn’t need to add the words for me to read them in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry.” And I was.

      For a long, silent moment, I thought he was going to leave it at that, but he slid down into the chair, draping his arm over the side, and closed the book. “I meant it when I said it, you know? The opportunity you were served.”

      I remembered too well that first day when I’d refused to eat breakfast for fear of having to be in his debt. You really don’t see what opportunity you were served. He’d been right. I hadn’t seen it then. But I saw it now.

      A smile tugged on his lips. “I had to work harder to be granted the same.” When I raised an eyebrow in question, he merely shook his head and reached into his pocket to retrieve a shining silver coin. “You might not be able to pay in magic just yet, but that doesn’t mean you can’t buy yourself a caramelized apple every now and then.” I hadn’t found my words when he placed the coin on top of my book and got to his feet. My “thank you” was received with a wave of his hand over his shoulder as he headed for the door.

      “I’ll take you to the market soon,” he promised before he left, bag in hand and that face he always wore when he left falling back into place.
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        * * *

      

      Zelia arrived from her own errands in the afternoon, a basket over her arm and a grim expression on her face.

      I lowered my brush to the floor where I’d been kneeling after procrastinating cleaning for the benefit of devouring Zelia’s books—mostly about plants and their use in potions—and got to my feet. “Is everything all right?”

      She gave me a long look before she set down the basket on the table. “I told Tristan to help you clean,” she said instead of responding to my question.

      “He hasn’t returned.”

      “I can see that.” She rummaged in the basket and extracted a heap of purple cloth and a vial. The grimness in her face didn’t ease.

      “I’ll be done before your guests arrive.” A look at the half-done floor was enough to tell me I probably wouldn’t.

      Zelia merely shook her head, pocketing the vial. “Don’t worry.” She left her hand in her pocket where I knew her Mage Stone had to be stored and snapped the fingers of her other hand.

      Light flashed around her, and a moment later, the room sparkled like it had been polished from floor to ceiling. Even the brush in my hands was clean. Before I could stupidly ask how she’d done it, she gave me a smile—“Magic”—and strode for the hidden door.

      I stifled a groan of exasperation. Why hadn’t they done that to begin with? If it was that easy—

      “Before you ask…” Zelia halted on the threshold. “It takes quite a bit of magic to do that, too much to do it on a regular basis.” Her face softened when she assessed how I was clutching the clean brush. “My family hadn’t become the most powerful Mages in all of Askarea by spending every ounce we gathered on commodities. You can compare it to saving silver in the human lands.”

      That made sense, but—“Family.” I hadn’t seen a family in the days I’d been here.

      “Family in the definition that my ancestors were miserly bastards who knew how to build a fortune. And since they’re all dead, I like to think of everyone who lives in this house as family. You could call me a quirky aunt if you’d like. And Tristan … I don’t know … an older brother perhaps?” The hint of a sheepish grin on her lips was real even when her mood hadn’t changed. She gestured at the main room. “Since it’s already clean, you may as well spend your time on reading some more. I’m pleased with your progress.”

      I was about to thank her, but thought better. “What progress? I haven’t even attempted to do magic,” I pointed out, wondering how open, how direct I could be with the Master Mage before she’d feel like I was taking up too much of her valuable time.

      Zelia inclined her head. “You will. But until then, Mage Tristan has the task of supervising your chores. Maybe something good will come of it.”

      Again, I was about to let it go, but the way she said it—“What do you mean, something good?”

      Zelia gave me a meaningful look. “He hasn’t necessarily been a happy man these past years,” she said, words so heavy with subtext that I could almost see them drip from the air and splatter on the impeccable floor. “It’s nice to see him smile for a change.” She stepped over the threshold and began closing the door. “Make sure to stay up in your room when our visitors arrive tonight,” she said before the lock clicked, and I was again alone … with my thoughts, with my time, with my life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Back against the armoire, I was sitting on a pillow in the corner under the window where the slanted ceiling met the wall. With Zelia’s magical cleaning support, I had nothing but time on my hands, and I used it, as the Master Mage had suggested, to learn more about herbs and spices used in potions. As expected, Leenae was in almost every healing potion. I’d read the name so many times that my mind grew bored, and I browsed the book for something more useful in bringing down my husband than a concoction to remedy the body or the mind.

      I flipped through the pages going by alphabet at first, reading about berries of all sorts—poisonous ones that worked wonders for hangovers if applied in minimal amounts and mixed, of course, with Leenae leaves. From the open window, the now familiar sounds of the streets drifted in on a warm breeze. I got to my feet to watch the busyness of the day.

      Two horned fairies were chatting as they clopped along, their human upper bodies clad in spring colors. A tall high fae female left the house across the alley in a rush, peeking over her shoulder at the group of winged fairies strolling along. A perfectly normal day, I thought, and it struck me how different my normal had become.

      Earthen bowls had replaced gilded porcelain. Instead of sweeping over polished marble with gauzy skirts in the grand hall of the palace in Jezuin, I now got my hands dirty, scrubbing off the grime of a Mage’s chipped hardwood floor. And I wasn’t unhappy. Not at all. Just … lonely

      A knock on the door interrupted my spiraling. “Come in,” I called and placed the book on the stack on the nightstand before I smoothed my hair back—a habit from my former life, not useless like princessly curtseys and the knowledge of how to wear a tiara.

      Tristan entered with a tray in his hands and a crease between his brows. “Dinner,” he explained. “So you don’t need to come downstairs.”

      He set it down beside the books and straightened, looking between me and the door as if debating whether he should leave. He’d exchanged his usual tight-fitted purple shirt for a white one, and the contrast it made with his tan face made it hard to look anywhere but at him.

      “Thank you,” I got out, my throat a bit dry. The coin he’d given me weighed heavy in my pocket.

      “Stay in your room tonight,” he repeated Zelia’s words, but from his lips, they sounded less like an order than a warning.

      He reached behind him to close the door before he measured me with a pensive look.

      “Are they really that bad?” I tried. Maybe he’d tell me something. After all, he’d opened up to me about his past—if only a little.

      “Our guests?” As if he needed to ask what I meant.

      I nodded anyway.

      He considered for a few long breaths and must have found something in my face that made him speak. “In Aceleau, social status is everything, especially to the high fae. When the Crow War ended over a hundred years ago, Zelia’s ancestors took on the habit of inviting powerful fairies of all kinds once a month. An alternating group so it wouldn’t become a privileged circle, but a way of feeling out what’s going on in this city—and in the territories beyond it.”

      I’d never heard of the Crow War. Surely something purely fairy that hadn’t affected the human lands, or we’d have heard about it at the palace. Wars, no matter where in Eherea they took place, were of utmost importance. Often they shuffled the cards and brought new players onto the field, and if a kingdom wasn’t careful, it might find itself with a vacant throne.

      Cyrill’s face flashed in my mind, and I decided it didn’t even need a war to accomplish that—at least, not the open sort.

      “Tonight,” Tristan went on, “we have high-profile guests. It’s best if you’re not there to distract them.”

      “Distract them from what?” I couldn’t help but ask.

      “You’ll be safe up here,” he said as if that was explanation enough.

      “Safe from what?” He didn’t know what I’d overheard, but after everything that had happened on our errands in the city—

      “Let’s put it this way: It should have been easy for you to avoid conversation with fairies in the streets of Aceleau when we visited our clients, and yet you almost got yourself captured by a fae lord and drew the interest of Lady Whithee. Not to mention what you did by the royal residence.”

      “I didn’t do anything by the royal residence.” At least, not consciously.

      “That’s the thing, San. You don’t even realize what lure you have for those fairies.” His expression turned serious, the same as in the meadow. “You don’t realize what they see when they look at you?”

      “Why don’t you tell me so I know, once and for all, what risk I’m at? It might save us a lot of trouble in the future.” I was this close to snapping at him.

      He sighed through his nose. “You are—” He stumbled on the words, stopped, mouth open as if there was more that he wouldn’t … couldn’t speak. He shook his head, and I half-turned, wondering what he’d do if I kicked him out of my room. Would he go? Would he be glad to do so, free of my interrogations? Or would it feel like a punishment?

      Tristan took a step closer, his gaze following mine to where the bouquet of roses he’d given me was sitting in a jar on the floor beside the bed.

      “You kept them.” He reached for my hand and cradled it between his fingers for a brief moment. “If it helps, dinner would be more bearable with you around,” he murmured and brushed a fingertip over my palm, the touch leaving a trail of heat in its wake. My gaze flicked back to his, and as he lifted my hand to his lips and kissed my fingertips, I found in his eyes an answer to the heat that was now pooling between my legs. “Promise me you’ll stay up here.”

      He didn’t wait for my response as he let go and retreated from the room.
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      I’d been able to tune out the voices downstairs that violated my tossing, elusive sleep while the chill night air drifted in through the open window, caressing my sweaty forehead. But the words Tristan had spoken mere hours before wouldn’t leave my head, stronger than the murmuring in the main room where I couldn’t make out a single word.

      That’s the thing, San. You don’t even realize what lure you have for those fairies.

      He’d so gloriously avoided telling me yet again what that lure was—other than my being human.

      You don’t realize what they see when they look at you?

      Maybe it was time to find out, to ask one of the fairies rather than him or Zelia, who’d mastered evasiveness.

      After eating the small feast he’d brought up on the tray, I’d spent the rest of the evening reading and glowering at the roses as if they could answer in his stead.

      Promise me you’ll stay up here.

      Wisely enough, I hadn’t promised. I’d debated breaking that non-promise, had been about to sneak from my room and eavesdrop on the assembly. But something—call it common sense or a healthy portion of fear of the unknown—kept me sitting tight.

      Until the voices grew loud enough for me to make out fragments of a conversation.

      “…hasn’t been safe in years,” a deep voice claimed, earning sounds of agreement.

      “At least, not for a human,” Zelia cut through.

      Chairs were shifted, swallowing up more of the conversation

      “We’ve been waiting long enough,” a third voice threw in. “It’s time to do something.”

      “We’ve already risked too much,” the deep voice cut in.

      Wordless sounds of objection filled the house, and I was about to get up and crack open the door so I could hear better when the bang of the front door tore through the room, shaking through the stairwell and the window.

      As if struck by lightning, I hopped out of bed and quickly padded to peek out onto the street where a tall figure in a dark cloak stormed down the moonlit alley without a look back.

      Downstairs, the voices had fallen silent.

      Curiosity overtook all caution as I drifted toward the door, eager to pick up anything that would indicate what had been going on.

      One step and another, and I was out in the hallway. My footsteps cushioned by the thick carpet rolling along the crooked length toward the stairs, I made my way closer, closer. The smell of roast meat and dried herbs enveloped me alongside the smoke of incense.

      The creaking of a floorboard in the main room froze me to the spot, and I shivered in my nightgown.

      “Should I go after him?” Tristan offered, his voice laced with a sort of violence I’d never noticed.

      “He’s not a danger,” Zelia responded as chairs scraped over the floor once more. “At least, not yet.”

      “If he goes to the king with this—” another one pointed out, only to be interrupted by a fourth voice, “We’ll hunt him down before it comes to that.”

      Tristan murmured something too low for me to catch, and the room fell silent all over again.

      I made it all but two quiet steps back before the Mage appeared before me, his eyes, level with mine even though he was standing two stairs below me, flaring with ire.

      It was an effort not to bleat like cattle as he approached by another step, then another, silently herding me toward my room. I backed away, hand trailing the paneled wall so I wouldn’t stumble, until I groped the door.

      Tristan didn’t stop until we were inside the room, his powerful body blocking my view of the low-lit hallway. He closed it, gaze commanding me to hold my tongue.

      The door clicked shut, and the tension in his body loosened for a beat before his gaze fell on my bare shoulders, the thin straps of my nightgown. I felt instantly naked with only the thin cotton layer to cover my curves. “Didn’t I tell you to stay in your room?” he hissed and a shiver ran up my spine all over again as the ire turned into something different, something more primal as his gaze roved my body. “You weren’t going to come downstairs in this, I hope.” Disbelief dripped from every whispered word—disbelief and a heat that made me study muscles in his neck and shoulders as he rolled them.

      “There was—” I started. “I thought—” I didn’t know what exactly I’d thought, other than that I wanted to know what was happening, that I saw one of the guests leave in rage and—

      Concern—for him, I realized. That something might happen to him with all those dangerous creatures in the house. I tucked the thought aside for a moment when I wasn’t startled out of my wits by his stealthy approach, the power leaking from every inch of his body.

      “There was nothing for you to think.” Command laced his whisper as he stared me down. “They can’t see you. Don’t you understand?”

      I didn’t balk. “You’ve taken me through the city several times, putting me on full display. I don’t know what’s different now.”

      Tristan’s hands balled into fists. “That was before he saw you.” The ire burned for one more second before it guttered.

      “Who?”

      He rubbed his neck. “The prince, San. The prince saw you.”

      Despite having no specifics about what that meant, his fear filling the room like a presence of its own was enough to make me back away a step.

      Tristan’s breath rushed from him in a gust. “If you think the fae lord was dangerous, you have no idea what a fae prince is capable of.”

      Again with those non-specifics. “It might be easier for me to be on guard if I knew what that meant.”

      Tristan sighed.

      “Tell me,” I demanded. “Tell me so I can do something to help. So far, I’m being told to stay hidden, that it’s not time to learn more about things. But where I come from, information has been key to survival. It would surprise me if it was different here.”

      He measured me with those narrowed eyes as if making up his mind. “Zelia doesn’t want you to leave the house alone, and that’s because you can’t use magic to defend yourself the way we can. But she’s not the only one who cares if something happens to you.”

      For a moment, we stared at each other, each breath building new words he wouldn’t speak, new questions I wouldn’t ask.

      “So teach me,” I requested. “Teach me to defend myself. Teach me anything useful.” Anything that would save my life in this city—and the lives of my people when I returned to Cezux to face Cyrill.

      In a movement so fast I didn’t see it coming, Tristan’s hand locked around my wrist, tugging me closer until I collided with his front. Hard muscle flexed against my chest and stomach, making my body go taut.

      “I can’t … teach you, San,” he bit out, his brows furrowing in frustration. “At least, not yet.” His fingers released my arm, wandering up to cup my cheek instead. “But I can protect you.” His words, rumbling in his chest, reverberated through me—awakened a part of me that I hadn’t felt since the last time I’d been tangled in Eduin’s arms.

      But I couldn’t think of the courtier, of his unseeing eyes when Cyrill’s men had stabbed him. I needed to forget, break free from this petrification that came with the images of my wedding. Needed to forget the danger I’d escaped and the new danger I’d stumbled into.

      My hand snapped up to clutch the lapel of Tristan’s jacket, tugging in quiet demand. “I don’t need protecting.”

      A shuddering breath ran through him, and when I shoved my hand against his chest, Tristan yielded. He yielded with that anger and frustration tearing at his features, his eyes intent on mine. “What do you need, San?”

      His question travelled along my skin, taunting me to not think at all, to not wonder if one day I’d be able to leave these walls and not glance over my shoulder for fairies ready to use me, enslave me, rip me apart, or whatever else they did—Tristan hadn’t gone into specifics even when his reactions had told me enough of the danger the fairies presented, when I’d experienced myself how one fairy bandit could take everything I had to bargain with and drive me into this … this desperate place where I hoped that magic would save me, that it would give me what I needed to save my people.

      “I need to—” I paused, gathering my thoughts—couldn’t find them.

      “Tell me, San.” His words were a rush of air on my face as he leaned down, back against the door, arms at his sides as he waited for me to make up my mind.

      In my throat, my heart was hammering like a wild drum, summoned by the restrained hunger slowly replacing the ire on Tristan’s face. And for a moment, this crooked house, the refuge it had become … they ceased to exist.

      The scent of salt and spices tickled my nose, and I had to tip my head back so I wouldn’t bury my face in his chest, wouldn’t allow myself to get lost in him. “I need a good night’s sleep and someone who doesn’t shy away from telling me the truth,” I murmured, half forgetting the fairies downstairs who weren’t supposed to know I was here.

      His eyes were still searching mine when my words registered, and the conflict vanished from his face, leaving some sort of resolve in its wake—and a tug on his lips.

      “I knew you were too smart to let me distract you,” he said, using his normal voice once more as he slid out from between me and the door. “At least, not for long.”

      I gave him an incredulous look.

      “But it was worth a try. Now our guests are gone, and you can no longer sneak up on them to eavesdrop—and put yourself at risk by doing so,” he added in a near growl that made the hair stand on my neck.

      Bastard.

      Before I could hurl the word at him, he slipped out the door and closed it.
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      Tristan awaited me at the breakfast table, a grin on his face that looked nothing like his usual self, and a mug in his hand that gave off the faint smell of the dark spice tea famous in the south of Cezux.

      “Sleep well?” He smiled at me over the brew before he took a sip. He grimaced and stuffed his hand into his pocket as he mumbled a few unintelligible words. Light flickered, and a dash of white cream swirled in his tea a moment later. He tasted it again and hummed his approval.

      “Better than you, I assume.” I gestured at the purple smudges under his eyes that came with long nights and lack of sleep.

      After his abrupt exit, I’d lain awake for the rest of the night, multiple versions of what I wanted to do to Tristan the next time he crossed my path playing vividly in my mind. And I hated that more than one of them involved the feel of his body against mine. Hated even more how much it bothered me that he’d managed to trick me into forgetting I’d been trying to get information out of him—or to get him to teach me some magic.

      “I assume you had pleasant dreams then,” he said and lifted a brow, waiting for my response.

      A pan of eggs was sitting at the center of the table, the white table cloth from last night stained with purple splotches and red circles like from wine glasses.

      I shrugged. Let him think what he wanted.

      Just as he was opening his mouth to speak, Zelia strode in, bleary-eyed and wearing a disgruntled look on her face.

      “You’ll clean”—she gestured at Tristan who almost dropped his mug at the order—“and you’ll come with me.” She took the pan from my hands before I could load my plate and gestured for the hidden door. “Now.”

      My stomach folded into a knot as I got to my feet, Tristan’s eyes following me all the way to where the gap in the wall opened a view on a small study stuffed to the ceiling with books and a narrow desk by the window.

      Zelia waved me inside and closed the door behind us before she sat on the carved chair by the desk.

      “You disobeyed an order last night,” she opened without as much as a look at me while she pulled a piece of parchment from a stack on the windowsill. Behind it, a small garden was visible, full of blossoms in all hues of lilac and purple.

      “I wasn’t aware it was an order,” I said, my eyes on the bushes and flowers rather than on the Master Mage’s features. “I thought of it more like a request.”

      Zelia halted mid-motion and, instead of reaching for the quill sitting in an ink jar in front of her, braced her hands on the table and leaned into my line of sight. “Both Tristan and I told you to stay in your room. What made you think that was optional?”

      Promise me you’ll stay up here. I didn’t mention that Tristan indeed had phrased it like a request—at least the last time he’d said it. I shrugged. “You tell me what to do and where to go, and I don’t have any problems with that. I don’t mind kneeling on the hard floor all day so you don’t need to waste your magic on commodities”—the words came out unbidden—“but if I’m in danger, and I don’t even understand from what exactly, don’t blame me for my curiosity. Don’t blame me for my concern when I hear raised voices and slamming doors.”

      Zelia measured me with one of those wise looks she sometimes held. “It is not your place to question me.”

      “But it is my place to let you decide what is good for me and what isn’t? Or Tristan’s place to play my bodyguard? What is he even protecting me from? Fairies? I’ve seen plenty of those, and plenty of those have seen me.”

      Zelia’s lips pressed into a tight line. “It is Mage Tristan’s place to play your bodyguard until you can protect yourself.” She leaned back in her chair, placing her hands on the armrests. “And if you pause for one moment to think about it, you’d understand why.”

      My hands were shaking as I stayed my tongue while browsing through Tristan’s words from the night before.

      That was before he saw you. The prince. “What is happening in the fairylands that makes the king and the prince so dangerous to a human girl who holds no quarrel against them?”

      Judging by the way Zelia went rigid in her chair, I’d asked the right question. The ruffles on her collar swayed with the rising and falling of her chest with each agitated breath.

      “What does the king want from me?” Or better, from you? I didn’t voice that last question because it would have given away that I’d eavesdropped before last night.

      Elixir of Spirits. That was what Zelia had said the king had requested. I hadn’t found it in any of my books, and the name itself made me none the wiser.

      “Have you ever thought that, despite the convenience of having Mages in Aceleau, the king might feel threatened by us?” It was probably the most authentic answer she’d ever given me—and the most logical one. Why had I not been thinking of this myself?

      Of course, he’d feel threatened by a Mage powerful enough that half of Aceleau was giving him a wide berth, and a Master Mage whose power exceeded his. What were the limits to those powers? I didn’t dare ask.

      “We’re not keeping you locked in this place to keep your pretty face from turning any more tan. On the contrary, I like your complexion”—she ran a finger over her own dark-tan cheek—“but to keep the fairies from gaining a bargaining chip in this … situation.”

      “A bargaining chip.”

      Zelia shook her head. “For the high fae … fairy nobility in particular—royalty. The more power they have, the more dangerous they are to us. And you are a liability for us.”

      The way she put it made me wonder if she regretted having taken me in. If my training had become more cumbersome and a risk than a benefit.

      “While the average fairy could never overpower a Mage, nobility—royalty—could. Especially the king.”

      “And the prince?” I couldn’t help but ask.

      “While the king wants nothing more than to be rid of humans in his lands, the prince is wicked, cruel. He delights in the torture of our kind, and many a merchant called to the royal palace to trade human objects hasn’t found their way back.”

      My blood chilled.

      “So, by the Guardians, San, if Tristan or I give you an order, don’t question that we have your best interest in mind.” And theirs. She didn’t need to add that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      During the next weeks, Zelia took over my training with an iron hand. While she relieved me of cleaning chores most days, I was tasked with more responsibilities in preparing potions and appointed more reading—on the workings of magic mostly—the way magic could be seen like energy, the total of which remained the same in the world; it only got constantly redistributed. The way people paid in magic came to mind, how slices of power were handed over like currency, hoarded by some and spent by others. That left us in the Mage section with little to hold against the creatures of natural magic since we were dependent on Mage Stones to keep magic and use it.

      We couldn’t collect it without touching a Mage Stone to channel it, and we couldn’t use it without that same touch. And if we lost the Mage Stone… Well, that wasn’t an option I wanted to consider. Especially when every Mage only got one Mage Stone in their lives. One to bring about what nature hadn’t gifted humankind.

      With Tristan running errands and delivering potions, my days quickly became quiet and full of work, during which he’d usually have interrupted me with a cup of tea or a comment on the plants I was studying.

      Zelia kept me busy. By the end of the first week, I’d plowed my way through half a shelf of books and mastered incantations she’d shared with me—healing spells mostly, but I was finally learning something of use. She showed me where to find powders and other ingredients in the house and explained their purpose and meaning in magical rituals and concoctions. However, I never got to use actual magic. It was all for practice, she said, so when I’d finally get my Mage Stone, I’d know those spells by heart and wouldn’t mess anything up.

      Tristan usually left right after breakfast and returned for dinner—and sometimes late at night when Zelia had retreated to her private rooms adjacent to her study. Those were the nights when, despite the strain of the day, I couldn’t fall asleep until I heard his efficient footsteps in the hallway, swishing along to where I knew his room was situated near the bathing room. Sometimes, I wondered if I should get up to say hello, to ask him how his day had been—to see if he’d come home in one piece.

      And every time, I was grateful I hadn’t when I sat across from him at the breakfast table and his eyes lingered on me as he ate in silence before Zelia joined us to appoint chores and plan the day. I did what I was told, barely able to stay awake from too many late nights of listening for Tristan’s footsteps and worries that I was certain were ridiculous, given he was the second most powerful Mage in Askarea. But the prince… What Zelia had said about the prince…

      On the rare days that Tristan was around, he dedicated his time to pulverizing stone-like substances in the mortar and preparing small vials of essences, all of which were added on a section of the long table around an iron pot.

      “What are you working on?” I asked one day as I rolled up my sleeves and opened the top button of my tunic in a brief pause from cleaning the windows.

      Tristan considered me over the table with tired eyes. Last night had been one where he’d come home late—so late that I’d gotten up and sat at my window long after midnight just to make sure I didn’t miss when he came home.

      I didn’t know why I cared—especially after that night in my room.

      I knew you were too smart to let me distract you. At least, not for long. He hadn’t apologized, but Zelia’s explanation had helped me put things into context. It had also made me wonder what had made Tristan volunteer for the job of my bodyguard.

      Maybe he’d seen me gaze out the window, eager to see more of the city. Maybe he’d just needed some human company that wasn’t Zelia for once. Or maybe he had other reasons. But I didn’t begrudge him for using that moment of tension between us to make sure I didn’t notice how the other fairies had left the house. If the king and the prince were as bad as both Zelia and Tristan said, I didn’t mind staying in this house for a while longer—until I had my Mage Stone and could defend myself.

      But even then… The look in Tristan’s eyes when he’d found me reaching for the prince’s carriage … it had been enough to make my hair stand at the thought of ever facing him. Thank Eroth and the Guardians, neither of the Mages would object if I told them I was comfortable staying here and learning magic as long as I got to move around the back garden to get some fresh air—a place that had become a little oasis of calm while reading and sometimes merely staring at the azure sky above the city.

      “Just some potion,” he responded, twirling one of the vials in front of him after a brief moment of scanning my face, the streaks of dirt probably smeared on my cheek, that open button of my tunic, the sliver of skin beneath—and averted his eyes before I could catch his gaze with mine.

      He didn’t deign to explain any further, but simply informed me that the utensils on the table were to be left alone until he returned—and then he rushed from the room as if hunted by the fairy prince.

      The avoidance continued, each day more awkward than the last, as if he purposefully found somewhere else to be just so he didn’t need to deal with what that little moment in my room had done to us, what it still caused when I allowed my mind to flick back to it. Until a few days before Ret Relah when Tristan beckoned me to join him at the table where he was filling the iron pot with a sequence of drops from the different vials he’d prepared over the past weeks.

      Weeks—

      With my crammed days and the exhaustion that swept me into sleep every night, I hadn’t realized how much time had passed since I’d first set foot in the fairylands. Magic was no longer foreign to me, but the fear of the fairies hadn’t subsided.

      “This,” he explained, measuring an amber liquid into the pot on one of the rare days he remained at the Mages’ House, “is the foundation for Elixir of Spirits.”

      I abandoned my read in order to glance past his shoulder into the pot where the liquid was creating colorful patterns with powders and leaves.

      “What does it do?” He couldn’t know I’d overheard them all those weeks ago, so I put all my effort into remaining nonchalant. Just another potion among many I’d observed him and Zelia brewing.

      Tristan looked down at me, closer than he’d been since the night he distracted me. My body remembered that distracting all too well, sending my heart a thunderous beat.

      “Anything interesting?” I added when he didn’t immediately fall into an explanation of the substances in front of us.

      “Very.” He didn’t free my gaze.

      It wasn’t until I cleared my throat that he blinked and turned back to the potion.

      “This needs to go on the stove overnight. It’s one of the few that takes a while to prepare.”

      Not exactly what I’d wanted to know, but good enough. At least, he was talking to me, was offering something rather than avoiding me the way he’d recently so masterfully been doing.

      “Is it special?”

      “You could say so.” He reached for a wooden spoon, his arm brushing mine, and again, his eyes lingered on mine, wandered to my mouth as he was leaning in—to grab the spoon, nothing else. But he was so close, the warmth of his powerful body adding to the heat already flushing through me.

      I released a breath when he straightened. My treacherous eyes, however, wouldn’t turn back to the potion even when Tristan’s focus had turned there once more.

      “So what does it do?”

      He shook some green crumbs into the thick liquid. “It’s a health elixir of sorts.”

      Whatever it was he’d added, it stank like a carcass. “Who is it for?”

      “The king.” Tristan didn’t look up from his work. “Hand me the silver bottle, will you?”

      I retrieved it from the line of ingredients and placed it in his open hand. “Is the king sick?”

      Tristan blew out a breath as he uncorked the bottle. He tilted it over the pot and allowed three precious drops of silver to roll from it. “Not yet.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He interrupted his work to eye me warily. “Zelia told you what the king thinks of humans. Imagine the potion as his way of making sure his attempts to get rid of them never have an effect on him.”

      My blood chilled. “What is he doing to them?”

      Tristan pressed his lips into a thin line, eyes more troubled than I’d seen them since that very first day. “What he’s doing is nothing compared to what the prince is doing, so don’t waste a thought on it.”
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        * * *

      

      Naturally, I could think of nothing else even when Tristan left before dinner and hadn’t returned long after midnight, when my worries for him finally overshadowed everything else. Where had he gone this time? And was the city safe for him at these hours of the day? What creatures roamed Aceleau at night time?

      I rolled over, tugging the covers up to my nose as I shuddered at the mere thought of the dangers lurking out there. I’d run into one of them in the borderlands. The way he’d snuck up on me and tackled me off my horse was all the proof I needed that there was no real safe place for a human. He’d been only a bandit, and he’d held powers of folding the world around himself to skip between destinations.

      If he could do things like that, what could the fairy royalty of this city do?  If the king wanted to harm Tristan, would he be strong enough to defend himself if it came down to it? Did the king’s need for the Mage’s skills buy Tristan immunity?

      I’d been tossing in my bed for hours, dreading having to get up before sunrise the next morning, and trying to figure out why exactly I couldn’t just leave Tristan be … Tristan … and succumb to my nightmares of the fairy king who wanted all humans gone from his lands.
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        * * *

      

      Morning came with a bright flash of sunlight. I bolted upright and almost crashed into the armoire in a hopeless attempt to get dressed quickly enough to make it to breakfast. I’d overslept for the first time since I’d joined Zelia’s household, and even though no one had warned me of what consequences I’d face if it happened, I still dreaded them more with each step I rushed down the stairs.

      Unlike what I’d imagined, neither Zelia nor Tristan heeded me a look when I stumbled into the main room, blinking into the too-bright light and at the spicy smell of a potion they were hovering over.

      “I—” I searched for the right apology and came up blank when my gaze fell on the bandage on Tristan’s hand. “What happened?”

      Without another thought of what time of the day it was or whether Zelia was going to rip off my head for being late, I joined them by the small pot on the large table and inspected Tristan’s hand from a foot away.

      “And good morning to you,” he drawled as he tucked it behind his back. Zelia shot me a dark look over the potion. “I wish I got a good night’s sleep for once.” He kept stirring the potion with his good hand.

      “You were gone all night?”

      He quirked a brow at my question. “I have no idea why that should be any of your concern.”

      His words stung … just enough to make me walk to the armchairs near the wall behind them and slump into one of the cushioned chairs. “It isn’t,” I lied.

      Tristan looked up from the potion to gaze at me over his shoulder. “How do you know I was gone all night?”

      “Were you?”

      “Maybe.” He held my gaze, the gray hues in his irises stronger today than I’d ever seen them. It might have had something to do with the purple smudges under his eyes that gave away that, up all night or not, he’d had a taxing night.

      I could have stared at him … just stared to read in his eyes what had occurred. But his hand twitched, and my attention wandered to the bandage where small red stains were soaking the soft white.

      “You’re hurt.” I wasn’t arrogant enough to believe he’d care to tell me what had happened.

      “It’s nothing.” He returned to the potion. Zelia didn’t comment on our exchange, but stepped away from the table to rummage in a chest on the mantle above the hearth. “Besides … you’ve got other things to worry about.”

      “Like what?” The stain on his bandage expanded as he flexed his fingers. I had to force myself to remain in my chair, the urge to check and rewrap his hand almost overwhelming.

      He continued back to me, “Like who’s going to collect herbs today.”

      Zelia looked up from the chest, a frown on her features as she finally seemed to notice I was there. “Since you’ve been so gloriously absent this morning, Tristan deigned to do your cleaning work.”

      Was I imagining things, or did Tristan shrink an inch?

      “You did what?” I hadn’t taken a look at the clock on the only shelf-free part of the wall above the hearth: nine-thirty. I should have been awake for over four hours. By now, I should have cleaned the stove and sorted through the jars of dried berries and salts that needed to be ready at all times.

      Tristan seemed to collect himself and shrugged as he peered over his shoulder. “Since you couldn’t get your lazy ass out of bed, someone had to cover for you.”

      My mouth stood open as my eyes flicked from Tristan to Zelia and back to Tristan. Why? I wanted to ask, but something in the way Tristan looked at me gave me pause.

      Zelia snapped the chest shut, the sound making me shrink back in my chair. It was only now that I noticed her frown had grown into something else: a hard mask of disapproval that made me wish I’d never closed my eyes last night. The Master Mage—despite her harmless exterior, she was the Master Mage. The most powerful Mage in all of Askarea. A Mage even the fairies feared.

      I should grovel. Should beg her forgiveness for allowing my tired body to tear me under.

      But all I could do was wonder what had happened to Tristan that had brought him back with an injury.

      “You’ll leave right away,” Zelia ordered, shooting me a look that made me hop out of my chair and scramble for the stairs to grab my bag from my room. A bag similar to the one Tristan used to carry with him when he headed out to meet with clients, a bag large enough to hold a small field of herbs. Zelia had given it to me a while ago, but since I hadn’t left the house again, it sat in my room, unused, waiting for an opportunity to see something other than the crooked lines of the Mages' House.

      When I came down the stairs, Tristan lifted the long spoon from the pot and placed it on a small ceramic dish. He wiped his good hand on a rag before he prowled to the door and opened it for me.

      “Don’t stay out after dark,” Zelia warned. When I looked back, her eyes were on Tristan, and all that was left on her features was concern.
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      I followed Tristan through the streets that were emptier than normal. Where usually there would have been fairies of all sorts, today, only a few less humanoid creatures were strolling down the alley, their gazes wearily lingering on the mouths of dark alleys as Tristan and I rushed by. It wasn’t just the absence of the high fae that was different. It was the speed at which the world seemed to turn. The small front gardens were empty. No chatting groups of fairies populated the cobblestone streets, no laughter, no whispering. Even the footsteps of the hooved fairies seemed muffled somehow.

      I fell into step beside Tristan, ready to ask what was going on when I noticed that none of the fairies on the street heeded us a look. Unlike other days when they all but leaped out of the Mage’s path.

      “Where are we going?” I asked when we turned a corner that brought us to an unfamiliar part of Aceleau.

      “Zelia needs a few rare herbs that only bloom at the end of spring.” Tristan continued his pace, eyes scanning the alley ahead, the closed doors and windows, the pink and white petals raining from a cherry tree before us. “I’d planned to leave this morning.” He glanced down at me in a way that made it clear that I was the reason he hadn’t gotten to go.

      “You didn’t need to cover for me.” Warmth rose in my cheeks at his smile that followed my words.

      “I didn’t cover, technically. I only took over your morning chores so Zelia wouldn’t have a reason to punish you.”

      “Punish me?”

      He laughed at my horrified expression. “Don’t worry. She won’t lock you in a dungeon or toss you at the castle gates for the king or prince to pick apart.”

      That alone made the warmth turn into solid ice. “What sort of punishment does she exert then?” I didn’t even want to think about what the fairy king or the prince would do if they got their hands on me.

      “I overslept once when I was younger. She made me weed the garden at midnight.”

      I tried to read from his expression if that was a punishment to fear, but he only slowed and leaned down, adding in a whisper, “Our neighbors are a particularly hungry sort of fairy who like to dine on fresh meat. Also, they are nocturnal.”

      A shiver spider-walked up my back as I tried to imagine boy Tristan alone between the bushes in the lovely back garden of the Mages’ house, shaking with fear from creatures who might spot him out there at night.

      I also might rethink my reading habits and change to studying Zelia’s books indoors.

      “That’s horrible.”

      Tristan shrugged at the compassion in my voice, and in that moment, I realized two things: One, Zelia didn’t need to use magic to get her point across. Two, Tristan had lived as an orphan human in the fairylands with the unreadable Master Mage for over ten years. No wonder he wasn’t as chatty and easygoing as most of the courtiers in Jezuin … even the servants, part of whose job it was to be nice and accommodating with the royal family.

      “She won’t do the same to you, San. Don’t worry.” A smile danced on his lips, and for a minute, I wondered if he’d been joking, if Zelia even did punish her Quarter Mages. But the way his features melted into that kinder Tristan—the Tristan from the meadow—made me pause, savoring the handsome lines of his face. Oblivious to my thoughts, he continued, “I found out years later that our neighbors only eat certain types of meat—human isn’t among them.” His low laugh rumbled through me as he draped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me into his side.

      I was about to protest at the sudden closeness, but he merely pinned me with a warning glance and lifted his finger to his lips in a gesture of silence. His muscles flexed against my body with every measured step, his warmth seeping into me, sending a new sort of thrill through me despite the tension in his features.

      No … this wasn’t a display of affection—no matter how much my body ached to interpret it as such. This was an act for someone else. Someone I couldn’t see—but could most certainly feel as the street turned silent as a grave, not a breeze moving, not a bird chirping. Utter silence.

      The hair stood on my neck, cold creeping through my bones, making me shiver closer to Tristan, who, in response, tightened his arm around me.

      “Stay close,” he huffed into my ear, his breath so hot against my cheek it reminded me of Jezuinian summers. “It won’t attack if it thinks you’re with me.”

      “But I am with you.” I was walking the streets of Aceleau right beside him.

      His responding laugh enveloped me like a lover’s touch. “I was speaking about a more physical way of being with me.”

      “Oh—”

      Again, Tristan laughed. His lips brushed my ear this time as he whispered, “I’m sorry if this makes you uncomfortable. But it’s getting close, and I don’t want to take any risks.”

      I was about to ask who was close when a large shadow flashed across the alley, and with it, a whisper filled my head. “Beautiful human, pretty human. Let me taste your fear.”

      Tristan’s hand caressed my cheek as I was about to turn my head after the shadow, forcing me to look at him.

      “Pretty human, beautiful human. Let me taste your youth.” The voice trickled down my neck, my back as if someone had spoken from right behind me.

      I wanted to run. Wanted to drop my bag and take off toward the Mages’ House. But would I find it? I had been so busy studying Tristan, learning a bit more about him, about this life we now shared—willingly or not—that I had neglected to mark turns so I could find my way back if needed.

      “Beautiful human, pretty human. I have a fortress of bones for you to share.” The voice crackled like the brittle bones in a thousand-year-old grave. “I have a lake of tears for you to bathe in.”

      I was shaking now, my eyes fixated on Tristan’s as he yanked me to a stop and wrapped his second arm around me, pulling me tighter against him.

      “I have a crown of carved teeth for you to wear.”

      Eroth save me, my head wanted to move, wanted to turn toward the voice that was now coming from beside me as if magically drawn by the cold caress. I forced myself to focus on the Mage who held me.

      “Don’t listen,” he whispered with a strained smile on his lips. “Don’t listen to a word it’s saying.”

      I was trying not to. Trying hard to ignore the circling shadow as it swept around us. But even when it maneuvered right through my vision, I couldn’t make out more than tendrils of darkness.

      “I have a bed of skin for you to sleep in.”

      Tristan leaned in to brush his lips against my cheek, the touch leaving a trail of heat. “You can slap me later, but for now … please play along.” It was all he whispered in my ear before he crushed his mouth on mine. And … Guardians above, for a fleeting moment, I forgot that there was something deadly stalking us—stalking me—as Tristan’s lips molded against mine like fire branding me with that sensation of him … of this unexpected closeness that made my body burn, scream more-more-more.

      But the shadow kept circling us, the voice hissing a caress of darkness, and I shivered against Tristan’s front at the feel of breath on my neck. “Summer is nigh, and I need a new bride.”

      Tristan peeled his lips away so abruptly the sudden cold on my skin almost made me sag to the ground had his powerful arms not locked me in place. “This bride’s already taken,” he growled at the shadow.

      I could have sworn a weak flicker of light accompanied his words, there and gone. Tristan bared his teeth in a show of what seemed to be more strain than fury, but the shadow already skittered away.

      When I turned out of Tristan’s arms to get a better look at what horror had followed us, all I caught was a glimpse of black feathers before it disappeared into a dark alley.

      I faced Tristan again, a million questions burning on my tongue, I found him leaning against a nearby wall, his features ashen and his eyes guarded.

      “What was that?” I demanded, breathless and shivering from the sudden cold that had filled the alley and that was only slowly lifting as the breeze stirred once more, carrying in the scent of roses and cherry blossoms.

      “A Crow Fairy.” Tristan heaved a breath as if he’d physically exerted himself. “They usually dwell in the Seeing Forest in the east of Askarea, but once a year, they hound the rest of the fairylands on the search for—” He looked me over, straightening away from the wall as if remembering who he was—the Mage that fairies feared. But obviously, there were creatures even Mages were afraid of, and the fairy royals of Aceleau were just one of those. “Well, you heard it.”

      “For a bride.” I scanned the alley for any signs that the Crow Fairy would return. “To put in a lake of tears.”

      “Of your own tears, most likely.”

      I didn’t doubt it.

      “They are the sort of wicked creatures human children hear about in fairytales. There is a reason they are called fairytales after all.” Was that a weak smile on his lips?

      Yes, it was. Thin and pale, but a smile anyway… on that mouth he’d pressed against mine.

      I forced myself to ignore the unexpected heat making itself known as I watched his tongue flick over his upper lip.

      “Is that why the city is so empty today?” I said instead of staring at the pink curve for a moment longer.

      Tristan nodded as he gestured at the alley through which the Crow Fairy had disappeared. “They’ll be all over the city until Ret Relah.” He kicked a pebble. “Crow Fairies are quite wasteful with their brides.” He gave me a meaningful look. “They roam Askarea for a new bride every spring just before the big celebrations. Nobody knows what happens to them, but none of the women and females taken ever return. Some say it’s an honor to be chosen to be a Crow Bride, but the common opinion is that if you’re taken by a Crow Fairy, you’re as good as dead.”

      Icy claws wrapped around my heart. As good as dead. “So why did Zelia send us out here today?”

      “They’re not dangerous to me since they only hunt for brides. But for you—” He stalked closer. “Maybe that was her way of punishing you for sleeping late.”

      I swallowed the dryness in my throat. If she exposed me to such danger only for oversleeping … What would she do if I truly messed up?

      “She’d send me to my death? What if the Crow Fairy had gotten me?”

      Tristan cocked his head, a silent question of whether I was seriously doubting his ability to protect me.

      Zelia herself had said his task was to play my bodyguard.

      But … why? Why did they even care?

      “Crow Fairies will not touch a woman or fairy female who belongs to a man or a fairy male.” The way he looked at me … head to toe as if remembering each inch our bodies had pressed together with his arms wrapped so tightly around me that I could still feel them like a phantom touch. Even now, when I was halfway to yelling at him for daring to touch me like that. “Of course, Zelia knew that. She wouldn’t send her Quarter Mage into such danger—just the same as she’d mainly aimed to scare me with nightly weeding in the back garden.” His chuckle was still hoarse, but color returned to his face.

      “If the fairy had attacked, would you …  would you have been able to defeat it?” Even when my gaze had found the cut of his muscle under his shirt and I wondered how he could have a warrior’s body when I never saw him train or even touch a weapon, it was the only question that really mattered.

      Tristan cleared his throat. My eyes returned to his face.

      “I didn’t need to fight it. I got to do something significantly better.” He closed the gap between us with a long stride and placed his palm against my cheek. “Probably the only good part about their presence,” he said with a cocky grin that I had yet to get used to.

      And I saw red.

      My hand was still shaking when I slapped Tristan in the face at what he’d suggested.
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      Tristan was oddly silent during our herb plucking. He kept his injured hand close to his pocket as if anxious to get it out of reach of the Mage Stone. The Crow Fairies, he’d told me, didn’t bother with the less populated regions of Askarea, and with the city basically asleep until Ret Relah, and all fairies and high fae females keeping inside, there was little going on anywhere other than the market and the royal court. The Crow Fairies weren’t interested in the males so much—at least, not as their brides for that one short year. One short year of suffering before a cruel end if the legends were true.

      I didn’t ask what exactly he meant by going on at the royal court. Instead, I lowered my bag beside a patch of lilac blossoms he’d gestured for me to harvest and asked him about his injury.

      “It’s nothing,” he repeated his words from the Mages’ House, the words I’d spoken when he’d healed my cut thumb in the kitchen.

      “It doesn’t look like nothing,” I quoted back at him as I watched him pick one leaf after the other from the foot of a knoll, his good hand steady and nimble, but his injured hand … that he didn’t use other than for a brief moment to open his bag.

      He tucked it behind his back again as he noticed my gaze, embarrassed about the weakness, or not wanting me to know how bad it was, I couldn’t tell.

      With a sigh, I abandoned the blossoms before me and crossed the distance between us, crouching down beside him. He leaned away a few inches when I reached for his arm, but didn’t cringe when I pulled his hand out between us by its wrist and turned it over. The bandage had turned crimson on his palm.

      “You’re bleeding.”

      “It’ll stop”—he studied his own hand for a moment, my fingers wrapped around the heel of his palm now, before his gaze wandered to my face—“eventually.”

      “Why isn’t it healing faster? Didn’t you use a healing spell on it?” One of the many I’d memorized by heart over the past weeks so I’d be ready once Zelia deemed me worthy of a Mage Stone. “Or a potion?”

      Tristan shook his head. “No spell will help with this injury.”

      He didn’t stop me when I gingerly unwrapped his palm to assess the damage. There was always a way to stop a bleeding, I’d learned that from the healers at the palace in Jezuin when I’d spent some of my hours there, trying to learn what I could so I had an arsenal of skills that weren’t connected to my position at court. A queen, my mother had always said, is only a queen when she has a territory to reign. If she doesn’t have a territory, she is the clothes she wears, the skills she possesses, the words she speaks, and the deeds she does. Make sure, Sanja, that you have more to offer than the hope for a throne.

      When I removed the bandage, gently placing it on top of his bag, I found myself looking at a long slice reaching from between his thumb and index finger to the outer edge of his palm, clean across, deep enough to make fresh blood well the moment I lifted the fabric.

      He winced, and I hissed as I beheld the damage. “Who did this to you?”

      I had to make a tourniquet to stop the trickle of blood. At least the wound was clean.

      “It doesn’t matter.” Tristan was about to close his fist, but I caught his fingers before he could hide the wound entirely.

      Something deep inside of me, something primal that had nothing to do with the Sanja who only wanted to help him, sprang to life as I watched the blood drip and drip. A fear, so vast that it made my breath shallow and my knees weak. Thank Eroth, I was already crouching, or I would have needed to sit down. Someone had hurt him. And that someone was strong enough to make the powerful Mage before me bleed.

      “Maybe it doesn’t to you, but it does to me. If there is someone out there that powerful… Was it the king?” Tristan didn’t answer. The only fairies even Tristan and Zelia seemed afraid of came to mind. “The prince?”

      The troubled blue of his eyes turned almost gray in the clouded sunlight. “Neither of them.” He lightly brushed the fingers of his good hand over mine where they were still clutching his hand. “I did it myself.”

      My eyes widened. “Why?”

      He chuckled darkly at the expression on my face. “Not everything in life can be achieved by wielding power, San. Some things require sacrifice.”

      Sacrifice. How long had it been since I’d offered a sacrifice to our gods? But it didn’t matter what I presented to the gods. My time here, my getting down on my knees and washing floors and windows, my swallowing each remark that Princess Sanja would have made when Zelia or Tristan ordered me around—they all were sacrifices in a different way. Sacrifices for my people.

      Lord Cyrill wouldn’t look upon my kingdom mercifully forever. Once he was crowned, he’d bleed out the people of Cezux, bleed out their lands, their coin … and all for his own gain of power, of wealth.

      I ground my teeth at the thought and watched Tristan’s blood tint my own hand crimson. The sight of it should make me nauseous after all the blood I’d seen at my wedding—blood flowing from my father, my court, my lover.

      I swallowed the tears pricking behind my eyes, trying to hide my emotions behind a weak smile. If there were more men like Tristan—willing to make sacrifices— “How noble of you.”

      Tristan’s lips curled in response despite his wince as I rolled up one end of the bandage and pressed it into his palm to stop the bleeding. “I’m anything but noble, San. At least by blood.” He watched my every movement.

      “I’d say spilling your blood for a noble cause makes you exactly that.” I winked, a weak attempt at getting the heaviness out of my body, my mind.

      Tristan merely sat back on his haunches and let me bind his wound.

      When I was done, he examined the new wrapping and nodded in appreciation. “I’m so used to relying on magic that I seem to have forgotten how to properly do this.”

      I realized I hadn’t let go of his hand. Our gazes met, and I swallowed hard at the memory of his lips on mine; for whatever desperate reason they’d ended up there, his phantom kiss lingered like a brand on my mouth.

      Around us, bees were humming, and a soft, warm breeze ruffled the leaves of the trees surrounding the glen. I could have been content just sitting beside him, taking in his face, the flecks of gray scattered across his irises, a detail I’d never noticed.

      He lifted his good hand as if to tuck back a loose strand of my hair, but let it sink back into his lap. “Would you be disappointed if I told you it wasn’t a noble cause?” he whispered without freeing me from his gaze.

      I was faintly aware of the meaning of his words, knew I should respond, but seeing him like this—being able to really look at him without the feeling I’d be reprimanded—made me bold. Reckless maybe for allowing my heart to open a crack for a man I knew so little about.

      He smiled at me, a new sort of smile that held depth, meaning. “Aren’t you going to ask me what cause?”

      “What was the cause?” The words tumbled out of me before I could think better.

      “The king wanted proof his potion is working.” He shifted away a few inches as if he needed the distance to be able to think. “Unfortunately, there are few ways of proving the Elixir of Spirits works that will satisfy him.”

      “So you cut yourself?” What sort of sick monarch would ask someone to harm themselves? Especially when they wanted something from them.

      “He didn’t ask me to do anything. Only prove that the potion works.” He held up his hand. “And since the Elixir of Spirits is sort of an antidote, he wanted to see proof before he’d consider using it … or even paying for it.”

      “You delivered the Elixir to the palace last night?” I wasn’t certain what I was more shocked about—that he’d gone and returned injured or that he hadn’t told me.

      “It was due,” was all he said in explanation.

      “And you thought it was a good idea to weaken yourself in front of a powerful monarch?” Outrage fought for the upper hand in my chest. I silenced it with a deep breath. Not like this. I couldn’t let the temper of the princess shine through. I’d lived at court long enough to witness all sorts of cruelties; even my father had made decisions that led to immediate pain, to bloodshed—my wedding alone was proof enough, but there had been other occasions.

      “I thought it was a good idea to prove that the goods were delivered as requested—and then collect my payment.” His eyes turned a shade harder, but not hard enough to return to the Tristan of the first hour. There was still some of the man shining through that he’d so skillfully been hiding.

      “How does it work, the Elixir? Zelia mentioned he needed it to make sure his attempts to get rid of humans never had an effect on him.”

      Tristan cocked his head as if to inquire what else I already knew. I clamped my mouth shut, holding in all the questions that rose within me.

      “The king likes to use all sorts of magics and potions to get rid of unsuspecting opponents … and of humans, of course. He doesn’t like to get his hands dirty, and he likes to not leave a trace that could lead to him even when everyone at court knows what games he’s playing.”

      I shuddered. A ruthless king … and Tristan catering to his evildoings. What I should make of it, I didn’t know.

      “The Elixir of Spirits allows him to put a damper on magic. If consumed, the potion will bind the magic in the body long enough to render a powerful fairy defenseless—at least with their magic.”

      I stared—flat-out stared at his hand, then his face. “You drank it,” I concluded. “You drank it and made yourself  defenseless in front of the king?” My voice climbed up an octave. “He could have killed you.”

      Tristan laughed without humor. “Nice to know you care if I live or die.”

      When I didn’t respond, too wound up in the realization that I truly did care, about so much more than just if he lived or died, heat crept into my cheeks and I averted my eyes.

      “The Elixir works the same for Mages as it does for fairies. If I drink it, I can’t use my Mage Stone—or at least nothing comes of it. It would mean wasting stored magic on aimless attempts to heal myself.

      “And Zelia? Didn’t she try to heal you?”

      “Nothing helps until the potion wears off.”

      “Which is when?”

      “A full day.”

      My eyes snapped back to his, fear sizzling through my veins at the thought of what that meant. “A full day?” He had only delivered the potion last night. His magic was useless. The Crow Fairy. Had the Crow Fairy attacked… “Then what exactly are we doing out here if you can’t use your magic? How can you protect yourself?”

      In the human realms, he’d be able to defend himself easily, his build alone enough to scare off the average thug. But even with more skilled opponents, I was certain his muscle-corded body would secure him an advantage in a fight.

      Tristan surveyed me as I had trouble tearing my gaze away from his chest. A chest against which I’d been pressed mere hours ago. My heart picked up pace at the memory of that first time he’d distracted me.

      Not because he wanted me, I reminded myself, but because he’d wanted to make sure I didn’t spy on the conversation downstairs in the main room. But the hunger in his eyes … Had that been real?

      It bothered me way too much what a headache the thought gave me either way—whether it had been or not. Especially when I thought of the consequences.

      But … he’d put himself at the mercy of the king without regard for the outcome. Why should I drive myself insane about something as insignificant as whether or not Tristan Bale was attracted to me? In a different life, maybe, where he knew more about Sanja Lazar. But here—

      I was only San. And I couldn’t ever be who I truly was.

      “You might not realize, San, that, whether or not I can use magic in a particular moment, the fairy king will not harm me. I’m way too useful alive.” He shrugged halfheartedly. “Besides, Zelia would be pissed if he let any harm come to me.”

      “Like that?” I gestured at his wrapped hand, that anger pooling in my stomach again.

      “It’s not the first time that we’ve needed to go to such measures in order to verify a potion is … safe. But of course, she wasn’t particularly amused,” he admitted with a wiser look in his eyes than I’d ever seen there. “Maybe the punishment was as much for me as it was for you.”

      “Which part about it was for you?” I prompted, half expecting him to laugh and call it a joke.

      Tristan didn’t blink as he placed his injured hand on mine braced in the grass, the touch so light, so infinitely gentle as he traced my fingers with his that my breath caught—perhaps from surprise, perhaps from the feel of his skin against mine. “The knowledge that if you wouldn’t let me kiss you, the Crow Fairy would have been able to claim you, and there would have been nothing I could have done about it.” His depthless eyes, so grave, so vulnerable, as if I were looking right into his heart.

      I blew out a breath, sucked in another one, blew it out again in an attempt to regain focus. Not only because of the way he was scrutinizing me, but his fingers … his damned fingers … lazily grazed along the back of my palm, my forearm, his heat seeping into me through my tunic in a blazing trail.

      I knew what it felt like to desire someone, to have heat pooling between my legs, had found pleasure in Eduin’s arms, but this—

      His mere gaze and fingertips were enough to send my heart ricocheting in my chest like an untamable beast.

      He retraced his way back until his palm rested on mine, the bandage a welcome buffer that dampened the sensation of his touch. “I wasn’t always powerful like this, San. There was a time when I was the one in need of protection. Zelia was kind enough to take me in and look after me when my parents—” He paused, dropping his gaze to our hands as if admiring the sight. “My mother died giving birth to me. My father was killed by a fairy when I was ten.” His voice trembled the slightest bit. “I needed to learn how to survive in Aceleau long before I had someone to look after me.”

      Zelia had mentioned it, that Tristan had spent a year on the street before she’d taken him in. A child. Alone in the fairylands. The thought alone made me sick to my stomach. I steadied myself with a deep breath and focused on the melody of Tristan’s voice instead.

      “As you can imagine, some days were hard, and others … Well, others were near deadly. And sometimes, I’d only survive because of the benevolence of one of the human merchants taking pity on me and gifting me with a bag of Cezuxian nuts—which I traded rather than ate. At least, they secured me one or two more encounters with fairies that wouldn’t end with me being taken captive, enslaved, or killed.”

      I didn’t interrupt, no matter how much I wanted to tell him how sorry I was, how little a child—any child—deserved to be alone like that, to be coveted like that for all the wrong reasons. No matter how my curiosity was pushing to know more—about his parents, where they’d come from, who had killed his father. My silence left room for him to share what he needed to share. And, for all that was worth, Tristan continued talking.

      “Zelia found me half-starved near the market. She took me in and kept me in the house to make sure no fairy would help themselves to me.” He must have read the questions in my eyes because he added, “Most fairies can’t procreate easily, so children are precious. But a human child… It is something a lot of fairies dream of. Firstly, because it’s a child, and secondly, because it’s human. I’ve seen human children in fairy residences where they are held like pets.” He paused, musing in the afternoon light.

      For some reason, Lady Whithee’s broadly smiling face sprang to my mind. I shuddered. Was she one of the fairies who held children the way a Cezuxian family would hold a dog?

      “During that year,” he continued, “I learned all the dark corners of Aceleau where not even the fairies go. I stole my meals from carts, dug through the waste of high fae households, slept on roofs, warming my back on chimneys in the winter, and found shelter in earth holes in abandoned gardens in the heat of the summer.”

      My chest tightened at the image of boy Tristan curled up against a puffing chimney, shivering himself to sleep with no one to protect him. No one to love him.

      “Then Zelia came along.” His face softened a bit. “She offered me the same contract that you have. Stay with her until I become a full Mage. And I’ve done all the chores you do now. Scrub the floor, clean the windows, sort ingredients, read until my eyes bleed, mix potions and watch Zelia bestow magic upon the concoctions—all of it.”

      “How long have you been a Mage?” The question slipped out despite my intentions to quietly listen to his story.

      Tristan lifted his hand from mine to play with a tiny yellow blossom that stuck out from between my splayed fingers.

      “Three years. Usually, it takes about three years to become a Mage, but I was only allowed to call myself that when I turned of age—not that that has any meaning here where all creatures age differently.”

      I raised my brows in question. So much I didn’t know—about him, about this new world. Not so new anymore with the weeks I’d spent here.

      Tristan sighed. “High fae age the slowest. A high fae turns of age around one hundred while other fairies grow faster. But none of them the way humans do. We present to them an interesting conundrum.” He plucked the flower, switched it to his good hand, and twirled it between his fingers. “We’re short-lived, measured by a fairy’s standard, expendable, but also experience emotions with a different intensity. When we love, we burn more passionately; when we hate, we do it wholeheartedly. Our joy is like silver and gold to them, and our pain a reminder of what it is like to feel.

      “They want to be like us, yet hate us at the same time. Hate, perhaps, being the only emotion they feel with the same intensity. Hate, and greed for power.”

      I thought of Cyrill, of the puddles of blood on the marble floor of the temple.

      “Human objects are interesting for them because of the way we need to make things—not simply conjure them or mold them from magic, but actually make them.” He gestured at the bag, tugged on his tunic as if to demonstrate. “Then there are those fairies who take human lovers.” His eyes darted to mine, reading my expression … which I kept schooled into careful neutrality.

      When he paused so long that I thought he wouldn’t continue, I dared say, “Have you…” I cleared my throat. “I mean … have you had fairy lovers?”

      Tristan tipped his head back and laughed. “Some things better remain secrets.”
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      Zelia was awaiting us with a half smile when we returned just before nightfall with sweat moulding our clothes to our skin. Neither Tristan nor I had felt the need to return from our trip sooner than necessary. He shared more about his childhood on the road—his merchant family and his youth with Zelia—giving so much detail that my chest ached for me to give him at least one truth about me. But I’d kept my mouth shut. When the sun had slipped behind the trees in the west, Tristan pulled me to my feet with his good hand and a broad smile on his lips that was hard to look at, knowing that I could never tell him the truth about my own story. He hadn’t asked.

      I debated the whole hurried path back to Aceleau if I could risk it—just one syllable about me that would give me the feeling that I could show him a part of who I was without giving away everything. That thought alone would have been enough to drive sweat onto my forehead had it not been for the brutal pace Tristan set and my fear of encountering another Crow Fairy.

      Tristan informed me that they wouldn’t approach me again if I didn’t sneak out alone. The shivers the memory of that whispered voice sent down my spine were enough to keep me from complaining when Tristan had broken into a jog a few streets from the Mages' House.

      Now, Zelia was surveying us with that half smile that proved her either cruel or oblivious to what had happened out there.

      “You found everything?” she prompted.

      Tristan dumped his bag on the long table before he strolled into the kitchen area, pulled two cups from the cupboard, and filled them with water from the sink. He held one out for me, already drinking deeply from the other.

      “We were just in time to find the herbs in full bloom. A day later, and they’d have been wilted.”

      Zelia inclined her head. “Did you encounter any … difficulties?” Her gaze lingered on Tristan, and the way she raised her eyebrows as he responded with nothing but silence made me wonder if she had, after all, sent us out the day the Crow fairies arrived in Aceleau on purpose. “Anything unusual?”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary,” Tristan reported, features tense. “For the time of the year,” he added with a darker hue that made my skin crawl. So at odds with the Tristan who’d grinned at me an hour ago, so cold. I wondered how much affection truly ran between the two of them. She had saved him from the streets, taken him in, given him a home. But had she ever treated him like a child? Had he ever gotten to play? Had he spent his youth working as hard as I was now—every day from sunrise till sunset?

      He set down the glass on the table and started spreading out leaves to dry. I joined after a moment of deliberating sitting down and never getting up again, my breath still too fast, too shallow from an exercise my body wasn’t used to.

      “The city is quiet today,” I eventually said as I pulled my usual chair closer to where Tristan was working and slumped into it for a moment before I reached across the table and pulled two hands full of leaves toward me to sort and prepare for hanging on the mesh above our heads.

      Tristan looked up, lips pressed into a tight line.

      Zelia perched on the end of the table, watching us work, the perfect, frilly collar of her dress shining in the firelight of the hearth where a cauldron was sitting atop dancing flames, spilling the scent of vegetables and meat. “It’s the end of Spring, San. A few more days and things will go back to normal.”

      “Will the streets become less dangerous for me?” I hadn’t intended to ask, to provoke a reaction out of her, but what she’d done, the way she acted as if nothing was amiss… It made me want to shake the truth out of her. Had she known what would certainly stalk us out there? Had she known about the Crow Fairies?

      “The streets are never safe for you. Unless you’re with one of us”—she gestured between Tristan and her—“or you have a Mage Stone.”

      I didn’t dare ask when exactly that would be. Tristan’s story this afternoon had given me a good prospect of what to expect: years—not months—until I could finally go back to Cezux and attempt to take back what should be mine.

      She rubbed her hands against each other, a blossom between her palms, and scented the air as she stopped and opened them to let the aroma spread. “I’m glad you went today, despite everything.” A silent look passed between her and Tristan.

      “One of them hunted us near the wall,” he said quietly enough to make it sound unthreatening. But it had been a threat. Had Tristan not known what to do, I might have ended up in a lake of tears on a bed of skin or in a castle of bones. My skin crawled at the thought of the disappearing black wing in the alley.

      And I couldn’t help but feel the rage from this afternoon fill me all over again, spilling into my veins, my bones, my skin—and the words were out before I could think better, could consider who I was talking to—and what she could do to me. “You knew,” I blurted out. “You knew what was waiting for us in the streets. You knew Tristan was injured and his magic weak.” My voice hitched as the combined frustration spilled from me. “You knew, and you sent us out there anyway.”

      Zelia listened, head angled, face unreadable as she looked me over like a disobedient child.

      It didn’t matter. Weeks of keeping my tongue on a leash, my needs, my temper, myself, made me reckless, made me forget all caution. “I could have ended up in that creature’s claws, and what would you have done then? A Quarter Mage lost? Would you have come to save me?”

      She wasn’t the one I truly wanted to ask that question of, and the person, I realized, I wanted to fling all those accusations at wasn’t her either. It was the man who’d sold my hand to Lord Cyrill Tenikos. A man who should have protected me, should have cared for me—his own blood. My father.

      Zelia considered me for a long while as tears sprang to my eyes. I didn’t care. I let them flow freely, salty streaks cleansing that burning ache in my chest, that momentous sensation of having been abandoned by my only family. He’d known how bad Cyrill was and had sold me anyway. My death was on his hands as much as it was on my husband’s.

      When the tears slowly ebbed, I found Tristan’s watchful eyes on me, his face drawn as if he wasn’t sure if consoling me would make it better or worse. Zelia, however, merely smiled at me, everything cold crumbling from her face. I comprehended only then that she hadn’t spoken a word to defend herself from my accusations, but had waited with stoic patience for my outburst to pass.

      When it finally did, wet lines on my cheeks the only proof it ever happened, she got to her feet and clicked over to stand beside my chair. I cringed into the backrest as she placed a hand on my shoulder and squeezed gently. “Of course, I knew, San. How else would I have been able to send you to your first test.”

      All breath left my lungs as I grasped the meaning of what she’d said.

      “Test,” I repeated.

      Tristan gave me a thin smile of encouragement.

      “And you passed.” She patted my shoulder before she bent over the table to help with the herbs.
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      That night, we had a small feast. Zelia stepped behind the stove herself to whip up a special sort of delicacy made of thin, fried batter and filled with berries and cream. Judging by the flickering light flashing through the kitchen, she wasted some magic in the process, but when we all sat down at the table and I asked her about it, she simply smiled and told me that, every now and then, there was a reason to celebrate, and me having finished my second month in her service was such a thing.

      And the test a milestone.

      Two months. The thought turned into lead in my stomach between the sweet berries and cream.

      Zelia explained to me that the main reason she’d sent me out there with Tristan that day was to see how I’d handle myself in the Crow Fairy’s presence. And naturally, Tristan’s lips curled at the side as he informed me that he’d known about the test—that, however, hadn’t made his own fear any less real. I’d seen it in his eyes after the fairy had vanished. Genuine fear.

      But not only the Crow Fairy had been the test, but the entire herb hunting and my handling of ingredients over the past few days that I’d helped Tristan prepare the Elixir of Spirits without knowing what exactly it did.

      I chose not to comment on Tristan’s role in all of this—neither the cut in his hand nor the way his eyes lit up the slightest bit as they kept wandering back to mine. Or the undeniable thrill that ran through me when our gazes met.

      “Ret Relah is in two days,” Zelia announced the next morning, interrupting one of those stares that Tristan shot my way at the breakfast table that made my skin prickle in an unexpected way. His head turned to face the Master Mage, but his eyes remained locked on mine, a half-smile on his lips. “We need to get you ready.”

      “Ready?” I prompted, still overwhelmed by the way her demeanor had changed because of a simple test that hadn’t even felt like one. More like the punishment Tristan had called it.

      Maybe it had been a punishment for him after all. My heart still picked up pace at the thought of the Crow Fairy stalking us, the hissing whisper in my ear—Tristan’s lips on mine.

      I laid my fork down and placed my hands flat on the table.

      “Ret Relah is the biggest holiday in Aceleau. Fairies from all over the realm come to celebrate it in the city. It’s a spectacular celebration with everything the fairylands have to offer.” As she explained, I wasn’t sure if her words were meant to reassure me or distress me. Plus, another thought made me cringe at the mere thought of leaving the house. “Will the Crow Fairies be gone by Ret Relah?”

      “The Crow Fairies celebrate their wedding night on Ret Relah. They will have found a bride by then and—” Tristan stopped himself as he noticed the horrified expression on my face. “There aren’t that many coming every year. Only their royalty. But they always find a bride. If not in Aceleau, then they steal a female somewhere else in Askarea.”

      “Why are they even allowed to come? If the king is that powerful… If you”—I glanced pointedly at Zelia and Tristan—“are that powerful, why not fight them? Why not defeat them?”

      Zelia grimaced as if she was sick to her stomach. “Because the last war between the Crow Fairies and the rest of Askarea left the soil crimson and scattered with corpses. Neither side wants to experience that ever again.”

      A shiver shook through me.

      “They built a truce. The Crow Fairies get the Seeing Forest to themselves and can pick a bride once a year right before Ret Relah—but only an uncommitted female so no mated male will start a new war over her.” There was something distant in Tristan’s eyes that made me wonder what he’d left out. “And for the rest of the year, the Crow Fairies leave Askarea alone.”

      “If it came to matching the power and strength between the king and a Crow, I don’t know if either of them would win. They would probably take apart the city before the end,” Zelia added.

      “So they simply get to … hunt?” I didn’t even begin to tell them how wrong it was to allow creatures to harvest a bride. But every hair on my body stood up at the thought of how little of a difference this was from what had been done to me. I’d been chosen by a wealthy tyrant, with no say in the matter—and no way out but death. “And if they can’t find a female here, will they go to the human lands next?”

      “They can’t.” Zelia gave me a long look that suggested I get my emotions under control. “Fairies can’t leave the fairylands. At least, not without rendering themselves prone.”

      Before I could open my mouth to ask for clarification, Tristan explained, “They lose their magic, and their immortality when they leave the fairylands, and then they wither away so fast that one year as a Crow Fairy’s bride seems like a gift in comparison.”

      I shuddered.

      “We don’t know exactly what ancient magic protects the borders, where it came from, and how it works, but we know that not even Crow Fairies risk roaming the human lands,” Zelia reassured, and my heartbeat slowed with the knowledge that at least one of the horrors in this world wouldn’t force itself upon my people.
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      The morning before Ret Relah, Tristan left the house without a look back. While Zelia was working on spells in her study, I spent the early hours sorting through herbs and learning their textures, trying to not worry about him—and failed even though his magic was active again and the wound on his palm fully healed.

      By now I was able to recognize the shape of a Leenae plant with my eyes closed and knew the scents of all important healing herbs by heart. Zelia had left me with the task of brewing a concoction for a client,the name of which she wouldn’t tell me—like with most clients, she still considered it too dangerous for me to know who was coming and going in this house. I swallowed my hurt pride at what felt more like a lack of trust than anything and flipped the page in the new book she’d given me. It included rituals of all sorts, but like with anything else in these books, nothing would work without magic.

      Zelia cooked lunch, a smile on her lips that had only appeared since our dinner after my test. I tried not to hold any grudges, but they could have warned me that something was coming. Tristan had wasted minutes explaining that that was the whole point of the test, not to know and be oneself. His eyes had twinkled as he’d said oneself as if who he’d seen that day was someone he could actually like. And I’d bitten my lip bloody that night after dinner, keeping myself from spilling my story to him. Eroth knew I wanted to confide in him after everything he’d done for me, everything he’d told me about the hardship in his past. He could become a companion, a friend … and so much more if I dared to follow one of the inviting looks he’d given me over a cup of tea long after Zelia disappeared to bed.

      “Where has he gone today?” I tried to keep eager curiosity from my voice as I stepped to her side to cut a loaf of bread.

      Zelia ladled vegetable stew into a bowl and handed it to me. “He’s procuring something important for me.” And that was all the information she gave me before she filled her own bowl and took a seat at the long table. “Ret Relah is almost upon us, and this time we won’t be able to avoid exposing you to a fairy assembly.”

      I halted my spoon mid-air as I tried to read from her eyes if that was a reason to bleat and balk.

      “We’ve received an invitation from the palace that we can no longer refuse.”

      My heart stumbled a beat. The palace. The royal palace. “I thought I needed to stay away from the palace and especially the royal family.”

      Zelia gave me a weary look and pursed her lips as she surveyed me, probably readying all weaknesses that could get me killed in court. If only she knew how well-versed I was in political maneuvers. Only, magical courts… I had no idea how they functioned. If, on top of their magical threats, they were as cut-throat as my father’s court, chances were high I wouldn’t return from the celebrations.

      “We’ll be taking precautions. You won’t be left alone for even a second during our presence at court,” Zelia reassured me. But my blood didn’t calm. “It will be fine,” she added, not looking half convinced.

      I nibbled on my bread, my mind drawing up images of torture chambers, of the blood and gore in the temple at my wedding. My breath came fast and shallow as I attempted to quiet my thoughts.

      She wouldn’t let me go if she wasn’t sure she could protect me. Tristan wouldn’t let me go for sure. Did he know? Did he agree?

      Zelia took a sip of water from her glass, swirled it, and drained the rest. “While Tristan is getting everything we need in order to give you something you can use to defend yourself, I already procured something that will help you fit in at court. It’s in your room.”

      The urge to jump to my feet and run up the crooked stairs and see threatened to overwhelm me as I debated whether curiosity or fear was the driving force. I made my hand keep moving until I finished my food, slowly regaining composure. Zelia watched every bite. Only when the bowl was empty did she dismiss me with another one of her thin smiles that made me believe that beneath that Master Mage’s mask, an actual kind woman lay hidden. A kind woman, who needed a brutal reputation in order to survive.

      She followed me upstairs, lingering on the threshold while I examined the red dress fashioned after her own clothes with a narrow waist, long, tight sleeves, and puffy skirts that flared out in soft sweeps. Only the collar was very different. Where Zelia’s blouses went up to her neck, my dress’s front was cut in a V that would expose my collarbone to right atop my breasts.

      A glance at Zelia’s purple clothes and my own purple tunic and pants had her stalking over and running her fingers over the fabrics of the skirts with a smile. “Purple identifies Mages in public, but for formal events, as full Mages, Tristan and I wear black. Red is the color of the Quarter Mages.” She gave me a once-over. “The two of you will look stunning together.”

      My head whipped around. “The two of who?”

      “You and Tristan.” It was all she said as she walked out the door, leaving me to consider yet another riddle that made my stomach flutter—especially with the mention of Tristan and me—together—in one sentence.
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      I peered out the open window, wiping my hands on a rag before I dove into the next shelf to sort through. Ingredients everywhere, and I was no longer oblivious to all their uses. That, at least, gave me hope that I was making progress—apart from Zelia’s test, which gave me little knowledge of when or if I would be allowed to use even a shred of magic.

      With a frown on my features, I got to my knees, about to pull the vials from the lowest part of the shelf, when the familiar cadence of Tristan’s footsteps caught my attention. I couldn’t stop myself from looking down the alley for his shape between the few fairies populating the streets. So the Crow Fairies must still be seeking a bride, then.

      He ran his hand through his hair and smoothed his shirt as he slowed at the bottom of the stairs. The last thing I saw before he vanished from view was the grin on his face. It would have been a lie to say my heart didn’t speed at the sight of it—so unbothered, so at odds with the grumpy man who’d dragged me off the streets that first day. My lips twitched, and I found myself waiting for the door to swing open with my breath held and my hands violently gripping the rag rather than moving on to the vials before me.

      The door creaked open, and Tristan appeared on the threshold. His gaze swept the room until it found mine and lingered. “Hello, San,” he whispered as he closed the door, that grin still there as if he’d shed a mountain of weight off his chest since he’d left the house mere hours before.

      I rose to my feet, ignoring the sudden warmth in my cheeks as he crossed the room to set a small wooden box he’d drawn from his bag down on the table. My eyes wandered along his body, checking for any sign of injury—I found none—before I allowed myself to take in that handsome face again.

      “Ahh, good, you’re here.” Zelia appeared in the main room before I could follow the impulse to storm toward Tristan and throw my arms around him—for the sole reason that he was back safely. Nothing else. At least, that was what I told myself when I watched his powerful form settle in his usual chair and pull the box over the oak surface in front of him. “Did you run into any trouble?”

      Tristan shook his head. “Everything went smoothly.”

      While I was still debating whether I should continue staring or return to my work, Zelia summoned me with a wave of her hand from behind Tristan’s shoulder. I almost sighed with relief as she gave me an excuse to join them at the table. “What is it?” I eyed the box as I stood behind Tristan’s other shoulder.

      “This”—Tristan ran a finger over the carved ivory lid before he flipped it open with a deft finger—“is the final ingredient for a Mage Stone.”

      Zelia beamed at me over his head, and my heart fluttered for a moment as I thought I understood what was happening. “I’m—” I had to clear my throat in order to get out a straight word, excitement making my voice breathy. “I’m getting a Mage Stone?”

      When I dared bend forward to peer into the box, I was only vaguely aware of my hip brushing against Tristan’s arm, the way his muscles flexed as he didn’t shift out of my way, but allowed me to lean into him as I examined the glittering powder bedded on black satin.

      “Not a real Mage Stone.” Zelia shattered my momentary hope that her test might have been the step needed in order to earn a Mage Stone that would allow me to finally use magic, not only be a spectator while she and Tristan conjured power from their own Mage Stones. I cocked my head at her, and she clarified, “Ret Relah’s tomorrow, and we don’t want to take any chances of you falling into a fairy’s hand. So I’ve decided to equip you with a shard of magic. Just a fragment of a Mage Stone.”

      “For emergencies,” Tristan added, arching his neck to study my expression.

      I straightened as his shoulder pressed harder into my thigh, the sensation bringing me right back to that moment in the alley when he’d crushed his lips onto mine. Focus, that was what I needed to do. I was getting a Mage Stone—even a shard of one was more magic than I’d ever used before, but— “I thought Mages could have only one Mage Stone in their lives.” I remembered Zelia’s little lecture when she’d explained the Mage Stones to me.

      She inclined her head, braid sliding over her shoulder as she turned to the box and traced the sand-like substance with a finger. “This is something different. The shard I’ll make for you can be used once, and only once. It will protect you in case something goes very, very wrong.”

      I took a step back and leaned against the mantle of the fireplace.

      “You won’t need it.” Tristan turned in his chair to face me. “We’ll be there to protect you.” But his eyes, as they took in every last bit of my face, as they wandered down the length of my body and back up until he held my gaze, spoke something different. I’ll be there to protect you, they said.

      Something about the claim in his stare made heat pool in my core, and I wondered if he could feel it, too.
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        * * *

      

      A knock on my bedroom door that night confirmed that he’d felt at least something—even if it wasn’t the heat that had driven me to throw the window wide open and breathe in the cool night air. The streets were slowly filling despite the late hour, which probably meant that the Crow Fairies had left Aceleau. I hoped that was the reason and not some other dread that was better weathered out in the open.

      “Come in,” I called, turning around so my back was toward the windowsill.

      Tristan halted on the threshold, his bluish eyes, bright in the darkness of the room, surveying me before he stepped inside the room and closed the door. He leaned his back against the worn wood, in that exact place I’d shoved him against what felt like a lifetime ago. “Zelia is preparing the shard for you. She’ll be done in the morning.” His gaze didn’t travel to my shoulders, bare save for those thin straps of my knee-length nightgown. No, they held mine with intent. “Starting tomorrow, you’ll have a weapon of your own to wield against those fairies.”

      I pushed away from the window to stalk closer. “A weapon to be used only once,” I reminded him.

      Tristan shrugged. “I wasn’t speaking about the Mage Stone shard.”

      I tilted my head, unbound hair spilling over my shoulder and arm all the way to my waist. He pushed away from the door, meeting me halfway across the room, and brushed it back behind my ear. “I won’t leave your side, San. Starting tomorrow at noon, I’ll be your weapon to wield.”

      His words caressed me down to my bones, sent a new sort of warmth trickling through my veins—one of relentless fire ready to consume me if I didn’t—

      My arms were around his neck before I could think, and his startled expression almost made me laugh—almost, for Tristan’s lips found mine, sealing them in a fervent kiss. Breath left me in a gasp of his name when he pulled back to study my face. “Mine to wield?” I asked, locking gazes again for a moment. I savored the heat of his hands against my sides, the slopes of my chest, as he learned my body.

      “Yours to do whatever you want with,” he whispered against the side of my neck, his breath tickling my skin, making me moan.

      “So you’re here out of duty?” I teased, and his low laugh rumbled through both of us as he pressed against me more tightly.

      “No duty could prevent me from being here right now.” His hands splayed on the small of my back, one of them sliding down to grasp my ass. My breath hitched. “Even if it was part of my duty with the Crow Fairies, to kiss you so I could show them that you’re taken, it never quite felt like it.”

      I wrapped my legs around his waist as he lifted me, grinding against him, claiming his mouth, digging my fingers into his hair. The feel of him, of his hard muscles as he shifted against me… But it was more than that toned abdomen of his, I realized, that was pushing against me, driving me into a frenzy of want. I licked along the column of his neck needing to taste him, needing more of him. All of him.

      Tristan groaned. “And if it were duty now, I’d gladly comply with anything you want.”

      With a few movements, we were by the bed where he set me down … and got on his knees so his face was level with mine as he pulled me to the edge, my legs spread wide. His hands dug into my thighs, my nightgown hiding so little now that I was sure he could see my undergarments had he glimpsed down, but his eyes locked on mine, addled with want.

      “When I dragged this thief off the street that day,” he whispered, a smile gracing his lips while his fingers turned all gentle as they slid down the length of my thighs, “I never expected her to become anything to me. Never expected you to mean anything.” He hooked his hands around the backs of my knees.

      “I was never a thief,” I said with a smile so unexpected that Tristan’s eyes lit up all over again.

      “No. You were just the most beautiful, most graceful woman in that market, who happened to be in need of food and shelter.”

      “How convenient of you to find me,” I whispered.

      “How convenient of you to decide to stay.” His face turned serious. “I honestly don’t know what I’d have done had you decided against Zelia’s offer.”

      “Probably stalk me through all of Aceleau to make sure no Crow Fairy would snatch me away in the dead of night,” I offered.

      Tristan only half smiled. “I might have defied all orders so I could keep you safe.”

      We gazed at each other, the dark around us like a veil allowing us to speak truths we’d never admit to in the light of day. “Why?”

      He swallowed, and his voice came out hoarse as he admitted. “Because meeting another human woman in Askarea, who isn’t yet bound to anyone—human or fairy—is about as likely as you leaving the palace alive tomorrow without my protection.”

      What he’d shared… I tried not to take it personally, to convince myself that this was less about me than about the fact that I was the only human woman available for him. But before the hurt could claw into my chest, Tristan captured my face with one hand, cupped my cheek, brushed a finger over my cheekbone.

      “That was that first day. When I dared to look at you over breakfast the next morning, I knew that you’d drive me up the walls before you’d allow me to glimpse that real you and that I’d need to guard my heart.” He placed a hand on his chest. “And that, if I was lucky, you’d care to take a second look at me, too.”

      At the boy who’d lost so much and been alone for such a long time. The man he’d become. The powerful Mage who had saved me in more than one way.

      I placed my hand on top of his, my skin a shade darker even in the starlit night. “I see you, Tristan. I see all of you.”

      He leaned in, those eyes reverent as he captured my mouth in a kiss of slow-burning fire, and I opened for him at a flick of his tongue over my lower lip. Every stroke of his tongue made me tug at his tunic, made me want him closer, closer, closer still, until I lay back on the bed and he leaned over me, his bare chest smooth and hard under my fingers.

      “San,” he breathed my name onto my collarbone, onto the exposed top of my breast where he tugged my nightgown aside. His hands dove under the fabric, caressing, stroking every inch of my chest while his lips traced a line all the way down to the lace trim of my undergarments. I shivered as he halted, arched my back to get him to slide down another inch.

      His low chuckle travelled along my skin in a trail of heat. “I can stop right here … leave you to a good night’s sleep so you’ll be at your best tomorrow for the celebrations.” His tongue drew a lazy circle where the lace began, partly digging under. I moaned. “Or”—he nipped at the seam, tugging slightly—“I could free you of this little nothing and make sure you’ll really be at your best tomorrow.” The grin he gave me was nothing short of feline.

      I wanted him there, between my legs. I wanted him now.

      “Which one will it be?” He took his sweet time kissing from one hipbone to the other, each touch of his mouth a brand, a taunt, a tease sending me closer to an edge I hadn’t realized I was so desperately craving.

      Instead of an answer, I reached for my undergarments and tugged them down.

      Tristan’s eyes went wild as he watched me, bared before him. His fingers tightened on my hips as he continued his line of kisses down the middle, straight through my core. My hands knotted in my sheets, and that heat between my legs became a need to be soothed, a need for the hardness of him.

      I sat up, ignoring his disapproving growl, and reached for the waistband of his pants. “Maybe we both should really be at our best right now.”

      He didn’t object when I freed him of the constraints of his pants, slid further onto the bed, and pulled him between my legs, instead, tilting his head as he told me, “I’m taking a contraceptive tonic.”

      And, of course, he was right. The last thing that would help me was having to fight for my kingdom with new life growing inside my belly. His smile wiped all thoughts from my mind, and I bucked my hips, fingers clawing on his shoulders, urging him against me until he slowly, so slowly sheathed himself inside me. He halted, letting me adjust before he pulled out and thrust in again and again.

      The thick length of him elicited a moan from me, each time a firework of sensations, each stroke of his hands along my breasts making me arch into his touch, each kiss wilder, more passionate, until we were nothing but tangled limbs and ragged breathing, teeth and tongue and clawing fingers—and that spot where we connected, where one final thrust made me splinter around him, made me moan his name…

      Tristan followed a moment later, his mouth crashing down on mine as he trembled inside of me. I kissed him through it, stroked the length of his spine, the muscles framing it, pulling him in and in, until he rested his brow against my forehead, glazed eyes finding mine. And a broad smile spoke all the words our voices wouldn’t.
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        * * *

      

      After a quick minute in the bathing room to clean myself, I curled up on my bed. Tristan’s arms flopped around me, and he tucked me into his side, wrapping a leg around my waist. His scent of salt and spices blanketed my exhausted mind while his warmth enveloped my body. And soon, my eyes drooped. The last thing I heard before I drifted into sleep was Tristan’s murmur, “I think I’m falling in love with you, San.”
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      I couldn’t remember having worn anything this uncomfortable since my wedding. Even the fateful gown that had been drenched in blood by the end of the day had been less of a disaster than the red satin and brocade that now adorned me from shoulders to wrists, from breasts to ankles. Zelia’s approving gaze informed me that, at least, the dress only made me feel ridiculous and not look half as bad.

      My hand lingered in the pocket sewn into the skirts where a small item attached to a satin ribbon waited to be slung around my throat. I hadn’t dared put it on yet. Not before it’s time to leave, Zelia had warned me, and to my question of why not sooner, You’ll know once you put it on.

      Now I positively dreaded what I’d been anticipating with excitement ever since I’d woken up alone in my bed—without Tristan’s warmth, but a folded stationary on my pillow in his stead.

      Zelia needed my help with the shard. I didn’t want to wake you.

      I hadn’t decided yet if I found that charming or annoying when Zelia knocked on my door, holding a gleaming stone the shape of a raindrop and, below, a circle both formed in silver and dangling from a black strip of fabric. The shard of Mage Stone.

      Apart from the little smiles Tristan gave me, breakfast had been uneventful, as had been my receiving the shard. Zelia had kept the Mage busy throughout the day, and only when he’d disappeared upstairs to get ready himself had he brushed his fingers against mine, slowing for a step as he passed me in the stairwell. His eyes had glinted with the memories of the night before, and the look he’d given me was enough to make my core tighten.

      Shortly after, Zelia’d helped me into my dress, laced me in and, much to my surprise, started tugging my hair into a half-up do that fashioned two intricate braids twisting into a bun. When she was done, she told me to take a good look in the mirror.

      The dress made an interesting contrast with my bronze skin, paler already than in Jezuin from staying indoors most days. The tight bodice enhanced my curves in all the right places, and the skirts flowed with every movement—not the soft waves of the gossamer dresses I’d worn in Jezuin, but firm ones that gave me an air of authority in addition to that femininity. Different—so different from the princess who had left Cezux. Different from the woman who’d been scrubbing floors and cleaning windows, sorting powders and liquids, and plucking herbs.

      “You’ll need all your court-trained grace tonight,” she narrated as I studied the woman in the mirror with my lips pressed into a thin line. “We’ve warned you about the fairies. But it will be impossible to avoid being drawn into conversations tonight. You won’t be able to run from the courtiers or—may Eroth have mercy—from the king himself if you spark his interest.”

      My gut folded into a tight knot. “Will he—” I cleared my throat. “Will he try to kill me?” What Tristan had told me about the Elixir of Spirits wouldn’t leave my head. If the king found me expendable, he might as well use poison or magic on me to rid Askarea of yet another human.

      “You look positively stunning,” Tristan said from the threshold, and I whipped around to find his gaze resting on my face. The look in his eyes captured me so thoroughly that I barely noticed the black finery he was wearing.

      Zelia laughed softly from beside the mirror. “She does, doesn’t she?” The Master Mage bent down to smooth out a fold in my skirts. “Since we have no other option but to put you on display for this holiday, we’ll do it properly. The king won’t hurt you as long as you stay with Tristan or me. But since I’ll be busy with our noble clients, it is really up to Tristan to make sure nothing happens to you.” As it had been since the moment he’d brought me into this household. “We’ll arrive together in the carriage, but from there, you two will be mostly on your own.”

      A glance at Tristan confirmed he was only half uncomfortable with Zelia leaving us alone.

      “There will be food and wine and dance, San. Be on your best behavior. Be polite, curtsy, speak only when spoken to.” Zelia listed what sounded more like rules than suggestions. “If a member of the royal family approaches you, never let them separate you from the crowd. There is protection in numbers. Even if they all desire to spend some time with you, they will do their best to avoid another fairy having that advantage. And Tristan will make sure none of them get any ideas.”

      She’d spelled it out for me in the morning, that most of those fairies won’t shy away from using tricks of all sorts for a chance at separating me from the party. And I’d promised her to stay with Tristan and politely tell them all no. It would be easy after last night. His arm around me wouldn’t feel like an act this time.

      “And the Crow Fairies?” Those were the ones I was really afraid of.

      “They will be gone by the time we leave for the party.” Zelia glanced at the window. “Which is soon.” She stalked for the door, and Tristan stepped aside as she reached the threshold. “Inform her about the rest while I change.” With those words, she disappeared, leaving Tristan and me staring at each other in awkward silence.

      Before I could stop them, my eyes wandered to the bed where his scent still lingered. I clutched the shard in my pocket more tightly.

      Tristan merely smiled as he stepped farther into the room and closed the door behind him. I turned back to him, our gazes locking over the distance.

      I think I’m falling in love with you, San.

      My stomach did a nervous little flip. Was that even possible?

      “What else does she want you to tell me?” I said instead of confronting myself with that part of me that was aching to tell him more, to let him see a fragment of my past—of the real me.

      He cracked a smile, reached into his pocket, and murmured a few words under his breath. A moment later, in his palm appeared a blood-red rose.

      Holding it out for me, Tristan prowled over. “For you.”

      I took it, heart furiously beating in my chest as I examined the work of art he’d conjured for me—magic he should be using sparsely, only with purpose, since for every bit of magic he used, he’d need to recharge his Mage Stone with more fairy magic. And he’d used it for me.

      Before I could dive any deeper into my thoughts, his arms reached around me, gently rather than with the ravenous wildness of the night before. I sank into his chest, breathing in the scent of him, the warmth of him. “Can I just hold you and kiss you for a bit before we return to the drama of fairy courts?” He huffed as he brushed his mouth against the top of my head, careful not to destroy my hair.

      “Drama?” I tilted back my head so I could look him in the eye; his oceanic gaze nearly pulled me under.

      A brief smile, a kiss, and another. My lips were burning for more by the third time his mouth touched them, my body warming. The fingers of my free hand found the lapels of his jacket—smooth like velvet—and beneath, the buttons of his shirt.

      Tristan chuckled. “We need to leave in a couple of minutes. I don’t think the king would appreciate it if the second most powerful Mage in all of Askarea appeared with a ruffled shirt.”

      I tugged him against me by the front of said shirt. “I think the second most powerful Mage in all of Askarea shouldn’t give a damn what other people think.”

      His breath caught as I nipped at his lower lip, sucked it into my mouth, tasted it with a thorough sweep of my tongue. He was still panting when I released him.

      But I swallowed the heat in my chest, ignored how tight the bodice of my dress had become around my aching breasts. Court. Drama. Ret Relah.

      “We’ll finish this”—he ran his hand down the front of my dress, from the base of my throat to the spot between my legs where a curtain of skirts kept his capable fingers blocked from working their magic—“later.”

      Now, my body demanded. But he carefully released me from his grasp and slid my hand into his. “The court drama is something you really need to see for yourself. As for the other things Zelia was talking about—” He gestured at my pocket. “Let’s put that shard of magic on you.”

      My heartbeat sped for an entirely different reason than mere moments ago. Magic. I was going to get access to magic. I shoved a shaky hand into my pocket to extract the shard of Mage Stone disguised as a pretty pendant and held it up between us. “How does it work?” That was the least I needed to know before I could even consider feeling safe going into a lion’s lair.

      “This”—Tristan held his hand out for the shard—“is a fragment of magic bound into stone. Unlike Zelia’s or my Mage Stone, this one isn’t open to just any spell. It responds only to very specific commands and is keyed to you so no one else can use it.”

      I dropped the stone into his waiting hand. “Not even you?”

      He smirked, an expression I didn’t think I’d seen on him before. “Not easily,” he admitted as he let go of my hand and stepped behind me to lay the ribbon around my neck.

      The shard rested in the hollow between my collarbones as he tied the satin band at the back of my neck.

      “Beautiful,” he commented as he gently turned me around by the shoulders, and his eyes lingered on the shard for only a moment before they found mine.

      I was about to respond with a kiss when a sharp pain ran through my skin right where the shard touched it. I flinched, almost dropping the rose as my hands flung up to tear it off. But Tristan caught me before I could reach it.

      “Breathe, San. In and out.” He held me by the wrists, fingers just out of reach from the shard, which seemed to pulsate with energy.

      The pain subsided, leaving behind a mild zinging that reminded me of the taste of sweet-sour berries on my tongue, but not in a good way. I grimaced, but nodded to show him I wasn’t going to rip the necklace off.

      “It takes a while to get used to the feel of it, but it won’t hurt after this initial time.”

      I wanted to ask him why he hadn’t warned me, but his finger slid along the satin ribbon until it lingered on the shard, a light weight pressing it against my skin.

      “This shard will answer to you when you need to defend yourself. It is spelled to protect you,” he explained.

      “How does it know … when I need it?” Somehow the thought of a magical item that seemed to have a will of its own wasn’t reassuring.

      “Zelia and I transferred enough magic into this to be able to react to your voice and touch. If you stumble into an emergency … Let’s say you get separated from both Zelia and me, and a fairy manages to herd you from the group … then if you touch the shard and speak the incantation, it will release the magic stored within it in a rush for you to direct like an arrow from a bow.” He lifted his finger from the shard to graze my jaw with it. “This isn’t a toy. Only touch it if you want it to go off.”

      “I’ve touched it before.” I’d carried it around in my pocket, my fingers unable to keep away, despite the uneasy sensation it induced.

      “It wasn’t active before.” He brought his hands back to my throat, slowly tracing the ribbon with his thumbs while his other fingers rested on each side of my neck. My entire self listened to that brush, to the infinitely careful touch that brought all sorts of ideas to my mind … none of them helpful when it came to learning how to defend myself from a fairy king—or any other fairy for that matter. “Focus everything you are on the pendant, San. Every last bit of yourself.”

      My eyes got lost in the troubled blue of his, an ocean without a shore, and I treaded water, attempting to remain above the surface. Slowly, so slowly, I was dragged under by a force that wasn’t entirely of this world, but more of a bridge between his world and mine. Of us. My chest strained in the tightness of my dress, laced down my back like a vise to shape something pleasant when what was truly of any meaning lay buried beyond the slopes and hollows of my body. And Tristan’s gaze… It seemed to pierce right through all of it until I could barely feel anything but him … and the magic pulsing against my skin in tiny waves of heat.

      “If you touch the pendant with one hand, you can release it with the other.” He withdrew his fingers from my throat, taking with them the sensation, and demonstrated with one palm against the base of his throat the other flexed in front of him, palm outward as if to stop someone from coming closer.

      I could almost see it, the magic collecting in his palm, even when he wasn’t touching a Mage Stone—or a shard of one.

      I placed the rose on the bedside table before, following his lead, I brought my hand in front of my body, mimicking his position. The other hand I kept at my side, ignoring the temptation of feeling the shard against my palm.

      “Good.” He laid his palm against mine, the connection prickling with energy, with life. “The magic knows the path. It knows how to enter and leave your body. In through your throat”—he tapped his own fingers against the base of his throat where the collar of his shirt was covering his golden skin—“and out right here.” He laced his fingers with mine, fastening our palms against each other.

      Everything inside of me went alert, awake as I felt it. The magic simmering in my veins like a lion preying on an unknown target—idle, lazy, hungry.

      “Repeat after me.” He leaned in enough to be able to drop his voice to a whisper as if what he had to share was a secret … forbidden. “Yetheruh.”

      The word flashed through me like a bolt of lightning, igniting every inch of my body. A groan might have escaped my lips as my back arched under the strain of the force. This … this was what magic felt like. I’d wondered for so many weeks—since that very first time I’d seen Zelia and Tristan use it. A gush of power. Heat and cold and tingling and pain.

      “Yetheruh,” I whispered. And it was enough to make my knees buckle. Even without the magic from the shard.

      Tristan’s lips curled into a smile. “Your body knows now.” It was all he said before he withdrew his hand from mine. The magic collapsed like fire into smoke in my veins, leaving me hollow.

      “Remember the word well. If you happen to get into a situation where you’ll need it, it will be one where I won’t be there to remind you.” He turned, the flickering magic leaving his eyes, the power of the Mage his features, and held out his arm like he was nothing more than a courtier ready to escort a lady. “Shall we?”
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      The city looked different from the window of a carriage. One so similar to the gilded carriage that had nearly drawn me to touch it in the square in front of the palace not too long ago. I shuddered at the memory, at the knowledge of what—of who—had ridden in that carriage. Fairies in finery of all sorts were out on the streets today, the terror of the Crow Fairies swiped away by the new day. But I could still feel the whisper on my neck, still see the rush of feathers vanishing in the shadows of the alley.

      Beside me, Tristan was a steady, if wordless, presence, his arm warm and soothing against mine as he studied me with weary eyes. Across from us, Zelia’s black dress spilled over the bench like that of an empress. A Master Mage indeed. Everything about her spoke of that brutal power she commanded through her skill and her Mage Stone. And for a moment, I wondered what would happen if someone took that Stone away from her. What would be left of that woman, of that Mage.

      As if reading my thoughts, Zelia gave me a regal smile. “I’ve been in and out of the Royal Fairy Court for decades, San. Don’t worry about me.” The authority with which she spoke erased all worry.

      Tristan shifted beside me, and I wondered if he could say the same.

      The streets grew wider until, outside the window, the shiny rock facade of the fairy palace came into view—the battlements, the towers, the massive arch that was the gate.

      “Any last advice?” I said to no one specific, nervousness tightening my chest in addition to the bodice of my dress.

      The shadow of the gate swallowed us up … and spit us out in the lush, sunlit gardens of the courtyard. Something inside me stirred at the sight of green so vibrant it seems to be cut from gemstones, of blossoms of all shades of pink and periwinkle and butter yellow. A breeze moved the curtains of the carriage through the open window, carrying with it the scent of spring and summer berries.

      Ret Relah indeed—end of spring.

      Greedily, I inhaled the flavor of what had to be some sort of magic. Even in the forests around Aceleau, I hadn’t seen such lavish and blooming beauty, hadn’t smelled anything remotely as vivid.

      I’d almost forgotten my question when the carriage abruptly came to a halt under a small roof sheltering arrivals from potential rain, and a fairy opened the door, one hand tucked behind their back as they bowed low enough for me to see their horns curl at the back of their head.

      “Stay close to me,” Tristan leaned in and whispered before he stepped out of the carriage.

      He didn’t heed the fairy servant a look as he extended a hand to help me out, and I didn’t hesitate to take the offer. Zelia unfolded from her bench, filling the space under the stone parapet with her air of a queen of the night, and I wondered if I only imagined the fairy shrinking away an inch as she swept past him.

      They closed the door, and the carriage drove off, exposing the full extent of the courtyard. Not a courtyard, but a meadow of wildflowers and ancient trees, of stone statues that spoke of legends I’d yet to learn. Fairies in colorful finery strolled along flagstone paths, their ethereal grace dumbfounding.

      The servant led us along the shimmering wall to a door of carved oak adorned with silver. My eyes were too slow to drink in the colors, the lively ornamentations along pillars of that same magical rock that seemed to make up the entire city. Only here, where royalty dwelled, the radiance of it had more depth than in the poorer quarters of Aceleau.

      “This way.” Tristan’s gentle tug guided me along when my feet wanted to halt, to yield for the beauty, the richness of color, and life so at odds with the threat the creatures dwelling in these halls imposed.

      Zelia strode ahead of us, following the servant with the grace of a monarch, and I silently wondered if she herself had been “court-trained” as Tristan’d called it.

      The entrance hall stretched into an enormous hallway leading to a set of stairs winding along a curved wall in a soft sweep. Velvet rugs covered the dazzling stone steps that were every color and none at all. I allowed my fingers to graze the handrail, marveling at the silken texture.

      Then I heard them—melodious voices, murmuring and laughing, a symphony of sounds so elaborate, so beautiful I wanted to fall to my knees just to be able to hear them for the rest of my life.

      Tristan’s arm tightened around mine. “Don’t forget who you are, San,” he whispered. “Don’t forget what you’re capable of.”

      As if in response, the pendant on my neck resonated with magic, and I gathered my thoughts as a layer of protection enveloped me like a shield. Magic keyed to defend me, Tristan had said; now it was defending me—from the sheer lure of their voices.

      We reached the top of the stairs, the space opening into a banquet hall—a throne room. And then I saw them.

      Fairies—high fae of such inhumane grace that breathing became an act of pure willpower.

      The murmurs stopped, curious eyes turning on us—on me, I realized, as we proceeded down the center of the hall where the horned fairy had left us, beckoning for us to continue toward the back of the room where shafts of buttery light illuminated a throne of that same magical stone that made up the rest of the palace.

      And while the fairies had gone still like those statues in the courtyard, my own steps sounded heavy on the floor,  clumsy compared to Zelia’s clicking ankle boots and Tristan’s elegant stride.

      Drawing a deep breath, I remembered how to walk like a princess, shedding the hunched posture I’d acquired acting the servant, the apprentice, the Quarter Mage. This was a royal court, and knowing how such worked would be an advantage—magical or not.

      I brought my chin an inch higher, steeled my spine against the fairies’ curious gazes, and allowed my hips to sway those skirts enough to make an impression. Desired for merely being human—I might as well own every second of it. Hiding wouldn’t help me an inch in these halls.

      I pinned a distant smile on my lips. The smile that had carried me through endless conversations in my father’s court, and held a bit tighter onto Tristan’s arm as I fixed my gaze on the front of the room where, on the throne, a male had taken his seat, his long, dark hair falling over his silver-silk-clad shoulders, and his bored gaze on our approaching party.

      I can do this, I thought at Tristan, whose gaze had turned on me as if in question at the sudden change in me. He didn’t know who was hiding beneath that crimson finery Zelia had put me in. Didn’t know of the royalty he was leading into a king’s halls. And he didn’t need to. Feeling him beside me was enough—enough to not bleat at the whispers that arose from where we passed the fairies in the audience, the cunning grins some of them cut my way.

      Yes, this might soon become a hunt for the human. But I had eighteen years of the Jezuinian court in my arsenal. I had Tristan. And if that wasn’t enough, I had that pulsing magic at the base of my throat that would save me.

      Zelia halted at the foot of the stone dais beneath the throne, and for the first time since I’d met the Master Mage, she deigned to bow her head to another creature. A small bow, but enough to indicate reluctant respect.

      The king waved a bored hand, dismissing her with his eyes already on me.

      Now, I did struggle to hold in that squawk of fear as his gaze raked over me, assessing me like an interesting new creature that he’d never encountered.

      The king straightened on his throne an inch as if I was worth that sort of attention. “And what are you bringing me for this delightful occasion, Master Mage?”

      Zelia merely inclined her head again, back stiff. “May I introduce my new Quarter Mage,” she said, steel in her voice despite the polite veneer.

      “Quarter Mage”—the king leaned forward, bracing his forearms on his thighs. I marveled at his perfectly handsome features. As a human, I might have placed him in his early thirties, but this was a fairy, so I could impossibly tell his age—“what a pleasure to receive you in my humble halls.”

      Humble. I suppressed a scoff. Everything about the gilded ornamentations and shiny stone carvings screamed ostentatious, magnificent, immortal glory.

      Beside me, Tristan bowed at his waist, leading my arm, and I followed his example, dropping into a curtsey fit for even a fairy court. The king’s eyes lit up with a metallic gleam that made the gray of them turn into solid silver.

      “The pleasure is all mine,” I purred with that court-trained version of myself that now was nothing but a crutch.

      The weight of dozens of fairy gazes rested on my back as I straightened without waiting for the king’s releasing gesture. Cunning of me? Maybe. Reckless? Potentially. But also a statement that I wasn’t afraid—even when internally I trembled before the king who valued human life so little that he killed us for sport, deemed an Askarea without our kind a better Askarea.

      “We have heard interesting stories here at court about a new Mage emerging from the human realms.” The king leaned back on his throne as if he could no longer be bothered with any sort of sign of how interesting exactly he found me.

      “And I’ve been hoping so,” Zelia responded, saving me from needing to find an answer for myself. “She is incredibly talented.” Her words bristled with subtext. Talented equaling not easily caught, trapped, captured, I was sure.

      Beside me, Tristan stiffened as some of the surrounding high fae dared to take a step closer. An animal in a market, that was what I felt like, auctioned to the highest bidder—only, I wouldn’t be sold off, not the way my father had sold me. Zelia and Tristan had been protecting me from exactly this for over two months, and they had taken precautions for today. I would leave this palace the same way I’d entered it—head high and a free Quarter Mage.

      At least, that was what I told myself.

      “Even more talented than our Mage Tristan?” The king swept his gaze over Tristan, and something inside of me wanted to spit in the monarch’s face.

      Tristan flashed a smile that reminded me of the one he’d given Lady Whithee. That made me wonder if the lady was somewhere in the crowd.

      “She has been making solid progress since her arrival, Your Majesty.” I didn’t fail to notice that, while Zelia hadn’t addressed the king by any title, Tristan’s words were that of a perfect courtier—at least in syntax. The tone was that of a wolf ready to pounce.

      “Very well.” The king returned his attention to Zelia. “We have business to attend to before we enter the celebrations.” With those words, he stood from the throne, afternoon light dancing in the facets of silver in his clothes as he strode down the stairs and, without another word, made his way to a door behind the throne.

      Zelia gave Tristan a meaningful look before she hurried after the king. The click of the door as it closed behind them was chased away on a phantom wind, followed by the clicking sound of the lock.

      I didn’t dare look to Tristan for guidance, but simply remained in place, eyes on that door, wondering exactly what business they had together. Around us, the fairies broke into their enthralling murmuring once more and, now that the regal presence of their king had made way for their own curiosity, slowly approached my Mage and me.

      Somewhere in the background, music started playing, an elegant melody woven from strings. My feet ached to fall into an unfamiliar pattern only to become part of it. But Tristan looped his arm around mine, leading me toward wide balcony doors overseeing the courtyard.

      “That went considerably well,” he said to me, face lowered so he was speaking into my ear, his voice a lover’s caress.

      The fairies slowed their approach at the gesture of familiarity. A judgement on the situation as much as a statement, I realized as I noticed the fairies measuring us with vigilant eyes.

      Some of them thought better than to approach us, turning toward the long buffet of artfully displayed foods that could only be fairy delicacies. But a few remained cunning enough to ignore Tristan’s presence and stalk closer anyway, drawn by whatever it was that made us humans so, so interesting to them.

      I turned my back to them, admiring the delicate amethyst blossoms adorning the vines weaving along the railing of the balcony.

      “Welcome back, Mage Tristan,” a lovely female voice greeted, and when Tristan’s muscles tensed around my arm, I wondered if the Mage needed my protection as much as I needed his.

      “Milady.” He bowed his head, and I mechanically turned, driven by curiosity over what beauty would go with a voice as delicate as that, as much as the sense of not wanting to keep my back toward the definite danger lurking beneath that layer of silk.

      A pair of near-black eyes set in a golden face were waiting for me as I spun, my hand sliding into Tristan’s on instinct. The latter lightly squeezed my fingers, a sign that he hadn’t forgotten his role.

      “Allow me to welcome your new Quarter Mage on behalf of the city of Aceleau,” the female chirped.

      I kept staring—I wasn’t even sure if my mouth was gaping; it might as well have been—at the beautiful face, the tall, graceful shape of the female, the flowing fabrics of her gown, amethyst like the blossoms behind me.

      “Forgive me … how rude of me.” The female chuckled, making me aware of how much of an act this was for her. She wasn’t seeking forgiveness, only an entry into conversation. “I’m Lady Moyen Shae Wellows.” She lifted her chin an inch, looking at me down her nose with a mixture of what felt a lot like condescension and all disguised intrigue.

      “Lady Wellows.” I curtseyed, remembering my role where usually I’d have remained standing ramrod still until the lady bowed. Here, I was only Zelia’s Quarter Mage—or Tristan’s. I doubted the fairies cared who I belonged to as long as they got their fingers on me.

      “We’ve heard that a new human is dwelling in our lovely city.” Lady Wellows gestured around, unmistakably leading this conversation for more ears than just her own delicately pointed ones.

      “Word gets around fast.” Tristan’s posture was tense like that of a sentry on watch. “Especially of novelties.”

      Lady Wellows shrugged. “I wouldn’t go as far as to call two months a novelty. But you’ve done a proper job keeping this one well hidden from the public.”

      Tristan’s lips curled into that smile I’d seen at Lady Whithee’s house. “The Master Mage and I would never dream of hiding anything from the king’s court.” There was so much in this statement that I wondered if Lady Wellows’ responding smile was anything other than a dare to prove her wrong.

      The music in the background might have lulled my fears to sleep had it not been for the fae male approaching in long strides. “Mage Tristan”—he inclined his head—“your presence is demanded elsewhere.”

      Tristan’s smile didn’t slip, even though his body locked up and he wrapped a protective arm around my shoulders, hauling me closer. “I’m happy to go wherever I’m needed,” he informed the male, “as long as I can bring my Quarter Mage along.”

      Something stirred within me at the proprietary tone he’d used. My Quarter Mage.

      Lady Wellows arched a brow. “I only started speaking to my new friend.” Her teeth flashed too white, too sharp, as she gave me a dazzling smile.

      Predators. This was a hall full of predators, each of them more dangerous than the other with their curious eyes, their beautiful faces, their graceful movements. None of them would kill me slowly, I realized. If I fell into their hands, I’d be breakfast, lunch, and dinner—over multiple days, weeks, maybe even months.

      “You can speak to her later,” the male claimed and held out an arm to me, an invitation to leave the safety of Tristan’s arm as he gave the Mage a nod. “Of course your Quarter Mage is welcome to join us.”

      Tristan’s fingers dug into my arm as he kept me from moving—not that I’d considered it.

      “I was going to show her the gardens,” Lady Wellows insisted, and something dark flashed in her amethyst eyes, a warning—for me, for Tristan, or the male, I couldn’t tell.

      So I glanced to Tristan for help and found him glowering for a moment before he pinned his smile back into place. “Why don’t we go with Lord Esmond Whithee?” he suggested, and I understood two things at once: One—for whatever reason he needed us to get away from Lady Wellows. Two—the fairy impatiently waiting for us to move away from the window had to be connected to Lady Whithee somehow. “I figure we have some minutes before it’s time for dinner.“

      A glance out the window informed me that the sun was far from setting and food might not be served in a long while. Not even an hour into Ret Relah, I was already exhausted, aching to go back to the stuffy safety of the crooked house. But Tristan slid his hand to the small of my back, guiding me past Lady Wellows.

      “Another time, Lady,” he huffed at her as he bowed on our way past the now scolding fairy.

      I added a bobbed curtsey to keep up appearances, but didn’t fail to scramble along as Lord Whithee led the way to the other end of the room where a group of high fae had assembled around what looked like a block of ice.

      As we approached, they opened a gap for us to join their circle of colorfully clothed beauty. Next to their elaborate finery, the eccentric fabrics and cuts, my own gown felt like it was made of a better curtain. I swallowed my pride and laced my fingers together in front of my stomach as I gave my attention to the ice statue at the center of the group rather than meeting any of the intent stares of the predators surrounding me.

      Tristan’s fingers seemed to be clawing at the back of my dress as if that would keep me out of the fairies’ reach.

      “You see, Mage Tristan,” Lord Whithee said loud enough for everyone to hear, “we have come across an interesting piece of art that we want your opinion on.”

      Tristan didn’t bow to either of the fairies, but kept his gaze on the statue—not a statue, but a human shape, almost translucent with the icy glow of a glacial layer covering it head to toe.

      I couldn’t hold back a gasp.

      “Isn’t she a beauty?” One of the fairies murmured in my direction, the sound too lovely for what it implied.

      “Is that a—”

      Tristan stopped me before I could get any further. “Who froze the human this time?” The played nonchalance and forced humor in his tone didn’t escape my attention.

      So this wasn’t the first time he’d been confronted with what had to be the fairies’ idea of a prank.

      My fingers ached to touch the woman’s hand still reaching in front of her as if pleading for mercy. As if frozen over while groveling before the cruel creatures before her.

      “We thought if anyone would appreciate it, it’s our Mage,” another fairy claimed.

      Nausea stirred the meek lunch I now wished I hadn’t eaten. They’d iced over a human—for sport.

      “Is she alive?” I couldn’t help it; I had to know if I was staring at a corpse or if somehow, in this magical land, there was such a thing as rescue even from the hands of those creatures.

      The fairies didn’t seem to notice the shaking in my voice, the way my bronze skin had gone pale, the way I leaned into Tristan’s supporting hand to prevent my fainting and plopping to the floor at their feet.

      “Oh, she’s fine,” Lord Whithee reassured me as if speaking about the weather. “Just a bit … colder … than usual.”

      The fairies laughed, their lips peeling back from their perfect teeth, their eyes lighting up with wicked amusement. Maybe dying at Dimar’s hand would have been a mercy. Bleeding out and fading into blackness seemed an easier ending than enduring what this woman had to go through.

      “Well—” Lord Whithee cocked his head at Tristan as if this was something they’d faced before and both of them knew the outcome.

      I glanced up at Tristan’s hardened face where no hint of that smiling Mage lingered—only simmering rage.

      “Can you do something?” I whispered, very much aware of how all eyes turned on me, on my childish hope, my words spoken out of turn. But what did it matter if I drew attention to myself? I had arrived already the main attraction of the event, and now … now, if there was anything I could do—

      “Of course, he can, dear,” a female chirped as if that was the most hilarious question ever asked. “He isn’t a Mage for nothing.” The way she said it though… It implied that nothing was what they thought of him. A nobody in a land of creatures of power. A mortal living on borrowed magic. And if they thought that of him…

      “How silly of me to even ask.” I batted my eyes at the female, earning a startled, but pleased draw of her lips. This—the frozen human, the taunting, the oh-so-polite invitation for Tristan and me to join them—was a different sort of torment when they couldn’t otherwise bind Tristan to them. He still had to play their games to survive at court—even as the second most powerful Mage in Askarea.

      Tristan reluctantly released me from his grasp, fingertips grazing the small of my back, the side of my waist as he withdrew to slip his hand into his pocket … where the Mage Stone was waiting, charged with power. As if in answer, the shard at my throat resonated, calling for my attention.

      Did the fairies know what the plain jewelry at my neck was? What it meant? What I could do—once? And only in case of emergency, I reminded myself.

      Tristan wordlessly placed his free hand on the human statue in front of him and murmured an incantation. The ice was melting within moments, dripping under his touch, revealing the pale, blue-sheened skin of the woman’s bare forearm at first, before, in a splash, the water fell to the ground like an avalanche.

      The woman collapsed, gasping for air, arms wrapping around her chest as she tried to keep herself together. I sighed a breath of relief. Alive, she was alive.

      Around us, the fairies laughed and clapped as if presented with a magic trick while Tristan was crouching beside the human in an instant, his voice gentle as he soothed her, helped her orient herself. How long had she been locked up in that cage of ice?

      My hand instinctively reached for the woman, but Tristan’s fingers grasped my wrist, lowering my arm back to my side as he shot me a warning look. He imperceptibly shook his head. I wasn’t to bring attention to myself—they’d told me so beforehand, but this—

      The tension in my gut was replaced by a bitter disgust that would have brought back the nausea had not a hand covered my mouth and an arm dragged me back so fast I couldn’t even muster a scream as the fairies surrounding the human closed the gap in their ranks and effectively cut me off from Tristan, who was still busy reassuring the woman she’d survive.

      She would. But as a voice huffed into my ear—“So easily distracted, your Mage”—I knew I might not.
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      No one heeded me a look as I kicked and thrashed in the strong pair of arms gripping me from behind, as if I weren’t even there, wasn’t silently squealing for Tristan through the hand that wouldn’t even release me as I bit with all my might.

      He cursed, yes, but didn’t detach from my mouth, his fingers digging into my jaw with such force that I was sure they’d leave bruises. “Stop fighting,” the voice demanded, “at least, if you value your petty human life.”

      I was dragged through a narrow door, my hands too busy clawing at my captor’s forearms to latch onto the threshold and attempt to keep him from pulling me from the room. The door snapped shut, trapping us in darkness for a panic-instilling moment before another door creaked open behind us, filling the small space with dim light.

      “That was almost too easy,” a second voice claimed.

      “Right? There’s no fun when there’s no challenge.”

      “Enough challenge tricking the Mage,” a third voice entered the conversation. “She has his name written all over her.”

      Taking a shaky breath through my nose, I forced back the blind panic. If I wanted any chance of getting out of this alive, I needed to assess the situation, understand where I was, where they were taking me, what they wanted from me—and most of all, who they were.

      If I could only move my hand up to my pendant, I might—

      I stopped my fighting, body slackening in the hard grasp as my training lessons kicked in—Mother had made certain I’d be prepared for assaults of all sorts. As a royal child, a target had been painted on my back long before Cyrill’s knife, led by Dimar’s hand, had hit its mark. But against those fairies…

      It was worth a try. Better to have attempted and failed than not having tried at all.

      As if surprised by the sudden weight in his arms, the fairy behind me let his grip slip an inch, and I used the moment of inattention to slam my elbows back into what I hoped was his stomach as I let loose a scream—a scream muffled by some sort of wicked magic shoving it back down my throat.

      The fairy gasped, and the other one laughed. “This is going to be so much more fun than expected.”

      “Save your screams, girl. No one can hear you here,” the third one said from the back of the room.

      Now—I had to run now.

      I managed to half turn and glimpse the tan face of a tall, handsome high fae—of course. They were all tall and ridiculously handsome; it seemed to be an innate part of being high fae.

      Ignoring the curious, deep blue stare that met mine, my hand shot up to my throat in an attempt at using that emergency magic Tristan and Zelia had provided for such situations. My fingers were halfway up as the male captured them and spun me around, his broad hands clasping my wrists now.

      I screamed Tristan’s name, but my voice was once more swallowed up by a fusion of glimmering magic rising before my face, making sparks dance in the fairy’s eyes.

      “Look what we have here,” he said to his companions, without tearing his gaze off me, such hunger lingering in the depths of his eyes. I didn’t allow myself to think what exactly that hunger was for, my body or my blood.

      “I think our own entertainment for Ret Relah is secured,” the second one said from behind my captor while the third one laughed icily. And I couldn’t help but marvel, despite all horror, at the perfect smoothness of their voices. Fairies. I’d been aware of their strange allure from the moment I’d come across the bandit, then the fairies in the market, and every single one of them since then—a danger in itself, one that might make me more pliable if I allowed my senses to submit to it.

      I heaved a breath.

      I didn’t possess the strength or the bravery to glance in their direction, to verify that there were only three fairies in this space with me. Not that it would have made any difference. What was one human Quarter Mage with one chance to use magic against three fairies? Three.

      I wondered if Tristan would be strong enough to fight them … if he ever noticed my absence and came for me. Maybe Zelia—she was the Master Mage after all. But she was off with the king, separated from the rest of the world with the powerful monarch who believed all humans were to be put down like unwanted animals. A shudder of a different sort shook through my body, and the face above me split into a grin that promised I’d regret having ever set foot into the fairylands.

      “Let’s go,” was all he said as he towed me along, no matter how hard I dug in my heels. I simply slid along after him until the other two were at my sides, and their feral grins as they gave me a slow once-over made me cringe closer to the fairy in front of me.

      “Where are you taking me?” I demanded, forcing my focus on finding a way out when all my eyes wanted was to hold that alluring gaze of my captor—like a handsome nightmare. Unescapable. To my surprise, unlike my screams, this time, my voice came out normal. What wretched sort of magic was able to lock in my cries for help?

      “This is Ret Relah,” one of the fairies said behind me. “We’re taking you to where the real entertainment happens.”

      Of course, there was more. There was always more. A royal banquet would have been too normal, too harmless for a fairy holiday.

      “And what does that entail?” I was surprised my words weren’t trembling. On the contrary, they sounded very much like Sanja, the princess.

      “Look at you trying to pretend there will be any other outcome to this than you becoming our little meal,” my captor spat over his shoulder, driving splinters of ice through my blood.

      For a moment, I waited for the ice to envelop me the way it had with the other woman in the throne room. The throne room where Tristan had hopefully noticed my absence and started his search for me.

      Wherever my courage came from, I couldn’t tell. Maybe because I didn’t have much to lose with my hands restrained from the shard of Mage Stone. “If there is no other outcome, why not tell me what to expect, then?”

      The fairy glanced at me over his shoulder. “We will have our sport with you, human.” The fire flaring in his eyes told me enough about what sort of sport that would be—especially when they grazed the bare skin of my décolletage until they lingered on the seam of my dress.

      “The Master Mage put you in an especially pretty ensemble for the celebrations. Fit for an offering to the gods.” A hand stroked my hair, my back down to my waist as the third fairy spoke, and I shrank away … only to end up pressed into my captor’s front. He flashed his teeth. “You might even come to enjoy it,” he whispered before he turned and started walking again, forcing me along like a donkey.

      The other two followed suit, two shadows with oily, dripping thoughts; I could feel their eyes on my back, on the sweep of my waist where my skirts flared out over my hips. Oh, I would suffer before the end.

      Maybe if I managed to bring my hand to my necklace, I could use the magic to destroy myself before they laid a hand on me.

      The grasp around my wrists tightened as the corridor of dark stone ended in another door. My captor bent to my ear as he stopped right in my path, making me almost run into his front again. “Not a sound from your lips, or we’ll make this a very short celebration for you.”

      I embraced the threat, readying myself to catch the attention of the first being I spotted once out that door.

      It opened on a phantom wind, the late-afternoon light streaming in almost blinding me after trying to make out details in the near-darkness behind me. He dragged me out as I squinted against the greenish glow of the gardens—a shaded pathway, overgrown with wisteria and vines. Even when above us the music of the celebration was audible, no one would see us through the roof of leaves and blossoms.

      A glance around was all I needed to spot a less tightly grown area in the bushes through which I might be able to escape … if I managed to free myself from the fairies lusting after my torment. Just a few steps and we’d be there, past it—instinct told me another opportunity wouldn’t present itself the closer we got to their entertainment.

      Ignoring the warning, I summoned a scream from my lungs and released it into the blossom-flecked greenery in the hope it found Tristan’s ear.

      The fairy dropped one of my arms as he reeled around, and it was enough for me to bring my hand to my neck.

      A searing pain ran through my body as the shard’s power latched onto me, as it coursed and thrummed beneath my skin, in my veins, ready to rip from my palm—a palm still forced in the wrong direction by the fairy’s grasp.

      I let myself drop into a crouch, forcing my arm into a better angle so I could unleash the bit of magic on him. The other two were instantly at my side, their boots shoving me forward until I lay face-first in the grass. But my hand was free. The fairy had dropped it when I’d gone down and was now sneering at me from above.

      Wait for a better shot or try to run—I had seconds to decide … seconds.

      The blue-eyed fairy pounced for me, and I didn’t get to debate what option would give me the best chances of escape when I mindlessly blurted—“Yetheruh!”—my palm meeting the fairy’s shoulder right as he landed in a crouch above me … and toppled over to the side, eyes rolling back in their sockets. The force of the magic pressed me into the ground for a good moment, but when it released me, leaving me shaking, no one was holding me down.

      I didn’t dare glance back when I scrambled to my feet, driven by mindless fear, and made for the gap in the bushes.

      Branches whipped into my face so hard that they drew blood—surely driven by magic. “Yes, run, little human,” one of the fairies said from where he had to still be standing where I’d left his companion in the grass. I didn’t have the capacity to wonder if he’d survived my attack. “We’ll catch you and take our sweet time with you.”

      His words skittered down my spine like small, sharp teeth.

      I pushed through the bushes, ignoring the pain of each lash into my face, squinting against each new assault of branches and leaves. There had to be a way out. Had to be a—

      The pressure ceased, branches setting me free, and I tumbled out of the greenery … right into something hard that I hadn’t seen pop up in my path.

      All breath was knocked from my lungs at the impact, and I caught myself with my sweat-slick hands, not fast enough to keep my nose from meeting stone—not stone. A hard, tall shape that was more human than rock, but hard enough to hurt myself.

      Gasping for air, I gingerly lifted my face to find a high fae’s face above me, sun-kissed and beautiful, and endlessly amused as he stared down at me from eyes of solid gold.

      I knew those eyes.

      “How nice of you to drop by, San.” He spoke my name with enough bite to remember myself and make me stumble back a couple of steps, a new brand of panic engulfing me. “Not that I remember inviting you. But now that you’re already here”—he crooked a finger to summon me closer—“why don’t you join me for a walk through these delightful gardens.” He didn’t wait for me to find my words, but simply reached out to loop his arm through mine as he started forward. “However you found your way out here will have to remain a mystery.”

      Too dumbfounded to speak and still struggling to draw a steady breath over my racing heart, I let him turn me around until we strode past the bushes I’d emerged from—where, now, two males were scowling at me before they bowed to the fairy at my side.

      “You don’t mind if I take it from here, do you?” he purred at them, tone indicating that anything other than a yes would earn them a very slow, very painful death. I shuddered at the sheer power radiating from him, the ease and grace he strolled with, the heat of his arm when it locked around mine as if that was the most natural thing in the world.

      And my system went on red alert.

      Oh, I remembered him—those eyes of gold that had peered at me from way too close in the forest, the powerful build of his body. But the hood was gone, revealing dark, short hair, as was the mask, and his faint grin reminded me of a lion parading through a field of rabbits.

      “You got lost again?” He angled his head as he studied me with amused curiosity.

      Scream and risk his wrath or keep my mouth shut until we were far enough from those other fairies that I’d stand a chance of not being captured by them again right away, the second I freed myself of the bandit’s arm.

      What was he even doing here?

      “The forests no longer good enough for you?” I snapped at him, keeping my eyes on the gentle curves of the path ahead of us, which, to my surprise, led back to the palace.

      The male laughed a sensuous melody that had my blood stilling. Danger. This was a danger worse than those fairies I’d wasted my magic on—and run straight into the arms of the bandit who’d taken what little I’d had left to barter my way through the fairylands.

      My free hand flipped to the base of my throat on instinct, reaching for the shard to see if it had some merciful scraps of magic left, preparing myself to strike. But an invisible vise captured it, locking it in place.

      He stopped, tugging me to a halt alongside him, and faced me with a quirked brow. “Whatever you’re trying to do, San—don’t. It will only lead to misery.” Had it not been for the glint in his eyes that erased all doubt that he’d see to it that said misery found me, I’d have ignored the edged warning in his tone, the threat lacing the midnight purr that was his voice.

      I swallowed.

      “Take me back to the party,” I simply told him, fighting the invisible grasp of his magic.

      A laugh. “You’re bold to demand anything from me in your position.” At his mercy even if, this time, I was on both feet.

      He continued walking, tugging me back into motion. I scowled up at him, still fighting to free my hand. Maybe if I couldn’t reach my Mage Stone shard, at least, I could try to punch him in the face. Eroth knew that smirking mouth could use some solid connecting with my fist.

      “And here I thought you were grateful for my saving you.” Those lips twitched into a grin that didn’t meet his eyes.

      “Saving me—” I studied him, really studied him, head to toe: not one hair was out of place. His fine black jacket adorned with thread of gold that matched his eyes. Gone were the leather armor and the weapons. This was a courtier, a lord even, maybe. That, at least, would explain why the fairies hadn’t objected when he’d snatched me away. My mind wandered back to the blue-eyed fairy I’d hit with my magic. What punishment would await me when word got around of what I’d done?

      “What else would you call what I just did—again?” Of course, he’d find a way to bring up what he’d done in the forest.

      “You didn’t save me that day. You robbed me,” I reminded him and earned a melodious chuckle.

      “I remember you being lost in the borderlands without food or shelter within reach.” He patted my hand as he eyed my other one while magic forced it back to my side. I suppressed the urge to ignore what he was capable of, how he’d proven in the forest that day that he could easily cut me off by popping up in my path. “Did I or did I not take you to Aceleau as you requested?”

      I managed not to scream. “And at what cost?”

      He kept walking in silence, eyes on the vine-covered wall drawing closer, the grin fading from his lips.

      All the while, I was fighting to keep myself from panicking completely. He’d let me go when he’d brought me to the walls of Aceleau. Maybe he’d do the same today.

      Tristan. Where are you? My eyes scanned the windows high above the gardens, music pouring down, but no sign of my Mage. If the fairy beside me could tell that I was shaking, I didn’t know. By the time we reached the wall, his face had set into a bland mask of disinterest. He released my arm and stood back a step as he eyed me down his nose.

      “I knew the gardens were magical, but I’ve never seen them attack a human.” His gaze lingered on my face where I must have blood smeared across my cheeks. “But this looks delightfully much like an assault of greenery.”

      I noted a momentary twitch of his lips as I reached for the injuries, wincing at the lightest touch. My fingers came back crimson.

      He shook his head and gestured at the wall. “Take the stairs up to the second floor. It will take you straight to the throne room.”

      I was about to object that there were no stairs, but only vine-covered stone, when he vanished into thin air—just the way he’d done in the forest. Great.

      With a sigh, I turned to the wall where, as I looked closer, a narrow door was embedded in the shiny material. I might not have noticed it had the fairy not gestured at it a moment ago. The door swung open at the lightest touch, revealing a candle-lit corridor that reminded me a lot of the one the other fairies had dragged me through. I swallowed and took a steadying breath. This shouldn’t surprise me. A palace was supposed to have some shortcuts for servants and courtiers to make their paths more efficient. At least, in Jezuin, it was that way.

      Music trickled down the stairs at the end of the corridor, growing louder, more distinct with every step, until I emerged in an alcove near the buffet tables, the scent of fruit and spices assaulting my senses alongside the rhythm of the strings and voices—raised voices. Some fairies were swaying on the spot to the sweeping melody of the strings, but what caught my immediate attention was a very much enraged Tristan nearby, gesturing wildly at Zelia, who seemed to have returned from her business with the king.

      I stopped by the corner, not yet detected by either fairy or human, and observed for a moment, gauging what was going on.

      “…would be insanity to go after them,” fragments of Zelia’s words hit me. “If she was truly taken by them—”

      “They are the only ones missing,” Tristan objected. “It has to be them.”

      Behind them, the fairy king lounged on his throne, unimpressed by the tumult of the two Mages. Fairies no longer heeded them looks, as if they’d had their fun and were no longer interested in what either of them had to say.

      “I’m going.” Tristan whirled on the spot and was about to head toward the broad staircase we’d entered through, but Zelia caught him by the arm.

      I chose that moment before Tristan stormed off to make my appearance.

      The music stopped, and the chattering of the fairies ceased. I held my head high like the princess I had once been as I stalked past, hands shaking at the mere thought of what they were all capable of. And as I slowly made my way to a wide-eyed Zelia and a Tristan whose face had turned into a mask of ire, the fairy king straightened in his throne, bracing his elbow on his knee as he surveyed my approach with curious, silver eyes. Whether it was the crisscross of bloody lines on my face or the fact that I was there at all, I couldn’t tell. What I could tell was that he hadn’t expected to see me in one piece.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Tristan’s arms gathered me in a crushing embrace. “I’m so sorry, San,” he whispered over and over again, his breath an avalanche of heat on my hair, my cheek, as he slowly cradled my face between his palms, thumbs brushing over my injuries. “So sorry … so sorry.” I bit back the tears threatening to spill from my eyes as I squeezed them shut and burrowed into his shoulder.

      “Hold yourself together,” Zelia hissed to him, or me, I didn’t care.

      I didn’t care who saw me fall apart. All that mattered was that I was back—and Tristan was here. That he hadn’t gotten himself into trouble coming after me and fighting those horrible, horrible creatures.

      I wanted to go home and disappear in my crooked little bedroom where I could change into a tunic and pants and become San the Quarter Mage, who swept floors and stacked books. None of this—I needed none of the court intrigue, didn’t need to become the one hunted by those in power all over again.

      But the heavy stares of the fairy gathering informed me that the target on my back had only gotten bigger—and by my senseless relief at Tristan’s embrace, I’d extended that target to him.

      I held in my sobs, swallowed them as they pushed up my throat over and over again. Until I could breathe, think. Until I found the strength to withdraw from Tristan’s arms.

      It was then that a casual sound echoed down the stone behind me. Unhurried, rhythmical, almost comically accurate in its measure with my forced breaths.

      “Well, well—” His voice was the sun and the night and the stars all at once as it enveloped me from too close behind as if travelling on a magic breeze carrying them right to my ear. “If this isn’t the attraction of our humble celebration.”

      I didn’t dare turn, trembling in Tristan’s arms that folded me back against him in a reaction of instinct that knocked the breath out of me all over again.

      Too silent. The room was too silent, apart from those footsteps, which stopped a good few strides from me.

      Even Zelia’s brown skin had gone considerably paler as she stared—not looked, stared—at the creature behind me. “Guardians save us,” she whispered, and the voice chuckled, the sound a lover’s caress, a threat, a taunt, all at once. It made my knees go weak.

      Don’t turn around, some sense of self-preservation commanded me, and as if to second it, Tristan’s arms gripped me tighter. But there was a part of me that resonated with every shaking breath at the powerful presence behind me.

      “How endearing to find our Mage finally cares about something,” the voice said, and by the way Tristan went rigid against me, I knew—just knew—that I needed to master myself and step away from the Mage—if not for my sake, then for his.

      Tristan seemed to know, too, for slowly, so slowly, his arms fell away to his sides, releasing me from the stronghold of his warmth—his safety.

      The footsteps clicked closer. One step. Another, as he whispered at me while sauntering past, his lips almost brushing my ear, “Welcome to the royal court, San.”

      The only reason I knew Tristan had heard was how his blue eyes widened at the mention of my name. He jerked around, his focus on the fairy and that fairy alone, and his hand slid into his pocket as if preparing to eject a spell of magic to slay him.

      Unaware or uncaring of the threat, the male didn’t look back as he strolled up to the dais where the king was observing with amused, silver eyes. There he clapped his hands before he propped a hip against the side of the throne, bending down to murmur something into the king’s ear. Music started playing, and the fairies who’d been staring with fascination at the fluid grace of the male beside the king fell back into their conversations, their dancing, one eye and one ear at the dais where the collective danger in this room seemed to hover like a pretty cloud of predatory allure.

      But the male’s golden gaze lingered on mine as he rested one arm on the backrest of the throne behind the king’s head.

      The prince. This was the fairy prince. The most powerful fairy in all of Askarea. The most wicked and cruel fairy. And he knew my name.

      Names hold power. I remembered both Zelia’s and Tristan’s words. And I realized that I hadn’t been introduced by my name once since I’d become a Quarter Mage. Another way to protect me.

      “How does he know your name?” Tristan demanded as he swept me toward a window, his grasp near painful around my arm.

      I protested, but answered anyway. “When I first came to Askarea, I—”

      My throat locked up as I was about to tell Tristan about the bandit. Just … locked up. No words coming out.

      Tristan measured me with those troubled blue eyes. “You what?”

      “In the forest—” It was all I got out before words literally failed me all over again.

      I coughed, cleared my throat, tried to whisper … but something held my voice in an iron grasp.

      “Tell me.” Tristan’s encouraging look didn’t remedy my speechlessness.

      I wanted to. By Eroth, I wanted to tell him that I’d met the prince before—long before this day.

      I gestured at my throat, gasping as I attempted to force out words.

      None came.

      Tristan’s hand was on my cheek, on my neck, as if checking for more injuries.

      I shook my head, gesturing at my throat. “I can’t—” The grasp on my voice tightened, squashing my windpipe in a painful crunch. Gods, it hurt. It hurt.

      Screams failed me.

      Panting, I stopped trying to form a sound.

      The grip softened, allowing me a deep breath.

      “Speak to me,” Tristan demanded, mild panic in his own voice now. “What’s wrong?”

      It was then that a dark breeze whipped around my shoulders, carrying on it the sensual sound of the prince’s voice. “If you tell him where we’ve met before, I promise you’ll beg for death before I’m done with you.”

      I cringed and shuddered all at once, that primal part of me already screaming for mercy.

      Tristan was still studying me with the same expectant look, and by the way he didn’t react to the voice that had engulfed me, I realized that he hadn’t heard it.

      “You’re wondering what’s happening,” the prince purred, and my eyes snapped up to the throne where he was examining the jeweled rings on his fingers as he spoke—seemingly only to me, the rest of the room oblivious to this one-way conversation. “How reckless of you to tell a stranger your name, San.” His chuckle travelled along my body like a feline touch. “You should have guarded it better.”

      I panted a breath as I grasped Tristan’s hand. “Can we go?” I mouthed when I still couldn’t get a word out.

      Tristan understood. “Not before we’re officially released. The king decides when we may leave. Or the …prince.” He ground out the last word as if it held everything and anything he despised.

      “The prince,” my voice finally came out normal even when I hadn’t intended to speak, “seems to be an interesting character.” Even as I heard myself speaking, I knew the words weren’t mine.

      Was that what they’d meant when they’d said names hold power? Power over their bearer? Power to control them?

      I snapped my mouth shut against any more words the prince sought to put onto my tongue and gritted my teeth as I felt a surge of new ones pushing up my throat.

      No. This couldn’t possibly be happening. This wasn’t even my full name … and he already had such power over me. What could he do if he knew someone’s full name?

      A glance at Tristan showed me that his words were his own, as were his thoughts. And Zelia … She was in conversation with a fairy in elaborate emerald finery, her smile bland as she monitored us from the corner of her eye.

      Why was it that nobody used Tristan’s and Zelia’s names against them? Did their magic grant them some sort of protection? Why hadn’t they extended it to me?

      “He most certainly is,” Tristan responded to my question with a frown as he seemed to realize that something more than just my inability to speak was going on. Eyes darting to the dais, he swallowed whatever he had to say, and with it, the frown disappeared, smoothing into the polite and disinterested face of Tristan, the Mage, who was in control of himself once more. “We’ll talk about this later,” he whispered into my ear as he put his arm at the small of my back, guiding me toward the buffet. “While we’re here, let’s have some of those fairy delicacies one pays insurmountable sums for in the market.”

      I didn’t object, reading from his gaze that this was for both our sakes. Ignore the prince, what he was doing to me, stop the conversation so he’d release me from his power.

      I nodded and lifted my chin, shooting the prince a particularly vicious look as I crossed the room by Tristan’s side. Zelia’s gaze followed us with caution as she laughed with fake amusement at whatever the fairy had said.

      On the long, white-clothed buffet table, fairies had gathered, their long, elegant hands spooning foods onto gilded plates as they helped themselves to a feast. Pastries and meat pies small enough to fit in your mouth with one bite, and apples … caramelized apples.

      My mouth watered.

      The moment I spotted them, Tristan was already reaching for one, presenting it to me on a forearm-length, golden spike.

      I nodded my thanks, glance darting to the dais where the prince was talking animatedly to a female with midnight curls. The mere fact that his attention lay elsewhere gave me a moment to breathe and I grasped Tristan by the front of his jacket and pulled him toward me as I stood on my toes and murmured at him, “I’ve m—”

      My throat closed up again before I could get out the word met, and this time, invisible bonds tugged my hand to release a startled Tristan and take the apple from his fingers instead. My mouth was forced open, and I thought I might have been screaming—soundlessly—as that invisible force brought the apple closer to my lips, pushed it against my teeth, made me bite. Chew—

      I wanted to cough the apple out rather than swallow, but it slid down my throat, into my stomach where it rested like lead.

      Tristan watched me with weary eyes as I gestured at the dais with my hand that wasn’t under the prince’s control. And this time, Tristan seemed to understand.

      He shoved his hand into his pocket, jaw tightening as he murmured a few words, and a thin flash of magic singed the air between us.

      A moment later, my body was my own again.

      I almost sagged to my knees at the relief, almost spilled every last thought the prince had forced me to keep in then and there. But the dark wind stirred around me once more, carrying along a purr that made my blood freeze. “Not a word, San. I don’t need to control you in order to do unspeakable things to you.”

      I looked up at the dais, but he was gone. Gone from beside the throne, and standing right beside me instead, eyes of solid gold measuring Tristan rather than me.

      “May I borrow our guest?” It went unsaid that it was a rhetorical question.

      Even when Tristan’s eyes turned into chips of ice, he did nothing to stop the prince from taking the apple from me and slicing off a bite with sharp, white teeth before he shoved the golden spike back into Tristan’s hand. My gut tightened as he flashed the Mage a smile, and Tristan did nothing—nothing but ball his free hand into a fist as he watched the prince hold out his hand to me and cock his head as he waited for me to lay mine in it.

      There was no way I’d do it. No way I’d let the prince separate me from Tristan.

      “I just want a dance with our guest of honor.” Golden eyes bore into mine, urging me to comply, but my body remained my own, as did my will, and I took no short amount of pride in the fact that I left the prince standing like a beautiful statue and didn’t balk under the dangerously pretty smile.

      When a minute passed and I hadn’t moved, the prince laughed quietly, bending low enough to whisper into my ear. “I wonder how long Mage Tristan would last if I sent him to the other part of the celebrations where my friends were taking you. What do you think … a minute, five? An hour?”

      Dread pooled in my stomach, making that leaden bite of apple threaten to come up again.

      “Perhaps I’ll take him there myself—”

      “All right, all right.” The words tumbled out of me as I lunged for his hand. Anything to protect Tristan. Anything to make sure he never went down that pathway framed in greenery where they’d dragged me.

      The prince’s fingers were cool and rough around mine, calluses scraping over my own, developing ones, and for a moment, I wondered where a powerful creature like him would get them from. As if in response to my thoughts, he gave me a wicked grin before he led me away from Tristan, whose gaze was burning on my back like a branding iron with every step I moved away.

      I was vaguely aware of the rest of the room turning their attention on us as the prince guided me toward the open space of what served as a dance floor. With easy grace, he inclined his head as he tugged me into his arms, one hand clasping the small of my back while the other one remained fast around mine. He flashed a dazzling smile that I might have described as beautiful, sensual, heartbreaking, had it not been meant for Tristan, who was surveying every movement from the sidelines, hand in his pocket, without question holding on to his Mage Stone as he watched the prince spin me around the spotless floor.

      I considered slapping the prince’s face, grabbing Tristan, and running. But where would I run? Would we even get to the doors, or would the other fairies stop us and rip us apart for even trying? My heart gave a throb of frustration as the prince began moving, his body close enough to have his heat envelop me, but not close enough to feel that hard front that had stopped me in the gardens. I swallowed my fear and turned my gaze to his … and found him grinning down at me, eyes untouched by the gesture.

      “What’s so interesting about dancing with a human?” I asked when my stomach threatened to tear apart from the tension his unblinking stare induced.

      “Not interesting … fascinating,” he corrected in a huff and spun us left, past a couple of dancing fairies who resembled a swirl of blue and purple as they twirled with the music—beautiful music, I noticed, as he led me past the small group of musicians who all inclined their heads at my attention. Not at me, but at their prince.

      “What’s so fascinating, then?”

      He responded with a wicked smile. “You know that you should have long been dead, San. Travelling the fairylands alone is a risk not many humans take—and survive.” Every step was precise as he guided me along, each movement powerful, easy, as if dancing was what he did all day. “And yet, here you are”—he gestured up and down my body with his chin—“alive, and whole … well, more or less.” His gaze found my cheeks. “Except for those gruesome little cuts.” Where the branches had hit me on my attempt at escape. “I barely recognized you with that bloody crisscross.”

      I scowled at him, and he laughed, the sound weaving into the music. “You’re lucky your little Mage is here to protect you, San, or those despicable fairy creatures would have slowly taken you apart by now.” Nothing but the brutal truth, I could feel it in my bones.

      “Including you?” The words slipped out, I couldn’t help it.

      The prince laughed again. “I could take you apart any time of the day, San—or night—and you wouldn’t even see it coming.”

      Icy cold crept through me at the threat resonating in those words. He knew what I was, knew that I was with the Mages. He could easily find me—and kill me in my sleep if he so pleased. I was certain of it.

      “Like you did with that … control?” I fought for the right expression.

      He inclined his head. “Just like with that power your name extends me over you.” He shook back a few strands of hair that had come loose, disrupting his perfect veneer. “And isn’t that convenient?”

      “Not if you come to kill me in my sleep.”

      “And why would I do that? It’s so much more fun to see you … dance at my command.” His eyes glinted with that cruel amusement once more as he looked me over, spinning me in a slow circle as if to prove his point.

      “You didn’t control”—I filtered Tristan’s name from my words, even when I knew he knew—“the Mage,” I pointed out.

      “That’s because the Master Mage and the Mage are off-limits.” His features twitched for a mere second, revealing proof that he didn’t like one bit how Tristan was beyond his reach.

      “Why is that?” Something eased in my chest just enough to let me breathe. A dance. This was nothing more than a dance. I could get through it.

      “They are … useful to this court.” He flashed another too-wide grin. “For now.”

      I pushed back the fear, reaching for the more cunning Sanja, who had survived the Jezuinian court, day after day, until she’d been stabbed.

      “So … Prince.” I forced my gaze to remain on the fairy prince instead of wandering back to Tristan, whose handsome face meant safety, kindness.

      The prince angled his head in silent prompt.

      “If names are so powerful … does anyone here know your name?”

      He laughed. “Oh, it’s not dangerous for me. I’m fairy royalty.”

      As if that would explain anything.

      At my scowl, he added, “I have nothing to fear from you, San.”

      “Are you so sure?” I was a Quarter Mage after all. One day, I’d become a Mage, and then…

      All I got in response was a sensual laugh.

      “If you have nothing to fear, why not tell me your name? It would make this conversation a lot easier if I knew what to call you.” A weak bait, but apparently enough because he leaned in a few inches until he was so close to my face that I forgot to move my feet.

      He tugged me back into motion, spinning me on the spot with him as he whispered, “Recienne Olivier Gustine Univér Emestradassus de Pauvre.” He paused, as he waited for me to process. “Not that it would make anything easier.”

      I gaped at him for a good minute, trying to remember even a quarter of the names he’d listed. “That’s all?”

      He huffed. “The Second.”

      “The second what?”

      “Recienne Olivier Gustine Univér Emestradassus de Pauvre, the Second.”

      In Askarea, the length of a fairy’s name is related to their status in society, he’d explained to me all those months back in the forest. I hadn’t forgotten.

      “Who’s the first?”

      “The king.”

      “So…” I measured him, fascination overtaking my fear for the briefest of moments, making me brave, bold. “Does that make you more important than your father … or less?”

      He chuckled once more, the sound softer, more amused as he leaned down until his breath was a rush of heat against my scratched cheek. “You know you can’t ever mention to anyone that we’ve met before.”

      I almost asked why when his tone turned back into that of the cruel fairy prince whose mere presence made me tremble.

      “It would have been better for you to never come here, San.” My name slid along my skin like a honed blade. “Now I have no other option but to make your life miserable.” What sparked in his gaze did not at all look like regret.

      And I hated him with all my heart.
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      By the time he slowed, I was nauseated from being whirled around the dance floor in intricate patterns, my feet moving on their own accord. Not because the prince had spelled me again—Tristan’s magic was still protecting me from the worst—but because of the unquestioned skill of the prince as he led this dance. Each step a threat and a summoning, each shift of his muscles under my palm where he’d placed it on his bicep a reminder of what he was, what he was capable of.

      “I need to—” I panted, my body sweat-slick, exhausted. “I need to rest.”

      His lips twitched, one of those perfectly arched brows quirking as if he couldn’t believe I was serious. “Some might consider it rude to deny the prince of Askarea a dance.” A question reverberated in his statement, one that I didn’t quite understand, but felt like a presence of its own as he halted and led me off the dance floor … toward the dais.

      I shot Tristan a desperate look.

      Not the king. Don’t let him take me to the king.

      A muscle feathered in Tristan’s jaw as he seemed to deliberate what to do. As we were passing him, the prince strolling along as if he didn’t have a care in the world, Tristan stepped into our path, his broad form more brawny than the prince’s, but his magic, without a doubt, not even a fraction of the royal fairy’s.

      “Yes?” the prince drawled, cocking his head at the Mage who seemed to be gathering his courage to speak. He didn’t even need to lift a finger to make the room go silent once more, fairies quivering at the wicked amusement in his eyes—as if he was only waiting for Tristan to challenge him. A cat playing with its dinner.

      “Let her go.” Everything about Tristan spoke authority, and any other creature, I was sure, would have quivered under the rage burning in the Mage’s eyes. But this was the fairy prince. And, apparently, he would have none of that.

      “And your point is?” He stepped around Tristan, pulling me along.

      I had the wits to remember myself and push against his fairy allure threatening to gobble me up and planted my feet on the ground.

      My hand slipped from the crook of the prince’s elbow, and I staggered back at the unexpected freedom.

      He waved a dismissive hand over his shoulder as he strolled to the buffet instead of his original aim. “By all means, take her. I’m tired of her”—he shot me a white-toothed grin that was entirely too much predator—“for now.” He didn’t heed the parting crowd a look as he cut into the line of fairies waiting to pluck one of those delicious-looking meat pies from the silver platters, but simply picked up one ornate pastry with each hand and leaned against the edge of the table. None of the fairies dared come closer, but they didn’t move away either, captured by the allure of their prince, the power whirling around him like that dark wind that had carried his words to me. And next to him, those fairies appeared like kittens.

      “We can leave soon.” Tristan tore me from the trance-like state of observing the fairy prince. “Zelia is almost done and will ask for our early dismissal.”

      I only half heard him as I scanned the room for other potential dangers. My hand wandered into his on instinct. “Don’t leave me alone.” I wasn’t too proud to plead with him.

      Tristan’s jaw tightened as he followed my gaze. “I won’t.” A promise.

      As I gazed into his eyes, my nausea slowly subsided. But the harrowing sensation of being watched didn’t disappear. I didn’t need to turn around to know whose eyes were following us as Tristan led me toward a small bench under one of the windows. I tightened my grasp on his hand even when I sat down, our interlaced fingers now a bridge between us.

      “I’m here.” He sat beside me, and I leaned my head against his shoulder, breathing easing and heart slowing at the safety of his nearness. This. I wanted this, and nothing else. No fairies, not even magic. “I’m here with you. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      I heard it for the empty promise that it was, but nodded against the smooth fabric of his jacket anyway. “I know.”
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      The king dismissed us a long hour later, and I didn’t look back after I’d curtseyed. Not even when the prince’s voice carried toward me on that dark breeze that drove shivers through my body. “Don’t forget to keep your tongue still, San. If you don’t, I’ll know.”

      Zelia was already there when we arrived at the foot of the sweeping stairs, the beauty of which I no longer marveled at. None of the sparkle of the stone held my interest now. Neither did the blossom-laced greenery, now clad in twilight, as we climbed into the carriage and the latter rolled off.

      We were barely out the palace gates when Zelia whirled in her seat, eyes pinning me with a force that could only have been described as needle-sharp fury. “What, by the Guardians, were you two doing?”

      I wasn’t sure if she meant Tristan and me or me and the prince … whose name hadn’t stuck with me other than that first part. Recienne.

      Tristan sat up straighter. “They set a trap. When you left, they brought in a human in need of magic to be saved from a slow and painful death.” My mind flicked to the woman frozen in a shell of ice. What those horrible fairies were capable of… “I didn’t leave San behind when I helped the woman, but they somehow managed to snatch her away behind my back when I used my magic.”

      Zelia pursed her lips, sighing through her nose as if battling whatever was waiting on her tongue to be spilled as she gave Tristan an accusatory look.

      “I found you the moment I noticed she had been taken and was no longer in the room,” he added.

      Zelia looked between us then stormed at him, “You had one task, Tris. One task. And you didn’t even manage to keep her safe for ten minutes while I was off keeping the king busy so he wouldn’t hone his focus on her.”

      Tris. I’d never heard her call him that. The way she spoke, with such emotion, such disappointment…

      “It’s not his fault.” My hand found Tristan’s as I locked my eyes on Zelia’s. “He was saving a life while I … I should have taken better care of myself. I should have realized that someone was going to try something.” I wasn’t even sure what point I was making, exactly, other than that Tristan wasn’t to blame.

      The truth was there was nothing I could have done. Even if I’d held onto Tristan’s hand, the fairy would have snatched me out from under everyone’s nose. And I’d have ended up in the gardens. With the prince. A violent shudder wracked through me at the thought that I’d been alone with the fairy prince … and he’d led me back to the throne room rather than making me a special meal. What I should make of it, I didn’t know.

      “You still don’t understand.” Zelia whirled on me. “After all these months, you don’t understand what’s at stake here.”

      I didn’t balk at her stare. “And how should I? Nobody is telling me anything of use. I keep cleaning your home and sorting your herbs, but I don’t get to learn anything to defend myself.”

      “You’re not ready,” Tristan remarked from the side, his simple, unemotional words hurting more than anything Zelia could have told me.

      I swallowed and wiped a sleeve over my eyes to eradicate all evidence of boiling tears.

      “Ready for what?” I threw up my hands, looking between the Mage I trusted with my life, but not my name, and the Master Mage, into whose service I’d sold myself.

      Zelia swallowed hard, her gaze turning solid as she reached across the carriage to catch one of my hands from mid-air.

      And I’d have ripped it out of her grasp had she not smiled … a distant smile that was so familiar that my chest ached at the mere sight of it.

      “You’re not ready to wield a Mage Stone, Sanja.” Her smile turned tentative as if she were waiting for me to realize something.

      My body went slack as I realized … realized what she’d called me.

      “How do you know?”

      Zelia brushed her other hand over my fingers. “Dimar sent word you were on your way a day before you arrived.”

      “Dimar—”

      “He has been in my service the same way Tristan is.”

      The nausea from my dance with the prince returned to my stomach, threatening to finally expel that piece of caramelized apple that had been lingering there like a blob of lead. They knew. How could they know?

      All those weeks and they hadn’t said a word, hadn’t hinted that they knew.

      My head whipped to Tristan, whose cautious gaze was already on me, studying me as if trying to unearth my thoughts.

      “You knew, too? All this time?” I was about ready to claw his pretty eyes out when he shook his head.

      “Not the entire time, no.”

      That hardly made it any better. “How long?”

      Tristan’s throat bobbed as if he only now noticed that Cezuxian fire in me—or the wrath of a princess who’d been lied to. Lied to—the same way I’d lied to them, kept secrets.

      “I knew of a traveller from Cezux arriving in Askarea. But I had no idea who you were, only that I was to find you and bring you home.”

      Home. I almost laughed. My home wasn’t in that crooked house in front of which the carriage was now halting. I didn’t look back as I threw the door open and stalked into the house that had sheltered me from the fairies. Zelia and Tristan’s murmurs followed me up the dim stairwell into my room where I ripped the shard of Mage Stone off my neck, ignoring the zinging sensation as my fingers curled around it. I flung it into a corner and sat at the edge of my bed, face buried in my hands as the tears finally came.

      I cried and cried, sobs shaking me, making the bodice of my dress uncomfortably tight. Another constraint holding me back in my life, another corset that made me into something I was not. I would never truly be—because this wasn’t where I belonged. This wasn’t where I should be. Allowing myself to believe I could disappear from the world, from Cyrill—

      I reached behind me to tug the laces open as best I could, which wasn’t very much at all, and I gave in, throwing myself onto the mattress and muffling my sobs in my pillow.

      “Sanja.” Zelia’s ankle boots clicked into the room.

      I didn’t lift my head. A lie. It had all been a lie.

      Her footsteps halted beside my bed, and the mattress sank where she sat down next to me. A hand stroked my hair, wiping it away from the side of my face. “Oh, Sanja,” Zelia sighed. “Had I known how to tell you, I would have the moment you arrived.”

      “You easily could have,” I said into the pillow. But I didn’t shy away from her touch. It reminded me so much of—

      “I made a mistake, Sanja.” The weight of her hand moved to my shoulder, and she gently pulled, an invitation for me to sit up and face her.

      I wasn’t sure I was ready. But my body followed anyway. So I sat with the Master Mage on the edge of my bed, her brown eyes weary as she smiled at me. “I should have told you right away. But decades in Askarea have taught me to be careful. Not everyone is who they seem.”

      Apparently not. Not even I. I’d deceived them as successfully as they’d kept me in the dark.

      “Not every message I get truly originates from where they claim. I couldn’t have known it was truly Dimar who’d sent word of you. And you could have easily been a spy.”

      “A spy?” I blurted, forgetting to feel hurt or sorry for myself. “How could I be a spy?”

      Zelia’s face turned mild as she measured me for a long, silent moment, during which even my sobs decided to ebb. “How much do you know about your family history, Sanja?”
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      We sat side by side on the edge of the bed, Zelia observing my tears with a weary expression on her face.

      “The Lazar family has been on the throne for centuries.” It was the first thing that came to mind when I thought of my ancestry.

      Zelia inclined her head. “And you’re the next generation. The next Lazar who the throne belongs to—should belong to,” she corrected herself as she folded her hands in her lap. “But that was taken away from you.” She didn’t mention the specifics of how I’d lost that future as she mentioned, “To the new King of Cezux, you’re dead, Sanja. He doesn’t know you escaped. Dimar kept it a secret.”

      I loosed a breath, unsure what to think, what to believe. “Why?” It was the only thing to really ask.

      A small smile graced Zelia’s lips. “Because he’s loyal to your other family.”

      I didn’t get to prompt what family she was talking about as she leaned toward me an inch. “This family. Your mother’s family.”

      My stomach turned into stone as her words sank in. “My mother’s family,” I repeated as I tried to grasp the meaning.

      “You’re my niece, Sanja.”

      I didn’t think I was breathing.

      “Your mother and I were sisters. And while I was brought up in Askarea to learn magic and fill the role of the Master Mage once my father was deceased, my sister was brought up in Cezux so that she’d one day fill her role there and establish a foothold in the Jezuinian court.”

      A shudder ran up my spine. She’d never told me, not once, that she came from a Mage family. I didn’t dare interrupt as Zelia went on, “Our family was exiled from Cezux a long, long time ago for what we are, the skills we possess.”

      “Magic.” I earned a small nod from her.

      “Magic is feared for a lot of reasons in the human world, and no small part of it amounts to the horrors the fairies imposed on us before our world was protected from their assaults.”

      Tristan’s words flashed through my mind, of that ancient magic that kept the fairies bound to their own realm, and I almost sighed a breath of relief.

      “Your mother was trained in magic long before she left for the human lands as my emissary to Cezux.”

      “Emissary?” No one had known that she had magic—not even I. A small rift of betrayal ran through me when I thought of all those years with her, all those dreams she’d shared of a Cezux of social equality. A queen with a heart for the poor of her realm, but not only that—she’d been a Mage. A Mage who might have protected me from Cyrill had she been alive. A Mage who could have righted wrongs. But—“She never told me.”

      “She wasn’t supposed to.” Compassion shone in Zelia’s eyes. “Maybe emissary is the wrong word. Let’s use spy.”

      When I gave her a quizzical look, she continued, “Your mother was in Jezuin for a lot of different reasons, the most important one being to keep an eye on the developments in Cezux.”

      And what better place than at court, where politics collided with the social drama of everyone in power in the western lands?

      “If there were cases of fairies drifting into Cezux, she’d report back, and I’d know if I needed to act.”

      “Act? What power exactly do you hold in Askarea?” I’d wondered about that before. Had wondered when the fairies had given even Tristan a wide berth in the streets.

      Zelia merely smiled. “My family has been stuck in Askarea for a long, long time, and with every generation, we seem to grow more powerful, more skilled and capable of wielding magic. I’ve established a position strong enough in these lands to have the fairy king’s ear in political matters. Small things like ensuring human merchants’ safety when they travel through the fairylands, but still something to keep those who come here for trade protected.

      “It is a small thing in the big picture of terror the fairies exert above our kind, but it is something. Something I can do to make life better for a few human families.”

      As I studied her—really studied her—the lines of her face twisted in a familiar way. Yes, her cheeks were more gaunt than my mother’s, and her eyes darker… but the similarity was there now that I allowed myself to see it. Family. I had family left.

      The thought almost brought me to tears. And I thought she might have recognized her sister’s features in mine as well, for she reached for my hand, squeezing gently.

      “You’re not alone, Sanja. You never were.”

      A tear rolled down my cheek in a hot, salty streak.

      “Even after Noa’s death, you were never alone. I sent Dimar to look out for you.”

      Hearing my mother’s name from my aunt’s lips ravaged me in a bittersweet shudder of melancholy and fear.

      I’d thought that—“Dimar was my father’s sentry.”

      Zelia’s lips twitched. “He was,” she confirmed. “And the best, I hope. But I sent him to Askarea to take up that post so someone could watch over you—someone who knew what your mother was and what you might one day become.”

      A Mage. Mother had been one. And she’d spent her days in Jezuin pretending she was nothing more than a queen.

      “But he is more than that.” Her dark features twisted into something warmer. “He’s my son.”

      A cousin. I had a cousin.

      I didn’t know what to feel, what to think.

      “He’s here in Askarea, by the way.”

      I looked up at that. “Dimar?”

      She nodded. “He came for Ret Relah—and to check in on you.” A smile tugged on her lips, and the pride of a mother shone in her eyes as she let go of my hand and got to her feet. “I can’t believe how much he’s grown. It’s been so long since he visited.”

      In a daze, I stood as well and followed her out the door, downstairs where, at the long table by the hearth, Dimar and Tristan were sitting in silence.

      I only remembered that my dress was half-unlaced in the back when both Dimar and Tristan rose to their feet, Dimar bowing, and Tristan…. Well, Tristan’s gaze found mine, burning blue with such intensity that I thought I might blush. And I could read it there, in the depths of troubled waters, an apology and a plea for forgiveness.

      With tired hands, I tugged on the laces on my back, tightening the dress into a more form-fitting shape that wouldn’t expose my back, before I went to touch Dimar’s shoulder.

      “You saved me.” My words were so quiet that I wasn’t sure I’d spoken them.

      But my cousin straightened at the touch, his dark eyes reverent, devastated. “I killed you first.”

      And there it was, laid out between us—and Tristan, whose hands clenched into fists as he stepped to my side. He’d been helpless before today, watching me being controlled by the fairy prince. He wouldn’t allow for anything else to happen to me.

      “I’m not going to hurt her.” Dimar cut Tristan a warning glance that told me everything about how capable he was of taking on the second most powerful Mage in all of Askarea. Because … he was a Mage as well. A Mage like my mother had been.

      The tight knot in my stomach loosed at the sight of those familiar features. Familiar in so many different ways. Last of them being a man who’d forced me back to my own wedding, had stabbed me with a knife, had dragged me all the way to the Askarean border. And all of it to save me, to protect me from the same fate as my father’s overtaking me.

      “Thank you.” I didn’t think twice as I wrapped my arms around his neck, tugging him tight against me.

      Behind me, Zelia clapped her hands. “Now that we got all this out in the open, why don’t we sit down and eat? We’ve had quite an afternoon, and I’m sure a full stomach will be beneficial to all of us.” She reached into her pocket, where her Mage Stone had vanished once more, and mumbled a spell. A moment later, a feast appeared on the table alongside a bottle of Cezuxian wine.

      When I raised an eyebrow at her, she only said, “It’s a holiday. And we have family over. I don’t feel like cooking.”

      I didn’t glance at Tristan as I walked to my usual chair and sat down, but he followed me, taking a seat beside me instead of across from me where Dimar was settling to Zelia’s right.

      My stomach churned at the smell of roast meats and sweet pies … and the thought of Tristan having known who I was all this time. He’d kept from me that he’d known the same way I’d kept from him who I was. I wasn’t sure where that put us. Had we betrayed each other? Had we been close enough for it to even count as betrayal? I felt his gaze on me, a silent question of whether I was all right. Something more than that question I wasn’t sure I was ready to see in his eyes.

      So I didn’t face him.

      Was it real what he’d said? Was he in love with me? Or was it San he’d fallen for?

      “I just told Sanja about our family connection,” Zelia informed her son over a bowl of salad.

      Dimar dipped his chin. “It’s an honor to be cousin to the Princess of Cezux.” A mischievous grin split his lips that I’d never noticed before. “Even when she likes to run in the night.”

      I blushed—all the times I’d escaped the palace to visit the markets, to spend coppers on goods I didn’t need, just to give something to my people who otherwise had nothing—the times he had let me escape.

      “Either you’re a horrible sentry, or you looked the other way more than once,” I concluded.

      Dimar shrugged, shoveling potatoes onto his plate. “I prefer to think of it as the ability to selectively pay attention during my shifts.” He took a bite, no longer the stiff and formal man I’d gotten to know back at home as he chewed and spoke around the potato. “Before you ask, I wasn’t on duty when you ran before your wedding. That was on someone else.”

      “But you brought her back,” Tristan nearly growled from beside me, making my hair stand, both from the tone and from the knowledge of what exactly had happened to me. “You brought her back and allowed for that tyrant to take her throne.”

      Dimar laid down his fork. “I didn’t allow for anything. I was following an order from the king when I returned her to the palace. Besides that, it was my duty to watch over her, and I couldn’t do that when she was running through the wilderness, half-starving, could I?”

      “You could have brought her here,” Tristan suggested, his body tense as if still ready to challenge Dimar to a fight.

      “My duty is also to keep an eye on the developments in the palace, so returning there with the person entrusted to me seemed like a smart option.” A muscle feathered in his jaw as he met my gaze. “I was trying to keep our cover and keep you safe.”

      “You ended up killing her,” Tristan pointed out.

      I didn’t find any words in me as I watched Dimar and Tristan have it out over the dinner table.

      “Had I known what awaited her at the wedding, I’d have run with her.” He shook his head. “I made a bad call. And I’m sorry.” That was genuine pain in his eyes when he met my gaze. “I thought it was the next step to get another Mage on the throne, to get someone as … good … on the throne. To bring about that change we’ve been hoping for. That Noa had been hoping for.”

      I saw it there in his eyes that he remembered every time I’d snuck out to be among my people, that he’d hoped as much as I had—as my mother had—that one day, things would get better for those who were suffering from the injustice in Cezux.

      “Had I known…” He shook his head. “I didn’t truly know what sort of man Cyrill was.”

      “Everyone knows what sort of man Cyrill is—” Tristan commented, but broke off before he could say anything that would explain why he knew. “And you stabbed her.”

      “I got her out.”

      Tristan braced his hands on the table like he was going to leap to his feet.

      Across from him, Dimar kept a calm, composed face. “Have you ever thought about what might have happened to her if I hadn’t stabbed her to get her out? Have you ever considered what Cyrill might have done to her had he been the one driving that knife home?”

      Cold gripped me at the image Dimar painted for me.

      “Sit down, Tris.” Zelia shot him a glance as he half-rose to his feet—and sank back into his chair. “It’s not my son’s fault what Lord Cyrill tried to achieve.”

      Tristan ground his teeth. Such rage contained in his still shape as his eyes slid from the Master Mage to her son and back.

      For lack of anything to say that may comfort my Mage, anything that would convey the emotions crawling beneath my skin, I helped myself to a piece of meat and some green beans, the air around me almost sizzling, flaring from Tristan as he held in that anger.

      “It’s good to see you back on your feet, Princess.” Dimar was the first to speak after a moment of awkward silence, during which Zelia seemed to monitor each of Tristan’s breaths. “When I left you in the borderlands, your injury was still healing. I wasn’t sure you’d make it on your own.”

      “And, yet again, a bad call,” Tristan pointed out.

      Dimar held the Mage’s stare. “I needed to cover her tracks.”

      “You mean your tracks.”

      “Should I have left with her and risk that Cyrill found out she survived?”

      Before they could get into yet another round, I blurted out, “I wasn’t on my own—” And tried to suck the words back in, but they’d slipped out and hung in the air, heavy like a verdict.

      Tristan’s gaze landed on me, his anger with Dimar forgotten as he grasped the meaning of my words, blue depths demanding answers. But I felt it, the air tightening in my throat—not because of Recienne’s control over me, but because of the threat he’d established at the celebrations.

      I could take you apart any time of the day, San—or night—and you wouldn’t even see it coming.

      “Tristan found me in the market the day I entered the city.” It was a lame attempt, but Dimar nodded. And Tristan didn’t push for answers.

      “He’s the best.” My cousin reached for the bottle and poured himself a glass before he filled Zelia’s and Tristan’s then mine. “At least, Mother says so.” There was no envy in his words. “I’ve been away from her training methods for too long to attain the same level of skill.”

      “You’re the third-most powerful Mage in Askarea,” was all Zelia had to say to him, and I could have sworn Tristan’s lips twitched beside me.

      And just like that, we were a family … fighting over the dinner table, forgiving as easily—maybe. But, most of all, no longer alone.

      Dimar told us about his journey over dinner. Then, when we arrived at the rich berry cake Zelia had conjured, he refilled our glasses, and I finally was ready to ask the question I hadn’t dared ask from the moment we’d sat down at the table. “Has he been crowned?”

      Dimar’s face turned unreadable. “He has taken up residence in the royal quarters under the disguise of protecting the throne of Cezux until an heir is found.”

      No heir would ever be found. I had no aunts and uncles or cousins on my father’s side—on the Lazar side of the family. “It’s a game to hide his real intention from the public while he waits until they beg him to accept the crown.”

      “Of course, it is.” Dimar held my gaze. “He’s started assembling his own court—nobles of wealth and power who will support his rule. And the priest is ready to crown him. Everything is set up for an inevitable shift of power.”

      The power of a tyrant who will make my people’s lives even more miserable. Slavery would return under his rule within a heartbeat, and children born in freedom today would be put in chains tomorrow. The cold didn’t release me from its grasp when Tristan’s hand found mine under the table as if he’d read in my face the pain that the prospect of Cyrill Tenikos on my throne instilled. And his touch was both comfort and strength at once even when, an hour ago, I’d been mad at him, it was not his fault that I’d chosen to hide who I was, not his fault what was happening in Cezux. His choice to keep hidden what he’d known about me, yes. But looking between Zelia, Dimar, and him, I understood.

      I’d tell him later when we were alone. As for now—“What can we do?”

      Dimar was a Mage, and he’d been unable to do anything other than heal my wound enough to keep me alive for a few days—until I arrived at Zelia’s home. It had been the prince who’d saved me, really. Robbed me and eradicated all my chances of making it in Askarea on my own… and then saved me by taking me to the city.

      Before my head could bend into a knot, Dimar shook his head. “The only way the nobles will stop supporting him is if the true heir to the throne returns.”

      “They think she’s dead,” Tristan threw in.

      Dimar inclined his head. “And it’s better this way—for now. She needs to learn and train so she can protect herself before she returns to that court.”

      “By then, Cyrill will have the crown on his head, and it will be treason,” I pointed out, not eager to face Cyrill either way. But it was what I’d do—eventually.

      I took a bite of cake as I calmed myself, trying to sort through my thoughts.

      We debated for a good while whether the three of them would be enough to stand against Cyrill if he surrounded himself with those unscrupulous men who’d slaughtered my father and his court—had slaughtered Eduin and the guards who’d stood in their path.

      “Magic doesn’t work the same in Cezux. It’s bound to the fairylands the same way the fairies are. Since we store fairy magic in the Mage Stones, it lasts only so long and comes out weaker than here,” Zelia explained.

      Dimar nodded his agreement. “In most cases, you’ll be better off with a sword or a bow and arrow.”

      “Or a knife?” I pointed at the curved blade he’d placed on the chair beside him—the knife that had tasted my blood.

      Tristan’s hand clenched around his fork as he stared at my cousin—my cousin. I still had to get used to the thought.

      “A knife helps as well.” Dimar winked, so un-sentry-like. So at ease in this crooked, little house.

      “So when you stabbed me… How did you know your magic would be enough?” I held his gaze, trying not to think of all the times I’d felt alone in the palace, all the times I could have used a cousin.

      The ease vanished from Dimar’s face as he laid down his fork and said, “I didn’t.” He took a long sip from his wine. “But it was the only chance I had to try to save you. Anything less than that wound and Cyrill would have taken care of you himself.”

      The cake suddenly tasted like ash.

      “The only thing important is that you are here.” Tristan’s thigh touched mine, his face yielding nothing of the warmth in his voice as he scanned Dimar and then Zelia.

      I took another sip of wine so I didn’t need to speak, to voice what fear came with the memories—not for myself anymore, but for Leahnie, who I’d left behind within Cyrill’s reach. And the rest of the servants, of all the faces I’d seen every day. Whatever was left of my father’s court.

      “Please”—I leaned forward, searching Dimar’s eyes for the truth—“tell me that you made sure they’re all right.”

      He knew who I’d meant. I could tell by the look on his face, and his lips formed a thin line. “It’s not like I can just tell anyone there what really happened. They’d kill me for more than treason.”

      For his magic. They’d kill him for that.

      “You did everything right, son.” Zelia placed her hand on his forearm and squeezed it. “If anyone learned about what you are, they’d have slaughtered you just like they did with Noa.”

      My heart stilled.

      Mother had died of an unknown illness. I’d been there—

      “She was poisoned,” Dimar informed me, that ambiguous compassion from when he’d dragged me back to the palace in Jezuin returning to his face.

      “We don’t exactly know who did it, but we know it was because she was a Mage,” Zelia added.

      The nausea I’d been fighting since the dance with the prince flared again, and this time, I couldn’t keep it down. I leaped to my feet, dashing for the stairs on shaky legs. I scrambled down the corridor, almost hitting my head on the door as I reached the bathing room—and dove headfirst into the toilet.

      My thoughts swirled as I yielded my dinner over and over again—until my muscles were cramping, and I rested my forehead on my arm braced on the porcelain.

      Murdered—she’d been murdered. Like my father. Like every last person in that temple at my wedding who hadn’t been with Cyrill.

      As I panted, breathing through another wave of nausea, a knock sounded on the door.

      “Go away,” I groaned so softly that not even I was sure it had been words.

      The door cracked open, and Tristan’s tall shape folded into a crouch beside me. “Are you all right?”

      “Not really.” I rolled my head to the side so I could distract myself by staring into those troubled eyes.

      He gave me a small smile, a reserved one like those first smiles he’d ever shown me. “Today has been a lot.”

      “You could say so.”

      Ret Relah, the prince, the king, the fairies in general. And then Dimar and Zelia. A family. And my mother…

      A tear ran across my cheek, but Tristan caught it with a finger before it made it halfway down. “It will get easier, San. Don’t cry for what you’ve lost—that won’t bring it back. Cry for what you could gain.” His gaze held mine, gentle, deep, full of that quiet strength I’d seen in him over the past months. A Mage … but also a man capable of such tenderness when everything about him screamed power.

      “I don’t think I can go through anymore tonight.” I scrambled to my feet and rinsed my mouth before I faced him again. His eyes assessed me with piercing intensity, and I wondered if what he saw was different from what he’d seen yesterday or the day before, or even before that when he’d not yet known who I was—what burden I came with.

      He wrapped an arm around me and kissed my cheek, his other hand brushing back loose strands of my hair. “I love you, San. Princess or no.”

      A smile lingered on his lips as he pulled back to study my face.

      And I couldn’t … couldn’t say the words. That I loved him. Not when I’d hidden so much of myself from him—so much that I’d yet to show him.

      I caught his hand and placed a kiss on the inside of his palm. “I’m tired. Please, tell the others I went to bed.”

      Whether or not my lack of reaction to his declaration hurt him, I couldn’t tell, for his smile remained in place, his eyes the same troubled waters I’d come to seek out like a harbor. He brushed a kiss on my forehead, nodding as he released me to head back downstairs where Zelia and Dimar were quietly talking.

      His words enveloped me like a comforting blanket as I headed to my bedroom, leaving the door cracked so I could hear them even when I couldn’t understand a word they were saying. Their voices filled my heart with warmth, and when I allowed myself to think of them as family, slowly, the horrors of the day were washed away by that sense of home that I hadn’t felt since I’d run from Jezuin.

      I love you, San.

      It was way past midnight when exhaustion swept me under and I slipped into a restless sleep.
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      Icy fingers scraped along my naked ribs, tracing my side up to my bare breasts while a second hand was pinning my arms above my head.

      “So beautiful, so pathetic,” a voice spoke. I couldn’t make out his face behind the haze that seemed to trail him like a cloak. “Your fear tastes like the sweetest honey.”

      I knew that voice. The fairy who’d captured me and dragged me through the palace gardens—

      “You escaped once. But I’m prepared this time.” His fingers slid along the outer side of my breast, up-up-up to the base of my throat where the shard of Mage Stone had rested that afternoon. “This time, you don’t have a trick up your sleeve.” He lowered his face over mine so that I could make out his features, handsome, terrifying. And his eyes slid from my naked flesh to meet mine. “You know what we do with humans at Ret Relah?”

      His fingers caught my chin as I jerked it away at the approach of his mouth. “It will be less … daunting for you if you hold still, Sanja,” the fairy said as he traced his index finger over my lips, his grip not loosening on my jaw. “But if you want to fight… By all means, fight. It will make things more … interesting for me.”

      A scream was building in my throat, my body shaking, as I tossed in his grasp. But my voice was stuck as if he was holding it in between his fingers. Just like the fairy prince had controlled my voice. But this fairy didn’t want to dance the way the prince had wanted. This fairy wanted more.

      I had to get him off me. If I could only get my hands free, I would manage to stand and run—or crawl away. Anything was better than this. Anything—

      His breath swept over my mouth, eager as if exploring where he’d place those smooth lips on mine how to best devour them.

      My body went still under his control as he whispered my name. “Sanja. Sanja. Sanja.” The sound of it assaulted every sense of hope that I’d break free. How he’d learned my name, I couldn’t tell.

      And his mouth came closer, closer. Until his finger across my lips was the only thing separating us.

      Out. I needed to get out.

      His grasp on my wrists tightened as he closed that gap between us, but his mouth never touched mine. Instead, a knife was shoved into my bare side, right under my ribs, up, up to my frenzied heart.

      A surge of pain ripped me from my petrification, and I jolted awake, hitting my forehead on the bedside table as I rolled to my feet, ready to run, ready to fight.

      But my room was empty and quiet, except for my panting.

      I ignored my throbbing head for the benefit of checking on my side where I half-expected blood to spill from a puncture wound.

      Only smooth skin beneath thin cotton.

      I heaved a breath and let myself fall back onto the bed, rubbing the side of my head where a small bump was forming, and groaned.

      A dream. It had been a dream. I’d escaped the fairies at the celebrations, and my name was safe with Tristan, Zelia, and Dimar. Only a dream.

      I was safe with them.

      When I glanced at the door, it had been closed—probably Tristan to ensure I’d not be disturbed during my rest. A smile tugged on my lips as I thought of the feel of him beside me in this bed, the heat that came with the memory. I debated getting up again and sneaking to his room, but it had been a long day for all of us, and I was too much of a coward to face him after he’d told me he loved me.

      So I remained where I was, thoughts wandering. A gentle breeze drifted in through the open window, reminding me that spring had passed indeed, replaced now by the tender fingers of summer caressing my sweaty face, my neck, my bare arms, which I wrapped around my torso to hold myself together as I waited for sleep to come find me once more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dawn broke with hues of orange, pink, and gold, and my groggy bones ached as I rolled over yet again after hours of restless sleep. But it wasn’t the light that woke me; it was the noises downstairs, so different from what normally greeted me in this house when I opened my eyes. I got out of bed and slid into my purple pants and tunic before I snuck to the door, but not before picking up a heavy book from my nightstand.

      It wasn’t necessarily the best weapon, but it was the only weapon I had, and it would have to suffice.

      At the top of the stairs, I stuck close to the wall as I listened to the sound of cracking wood and shattering glass.

      Burglars, I thought at first as potion vials shattered on the wood floor. Then I remembered that no fairy in their right mind would attack this house—the Mages’ House. They’d lose access to all the wonderful potions and spells the Mages provided. Apart from that, I wasn’t even sure if there was such a thing as fairy burglars—there most certainly were fairy bandits.

      I clenched my teeth as I peered around the corner, wondering if I should go wake Tristan—just in case.

      But the Mage’s voice sounded from the main room as he cursed whoever was down there thrashing the house to hell and back.

      Tristan—

      My heart ricocheted into a gallop, each beat more violent than the last as I tried to figure out what was going on. If Tristan needed my help.

      A thud, followed by the shattering of glass and a groan that wasn’t Tristan’s—then a flash of light.

      Magic—whether it was Tristan’s or that of whoever he was dealing with, I couldn’t tell.

      “If you try that again, we’ll make sure to turn over the entire house until we find her,” a gruff male voice threatened, and an icy shudder ran down my spine as I realized that those weren’t burglars. They had come to find someone—and that someone was likely me.

      My fingers tightened painfully on the book as I inched closer to the corner to see something, to assess what creatures Tristan was facing. How many of them.

      “She’s not here,” Tristan informed them, voice cold like a winter wind. “I sent her away.”

      I didn’t dare breathe as I peered around the corner to see a sliver of Tristan’s arm framed by that morning light.

      A chuckle followed by slow footsteps. “You wouldn’t possibly be sending her away. Not after what happened at Ret Relah.”

      “Nothing happened at Ret Relah.” The bite in Tristan’s voice set my entire body on edge. Whatever was happening down there, it couldn’t be good.

      “Are you so sure?” a female voice entered the conversation, her tone golden like the rising sun, and I shuddered all over again as I recognized it as Lady Wellows, who’d so gracefully cornered Tristan and me at the palace. “I remember a certain Mage going out of his mind when he noticed the Quarter Mage had disappeared.”

      So they were talking about me. And Tristan—my whole body shook as I thought of him down there, alone with the fairies… He was trying to make them believe I wasn’t there in the Mages’ House.

      Tristan remained silent, the fairy’s clicking boots the only sign she was approaching him. “Her presence is demanded at court. I’m only asking you out of courtesy, Mage Tristan. By decree of the king, I can search this house and take whoever dwells here.”

      My body locked up against the wall, fingers going numb from their violent hold on the book. If I could wake Zelia … or Dimar… But would they be strong enough to fight those fairies with their magic?  Or would they have to bow their head to the wishes of the king?

      Tristan only laughed a bitter laugh. “Unfortunately, she’s not available.”

      “You know that if you lie to me, you will pay for it.” I didn’t doubt Lady Wellows meant it. And the grasp of the fairy’s hands as he’d dragged me through the corridors to the garden was a phantom pain on my arms, my shoulders, my throat. He’d endure that. Endure worse to keep me hidden.

      “I told you she’s not here, and I mean it.” I could almost see him, the determination in his eyes as he lied to the fairy to protect me, as he risked himself to make sure they wouldn’t get their claws on me.

      And yet—

      A grumble of pain escaped as one of the fairies struck Tristan, and he stumbled to the side where I could make out his profile.

      Blood was running down his chin, his lip split where the fairy’s fist must have connected with it, and his eyes… His eyes widened in terror as he noticed me up there by the corner. My heart raced in my throat, pounded in my ears, making it difficult to breathe, to hear anything other than that frantic beating as I wanted to run to him, to defend him.

      But Tristan imperceptibly shook his head at me the same moment the shadows of the fairies appeared at the bottom of the stairs. One step and another, and they’d spot me in my sorry excuse for a hiding place. And then I’d be lucky if encasing me in a layer of ice was the worst thing they’d do to me.

      But if I ran—they’d hurt him. They’d already thrashed the main room; shards of bottles and spilled liquids were covering the floor in an array of swirling colors as they mixed beneath the fairies’ boots.

      One second to decide, that was all I had. And when Lady Wellows ordered them to “Search the house,” I’d decided that I’d give myself up for my Mage so he didn’t need to suffer.

      But a hand wrapped around my mouth from behind, tugging me away from the stairs in a quick motion that made my breath leave me in a gust.

      “Quiet,” Dimar whispered in my ear as he dragged my petrified body back to the closest room and quietly shut the door behind us. He released me and spun me around, but before I could say a word of protest, his hand reached into his pocket, and the air rippled around us.

      He laid a finger to his lips in a silent demand for me to be silent as he gestured for me to follow him to the back of the room.

      And not a moment too soon, for the door splintered out of the threshold with a deafening crack, and all I could do was cover my mouth with my hand to prevent that scream from erupting as two fairies stepped inside, their familiar faces even more handsome than when they’d herded me through the palace gardens with their threats.

      Dimar caught my arm as I readied myself to fling the book at one of their heads—the only weapon I had. And I realized only then that neither of the fairies had noticed us there by the open window. As if we were … invisible.

      I shot my cousin a quizzical look, which he answered with a nod.

      They couldn’t see us. Whatever Dimar had done, whatever magic he’d conjured, it concealed us from the fairies.

      “Empty,” one of the fairies grunted as he ripped the cerulean blankets from the bed while the other one tore off the door of the armoire as he checked for me in there.

      “Empty,” the second one confirmed.

      Dimar didn’t let go of me when the fairies left the room, aiming for the one across the hall where they blasted the doors once more, sending splinters flying everywhere, and took apart the furniture until they were convinced I wasn’t in there either.

      I was still shaking when the noise progressed down the hallway, one door after the other being wrecked, wood and glass hitting the floor as they searched and searched and searched for me—until, eventually, they returned to the main room, reporting to Lady Wellows that Tristan had told the truth.

      Beside me, Dimar exhaled a shuddering breath.

      “I told you she wasn’t here.” I could have sworn Tristan sounded smug before his words were cut off by another thud, which could only mean the fairies had punched him again.

      But Lady Wellows only said, “Very well then. The king won’t be pleased.” Two more thuds followed by a grunt of pain made me want to rip from Dimar’s hand and run for Tristan. But my cousin merely shook his head. A warning or an order, I couldn’t tell. But I obeyed anyway.

      I was only human, no magic at my disposal. And those were fairies down there—sent by the king.

      “Let’s go.” The front door creaked, and footsteps left the house.

      Dimar let go of my hand.

      I didn’t think twice as I hurtled from the room, down the stairs, straight into the mess they’d left behind—and, between the wasteland of utensils, found no sign of Tristan other than a trail of his blood leading out the front door.
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      “They took him.” Blind rage gripped me as I stared at the open door, at the crimson spots leading down the stairs into the empty street. “Those monsters took him.”

      Dimar’s arm caught me around the waist a moment before I intended to cross the threshold. “You can’t go after them.” He pulled me back. “They will tear you to ribbons.”

      I barely heard him over the panic and anger. They’d taken him.

      Everything in my body tightened, every muscle coiling for an attack that wouldn’t come. Not if I remained inside the house.

      “We’ve got to get him back.” I strained against his grasp as he leaned around me to shut the door.

      “I know. But first, we need to calm down and figure out what happened here..” He carefully released me, ready, I was sure, to catch me again the second I tried to get to the door. “We won’t do either of us any good if we go there without a plan.”

      The way he spoke, so calm, so calculated… It made me wonder if this wasn’t the first time he was dealing with a situation like this. I wondered if he’d dealt with similar fear when I’d run in Jezuin. Had he been the one to plan the retrieving missions?

      “All right.” I took a deep breath and exhaled it slowly to quiet the screaming in my head. They’d taken him. They’d taken him because they couldn’t find me.

      As if reading my thoughts, Dimar shook his head and growled at me. “What were you thinking?” His breath came heavily while he eyed me up and down as if cataloguing injuries even when he’d been there to witness I’d been unharmed. “What were you thinking, Sanja? If they’d seen you—” Again that shaking of his head.

      He paused. Swallowed. Smoothed his short, dark curls back, and shook his head again. “I didn’t save you in the human lands only for you to blindly run into a fairy trap.”

      His words didn’t have any bite, and that was fear in his eyes. Fear and remorse.

      He’d failed to protect me before, had needed to expose me to the threat that was the fairylands to give me a chance at survival. And now, he’d do anything to keep me safe.

      As I’d do anything to keep him safe. To keep my family safe. To keep Tristan safe—

      I pushed back all comments about how I didn’t care if they ripped me apart as long as I got to make sure Tristan was all right. As long as I got my Mage back.

      It was only then that I noticed something more was amiss. The fairies had searched the entire house and hadn’t found Dimar and me. But where was Zelia?

      “Where is she?” I didn’t need to look Dimar in the eye to know that something bad had happened. Something very bad.

      “The prince came himself to retrieve her.”

      The prince. Here in this house. My knees went wobbly, and Dimar helped me to the closest chair where I sank down, clasping the book between both hands to make them stop shaking.

      “But she’s the Master Mage. They wouldn’t dare hurt her.” She had too much use in this realm, too much power, they would never dare. Or maybe that power was exactly why the king had finally decided to do something about her.

      “She is, and they won’t hurt her. At least not yet. She is too valuable. But she’s your aunt, Sanja. She’s blood. And who they really want is you.”

      “They know who I am.” It clicked in my head. They had to know, or they’d never know to use Zelia to get to me.

      Guilt shone in Dimar’s eyes. “I don’t know if they have figured it out.”

      I tried to wrap my head around it. As Tristan and Zelia had ordered, I hadn’t spoken to any fairy at the palace if not spoken to. I hadn’t offered information about who I was or where I came from. There was only one fairy who knew a syllable of my name.

      “The prince.” I gasped. It had to be him. Unless Zelia or Tristan had given away my identity. But then, my identity might not even be needed for the king to covet me.

      “He knows?”

      “I don’t think so. But—” My throat tightened at the mere thought of telling Dimar I’d met the prince before Ret Relah. I laid the book aside to rub over the skin beneath my collar, easing the ache. “Does it make any difference if he does?” Would he be able to control me worse than now if he had all the syllables of my name?

      “It makes all the difference. You know he delights in tormenting humans, in seeing them suffer. He wouldn’t make an exception for you. And by knowing your name, he could do anything to you, Sanja. He could make you become a puppet. You’d wander into that palace at his command and not even realize what you were doing. You’d step onto hot coals and do it gladly, just because he called you by your name.”

      I nodded even when my experience had been different. When I’d been aware of every word he’d restricted in my throat, of every second when he’d made me eat that caramelized apple. I hadn’t gone gladly—not even when his voice had been a dark caress.

      “Can they do the same thing to Zelia and Tristan?”

      Dimar paused as he scanned the windows in what seemed to be a habit he’d picked up during his time as my father’s sentry.  “My mother can protect herself from such attacks, and Tristan is powerful enough to resist them the same way I can.”

      Good. Then at least we could exclude one kind of torture. But there was enough left the fairies could do to them without that sort of power.

      “How can I protect myself?”

      “You can’t. I’ll need to create a shield around you the way Tristan did at the party.” When I gave him a questioning look, he continued, “Tris told me everything that happened at court. How the fairies kidnapped you, how the prince controlled you. How he shielded you against that control.”

      I remembered Recienne’s claws on myself falling away, imagined that first breath of air I’d taken after I’d left the palace alive and free.

      However, apparently, my getting away hadn’t been part of the king’s plan. So he’d sent his cronies here to find me and bring me back—and when they hadn’t found me, they’d taken Zelia and Tristan instead.

      Guilt flooded my stomach with an ache that made it hard to breathe. “I’m sorry.” When I looked up, Dimar’s eyes were on me.

      “For what?” He perched on the table beside me.

      “For Zelia.”

      He looked to the floor. “My mother knows what she’s doing, Sanja. She went willingly. She told me to stay upstairs and look after you so she could distract the fairies. If anyone has a chance to convince the king to let Tristan go and end this hunt for you, it’s her.”

      The way he spoke … so calm, so composed, so soldier-like that, I barely recognized the cousin I’d met last night over dinner.

      “But why are they after me to begin with”—that was the real question—“if it doesn’t matter to them who I truly am?”

      Dimar looked me up and down as if that were explanation enough then crossed his arms. “There are only so many humans in this realm, Sanja. And you’re a rare creature with no affiliation with any of the merchants and no magic of your own to defend yourself yet. A real prize for any fairy looking for a human toy. And apparently, the king has set his eyes on you.”

      I cringed at the thought alone.

      “The king wants me dead, Dimar.” It felt strange to use his name. I’d only learned it on the way back to Jezuin when I’d been his captive in a gilded carriage. I didn’t think I’d ever called him by his name.

      Dimar cocked his head. “Maybe. But the king is also not stupid. If what Tris told me is true, the prince showed a certain … interest in you at the party.”

      I leaned back in my chair as my mind threatened to spin. “An interest to torture me, yes.” It was all I had to say to that, and Dimar gave me a knowing look.

      “It seems the prince is the Lord Cyrill of Askarea.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Only, the fairy prince wasn’t a human lord who could be killed with a knife or a sword or an arrow. He was a law upon himself before whom even the king paled in his cruelty.

      “Besides,” he continued, ignoring the way I couldn’t stop fidgeting as all I wanted to do was to run from this house right to the palace where I could demand they let Tristan go, “they all saw how Tristan went off when they snatched you away. They know what you mean to him. They saw the fear, the wrath.” He eyed me as if he waited for me to confirm, but there was such silence in my mind. “And for the first time since Zelia took him under her wing, they have something they can hold over him.”

      Me. I was what they’d use against him if I got even close to the palace. And if I didn’t… I didn’t even want to think about it. Couldn’t. Or I’d never leave this house again.

      But leaving them to their fate—

      “We need to get them back.”

      “Mother wouldn’t want us to interfere.” Dimar held my gaze as I began to object, the intensity silencing me in an instant. “If we go there now, they’ll simply lock us right up and use us for their entertainment.”

      His words implied that entertainment included a variety of pain that I’d rather not imagine. Probably the same sort of entertainment the fairies had hoped to get from me at Ret Relah—had that really been only yesterday?

      “But they might be torturing him.” My mind conjured an image of Tristan splayed on a table, encased in ice, his face frozen in agony, his heart slowing as he gradually froze to death.

      Dimar’s mouth twitched into a grimace. “Tristan knew what he was doing, too. He let them take him so you could go free.”

      I shot him an accusing look even when, in reality, none of it was his fault. Not Zelia’s or even Tristan’s. It was my fault and mine alone that I’d given the prince part of my name and handed him power over me. And now, if they knew the rest of it…

      He didn’t shrink away, and as I grabbed his elbow, no longer thinking about whether or not he’d draw the curved knife at his hip and set it to my throat the way I’d feared in Jezuin—“They don’t need to know we’re there”—a plan formed in my mind.

      “How did you do that?” I gestured at him and then myself.

      “What?”

      “Make us invisible? Are we still invisible?”

      He pushed away from the table and strode across the room, waving one hand at himself as he let the other one disappear into his pocket.

      A second later, he was gone … just gone, as if wiped from the face of the earth.

      “Dimar?” I leaped to my feet, my heart back to racing.

      “I’m still here, Sanja,” he spoke from somewhere closer to the window behind which the streets were slowly coming to life as, one by one, the creatures of this realm crawled from doors and dark corners after what had to have been excessive Ret Relah celebrations. “Just glamoured.” A moment later, he rippled into existence before me, wearing a grin on his face. “And you’re a very smart princess.”

      He flicked my nose, and I would have smacked his hand aside had I not seen my mother’s features in him, and it hit me once more that, with everything I’d gained, how much I now had to lose.

      “If we glamour ourselves, we may make it to the palace to at least locate where they took him so we can make a plan to get him out.”

      Not Zelia. He didn’t include Zelia in that plan because she could hold her own against the king, it seemed, or Dimar would be worried about his mother a lot more.

      “Do you have enough magic stored?” It was the only question left as I got to my feet, ready to pick some bread from the cupboard before I’d flit upstairs to grab my satchel from my room.

      Dimar nodded. “I brought some human items from Jezuin when I came in, and that bought me enough magic to keep the two of us hidden for a while. All we need to worry about is keeping quiet. The rest, including our scents, will be hidden.”

      And that was that.
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      Dimar’s magic rippled in the air as he murmured a spell that was supposed to encase us in a glamour, and a moment later, we were invisible to the world. Why Tristan hadn’t thought to use that sort of magic on me when he’d taken me with him on his errands eluded me, and when I asked Dimar about it, he shrugged.

      “It’s a rare gift to conjure glamours like that and to do it right. Disguising one person is easy, but making a second one disappear—not so easy. Especially when you take into consideration that I want us to remain visible for each other while the rest of the world can’t see us.” He gestured around as if that explained anything. “It’s a little tweak of the spell, and it works only if you have an affinity toward that sort of magic.”

      I was about to ask what spell he used, but he continued, “Not everyone has the same talents. While Tris seems to be strong with healing and potions and offensive magic, I’m good with disguises and spells.”

      “So we don’t all just learn the same skills and can do the same things?”

      “Some come more naturally than others,” he explained quietly as he gestured at a narrow alley I knew was a shortcut to the main boulevard leading from the gates to the fairy palace.

      When I cocked my head in question, he added, his eyes constantly screening our surroundings for signs of fairies, “Think of it like any other skill. Like music or dancing. While some of us are barely able to set two feet behind each other in time with the beat, others excel in the grace of motion to music. Some sing like the Guardians, and others can barely carry a tune if their life depends on it.” He grinned at me over his shoulder. “It’s the same with magic. The logic of potions comes more easily to some than others, and spells flow better from certain lips. The Master Mage is the only one who’s mastered them all—potions, spells, healing, channeling. All of them at the same level.” He paused as a group of fairies meandered past us, placing his finger to his lips to remind me that, even when they couldn’t see or smell us, they could very well hear us. So I held my breath until they passed, and Dimar’s shoulders loosened as he continued speaking. “It’s not like magic runs in our blood like it does with the fairies—we’re dependent on our Mage Stones—but there are still certain humans who seem to have a natural affinity to magic. And our bloodline is one of them.”

      “And Tristan?” If Zelia’s ancestors had figured out how to bind magic and use it, did that mean my bloodline was the only one capable of doing it?

      Before my mind could come up with options that would have me reconsider any and every feeling I’d ever had for Tristan, Dimar shot me a grin. “Oh don’t worry. You’re not related to Tris. He could be from any bloodline.”

      “Any bloodline?”

      We turned the corner into a broader street where a few fairies were lazily strolling in the morning sun, oddly bleary-eyed for creatures of immortal grace. Some hooved fairies clopped along in curved lines that made me wonder if they’d found their beds at all during the celebrations—and then if their celebrations had included humans and how these humans might have fared.

      “Our family isn’t the only Mage family in Eherea.” He pointed at the small park, picking a path through the greenery which fewer fairies had chosen to roam at this early hour than the street, and I followed him, barely keeping up with his strides even when he wasn’t as tall as Tristan—he was well capable of rushing ahead just as fine as my Mage. “There used to be plenty of others. Some still exist even when most of them have gone into hiding. Some of them might have been leaving their affinity barren for so long that they may no longer remember what their ancestors were.”

      “Why?” I almost crashed into his back when he stopped at the edge of the park, peering into the alley for potential danger—and apparently didn’t find any, because he continued, pace slower, now that we were back on cobblestone.

      “You’ve seen what the fairies do to humans. And since Cezux-exiled Mages, a lot of them chose to not pass on their knowledge to the next generations to protect them.” He glanced at me over his shoulder, dark eyes full of sorrow. “It’s like never learning the language of your mother, but being taught the language everybody else speaks.”

      I wondered what had happened to him that he felt so strongly about the Mages’ fate. Before I could ask, he held up his hand, silencing me as we slid around the corner and stepped into the shadows of the palace walls.

      From here on, we’d need to become phantoms, or the fairies would pick us apart the moment they found us sneaking into their royal residence.

      Dimar led the way along the glimmering stone, the air swirling around him as he moved with such stealth that I wondered if he’d ever done anything else than sneaking around fairies. I followed suit, eager not to let too much distance spread between us lest the boundaries of his magic would leave me exposed.

      At the main gates, fairies were coming and going, some by foot, some in carriages, and some flying in on their colorful wings. I couldn’t help staring in awe at the play of light through their translucent membranes. Only when Dimar tugged on my sleeve did my attention snap back to the task at hand. Tristan. I needed to get to Tristan. And free him.

      We waited until a group of hooved and horned fairies neared the gates and let the noise of their steps mask our own as we rushed into the courtyard. My heart hammered against my ribs as I darted after Dimar into the greenery of the gardens, and my hair stood at the thought of the last time I’d been here—less than a day ago.

      He nodded at the bushes ahead, which were surrounded by the chirping of birds. Idyllic. Too idyllic for the deadliness of the creatures dwelling within these walls. I turned to watch the hooved fairies disappear through a narrow door near the entrance we’d taken for Ret Relah. From the windows above, music beckoned like at the celebrations the day before, and I wondered if the court was still celebrating. Perhaps they’d be drunk on fairy wine and we’d easily make it through the palace without being spotted. But then, that type of luck would have been unusual for me.

      So I braced myself for the worst as Dimar pointed at another door, half-hidden at the side of the gardens. It reminded me of the one the prince had taken me to the day before. “If he’s in the palace at all, he’s either in the throne room where the king will receive him or”—he shot me a look that couldn’t mean anything good—“in the dungeons.”

      I swallowed the coldness rising in my chest, my throat. How Dimar knew the layout of the fairy palace, I didn’t ask. He’d obviously grown up in Aceleau, or he wouldn’t be so familiar with the city—at least until he’d taken up his position in Jezuin when my mother had been poisoned. It still took me all my mental capacity to not scream at the thought that someone had killed her for what she was—that someone had known what she was.

      Dimar waited for me to give a sign I understood before he peered around the bush. Then we made our way through the grass so painfully slow that I almost waited for the next best fairy to spot us. But Dimar’s glamor held, and we reached the arched doorway unseen, despite the few fairies meandering between the blooming trees and hedges. Opening the door and slipping in was the more dangerous part of the endeavor, but while Dimar conjured another glamour to disguise the moving of the door, I pulled it open, sending a silent prayer to the Guardians to not let it squeak—it didn’t.

      Once inside, I squinted until my eyes adjusted to the dim light, my hand on the knife Dimar had handed me with the words “Just in case the glamour isn’t enough.” But we didn’t stop as we made our way down the long hallway, not when fairies drifted by, their eyes glazed as if they were drunk, their movements slow and less coordinated than what I’d seen at the Ret Relah celebrations. Dimar just nodded when I gave him a questioning look.

      So, they were all hung over from the party, just the way the fairies in the street had been.

      We took a sharp turn down a narrow stairwell. I made a mental note to ask Dimar how he knew where the dungeons were if we made it out of here in one piece with Tristan and Zelia.

      Down, down we went, my muscles aching from forcing my feet into slow, noiseless steps, and with each turn we took, my heart thundered louder until I was certain the whole palace could hear it.

      But no one was down here. No bleary-eyed fairies, no guards. So Dimar and I continued our path farther into the darkness.

      After what felt like hours, but couldn’t have been more than mere minutes, a thin orange light floated toward us, and fear grabbed me anew when shadows appeared on the wall ahead.

      Dimar didn’t stop, so I didn’t either, even when my instincts screamed for me to run.

      Two fairies appeared in the corridor ahead, their tall shapes in armor, gleaming weapons strapped to their hips and behind their shoulders. I bit back a gasp at the sheer menace of the sight.

      Guards. If there were guards down here, there had to be prisoners as well—at least, that was what I’d learned in the palace in Jezuin.

      They didn’t speak as they came closer, closer, closer, until we needed to squeeze into the wall so they wouldn’t brush us with their broad forms. I held my breath, counting the cracks in the stone in front of me rather than daring to glimpse over my shoulder to verify they hadn’t noticed us. Beside me, Dimar had frozen as well, one hand in his pocket, the other one clutching the knife on his belt as he stared after the guards who, by now, should have been halfway down the corridor. Only when he relaxed against the wall did I allow myself to take a breath and take a look at the now empty space

      Dimar pointed at the corner and gestured for a left turn, and we continued, my treacherous heart not slowing for a beat as we turned the next corner, and the next, until the orange glow of light turned dull and dim, and we faced a heavy wooden door with a narrow barred window.

      I rose to my toes to peek inside and couldn’t hold in a gasp as I spotted Tristan sprawled on a palette of straw.

      Dimar’s cautioning hand on my arm was the only reminder to keep myself together.

      But too late—

      An invisible grasp hauled me away from the door, and a scream died in my throat as I crushed into the hard front of one of the guards who had just passed us. I felt more than saw it as Dimar’s glamour rippled out of existence, leaving us exposed, vulnerable.

      While Dimar had the good sense to draw his knife, my hands were pinned in place by a pair of broad hands that didn’t seem to care that human bones could easily snap under strain. I bit back the grunt of pain as I thrashed against the hold. But he only laughed, watching the second guard step around us and easily retrieve Dimar. My cousin’s panicked gaze was enough to tell me that we weren’t going to get out of this alive, the knife in his human hands nothing more than a toy beside the hulk of a fairy.

      “His Majesty will be pleased to see what we’ve found crawling down here,” one of them said, and the smoothness of his voice was almost worse than his grasp.

      I planted both feet on the ground and let myself drop the way I’d done with the other fairy in the gardens, but this one was better prepared. He caught me before my limp shape could slip from his arms and dragged me upright, bringing my arms behind my back where he held both my wrists in one large hand of his.

      “I need to—” I broke off, gasping at the pain of his manacle-like fingers. “Let me see if he’s all right.”

      I knew the chances were slight that they’d allow me anything, but if I made enough of a fuss, maybe they’d allow me a glimpse into the cell to see if Tristan was alive, breathing.

      “You mean the boy?”

      Boy. There was nothing about Tristan that was boy-like. Only one of the countless ways they were going to taunt me and break me, I reminded myself and inhaled a steadying breath. “I’ll go with you willingly if you allow me a look at him.”

      The fairy was about to say something when I clarified, “A real look. From up close.” That would mean opening the cell, seeing what mechanisms kept the door locked.

      Dimar voiced his agreement.

      The fairies laughed. “You’re in no position to make demands.”

      I thought that this was it. That he’d simply drag me away and I wouldn’t get a chance to see if Tristan was all right, or to say goodbye, when he added, “But I’ll allow it. One look.”

      There was no time for me to feel the sense of relief as he shoved me toward the cell, which sprang open as if by an invisible hand. I stumbled, barely able to prevent colliding with the thick wood as I caught myself, hands gripping the threshold. “Don’t get any ideas,” he warned. “If you try to run, I’ll need to hurt you. And the king won’t be pleased if we damage his belongings.”

      Dimar growled at the fairy, but didn’t move an inch as I slipped into the cell, eager to touch Tristan, to see if he was alive, but I was reluctant to turn my back on the fairies at the same time.

      “Go ahead. See.”

      I knelt by Tristan’s side, my hands assessing his face, his chest, feeling for his breath.

      A thin groan slipped from his lips as I brushed his bruised cheek, wiping away a piece of straw.

      “Tristan,” I whispered. “Tristan, we’re here to get you out. Do you hear me? We’ll get you out of here.”

      I didn’t care that the fairies could hear me. They already knew why we were here, so what difference did it make?

      Tristan’s eyelids fluttered as he rolled his head in my direction, but he didn’t rouse from his sleep—or whatever magic-induced state he was in.

      “You saw that he’s alive,” the guard said with enough edge that I cringed. “Now hold up your end of the bargain.”

      A bargain. Even when I hadn’t signed anything, it had been enough to call it one. I’d go willingly.

      “I promise.” It was all I allowed myself to say to Tristan as I bent over him and placed a kiss on his brow. Not the words that were quietly forming inside my heart. Those three little words that I hadn’t allowed myself to think, to feel for so many reasons that all seemed stupid now.

      Then I straightened and walked back to the fairy, my hand itching to reach for the knife.

      If only I had magic—

      I passed Dimar and the guard holding him in his grasp when I noticed my cousin wasn’t yet panicking, despite our situation. And his lips were quietly moving as he gestured at the corridor behind us with a fleeting glance.

      Sparks flew from his hand a moment later, sizzling along the guard’s armor like streaks of fire, making the fairy hiss as he released Dimar.

      I ducked, darting a few steps toward where Dimar had looked to avoid being in his path as he shot more sparks in a cascade of yellow and blue.

      The fairies cursed, stumbling back, too surprised to notice that I was already around the corner. But only until Dimar had them under control. I wouldn’t leave without Tristan.

      The thud of a body against stone made me freeze a step from the turn. Dimar.

      “What do we do with him?” one of the guards said, and the sound of a body slithering over the ground turned my stomach into lead.

      How foolish of me to believe we could just sneak in here and free Tristan without running into guards. How foolish of me to convince Dimar we should have come at all when both Zelia and Tristan had tried to protect me by going with the fairies. How selfish.

      But then—should I have left the Mage and my aunt in the fairies’ hands when it was obvious they hadn’t been what they’d wanted, but I. So, anything I could do to save them, I’d try. Anything. Including stepping before the fairy king if I had to.

      “Throw him in the cell with the other Mage.” Again, I heard that slithering sound as they dragged Dimar into the cell, then a click that could have only meant that the door was being shut behind him.

      By the lack of Dimar’s protest, I could tell that he couldn’t be conscious, or he’d have continued to fight.

      But nothing. Not a sound, but that of the laughing guards as they turned away from the cell where now both Tristan and my cousin were locked away and marched right into the corridor where I hadn’t made it one inch out of my petrification.

      I told myself that he wasn’t dead or they wouldn’t have bothered to put him in that cell at all. A tiny flicker of relief shot through me at the thought that he was alive, that they both were. And it was enough to allow me not to quiver with fear as they stopped a long stride away from me, both wearing smirks on their handsome faces, and gestured for me to continue down the corridor.

      “I remember having come to an agreement,” one of them reminded me. Yes, I’d promised I’d go willingly if they let me take a look at Tristan, to confirm he was alive. “And before you ask, he’ll survive. It’s only a wound to the head.”

      When I didn’t set in motion, the second one stepped up to me, grabbing me by the shoulder to turn me around. “Move, Princess. There’s someone waiting in the throne room for you. And he won’t be pleased if you’re late.”
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      Princess. They couldn’t possibly know. They couldn’t—

      All defiance was knocked from me with that one word that meant that they indeed did.

      If they knew who I was, knew my name, they could make me do anything. Could control me the way the prince had controlled me. A trickle of ice ran down my spine at the thought of facing Prince Recienne ever again.

      The guards followed me in silence as I retraced the way to the entrance, my mind whirling with desperation for how to get out of this, how to free them.

      Priorities. I needed to set priorities.

      Zelia was in the prince’s hands, but she went willingly, supposedly unharmed, or Dimar would have been more worried about her. She hadn’t been in the cell either, so maybe she wasn’t even in the dungeons. It was a tiny hope, but a hope nonetheless to have one ally who wasn’t in chains or behind bars.

      Tristan and Dimar were in the worst position, for now, unconscious, unable to defend themselves.

      And I… Well, there was little that I could call good about my situation other than that the fairies obviously wanted something from me. And that gave me a small power if nothing else.

      As long as they didn’t have what they wanted, I’d have a chance to negotiate my way out of this—all our ways.

      “Faster,” one of the guards said and nudged me forward when I hesitated at a fork in the path, unsure which direction led to above ground, and barked, “Left.”

      My footsteps echoed on the floor that turned from dirt to rock to marble as we reached a set of stairs that I didn’t remember taking earlier, and with the glamour removed and my presence announced far ahead by the clicking of my boots, I couldn’t help but feel more exposed than ever.

      The narrow corridor turned into an open, wide hallway, decorated with flowers and paintings that I didn’t pay any attention to as we made it to a familiar sweeping staircase I remembered climbing less than a day before.

      My heart thundered with fear as we approached the throne room, the guards’ light feet not making a sound as they framed me.

      “One wrong step and you’re dead,” one of them threatened.

      I swallowed the retorts I’d have slammed at them had this only been about me and my own freedom. But this was about so much more.

      I pulled up an image of Tristan’s smile, of the look in his eyes as he’d told me he loved me, and my chest ached at the thought of him in that cell, discarded on straw in the half-dark, and Dimar…

      I raised my chin.

      If I needed to stand before the king to get them out, I’d do it. Not that I had much choice. But a current of strength pulsed through me as I told myself that I could do it. That I’d faced him before and I’d gotten away.

      I’d find a way. Even if it was the last thing I’d do.
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        * * *

      

      The king was lounging on his throne, wearing a gloriously bored expression on his face that could only be bested by that of his son leaning against the ornately carved stone, one arm braced on the backrest and studiously ignoring a fairy talking to them from the bottom at the dais.

      Fewer fairies were populating the room today, most of them looking like they could use a good night’s sleep, but their eyes snapped up anyway when the guards marched me past them up to the dais where the king held a hand up to stop the talking fairy as he turned his focus on me. The murmurs around me didn’t bother me half as much as the gleeful expression of the fairy king—or the beautiful face of the prince as he pinned his golden gaze on me, face hardening as our eyes met.

      “We found her in the dungeons, sneaking around near the Mage’s cell.” The guards shoved me to my knees, and had I not possessed enough dignity to bite back the grunt of pain as my kneecaps hit the stone floor, I’d have shown them then and there how little my human body could take.

      But I kept my head high, chin up as I faced the fairy royals.

      “You look familiar,” the king drawled as he bent forward to sneer at me.

      For a moment, I debated cowering, pleading for Tristan’s life, for that of Dimar. But this wasn’t over, and Zelia had to be somewhere in the palace, hopefully not in chains or in a cell. So I had a different route I wanted to try first.

      “I want to talk to the Master Mage.”

      The silver of the king’s eyes flared at my bold demand. And he laughed, a melody of terror.

      My hands started shaking, but I balled them into fists at my sides as I tried not to show a sign of weakness; it was enough if the whole room could smell my fear.

      “The Master Mage has been my esteemed guest since this morning.” He rested his chin on a fist as he braced his elbow on an armrest. “If she feels the need to talk to you, she may. But you”—he flashed a smile that was as handsome as it was frightening—“you broke into my home and tried to steal from me. So I don’t think I’m inclined to grant you any wishes.”

      What had Dimar said? Zelia had gone with the prince willingly. She hadn’t been captured the way Tristan had. Something eased in my stomach … and immediately knotted back into a leaden mess when the prince pushed away from the throne and cleared his throat.

      The attention of the entire room snapped to him as if he was holding them all by a leash.

      He strolled to the edge of the dais where he lowered himself into a squat, forearms braced on his knees. “I’m not sure, Father.” He cocked his head as he assessed me with a lazy gaze: the rumpled hair that I hadn’t been able to braid back this morning, the plain tunic and pants in the color of the Mages, the set of my jaw as I looked at him down my nose even when he was higher up than me. “If you offer her the chance, she might be a proper guest as well.” His eyes lingered on the base of my throat where my Mage Stone shard had sat the day before. “She might add to court entertainment.” His lips pressed into a thin line as he pulled himself up to his full height and shoved his hands into his pockets before he returned to his place by his father’s throne. “It’s gotten rather boring here with all humans dying on us.”

      The king didn’t respond. When I met the prince’s gaze, he flashed me a grin that spoke of a slow, painful death, and the lead in my stomach turned hot, burning.

      Court entertainment. If they all had been right, dying at the hand of the king would be the more merciful option. But not yet. Not before I’d at least tried.

      Zelia—I needed an accomplice who’d help me navigate this court, someone who was familiar with the ways of the fairies—needed to free Tristan and Dimar and take them somewhere far, far away from here where neither the king nor the prince could harm them.

      I couldn’t help the trembling in my voice as I demanded, “Where is she?”

      The king chuckled, the shiny slate gray of his tunic quivering on his chest. “She has a room in the residential area of the palace. As for the specifics … you are in no place to ask questions, human.”

      Human. I almost cried out in relief when he didn’t call me Princess or by my name.

      Maybe they didn’t know after all. Maybe the guards had used Princess to belittle me, to make me feel like a little girl, and not because they actually knew who I was.

      I heaved a breath.

      The king studied me with solid silver eyes, not even deigning to straighten as he looked me over down there, on my knees.

      I reminded myself that I’d endured worse, that I’d been almost killed. But it didn’t do much to ease the tremors running through my entire body when he finally came to a conclusion.

      “The Master Mage and I have an agreement. As long as she stays my guest in this palace, I won’t hurt either of her subjects.” The way he said it made clear that he was fully aware that Tristan wasn’t the only one in that cell now. But at least Zelia’s bargain secured Tristan’s life. “Especially not her family.”A rush of whispers ran through the room. “Or are you trying to deny the blood that runs in your veins, Quarter Mage?”

      Quarter Mage. Not San, not Sanja. Maybe I was naive to cling to that little hope that they hadn’t learned my name. But I steeled my spine and held his gaze. “What greater honor than to serve family?”

      A muted chuckle from beside the throne informed me that the prince had his own opinions on the topic, but I didn’t turn away from the king. Especially when I knew nothing good could come from the prince’s attention.

      I tried not to flinch as the king reached into his pocket and pulled out a small silken pouch. He played with its strings as he placed it on the armrest of his throne. “You know, Quarter Mage, I feel gracious today. You provided such … fantastic entertainment at Ret Relah. Maybe my son is right.”

      I wasn’t sure where this was leading, but I was certain nowhere good.

      A smirk from the prince confirmed my suspicion was correct.

      “I will allow you to see her.” The king gestured over his shoulder with a lazy hand, and a fairy set in motion toward the back of the room where he disappeared in the shadow of an alcove on silent feet, the reflecting light on the steel of his sword winking out as the darkness swallowed him up. I was wondering how many of those hidden doors the throne room had when he continued, “While we are waiting, why don’t I tell you a little story?”

      He didn’t wait for my response. Instead, he finally straightened on his throne as if after all this was a situation worthy of his full attention. “Once upon a time, there was a boy who hated fairies. He hated them so much that he made a plan to bring down their reign. So he planned carefully from a young age to infiltrate their lands and kill their rulers.”

      Cold enveloped me as I tried to understand why he was telling me this story, tried to pay attention to every single word so I wouldn’t miss anything.

      “But in the human lands, there were no armies big enough to invade Askarea, no blades strong enough to fight the immortal creatures of magic that we are. So instead of becoming a soldier, the boy decided to step into his father’s shoes and become a merchant. For years and years, he made his way by ship between Tavras and Cezux, shipping the finest of spices and the most precious of fabrics. When internal conflicts in the human realms made it difficult to travel those routes, he braved the path to Askarea where riches awaited for those who dared. And it was there that he met another human merchant and fell in love.”

      He paused as if waiting for me to understand, but I was so focused on not missing anything that I didn’t even remember to give him a seething look.

      “For a while, he was happy, and for a while, he forgot how much he hated the fairies, but not for long. The old rage in him broke free once more, and together with his now-wife, he made a new plan. A plan to deceive the fairy king.”

      The room turned so silent I was sure my heart was the loudest noise in there.

      “He offered the king a bargain. He’d bring the king a human every month in exchange for the honor to dine at his table on the days he delivered the human. A foolish bargain for a fairy-hating human.”

      My stomach sunk at the thought of a human so despicably betraying his own kind.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he drawled. “Of course, the king accepted. A human each month. The delight of human company and everything it entails.”

      Bile collected in my throat, and I swallowed hard.

      “The man brought a human to the king that first month. A woman. Lovely and young with a voice like a songbird.”

      I thought I’d have to vomit on the floor then and there.

      “And how she sang when my magic wrapped around her neck.”

      My fingernails bit into my skin, and all I could do was to breathe in and out, in and out through my nose to keep from screaming for him to stop—even when the woman was probably long dead.

      From the corner of my eye, I noticed the prince shift by the throne.

      “And the man was there the entire time, watching how the king slowly brought her to her knees, in the dirt where all human scum belongs. After a bit of entertainment, of course,” he amended as if that was the most logical thing in the world. “But the human betrayed the king. He wasn’t a normal human. He’d brought with him an item so rare the king hadn’t seen it in many, many centuries. A stone, small and inconspicuous, attached to a chain of silver.”

      My hand flung to my throat where I’d felt the shard’s power … and where, now, useless bare skin was all I found.

      The king raised an eyebrow as if in question, but it was too much of an effort to hold myself together.

      “The king saw the danger and protected himself, but didn’t think to protect his family. So when the Mage spilled a flash of magic, the king was too slow to protect his queen, who’d just entered the room, and she died in an instant, her own powers leaving her dying form and transferring to her heir as she blew out her final breath.”

      The nausea stopped, replaced by a numbness that wasn’t any easier to endure.

      “And I knew I’d do anything to avenge her.” Finally, finally, the king’s features ripped out of that disinterested mask as he scanned me first and then the throne room, the fairy who had been silenced, but not dismissed at the foot of the dais a few strides from me, who didn’t dare leave, but didn’t dare look at the king either as his focus turned predatory, malicious, solid silver that could pierce a human heart. “The Mage and the woman got away and fled from Askarea, and they didn’t return until a decade later. I heard the rumors first, then, I sent someone to kill them.” His teeth shone unnaturally white in the glowing light pouring in through the open windows.

      “I learned later that they were both Mages and how they’d planned to eliminate the entire de Pauvre bloodline so Askarea would be without a king or a queen or even a prince. That only the man was left to kill, the woman deceased in childbirth. So when I learned of that child left behind”—my gut tightened—“I knew I needed to act fast, or I’d never get my hands on the child.”

      By Eroth. Was there no limit to his cruelty? A child. He’d killed a child.

      The king surveyed my every move, every blink of my eyes, every shiver that made me sway on my knees—my bruised and aching knees.

      “The Master Mage found him before I could, and he is under her protection, which means I cannot harm him … not the way I’d like to, at least.” His teeth flashed again as, from the back of the room, clicking footsteps sounded and Zelia’s balloon-skirt wobbled with every deliberate stride she took beside the fairy who’d run to retrieve her.
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      Tristan. The boy he was talking about was Tristan. My heart cracked for the Mage who’d risked his own life to keep me out of this—far, far away from the conflict buried in his blood.

      Tristan’s father had killed the Fairy Queen. And now, with my reckless attempt at freeing my Mage, the king had leverage over him.

      Me.

      Before I could panic, the king chuckled, turning his attention on Zelia, a serpentine smile forming on his lips.

      “Master Mage.” He inclined his head in a flash of mock-manners while the prince only stared at her as if he was watching something particularly tasteless. “What a pleasure to have you back in these halls.”

      The look on Zelia’s face told me everything I needed to know about how little she cared for being in these halls. Then her eyes landed on me, and the precise rhythm of her steps faltered for a beat as she took me in how I kneeled before the king. She smoothed her face over a moment later and resumed her graceful stride until she stood beside me, the fairy taking up post behind her as if worried she might try something if he let her out of his sight—and how smart of him. Because, according to the king, this palace had already experienced one Mage who’d been successful in his attempt to rid the world of a fairy monarch.

      Zelia didn’t look at me again, but faced the king, eyes hard and unreadable, the way I’d first seen her.

      “We have a …  little problem.” The king got to his feet in a fluid motion that made him shimmer like he was made of quicksilver. I pushed back that part of me that noted the immortal beauty of him, the inhumane grace.

      “A problem?” Zelia sounded unfazed, but the tension in her stance spoke volumes.

      I refrained from trying to grab her attention and inform her that her son was in the dungeons. If she’d wanted to communicate, she’d have given me a sign. Maybe this was a game of her own that she kept up to prevent the king from realizing what was at stake for her.

      Did she know? Did Tristan even know what history burdened him? So much more than an orphan—a survivor, the son of revolutionaries who’d dreamed of an Askarea where humans weren’t game.

      “Your family has infiltrated my property.” The amusement in the king’s voice spoke volumes about how little he planned to let this end in her favor. It was a game for him as well. A game and a vendetta that had been burning under his nails for over a decade. Maybe that wasn’t a long time for an immortal, but it was his wife’s life he wanted to avenge, and what better way to do so than—

      The strength left my legs as I came to the only possible conclusion, and I had to sit back on my haunches. The guard’s boots hit my sides as they stirred me back into a straight position, and this time, I gasped in pain as I toppled over to the front, my hands almost too slow to catch myself on the stone floor.

      I didn’t check for Zelia’s reaction. The less the king saw how much she cared, the better.

      “We have a bargain,” the Master Mage merely said, her voice cutting like steel through the silence of the throne room.

      “And I’m releasing you from that bargain.” The king stopped at the edge of the dais next to his son, whose face had turned unbothered, disinterested.

      He turned away and marched back to the throne where he perched on the armrest, hands in his pockets. I noticed only now the ornate, golden embroidery on the collar of his jacket, on his sleeves.

      “You can’t just end a bargain like that,” Zelia pointed out, her power resonating in her voice like a quiet hum as she slid her hand into the pocket of her skirt.

      I did my best to pick myself up so the motion would snag the king’s focus from where she was preparing to use her magic

      But the king noticed anyway. Of course, he did. As did the rest of the fairies in the room, for murmurs filled the air as the audience was guessing whether the king would simply smite her or if he’d indulge the Master Mage and allow her to draw her weapon—her magic.

      “You will find, Master Mage, that things have changed drastically. I no longer have need of you in my palace. At least, not the way we agreed upon.” He dismissed her with a wave of his hand, and I thought Zelia was going to scream as she sucked in a breath as if in preparation.

      But instead, she murmured a few words, and the throne room turned into night and darkness.

      My hand flipped to the side where my knife had been before the guards took it away and was captured by the wrist.

      “We need to get out of here,” Zelia whispered in my ear, and I loosed a breath when I realized it was her hand tugging me to my feet while the hissing and cursing of fairies went on in the background.

      “Where are they?” the king roared.

      “I don’t know, Your Majesty.” The guards’ swishing footsteps sounded around us.

      “Find them.” An order from the king—and our death sentence if we didn’t move fast and disappear.

      But not without Tristan and Dimar.

      I stumbled a step toward Zelia, who caught me around the waist. “Come.”

      I allowed her to lead me through the haze and smoke that coiled before my eyes like snakes in the night. Every step away from the fairies was a good step.

      But—

      “We need to get Tristan and Dimar out,” I whispered at the Master Mage as she yanked me around a corner.

      Zelia huffed her agreement, but instead of changing direction, she pulled me along faster. As I ran, I prayed to the Guardians that I wouldn’t break my legs when we got to the stairs.

      A second later, I hit my hip on something hard, and a bark of pain escaped my lips.

      “Over there,” a shout echoed in the hallway.

      The darkness didn’t lift as Zelia hissed at me to be quiet nor as we turned another corner.

      By now, I’d lost all sense of orientation, and no matter how much I tried to see, the darkness blinded me, reducing me to my other senses. The ground turned uneven under my feet, making me slow, much to Zelia’s dismay, who let go of my hand to wrap her arm around my shoulders and lead me closer to her; to keep me upright, I realized after a minute of stumbling along beside her.

      We hadn’t gone down any stairs, and judging by the fading echo of our footsteps, we’d left the ornate hallway before the throne room.

      But our muted footsteps weren’t the only ones. A shudder ran up my spine as I tried not to think who—or what—might be chasing us. What sort of fairies the king had sent after us?

      We’d turned yet another corner, when Zelia slowed, breathing as heavy as mine, and pushed us against a wall. I grunted at the impact, but her hand flapped over my mouth in silent command, smothering the sound.

      I didn’t protest. If there was someone who could get us out of here, it was her.

      I took a deep breath through my nose, calming my racing heart, willing my fear to the back of my mind.

      The scent of rain hit me—rain and nights under open skies.

      And everything inside me stilled—so thoroughly that not even my heart dared to beat as I realized whose hand this had to be.

      “Running won’t do you any good, San,” he murmured, lips brushing against the shell of my ear.

      I didn’t even dare to shiver at his words.

      I was still struggling to regain control over my body, Zelia’s arm slid off me, followed by a thud as the Master Mage hit the ground. A moment later, the darkness lifted, and the prince’s golden eyes appeared in front of me, glinting with cruel delight as he lowered his other arm, which was still pointing at Zelia.

      “Not a word, San,” he purred as he peeled his hand from my mouth, and my throat locked up as his power seized control of me.

      No. No-no-no.

      I needed to get to Tristan and Dimar. Needed to get them out of the dungeons. And Zelia—I didn’t manage to check on her with the prince’s virtual grasp on me, locking me in place.

      Footsteps rose in the tapestry-covered corridor, and I wasn’t sure which fate would be worse, being the prince’s prisoner or being found by the king’s guards. Before I could make up my mind, the footsteps came closer, and the prince’s features twisted for a brief moment as his eyes slid from my face to the direction of the noise and back to me.

      He didn’t break our gaze as he shouted, “I found her,” and stepped away from me to lean against the opposite wall.

      A shallow breath hitched through the hold of the prince’s power on my throat, and I managed a crooked “Zelia” before the guards reached us. One of them grabbed my arm and tugged me away from the wall. I stumbled into him, shoving away with both hands as he smirked down at me. The other guard shoved his hand into Zelia’s pocket to retrieve the translucent Mage Stone. He hissed as his skin made contact with the crystal and picked it up by the silver chain instead.

      Not the Mage Stone, I wanted to cry out. But that would only make it worse.

      So I watched the fairy pick up my aunt and drape her over his shoulder like she was nothing more than a feather, and allowed them to march me back into the throne room. All the while, the prince’s strolling footsteps followed us, and at some point, he started whistling a melody.

      I could have sworn it was the song he’d forced me to dance to with him at Ret Relah.

      

      When we returned to the throne room, the fairy assembly had more than tripled. Whether they’d finally woken from their Ret Relah hangover or they’d been merely curious to see the human squirm, I couldn’t tell. However, their eyes were all on me when I entered the room, still unable to speak a word.

      By Eroth and the Guardians and all they protected, how I hated the prince. How his power on my throat, on my voice made me seethe with disdain.

      As if in response to my thoughts, he strolled past me, a chuckle caressing my ear as it drifted toward me on a dark wind. His chuckle, sent to mock my misery, to gloat over his victory.

      Yet, it wasn’t the prince’s laugh that drove bone-crushing fear into me, but the sight of both Tristan and Dimar on either side of the throne, each of them framed by a pair of guards, and one of them… I swallowed, fighting the prince’s control, my entire body aching as I tried to scream Tristan’s name—to at least whisper it.

      They were both on their feet, standing upright without help, but Tristan was bleeding from his temple. A minor injury, I hoped. At least, nothing where he’d lose masses of blood. And Dimar. He looked slightly sick as his eyes found his mother now in the guard’s arms as he dumped her at the king’s feet—“The Master Mage, Your Majesty”—and took up his post at the back of the dais.

      The prince, however, didn’t join his father up there, on the dais, but sauntered away toward the balcony doors where he leaned on the threshold, arms folded across his chest.

      “Pity,” the king said as he toed Zelia’s shoulder with a polished boot.

      I almost leaped at him since my voice still wouldn’t answer me. But the guard tightened his hold on my arm.

      “I’d planned a civilized exit for you.” The king was still speaking to Zelia, but his eyes wandered to Dimar first, who was staring at his mother in obvious shock, but didn’t move an inch; then to Tristan, whose gaze was on me, so piercing blue, so pained, so exasperated that I almost fell to my knees to plead for him then and there.

      But the prince’s voice swept around me. “Careful, San. We don’t want this to get messy, do we?”

      I didn’t tear my eyes away from Tristan, but let all the emotion shine in them that had brought me to this point. The hope for a life where I was no longer alone, the unexpected companionship I’d found with him, and that all-consuming passion that racked through me when I thought of that night we’d spent together. Just one night.

      I love you, San. Princess or no.

      I couldn’t help the tear sliding from my eye as I realized that when I’d come here to rescue him, I might not have called it love, but it was love just the same.

      Tristan lifted a hand toward me as if intending to wipe the tear away, but the guard beside him grabbed him by the wrist and twisted his arm behind his back. Tristan gasped a curse, which the king answered with a chuckle of delight. “What a charming young man you’ve chosen, Quarter Mage.”

      He turned to Tristan, but didn’t deign to rise from his throne as he played with the silken bag once more.

      “You know what’s in here?” he asked me, ignoring Tristan’s hisses as the guard kept pushing his arm higher and higher until I thought it might break.

      When I didn’t respond, he continued, “Mage Stones. Two of them. One from the young man to my left and one from the young man to my right.” He gestured at Tristan and  Dimar, and cold sweat formed on my neck at the thought that everything they were, all their power was collected in those little stones. The same type of stone that the guard had extracted from an unconscious Zelia and was now delivering to the king with a bow.

      The latter merely opened the bag and allowed the guard to drop Zelia’s Mage Stone in with the others before he closed it again, pulling tight the strings.

      “Without those little stones, they can’t protect themselves against our magic. They can’t even heal themselves. They are nothing more than weak humans.” He spat the last words, contempt dripping in every syllable. “Weak and vulnerable, and prone to any fairy’s whim. Almost like … not exactly like you, Quarter Mage,” the king said, his silver eyes shining with malice as he assessed me there, at the foot of the dais, standing this time, but no better off than the first time—worse even. With the Master Mage and the two Mages in the monarch’s power, and nothing to fight back with.

      “Leave them alone.” I was as surprised as the rest of the room when my voice broke from the prince’s grasp, clear and strong.

      The king raised an eyebrow. “You know I cannot do that, Quarter Mage.” He leaned forward as if sharing a secret as he said, for everyone to hear, “At least, not if I don’t get anything in return.”

      Anything. The word was almost out, but the prince’s power tightened on my throat, making me gasp for air instead. It gave me an extra moment to reconsider my response.

      “What? No clever demands?” The king assumed a honeyed tone that made me gag. “And there I’d thought the Master Mage had brought a smart human into her service. But you seem awfully”—he rubbed his chin as he pretended to search for words—“boring. So let’s make things a bit more interesting, shall we?”

      “No,” Tristan bit out as if he saw something I wasn’t yet capable to comprehend.

      The king merely waved a hand, and Tristan dropped to his knees at the guard’s feet, writhing in pain as some invisible force raked through him.

      I was vaguely aware of Dimar struggling in a fairy’s hold, trying to get to either Tristan or Zelia, I wasn’t sure, while I myself was thrashing against the restraining hands clutching my elbows.

      “Good,” the king purred at Tristan, who slumped against the guard’s legs as whatever force had gripped him released him while the king leaned back on his throne. “Now that we know just how much you care for her, I’d be happy to propose a bargain.”

      I wanted to tell Tristan to not make a bargain with the king. Nothing good could come of it.

      However, the king didn’t speak to my Mage, but to me, as he said, “Three humans you hold dear, Quarter Mage. Two of your own blood, and one, the son of a traitor, who should never have lived to see this day. But I’m glad he did. I’m glad he found refuge in the Master Mage’s house until the day he gave his heart to someone—and that someone is now in my possession.” His lips curled back as he bared his teeth in a surreal smile. “I give you the chance to free them, Quarter Mage. One after the other. All you need to do is survive one challenge for each of them, and they’ll be free.”

      I was going to say yes right away, yet when no word came out, this time, it wasn’t the prince’s power sabotaging my ability to speak, but my own wits that had learned fast that the king, just like his son, wasn’t to be trusted.
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      “What challenges?” It was really the only thing I could ask. If there was a chance for me to free them, to get them out alive, I’d do it. I’d do whatever tedious task the king threw at me.

      His lips curled at the side as he read the determination in my eyes. “Nothing that a human can’t master,” was all he said. “Three challenges over the course of one week. Each challenge survived will guarantee the freedom of one of the Mages.” He glanced at each of them—Tristan slowly picking himself from the floor, Zelia still unconscious, and Dimar looking back and forth between his mother and me, shaking his head ever so slightly. “But if you lose one, all three of them will die.”

      There was not one muscle in my body that could tighten any further as I forced myself to, instead of allowing my eyes to wander back to Tristan, hold the king’s gaze. So this was how it was going to go. Either we’d all live and be free, or we’d all die if I failed.

      “And if I don’t agree?” I had to know.

      “Then you’ll watch your blood and your Mage being torn apart, piece by piece.” He gestured to the side and Lady Wellows appeared on the dais, her delicate shape wrapped in a plain, satin dress the color of whipped cream. But there were small crimson spots sprayed over the sleeve and side of her bodice. I didn’t allow myself to wonder whose blood that was—because I’d seen wine spots, and those weren’t them.

      Lady Wellows tugged a wicked knife from her belt and pointed it at Dimar, who had the good sense to cringe away. But the guards locked him in place as the fairy approached, a merciless smile on her pretty features, and dragged the blade down Dimar’s bare forearm with one swift, precise motion.

      I screamed out the same moment my cousin did, but only a few drops of blood trickled down his wrist, running over his fingers until it drip-drip-dripped onto the polished dais.

      Dimar’s wild eyes found mine, genuine fear now speaking wordlessly from them. I wondered if he was being controlled the way I was. If Tristan and Zelia were, too. The fairies knew their names and without their Mage Stones…

      Lady Wellows’s display of how exact her torturing will be, how slow and painful, it was enough to make bile collect in my throat all over again.

      “I’ll do it.” Because there was no other way. There was no tricking the fairy king, no running, not even with the help of the most powerful Mage in Askarea. I was trapped, and all I could do was accept the bargain with as much dignity as my position at the foot of the dais allowed. Because if I said no, he might as well kill us all. “Under one condition.” It was all I could ask for.

      The king cocked his head.

      “You won’t touch them from this moment on until the challenges are over. You won’t hurt them. You will see to their wellbeing, feed them, give them a proper place to sleep.” Bold demands, but if I was going to go blind into this, I needed to ensure that they were cared for. Then, at least, I wouldn’t go to bed each night, worrying if he was torturing them. I would be able to focus on whatever tasks he threw my way.

      At least, that was what I told myself.

      The king merely dipped his chin, and just like that, it was done. No magical sparks, no darkness, no sizzling pain or any sort of proof that I’d struck the bargain other than the cages that suddenly appeared on the dais, each of them large enough to house one Mage.

      The guards grabbed Zelia and placed her into one of the gilded, birdcage-like confinements, sealing it before they marched Dimar into the second and Tristan toward the third. The guards pushed him through the narrow door, and he staggered and caught himself on a golden bar, no longer cursing as he turned toward me. My Mage looked at me with sad, blue eyes and I could have sworn he’d given up on ever getting free again. But despite that heart-wrenching sadness, his love for me shone like deep blue shadows. I knew it then, that whatever the king would make me face could never be as bad as exactly that look on Tristan’s face—a look that made me wonder if, by striking that bargain, I’d already failed.

      Words rose in my throat—of consolation, of apology, of anything that would express that. I was doing this for him, for all of them. But that power wrapped around my neck, capturing my voice until all I could do was gasp for air.

      With more effort than I could have believed possible, I tore my eyes away from Tristan to find the prince’s golden ones waiting by the balcony door, his smirk enough to replace the echo of sadness in my chest with white-hot rage.

      I had words for him. Words that he’d never allow to escape, words so filthy that he’d probably never guess I was as much royalty as he was.

      Before I could channel all that rage into a burning look, the king cleared his throat, and with a flick of his hand, one of the cages disappeared.

      “Where is she?” Dimar demanded, hands wrapping around the gilded bars as he stared at the spot where Zelia’s cage had stood a moment ago.

      I almost repeated my cousin’s words when the prince said from the balcony door, ignoring the hushed murmurs of the crowd, “Look for yourself.”

      All heads turned toward him, and my heart fluttered with a breed of relief and terror when I noticed how the gardens had rearranged outside the window to display a maze of hedges and blossoms. And at the center—

      A glimmer of gold in the distance answered Dimar’s question before the king deigned to.

      “Your first task, Quarter Mage,” he said, barely able to hide his excitement as dread pooled in every nook and cranny of myself.

      No matter how pretty, this was a fairy maze full of magic, and Zelia was trapped at the center.

      “If you manage to get to her, she’ll be free once you’ve mastered all three challenges,” he added before he flicked his finger again—and the throne room disappeared around me. All I managed was a last glance at Tristan, whose eyes were filled with the same brand of terror that had gripped me as the stone beneath my feet turned to grass and the walls to rippling surfaces of all hues of green.
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      The world went silent around me. No words, not even the cruel caress of the prince’s voice. Only the rustling of leaves as the wind stroked the maze with gentle fingers. Around me, the hedges reached far above my head, too high for me to see into the paths behind, to allow me to orient myself.

      So I craned my neck to find the sun mocking me with its brilliant light from above the palace roof; at least the palace was visible.

      At Ret Relah, the sun had kissed the balcony from the west, so the maze had to be west of the palace. I turned on the spot until I was sure I was facing north—not that it made any difference, but at least I felt like I was doing something while I silenced the fear of background noise so I could think.

      The cage had sat at the center, so I had to move away from the glimmering facade to my left. When I turned that way, a hedge blocked my path.

      Above me, on the balcony, I could make out a group of fairies, and between them, shimmering in quicksilver, the king alongside a figure in black and gold who had to be the prince. But the two of them didn’t hold my attention—not when in their cages, Tristan and Dimar were watching. From here, I couldn’t see their faces, but I could feel their eyes on me, their silent begging to save Zelia, to save us all.

      So I swallowed what words might have escaped had I dared speak to them, or the tears that threatened to hatch from my eyes, and blindly decided to march north because, in that direction, my path was unblocked.

      I cautiously turned the corner, listening for any sound that would give away a danger, a trap, and, when I found none, eventually dared to set one foot after the other until I got to the next turn.

      Blossoms in all shades of blue and purple marked it like a portal, and I wasn’t entirely sure it was only the wind brushing against my sweaty face as I slipped through the narrow opening.

      A short meadow-like segment opened, and the soft scent of violets and sugar coiled into my nose. Violets—

      I’d last eaten them in Jezuin, coated in sugar, a rare specialty served, and usually on top of fresh, creamy cakes. My mouth watered. And the soft strings playing in the distance announced that it was time to join the festivities.

      I raised my gauzy skirts above my ankles as I walked toward the sandstone gate leading to the innermost ring of the city. If they started without me, I would only see one or two violets. Mother loved them as did Father. And Leahnie—they’d probably let her have half of mine if I was late.

      The music grew louder, happy tunes that spoke of lazy afternoons in the palace gardens and steamy nights with Eduin when the rest of the palace went to sleep.

      Mother and Father had both given their approval of the courtier whom I loved so dearly. Maybe he was there, chatting with them in the shade of the archways. My heart thundered at the thought of stealing a few moments with him after the king and queen of Cezux dismissed us from the violent-cake table.

      My boot squished in something wet and sticky, dragging my attention to the ground where my dress—

      No, there was no dress. Only my purple pants and the sticky, gooey substance beneath my foot, which smelled heavily of violets and sugar—and which wouldn’t release me when I tried to pull my boot out of it.

      My eyes stung with tears as I tore on the boot in a useless attempt at freeing myself. My mother had been alive in that vision, and I’d been back in Jezuin, back home where my father was still alive and where I wasn’t married to Lord Cyrill Tenikos. Where I had never been stabbed and torn out of my life at court.

      The more violently I pulled, the harder the boot stuck to the goo, like quicksand. The only solution was to slide out of my boot and leave it behind at the foot of what seemed to be an oversized plant with a very large, violet-and-sugar-dripping blossom. As I withdrew, the blossom slowly opened, revealing a mouth-like, gaping pit.

      I leaped back, ignoring the stench of death and decay wrapping around me as I staggered into the hedge behind me. At the bottom of the blossom, clean, white bones told tales of what exactly this trap was—and how I was nothing more than a fruit fly who’d gotten stuck on its nectar.

      From the balcony, the fairies’ laughter sounded in a cacophony of mockery. I didn’t look up for fear of what I’d miss if I averted my attention from the deathtrap before me for a mere second, instead registering in my peripheral vision how the path wound along toward the right.

      Thankfully, there was a gap large enough for me to fit through and sneak around the plant even when I trusted the hedges less and less with every racing heartbeat. This gigantic flesh-eating flower might be the most obvious of all deadly things in this place—and the most harmless one.

      I braced myself for the unimaginable threats ahead and gave the plant a wide berth as I marched, one foot bare, past it.

      I’d made it halfway around the belly of the blossom as, with a snap, it flung out its petals and snatched my left-behind boot like the giant maw of a monster. My shoulder hit the hedge I’d been sneaking along, hand and forearm scraping through the twigs as I struggled to stabilize myself against it. The blossom growled like an empty stomach as it slowly retreated again, petals closing over my boot.

      I was still shaking when I examined my bleeding hand a moment later, trying to tell myself that there was no chance it could have swallowed me the same way. But the bones … They were proof enough that it had devoured at least small animals, if not larger ones, and humans. The injury was minor, more a nuisance, but enough for a drop of blood or two to fall. I pressed it into a fist, focusing back on the maze.

      Left or right. The next turn looked as harmless as the first, but I scanned each leaf before I stepped to the end of the pathway where both directions seemed equally harmless. That alone should have been the biggest warning. If there was one thing I’d learned so far in the fairylands, it was that there was no such thing as harmless. Even the most beautiful of things were deadly—especially those.

      For some reason, the prince’s golden eyes filled my mind, and I didn’t think as I turned left and made my way down the green path. No flowers loomed here, not even the small and pretty ones. Another turn, and another. And when I reach the next, wider section, sprinkles of golden light wove into the emerald of the grass and leaves. I didn’t dare hope that this was a sign I was on the right track.

      Sweat pasted my hair to my neck even when the soft grass was cool beneath my now-bootless foot. A glance at the sun told me I’d made it a good piece west, but I found no sign of Zelia. No gilded cage above the vegetation, no sound that would have allowed me to know if she had regained consciousness.

      Only the laughing and the shouts of the fairies as some of them told me, “Left. Right. Back to the flowers.” I didn’t listen to any of them, my focus solely on what lay ahead of me as I cautiously turned corner by corner, each segment revealing more turns—and bushes along the path that were cut in the shapes of humans and fairies of all sorts. One had horns of wood so life-like that I was tempted to stop and run my finger over them. But my instincts told me to remain alert, to keep moving. As long as I kept moving, there was a chance I’d find Zelia. A glance up confirmed there was still no sign of the gilded cage.

      I continued, unable to not marvel at the art hidden between hedges. The gardeners in Jezuin would have loved it.

      The longer I moved forward, the more suspicious the lack of monsters jumping at me from the hedges got, until even the fairies turned silent on the balcony, and I dared a glimpse back to where more of them had gathered.

      It was one glimpse too many.

      Beside me, the hedge moved, arms of wood and leaves capturing me in a death grip. A scream tore from my throat, and I could have sworn the fairies were holding their breath as I thrashed in the merciless embrace of the greenery.

      It had pulled me halfway into the hedges, twigs cutting my face, my neck, and I struggled for air as more and more branches wrapped around me, circling my arms, my chest, winding around my shoulders. My hand—I couldn’t feel my hand.

      A surge of strength fueled by panic let me rip one arm free and battle back a long branch before it could grab my hip. I kicked and punched my way out, merciless the way I’d been trained to do, wishing I still had my weapon, and locked my jaws against the pain of each new cut, each bruise where my elbow, my knee, my fist hit the hedge.

      A branch grabbed me by the neck so hard that I thought it would break. It sure felt like it.

      But I forced my hands up, clawing at it, breaking my nails on the thin bark as I slowly, slowly detached it inch by inch, until I could gulp down air once more. One deep breath later, I strained to push myself out of reach as best I could.

      But it grabbed me again, around the waist this time.

      There was no escaping this—at least, not the standard path, which was out, out to where air beckoned, to where an open sky beckoned. And where no one tore at my skin or controlled what passed through my lips. Until—until it started locking me in place.

      With mind-numbing horror, I realized that those statues of greenery hadn’t been sculpted by gardeners, but were actual creatures turned into wood and leaves by whatever was now out for my blood.

      Tristan’s voice ripped the air like a bolt of lightning. A scream. It could have been my name or just a cry of terror, I didn’t care. All I cared about was getting out of there, getting free.

      I didn’t want to become a Sanja-shaped bush.  A bush could never again hold Tristan, never kiss him again. Never feel him.

      A sob escaped my lips as I closed my eyes and went for the last resort that I hadn’t considered, but that my instructors at the palace had taught me might one day save me from an opponent. Since going slack in the plant’s arms would only allow it to wind around me faster, I took a deep breath, bracing myself for more scratches and more pain, and thrust my back into the hedge with all my might.

      My tunic ripped, and the branches slipped on my body, struggling to get ahold of me as I stumbled back, back, back, until there was no resistance, and I almost fell back into the next hedge.

      Before me, the branches snaked from the ground in the now-splintered greenery it had hidden under, and I didn’t bother to look back as I ran.

      Blood trickled from my sliced lip into my mouth as I panted, dashing for my life along the sickeningly lush corridors. Each turn induced a new tremor in my body. Who knew what horror waited behind it—or the next one?

      I slammed into a dead end, bouncing off the hedge that didn’t want to swallow me for a change, and spun around in blind fear as I retraced my steps to the wrong turn I’d taken. There, I hoped that I wasn’t running right back toward the statues or the flesh-eating flower.

      On the balcony, the fairies’ laughter had died completely, not even shouts of direction carrying across the maze anymore. Whether they no longer cared if I made it through the maze or had given up on trying to mislead me, I didn’t care.

      A glimpse at the sky told me that I was still heading west, but the golden flecks of light dancing in the grass and the walls of leaves came from a very different direction.

      I reeled to a stop, my bare foot slithering faster on the ground than my boot, and toppled to my side where I caught myself on my hand.

      My hands, I realized when my gaze landed on them. But I could still feel only one of them—the one covered in catches and blood. The other one had turned into gnarly wood, tiny leaves sprouting from my fingers.

      My blood went cold. I’d escaped the hedge, yes, but with far more damage than just cuts and bruises.

      I couldn’t afford a moment to acknowledge what this meant, if it was reversible, but picked myself up and headed toward the source of the light where, in the gilded cage atop a cube of that glimmering stone, Zelia’s limp shape was waiting to be freed.
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      So close. Only a few long strides and I’d be there.

      Forcing myself to take a breath, I scanned my surroundings for more traps, but there was nothing. Just plain grass and that cube high as the hedges and the air that had gone still.

      Every muscle in my body ached as I straightened, but I did it anyway—for Zelia, for Dimar, for Tristan—and, body thrumming with anticipation, gingerly made my way to the center of the maze.

      Nothing happened. Nothing leaped at me, nothing tried to turn me to wood.

      I reached the cube on wobbling legs and had to brace my hand against it as exhaustion made itself known.

      The stone was cool to the touch, smooth as velvet, and seemed to shine from within like a faint light hidden in a diamond.

      “Zelia!” I shouted her name, finding no shackles on my voice.

      Zelia didn’t stir. I could only see her head and arm from this angle, but it was enough to reassure me it was really her.

      When nothing happened, I gingerly circled the cube, searching it for a mechanism, something that would allow me to retrieve her. But every side was as smooth as the last.

      I finally stopped, back to the stone, and shouted at the king, “I’m here. I made it to the center. Free her.”

      A snarl carried from the balcony as the figure of quicksilver moved away from the railing. A moment later, he was standing right in front of me.

      “The center is where the cage is, Quarter Mage.” The silver of his eyes reminded me of polished steel honed to slaughter opponents. “If you manage to get to her”—he gestured at the Master Mage as if she wasn’t more than a piece of trash to be picked off the street—“I will keep my end of the bargain.”

      With those words, he folded his arms over his chest and waited.

      My stomach sank as I circled the cube another time and couldn’t find even a groove to hook my fingers into.

      Had I been able to wield magic, it would have been easy. I was sure there was some spell to levitate or something that would chisel stairs into rocks by sheer will. But like this—my attention wandered back to my wooden hand, the leaves had grown larger, almost the size of long fingernails now, and began to unfold at my fingertips. I tried not to think about it as I wiggled my fingers, testing if I could still use them, bend them—I could.

      So if there was nothing on the cube that would help me, I’d need to use what my surroundings offered—and hope they wouldn’t attack me all over again.

      The king’s gaze followed me as I cautiously approached the nearest hedge and reached into it with my good hand; a risk, I was aware, but I needed something to aid me up the stone. With one hard tug, I ripped out a long branch and yanked it out between the leaves. Then another, and another, and another, until I had a heap of them sitting on the grass behind me.

      I could almost feel the king’s attention on my back, the expectation of my failure. But I shoved aside what would await me if my plan didn’t work.

      It simply had to.

      After what felt like minutes, the king clicked his tongue. “I don’t think a bonfire will help,” he commented on the growing heap of branches.

      But I continued my work. Nobody had given me a timeframe in which to accomplish my task.

      “I thought fairies were afraid of fires.” I spat without turning.

      “Who told you that? It’s ridiculous.” I almost dropped a branch when the prince’s voice floated to my ear.

      When I wheeled around, the king was the only one staring back at me, the prince a speck of black and gold on the balcony now so far away that it was impossible to make out any details.

      It was something Cezuxian tales told, but that didn’t matter now.

      When the heap was big enough, I pulled out one branch and laid it on the ground, then another and another. I reached for my tunic, ripping off a strip from the seam, my wooden hand barely able to grip the fabric, and tied the branches together before I braided them. Where one branch ended, I added another one so the braid grew longer and longer and longer. The branches’ sturdy form and rough texture added to the injuries on my good hand, making me wish I’d wake up already and find myself back in my suite in the Jezuinian palace. But no matter how much I ached for this to end, there was one thing I wouldn’t give up for anything—my family. And Tristan.

      It was that thought that drove me to continue, to bite back each grunt of pain as blisters appeared on my palm after I was halfway through the braid. I kept going and going and going. And when I ran out of branches, I paused to get more and continued weaving them together. Only when I was satisfied did I grab one end and dragged it toward the cube.

      The king had disappeared halfway through my relentless effort, and I wondered if, with his absence, the nasty creatures would creep out of the hedges once more.

      Instead of waiting to figure it out, I lifted as much of the braid as I could and, with what strength I had left, tossed it to the top of the cube. It wobbled in my grasp, slithering dangerously close to the edge. But I shoved it up and up until I was sure the other end was dangling off the opposite side of the cube. Then I walked around it, so that the braid lay wound around the cage like around a pillar, an anchor holding it up. On the other side, the end was just within reach so that I could twist the lengths into a wide, wooden rope to hoist myself up along the smooth wall in front of me.

      I winced as I set my bare foot against the stone and lifted my weight with both my hands, the human one and the wooden one, the former screaming in pain, the latter not feeling anything at all, and started climbing.

      Each step was a torture in itself, one more test of my willpower. But I continued, biting down on my bloodied lip as I set foot after foot. I cursed each time I had to let go with a hand to set it higher on the rope, and at the same time, I welcomed every sharp pain because it meant I was another step closer. Closer, until, eventually, I reached the edge, and I slithered over the rim, rolling over on my back and panting for what could have been a short moment or easily a few minutes as I tried to regain control over my shaking limbs.

      This time, the prince had nothing to do with it. My body was at its limits, and I might have very well plunged and broken my neck instead of making it up here where, a foot from me, Zelia was blinking in her cage, confusion in her dark eyes as she spotted my blood-streaked face.

      I’d done it. I’d made it to the center, to Zelia.

      My good hand shaking, I  reached for the cage, savoring the soothing cool surface of the gilded bar, and closed my eyes.

      Just for a moment, I told myself as I heaved one breath after the other, waiting for my heart to slow to a pace that would allow me to gather a clear thought other than that I’d made it.

      “Who would have thought a human could ever make it this far, Quarter Mage.” The king’s voice cut my moment of rest short, making me shoot into a sitting position next to Zelia’s cage. The Master Mage groaned as she rolled to her side.

      “What did you do?” she said as she brushed her fingers over mine, which were still wrapped around the bar.

      I didn’t get to tell her as the king appeared in front of me, his smirk nearly vulpine as he gestured at my wooden hand. “Well, not all of you made it, I suppose.” He laughed as his eyes slid over the sprouting leaves on my fingers, and from the balcony, more laughter followed. I couldn’t tell which of the fairies were still there to witness my victory—even when I was technically on the ground before the king.

      “I reached the center. Free her.” The demand came out not even half as sharp as I’d intended.

      “Of course, I’ll hold up my end of the bargain, Quarter Mage.” What he didn’t need to say was, Where would be the fun in killing you now?

      He snapped his fingers, and the cage disappeared into a shimmering mist, which was carried away on a breeze that didn’t reach down where I struggled to keep upright.

      Another snap and the maze disappeared, the garden returning to its vibrant self. No statues, no snaking branches, no flesh-eating flowers. A shudder ran through me as the stone cube lowered itself into the ground, and the king stepped onto a narrow, cobbled path leading back to the palace, one I couldn’t remember having seen before.

      “You may leave at your leisure, Master Mage,” he said to Zelia before he disappeared into thin air.

      Not wasting a moment, I wrapped my arms around a stunned Zelia, whom both Eroth and the Guardians had spared from witnessing my struggle in the maze.

      Zelia hugged me back, pulling me in so tight that I almost bucked to shake off the phantom feel of the branches that had tried to make me a pretty statue of greenery.

      “I don’t know what bargain you struck with him to get me out of here, Sanja,” She whispered my name so quietly that I wondered if I’d imagined it, “but it can’t be anything good.” She kissed my cheek before she let go of my shoulders to take my hands—and froze in place as she noticed the gnarly wood of my left hand. She turned it over, examining it for a moment, a deep crease furrowing her brow. “You must get this taken care of.” She studied the sprouting leaves and plucked one off.

      I flinched, even when I didn’t feel the tug.

      “As soon as you can. Promise me.” Her eyes were full of an emotion that I hadn’t seen there before. Worry, maybe, but something more—panic? “I’m not much use without my Mage Stone, but maybe Tristan or Dimar—”

      “They are both without Mage Stones.” I hated the meaning of the words—that they were weak, vulnerable, just as Zelia, who’d conjured darkness and would have fooled the fairies and gotten us out of the palace had it not been for the prince.

      “Then you need to free them. And get their Mage Stones back.” Even when this was indeed what she wanted, for me to free them, given my state, my weak human body, there was little to no hope I’d ever succeed.

      Both our gazes wandered to the balcony where Tristan’s and Dimar’s cages were still shimmering in the sunlight. As if by magic hands, we were brought closer to the palace again. So close that, when I searched for Tristan’s face, his eyes locked on mine, and my heart started racing all over again at that small light that had ignited in them once more.

      I’ll get you out of here, I thought at him and turned my gaze to Dimar. Both of you.

      Then the prince stepped into my line of sight, his cruel smile so painfully beautiful as he waved his hand … and both cages disappeared.

      As I stared into his golden eyes, I knew that even if I won all three challenges, we would never be free—not if the king or the prince didn’t want us to be.
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        * * *

      

      Two fairies came to retrieve me from the gardens, their faces familiar by now, but I purposefully didn’t mark details, not giving them the satisfaction of being enthralled by their beauty. Maybe it was also that my strength finally left me as they dragged me away from Zelia, who told me not to lose hope, their hands like vises around my arms.

      After the cobbled path, they pulled me down a corridor that made me believe they’d put me in the dungeons like Tristan and Dimar, but a set of upward-winding stairs followed, and then another one, until my legs wobbled and I could no longer take a step. And we still continued, my arms hoisted over their shoulders, my bare foot sore and covered in little cuts that burned and stung as it scraped over the stone floor, the edge of each step.

      “This is your room, Princess,” the one with the blue eyes said with a sneer, and this time, I knew it wasn’t because he knew who I was, but because he was indeed mocking me. “Rest while you can.” The laugh that followed made me push myself up as they dropped me onto the wood floor, and I shot them a damning look.

      Much to my chagrin, it made them laugh only harder. But at least, they didn’t say another word as they retreated from the room, locking the door behind them—and left me to my fate. I was too tired to thank the Guardians for being afforded that little piece of privacy that allowed me to crumble to pieces on the floor where sobs shook me until I drifted into an exhausted doze right where I was, on the floor.
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t tell how long I’d been lying curled up there, arm coiled under my head, and shivering, when the door creaked open again, and clopping footsteps entered, making me jerk upright … and stumble a step toward the narrow, plain bed by the wall.

      “By the flicker of magic, child,” a lovely voice chirped as I scrambled around to be able to face whoever the king had sent after me now. “Haven’t they left one piece of you intact?”

      An alabaster-skinned fairy with unnaturally pink cheeks and horns curling at the side of her roundish face in a sea of silver braids was looking me over as if I was a stack of wood to split or a ball of wool to knit.

      She took a step closer, smoothing out the white apron over her knee-length black dress. I wasn’t sure where to look first: the horns or the horse-like legs sticking out from underneath the skirts or the hooves attached to them. I’d seen hooved fairies in the streets from afar, yes, but up close like this… Whether or not this fairy had magic, she had two sets of natural weapons to work with—and a pretty smile that was surprisingly warm for an immortal.

      When I kept staring at her, she clopped closer, bracing her hands on her hips, and angled her head as she told me, “I am assigned to look after you during your stay in His Majesty’s palace.”

      I didn’t get out a word even when all I wanted to ask was for her to leave me alone so I could sort through everything that had happened.

      “Now don’t look at me like that, child.” She gestured at my torn tunic, at my bloodied and scratched face and neck. “We need to wash your wounds and get you into some clean clothes for the night.”

      A patch of bright sunlight on the oak floor informed me that the night was far off. But I didn’t dare protest when she gestured at a bathtub on the other side of the room and waved her hand.

      Water started pouring into the ceramic tub from a copper faucet, steaming and scented with rose and violets.

      I grimaced at the new memories I’d made for those tiny purple blossoms.

      “In with you.” She turned around, sorting through a basket of utensils as she gave me privacy to undress.

      “I can bathe myself, thank you very much.”

      She didn’t comment or leave as I peeled myself out of my clothes, hissing as I discovered new wounds that the fabric of my tunic had stuck to.

      “I’ve been told to take care of you, so I will,” she eventually said as I sank into the water, and it sloshed over my body in a painful wave of heat.

      I cursed under my breath, and the fairy laughed. “I’m glad my master doesn’t hear you speak like this. He would reconsider the second challenge for you and change it into something worthy of such language.

      By Eroth. “What’s the second challenge?” And more importantly, “When’s the second challenge?”

      The fairy didn’t laugh now. “Tomorrow.”

      I was about to beg her to tell me what awaited me. But she merely shook her head. “I’m forbidden from telling you.”

      My gut tightened, and I barely felt the cloth as the fairy started scrubbing down my back and arms—until she came to the segments which had been injured in the assault from the hedges.

      “I don’t have the same sort of magic as the high fae or you Mages do,” she said as she pulled my arm out of the water and dabbed at the open flesh, “but it’s enough to heal a few scratches.”

      Indeed, as she continued her work, the angry, red lines grew gradually thinner, fading into a faint crisscross of what looked like a painted pattern rather than scars. I didn’t have the nerve to ask her if they would disappear completely.

      When she reached my human hand, she paused, turning it over to examine my palm.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked when she didn’t speak or move for a while, and her stare was beginning to bring out my nervous side.

      “Everything is wonderful.” The fairy smoothed her braids back between her horns and cleaned away the rest of the cuts without commenting any further.

      She worked on my neck and face next before she turned her attention to my other arm and, eventually, my wooden hand.

      “At least it doesn’t bleed,” was all she said as she noticed the leaves there.

      To my horror, tiny new leaves had sprouted from the back of my palm. Zelia’s words came back to me, that I needed to take care of this.

      “Can you heal it?” It was foolish to hope, but if I didn’t ask, I wouldn’t know.

      The silver braids dangled over the fairy’s shoulders as she shook her head. “For something like that, you’ll need a Mage or a high fae.”

      I ground my teeth, debating my options, and decided for boldness rather than caution. I was already knee-deep in shit. “Can I see them?”

      “Who?” She didn’t lift her eyes from my forearm as she slid her cloth over my skin.

      “The Mages.” Not the high fae for sure.

      Steam billowed from the water, luring my body to relax into its warmth, to ignore everything around me and give in to my exhaustion as I waited for her response.

      “The Mages are well stored away until your next challenge, Quarter Mage. You won’t be allowed anywhere near them before that.”

      And during that? I almost asked, but she finished up my arm and dropped the cloth into the water.

      She clopped to a narrow armoire next to the bed and pulled out a stack of fabrics and returned to the bathtub where she dropped the stack on the chair where she’d been sitting.

      “Get dressed and get some sleep, girl.” She gestured at the nightstand where a tray of food appeared out of nowhere. “And eat. You’ll need your strength.”

      She turned and was about to leave when I snagged the soft towel from the stack and quickly wrapped it around my body, my wooden hand clumsy. “Do you know who of the two will be free after the second challenge?”

      The clopping footsteps stopped, and she faced me, pink cheeks paling a bit as she whispered. “It doesn’t matter. You made a fool’s bargain, girl. The king hates Mage Tristan’s family, and now that he has you, he finally has leverage over the Mage boy. He’ll delight in your suffering.”

      My stomach sank. The king, whose wife Tristan’s father had killed—his revenge, for which would be packed into every single minute of every trial I’d go through in this palace.

      “So you’re saying it doesn’t matter who’ll be freed next because we won’t survive the challenges?” I had to know. If there was any chance she had an idea where all of this was headed, I simply had to know.

      The fairy shook her head. “I cannot tell you a thing, Quarter Mage.” She turned back to the door, hand on the brass doorknob. “Eat. Sleep. I’ll be back tomorrow.”
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      I woke with a start, thrashing against the covers as if they were the branches in the maze trying to suffocate me, and almost fell out of bed. The frame of the bed felt strangely dull against my wrist as I hit it there, and when I pulled my hand in front of my face to examine the bruise that would certainly be forming above the back of my palm … I paused, breath catching in my throat when I found myself looking at my now-wooden wrist.

      Fear gripping me in an iron hold, I tugged on the long sleeve of my nightgown to expose my lower arm, one-third turned into that same gnarly wood as my hand. The leaves on my fingers had grown, covering a knuckle, or a segment of my thumb.

      I ripped them off in a quick motion, my breath finally rushing from me, and leaped to my feet.

      I tried not to panic, tried not to spiral down into every possibility of how bad this could get. I knew this was a curse or a spell of some kind, or even a poison, but try as I might, couldn’t recall anything in the books Zelia had given me that could even hint at a cure. Not even the Leenae leaves. They were for injuries and illnesses, not for … well, this.

      I examined my hand with my shaking human one. I was turning into wood. Slowly enough, but if I’d rest another night, would my whole arm have turned into wood? Would it stop at some point if I didn’t get help? How long until it got to my heart, and would my heart continue beating in a wooden case?

      I ran my good hand through my sweat-damp hair as I spun on the spot so I faced the window.

      From up here, I could see the palace grounds. Wide and green and frightening in their beauty. And I might soon be an item to place there, a reminder of what happened to foolish humans who made bargains with fairy royalty.

      The sun was a ball of fire scorning me from up high in the sky. Noon. I’d slept through the night and half the day. Or longer. Who knew what had been in the food the fairy had left on my bedside table? I wouldn’t put it past them to administer some sleeping potion to render me useless while I was waiting for my next challenge.

      My whole body started shaking at the thought of what I might be facing in the second challenge. If the king thrust me into another maze, I wasn’t sure I had it in me to fight like that again. On instinct, my eyes wandered to my good hand, clean and unscathed where the fairy had healed me. I hadn’t thanked her, and I hadn’t asked her for her name. The former, because I didn’t feel much gratitude to any fairy. They’d inflicted too much terror on me and mine. And the latter, because names held power, and I didn’t want to provoke a situation where she might ask for mine.

      But she had healed me—at least superficially. When I lifted my nightgown all the way to my ribs, bruises spread over my hips and under my breasts where the branches had grabbed me. And my shoulder was sore where I’d ripped and torn my way out of their hold.

      If I faced another assaulting bush like that, I would be at a wild disadvantage—and my wooden hand was only a minor part of it.

      I was still debating how to best prepare for what might lie ahead when the door opened and in strolled the prince, his dark tunic buttoned to perfection over his collarbones and his equally dark hair smoothed back from his forehead. He flashed me a toothy grin as he beheld me dropping my nightgown with a shriek.

      “So that’s what I call a welcome fit for a prince,” he drawled as he looked me over. Though the amusement in his eyes died as I backed away farther toward the window.

      “If you’re thinking about escaping, we’re too high up to climb out the window.” He gestured at the square glass in a wooden frame that had a brass knob like the door. He prowled past me, examining the bed with a cold gaze before he perched on the edge of the mattress. “And in case you’re thinking about plunging to your death—you’ll only ruin everyone’s fun.”

      My arm hit the windowsill where I was hiding my wooden hand behind my back—another thing I’d done on instinct, not letting him see a weakness. Especially after he’d probably glimpsed a good part of the rest of my body before I’d tugged down my nightgown.

      “That’s the twisted sense of fun that you have, Prince.” The words slipped out, I couldn’t help it. “Others might find watching me being hunted by fairy flora not as much fun.” Including me. I didn’t need to add that last part; I was certain he could read it in my hateful gaze.

      He chuckled. “I assure you that’s exactly the sort of fun this court has been dying to see.”

      I folded my good arm over my chest, grabbing the bicep of my other arm as I debated glancing out that window to measure how long a fall would be. But something inside of me revolted at the thought of turning my attention away from the predator before me. Even now that he was casually sitting on my bed, his expression smooth, his fingers laced together in his lap as if he were here to have a civilized conversation rather than checking in on a prisoner. Because, moderately comfortable as this room may have been, a prisoner was still what I was.

      “Why are you here?” I leaned a bit more into the windowsill. Any additional inch between us was welcome.

      He merely raised a groomed brow, and the image of that same brow rising under the hood back under the trees when I’d first seen him—when he’d robbed me—came to mind.

      My eyes shuttered as I tried to piece together why he’d been there, near the borders to the human lands—and masked.

      I didn’t dare ask.

      “Can’t I check in to see how my father’s champion is faring?” The way he spoke was unfazed, casual, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. As if this wasn’t about my life and the freedom of my family—of the man I loved.

      There—there it was. My chest tightened, and I had to stifle a wince with a cough.

      “I’m not the king’s champion.”

      “True. But you’re the most fun we’ve had in this place in a long, long time.” His lips curved into a sensual smile that made me feel all sorts of hot and cold. Such beauty, such grace—such deadly power contained in a royal bastard who’d made my stay in Askarea a living hell from the moment I’d laid eyes on him.

      “If you came here to mock me, you might as well leave.” At least, it was worth a try to get him to disappear. He’d been so good at it in the forest.

      The smile on his face vanished, replaced by a darker brand of amusement as he leaned forward, forearms braced on his thighs, and glanced up at me. “You don’t really want me to leave, San.” Even that syllable of my name made me shiver as it crawled along my skin, along my very bones as he whispered it on that dark wind that only carried to my ears, the command in it. “You want me to stand up, walk over to you, and take your hand.”

      I quivered. From fear this time as I realized that was indeed what I wanted, what he’d put into my mind. And there was nothing I wanted less at the same time.

      As I shook my head in defiance, he merely chuckled, rose to his feet, and sauntered over, each stride powerful grace, deadly beauty—until he stopped a step from me, hand extended and ready to receive mine.

      I bared my teeth at him.

      “Well—”

      “Well what?” I gave him a look so full of disdain that I hoped he would catch flames and burn.

      He chuckled again, the sound skittering through every inch of my body, making me painfully aware of the thin nightgown I was wearing.

      He glanced at his hand then back at me. “If you want me to take care of that … issue for you”—he gestured at my hidden arm—“you might want to let me see the extent of the damage.”

      I shrank back another inch, the wood of the windowsill now boring into one of the bruises on my hips. So he’d noticed my wooden hand… Of course, he had. With his fairy senses, he’d probably noticed the faint bruises on my calves as well, where my legs were sticking out from under my knee-length nightgown.

      “What does it matter to you if I turn into wood?” I spat at him.

      He only laughed darkly, the gold of his eyes turning solid. “Much as I believe you’d make a pretty decoration for our gardens, I have other plans.”

      Plans. He had plans for me.

      My heart thundered with fear. He was known for his games. Not death, but much, much worse.

      “Besides, I don’t like the feel of wood as much as I like that of human skin.” His grin turned feline as he curled his fingers inward to summon my arm.

      And the treacherous thing floated from behind my back until it hovered mid-air between us.

      Damn fairy magic. Damn having ever traded my name.

      “So—” His eyes lingered on my face, hand still extended as he waited for me to drop my wooden one into his palm.

      “Aren’t you going to just do what you want anyway?” Where was the point in trying to be nice, to be polite to appease him? He’d taken what he wanted from the very beginning: my jewelry, my voice, now my hand. Who knew which part of my skin he was thinking of touching next? He was too close, his presence overbearing as he kept surveying me.

      I almost laughed out loud at the thought that my hand actually belonged to a different tyrant. How fitting that it had turned into a creature of its own, slowly poisoning me.

      “I’ll deign to ignore that statement.”

      “Why? Isn’t that what fairy princes do?”

      “I wish I got to do what I want at least half as often as you, San.” An edge entered his tone that had me pause and look at him—really look at him.

      But his features were smooth, his face unreadable as he gestured at my hand again. “Much as I’d enjoy immortalizing you in our gardens, I believe my father will not be amused if you don’t show up for the next challenge because you turned into a bush.”

      So it was truly happening. I was turning into wood. I couldn’t help the gasp escaping my lips.

      The prince chuckled, and there was something in his eyes that made me feel braver than I actually was. “I’ll make a bargain with you,” I offered, earning a raised eyebrow and a mildly amused twitch of his lips.

      “A bargain. You, human thing, are offering a bargain?” It was obvious that I wasn’t in a position to make any demands. He could squish me with a thought if he so pleased, and I was certain he’d please so very much once he heard my offer. But I needed to be alive to save Tristan and Dimar, and who could I ask to help me other than him? I didn’t know how long this transformation would take or if I’d still be able to function, to fight, to take on those challenges once I’d turned completely.

      So I took a stabilizing breath and drew up all my courage and my court-trained cunning. “I’ll allow you to take care of my … issue if you tell me why no one can know you were dressed like a bandit that day.”

      The amusement froze on his lips, turning into a cold, thin line as he sized me up like I was an actual opponent.

      He leaned closer until his lips were at my ear and whispered, “How about I don’t kill you if you never mention the bandit again? That sounds more like a bargain I’m willing to strike. As for the issue”—his hand latched onto mine, his hard grip only a mild pressure on the wood of my fingers. Light sizzled between us, and I barely held in a scream as it trickled into my wooden skin beneath his grasp—“that’s on the house.”

      He didn’t explain or look back as he prowled from the room, leaving me shaking and staring at my hand in wonder.
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        * * *

      

      I spent the rest of the day debating whether I’d made a mistake challenging the prince. Whenever I touched something with my wooden hand, I couldn’t help the feeling that he’d just made a show of his power without actually doing a thing with it. At least, I felt like that until, by the time the sun descended toward the roofs in the west and a tray of colorful dinner appeared on my bedside table, not another inch above my wrist had turned into wood.

      Maybe he had done something after all. Maybe not healed me, but stopped the poisoning.

      Whatever he’d done, my hand kept zinging, the wood more sensitive than before.

      I was still in my nightgown, eating, when the door opened yet again. I dropped the spoon on the tray and leaped to my feet, just in case the prince had decided to return and kill me after all. Who knew if that bargain he’d whispered had locked in place between us if I hadn’t verbally agreed?

      “Good day, good day,” the horned fairy from the day before chirped as she clopped past me, not even mildly alarmed about the way I’d grabbed the fork instead—a useless weapon against a fairy, perhaps, but better than nothing. “I see you’re feeling better. More spirited.”

      I angled my head at her, swallowing the piece of bread and soup in my mouth. “If by more spirited, you mean I’m still alive, then yes. Much better.”

      Her dark skirt swayed as she stepped into the bathing area to draw water for yet another bath. And I wondered if Tristan and Dimar had been treated the same way or if they’d been thrown back into the dungeons after all. I wouldn’t put it past the king that he’d break his bargains. He’d changed the agreement he’d had with Zelia the moment he got his hands on me. Zelia—

      At least, one of them was free. Maybe she’d manage to find help. Maybe there were others out there who could lend their power so they could free us.

      “Are the Mages being extended the same courtesies as me?” I asked as she poured something from a flask into the steaming bath.

      She didn’t respond to that, but beckoned me over. “Time to get ready.”

      I settled back on the bed, taking another bite of my bread and a spoonful of soup. It was rich in flavor—spices and herbs.

      “Ready for what?”

      The fairy stirred the water with a slender hand then crossed the room to the armoire, which she pulled open to extract a variety of dresses, each of them more obnoxious in color and cut than the last.

      I couldn’t help but follow her movements with interest; The armoire had been empty when I’d raided it for something better to wear than my nightgown after the visit from the prince.

      “Your challenge.” She gave me a look that told me she half-expected me to scream or to try to run or jump out the window the way the prince had suggested.

      I simply stared as if she’d told me I would be going to my death in a ballgown—which I probably would. At least, judging by the satin lace and gossamer she hung on the armoire doors.

      “I am to bathe and dress you,” she unnecessarily explained as she browsed through the dresses, randomly tugging on skirts and sashes while studying me with a crease between her brows. “Do you prefer pink or black?”

      The dress she was holding out was a hideous assembly of lacy details on a cake-top skirt.

      “Does it matter what I like?”

      The fairy shrugged. “As long as we find it within this assortment, it does.” She put the dress back into the armoire and picked up another one with pink sashes on the waist.

      I shook my head.

      She stuffed it into the armoire as well and turned to me, hands braced on her hips. “Into the tub with you. The king will want you all clean and perfect for this one.”

      I couldn’t help but shudder at the thought of why he’d want me that clean and perfect. “Are you going to tell me what the challenge is today?”

      The fairy shook her head. “I am not permitted to speak of it.”

      Of course not. I finished the bread and followed her to the tub. “But it’s tonight, I assume.”

      The fairy didn’t say no, and that was probably the closest to a yes I’d get from her.

      I slid out of my nightgown and undergarments and stepped into the rose-scented water. The fairy picked up a bowl and a bar of soap, scooped up water to pour over my head, and started washing my hair before I could object.

      “I’m so excited to be assigned to you,” the fairy babbled, and when I gave her a questioning glance, “We rarely get to keep a human long enough to get to know her.”

      Just having started to warm up in the water, my body went cold at the implications of her statement.

      “How long do you normally get to keep humans?”

      The way she’d spoken… We were less than pets to them.

      “The king likes his humans dead.”

      A shudder ran through me, and the fairy stilled her fingers on my scalp as she noticed. “Oh, don’t worry, girl. He still has use of you.”

      Not that it made me feel any better, but I nodded anyway. “I’m the entertainment.”

      “To a certain degree.” She stopped her words as she resumed massaging my scalp.

      And in reality, it didn’t matter. If they’d all felt entertained, at least they didn’t feel any necessity to kill me before I’d get a chance at freeing Dimar and Tristan.

      We didn’t speak again until she finished rinsing my hair and wrapped a towel around it before she gestured for me to step out of the tub.

      I did, accepting the thick towel she offered me to dry, and wrapped myself in it while she started brushing out my thick, near-black hair.

      Something about it reminded me of how Leahnie had dressed me for my wedding, and a whole new sort of cold crept through my body.

      When she was done, the fairy went back to sorting through the dresses. “This one. Lovely like the ocean where you come from.”

      I studied the turquoise and sea-foam-colored gown from afar. “How do you know where I’m from?”

      She clicked her tongue. “I’ve lived long enough to see humans from all ends of Eherea come and go.”

      And by go, she probably meant die.

      “I can tell that you’re not from the northern regions of Cezux, but also not from the mountain archipelago in the south.” She puffed up the gauzy skirts with her long fingers, turning her back to me. “The ocean has that color near  Jezuin.”

      It was all she needed to say to get me to want to deny it. But wouldn’t that make me more suspicious? And did it even matter where I was from and what she knew as long as she didn’t know my name?

      “It’s delightful there around this time of the year,” I said and strolled over to join her at the armoire. “You must have seen a lot to know human origins so well.

      Her purple eyes flashed at me as I joined her by the armoire.

      If she couldn’t tell me anything about the challenge, maybe I could learn something else that was useful while she was here. At least, she’d been sent to tend to me, not to kill me. That made me breathe more easily in her presence.

      “Do lots of them come to the palace?”

      “For trade, yes.” She stored the ocean dress back in the armoire, apparently not deeming it a good fit after all. “But apart from that … they don’t come to the palace.”

      “So are they taken?” I put the words in her mouth so she only needed to confirm—which she did, a second later, with a bob of her head.

      “His Majesty is very protective of his realm and especially his family since the queen was murdered.” There was something in her voice that could have made me believe she felt compassion for the monarch and his fate. But when I eyed her more closely, her face yielded nothing.

      “The prince is even more powerful than the king, I’ve heard. Why does he need protecting?”

      “He doesn’t.” She pulled out another dress, that one in all hues of violet, starting in a light shade at the sleeveless bodice and turning darker with every inch it unfolded beneath the crystal belt, like flower petals. “This one is perfect.”

      I was about to tell her I would never wear that gown when she gave me a stern look. “If you want to see your Mage again, you’ll need to put this on.”

      With a glance at the rest of the wardrobe, I decided that, with all the gauzy and lacy fabrics, this one was as good as any. So I allowed her to dress me.
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      The flesh-eating violet in the maze might as well have swallowed me. At least the way the dress squeezed my curves into place felt very much like being eaten alive as I walked down the endless stairs from my room between the two familiar guards an hour later.

      The fairy had made an extra effort with my hair, pulling it up at the back of my head and pinning it into a loose bun with little white silk and lace blossoms and crystals as decoration. My lashes had been darkened and my eyes framed with kohl. She hadn’t added any jewelry the way Leahnie would have, but simply had given a nod of approval at her perfect work before she’d sent me off with the guards, which were now escorting me down the last section of the stairs where they opened into a wide hallway.

      I recognized the carpet first, my silk slippers barely making a swish on them as I reluctantly moved along, then the glimmering stone of the walls.

      This was the way to the throne room.

      Indeed, the noise of chattering fairies was drifting in from the winding main staircase at the end of the hallway where the entrance to the throne room lay.

      At first, they didn’t seem to notice me at the darker end of the hallway, but as we got gradually closer, some stopped to gawk, others to mock me with a few words. Human filth, they said. Traitor, others spat. And some studied me as if they were measuring my size for their dinner plate.

      I kept my head high, breathing shallow in the impossible dress, and focused only on what lay ahead as we entered the throne room where soft orange and golden light announced sunset. And on a small plateau on the dais, visible from the very back of the room even before the assembled crowd of fairies parted at my approach—

      Tristan in his gilded cage.

      My heart stuttered as he met my gaze across the room, filled with that overwhelming sensation that came with the distance between us.

      I love you, I wanted to say, but couldn’t bring myself to even whisper. Not with all those fairies watching, delighting in this spectacle where I was the main attraction.

      The throne was empty with no sign of the king or the prince as I scanned the room.

      Tristan’s knuckles turned white as he tightened his grip on the golden bars. At least, he looked healthy and unharmed. The king must have held his word—so far.

      As the guards marched me closer to the dais, my hopes flared like tiny flames at the sight of only Tristan’s cage. This challenge would be the one to free him.

      I allowed myself to smile at him, and at the responding twitch of his lips—a sad smile, but still a smile—my heart broke the tiniest bit.

      He’d given himself up for me, to keep the fairies from taking me, and I’d come anyway, stepped into their trap. And now, it was up to me to free us all. Foolish human, indeed.

      But for this brief moment, when I could see he was alive and all right, that foolishness didn’t matter. All that mattered was that abyss of emotions that opened for him, at the sight of his smile, at the depth of his eyes as he held my gaze.

      The room turned silent at the knock of a wooden stick on the dais, three drum-like beats in announcement of royalty I’d seen it on occasion in my father’s court when delegations from foreign lands arrived.

      “Milords, miladies, my esteemed fairies,” a booming voice announced—the fairy with the stick, his face turning  a shade purple as if the pressure of his task was making it hard for him to breathe, “His Majesty, King Recienne Oilvier Gustine Univér Emestradassus de Pauvre.”

      The king marched onto the dais from the shadows behind it, his motions graceful, fluid, his cape of silver matching the crown on his head. The fairies seemed to be holding their breath as their king settled on his throne. Even Tristan’s eyes were drawn by the immortal beauty.

      “And”—the fairy added, face turning even darker—“His Highness, Prince Recienne Oilvier Gustine Univér Emestradassus de Pauvre.”

      “The Second,” I added under my breath, and a chuckle touched my ear, carried on that dark wind that told me exactly where it originated.

      A moment later, he stepped out of the shadows, sauntering toward the dais where he stopped to survey Tristan like an animal in a cage before he took up his place at his father’s side with a few unhurried strides. His gaze met with mine the second he turned, face hard and set. No one in the room seemed to be breathing until he casually leaned down to his father, whispering something as his eyes wandered across the room to the balcony doors where, before a column, a second gilded cage was positioned, its inhabitant sitting on the floor, back resting against the bars.

      I jerked toward Dimar, heart pounding as I realized the king would never set Tristan free before absolutely necessary. So this round wouldn’t be for him. It would be for Dimar’s freedom, and the only reason the king had brought Tristan to the dais was to watch me fail.

      I didn’t yet know what my task would be with me stuffed into such finery, but I was sure it couldn’t be anything good.

      Dimar inclined his head at me, eyes fierce with the loyalty I’d seen shining there before—only then, I’d believed it was for my father when, in truth, Dimar had always been loyal to me. Always to his family.

      I swallowed the lump forming in my throat and gave him the bravest smile I could muster. There was no use reassuring him that things would be fine, that I’d free us all, because, if I was honest with myself, it was likely I wouldn’t and that we’d all end up dead.

      At least, Zelia was free. It was all I could think as I turned away from Dimar—that I’d managed to save at least one of us. If she ran now, even if I failed Dimar and Tristan, she’d be free if she made it to the human lands where the fairies wouldn’t follow.

      “I see our guest has been dressed to the standards of my hall,” the king disturbed my thoughts, ripping me right back into the present where my dress was as colorful and pretty as that of any fairies around me, even if infinitely more impractical with the large folds fanning out in a wide circle and the silk butterflies attached to the hem as if they were climbing up toward me—like I was the flesh-eating violet.

      I almost snorted at the thought of me being dangerous in that hall of deadly creatures, but the king continued, “You will like your second challenge, Quarter Mage. It’s less … bloody and more fun.” He exchanged a look with his son, whose face hadn’t thawed in the least.

      In his cage, however, Tristan was pacing those two steps the golden monstrosity allowed, his expression turned frantic. He knew what was coming. I could tell by the way he kept glancing at me, then at the crowd, and back at me.

      I didn’t need to beg him to tell me already because the king rose to his feet and marched down from the dais.

      Beside me, the guards stood at attention, their hands grabbing my arms as if they were indeed worried I might harm the fairy king as he stopped right in front of me, a saccharine smile on his pale lips, and met my eyes with his silver ones.

      “There is only one thing you need to do to win this challenge and set free the Mage by the balcony.” He didn’t even use Dimar’s name, and I wondered if he maybe, mercifully didn’t know. But he simply snatched my hand and tugged me a step forward and whispered, “Dance.”

      As if that had been a command, music started playing, strings and flutes and drums, and my feet became impatient, eager to move to the enthralling melodies weaving into each other.

      Dance. That was indeed easy. I’d spent many nights at balls in my father’s halls, even when it hadn’t been my favorite pastime. But I could do it—dance.

      “You will share the first dance of this night with me, and when I release you, you will keep dancing. You will keep dancing all night. You won’t take a second to rest your feet, to drink, or to eat, or to even catch your breath. You will keep dancing from sundown till sunrise, and if you stop moving for as much as a moment—” He dragged the index finger of his free hand across his throat. “Well, you get the idea.”

      My eyes met Tristan’s panicked ones, but before I could gather a clear thought, the king pulled me into a spin and led me in quick circles to the happy tune. His movements were easy, bouncy, not as king-like as I might have imagined had I had a moment to wonder what a fairy king’s dancing would be like.

      Where he led, fairies made way for us to pass through, their eyes all on us—on me on the king’s arm as I clung to him with every speedy step, with every minute that had my breath accelerating.

      I’d need to pace myself if I wanted to last an hour or two, but an entire night? At least, it was summer, and the night would be shorter than in winter.

      When we danced past the balcony doors, what felt like minutes later, I was already out of breath, and the sun had not even half-vanished behind the palace walls in the west.

      Thank Eroth I’d finished the bread. At least, I wouldn’t be starving any time soon. But water… I hadn’t drank much in my room and now regretted not listening to the horned fairy when she’d told me to while pinning my hair into an elaborate do.

      The music slowed, and the king smirked down at me as he led me across the square dance floor that had formed in the crowd one last time. “Good luck, human,” he said as he let go when one song drifted into the next one and he left me mid-sway on the dance floor.

      My feet lagged and would have come to a halt had Tristan not shouted, “Keep moving,” his voice running through me like a lash of fire. I jerked back into a rhythmical motion that only remotely resembled the beat of the drums, but that didn’t bother me. The king hadn’t specified I needed to dance in time with the music, just that I couldn’t stop until the sun came up the next morning.

      Around me, fairy laughter reverberated off the stones, brilliant and shining like the surfaces themselves. I tried not to think about what I had to be looking like to them—a human woman dressed up for their entertainment.

      And just like the attraction I was for their nighttime celebrations, they gawked at me, unbothered by the seething glares I gave them, one after the other, as I crossed the makeshift dance floor in what felt like efficient enough movements to not drain me like the speedy dance with the king but to still count as dancing.

      About halfway toward the musicians, an arm swept around me, bringing me to face a tall fairy with excessively green eyes. He grinned at me with that handsomeness that should have been forbidden and steered me in a circle, grip so hard that I nearly quaked.

      “His Majesty informed us that tonight would be especially entertaining.” His grin turned predatory.

      As the fairy tugged me a bit closer, my hand flashed to his chest to push myself away, but he held fast, his hand on the small of my back like steel.

      “He also said that we could dance with you, so stop fighting, or you’ll fall on your pretty ass, and the fun will be over for all of us.”

      I was about to inform him that he had no business talking about my ass and that this was most certainly not fun for me, but he twirled me into a spin that made me reconsider my gratitude for having eaten anything at all.

      If the king had given them permission to just seize me like this for a dance, there was little I could do to stop them. Screaming would probably only be seen as an encouragement, and if I fought them off—tried to... Would that count as dancing? Or would I forfeit Dimar’s freedom and all our lives by refusing them?

      The song was over before I could make up my mind about my actual choices, and the green-eyed fairy released me … only to be caught by another pair of arms, which wrapped around my waist, not as tightly as those of their predecessor, but still tightly enough to make me wonder if I even needed that belt to keep my skirts in place.

      The fairy babbled something about how excited he was to be finally dancing with a human, that he’d been waiting for an opportunity for a lifetime—a human lifetime, he specified. But I had retreated into myself, tuning out everything but the music and the two gilded cages—one by the balcony and one on the dais—where Dimar and Tristan were watching my every move with weary eyes. I didn’t even notice when I was passed on to the next fairy after the song ended, and the next one after that. They all blurred into each other, one handsome face after the other, their hands all too rough for a human to feel comfortable in a dance, their movements all effortless, elegant—and much too quick for me to keep it up the entire night.

      My feet were already heavy from the spins and turns, and my toes ached where the seams of my satin shoes ran over them. But I couldn’t allow myself to think about pausing. Not even for a moment, or I’d damn us all. That was probably worse torture than the dancing itself—knowing that my body would be wearing out soon and that I’d suffer before eventually failing.

      No. Those thoughts weren’t helpful either. I needed to keep my focus. It was the only thing that could help me through this night. That, and Tristan’s familiar face whenever one of the fairies led me past the dais. I didn’t shy away from the sorrow in his eyes or the way he hadn’t let go of the bars, almost as if he was imagining clutching me in his hands, holding me up so I wouldn’t topple over when the next time one of the fairies let go of me.

      I was a good little human and continued swaying and dancing even when no fairy came to fill in for a song or two, savoring the freedom of choosing a more moderate pace for a minute. But I never dared slow so much that it might have been mistaken for walking rather than dancing. And each time I did, from the corner of my eye, I could see Dimar growing restless in his cage. He knew what was at stake, and he would have gladly taken my place, I was certain of that—dress and all—if it had gotten us out of here.

      But the truth was, if I faltered even one step, it would mean their lives. My own life.

      The next pair of hands came from two different directions belonging to two fairies who each grabbed one of my hands—one the human hand, the other the wooden one.

      The one who’d gotten the wooden one frowned at me with ginger eyebrows. “Not what I expected,” she drawled and ran her fingers up above my wrist where my lignification had yielded to the prince’s magic.

      My eyes shot to the dais to find him talking to another fairy, his features fashioning a dour expression that only royalty could afford in such a setting. He leaned against the side of the throne’s backrest, his gold-adorned tunic shimmering in the now candle-lit room. I heaved a breath, barely feeling the fairies tugging on me as they moved me along the side of the dance floor where other fairy couples and groups had joined the merriment.

      The female with the ginger hair had linked hands with the fairy on my other side, the two of them drawing me around in a circle, both of them laughing as the music sped and sped. Roping my attention away from the prince and back to my own feet was all I could do to prevent myself from stumbling over them as they went faster and faster. The biting fabric of my shoes by far wasn’t the biggest problem I had; my body was tiring, and if I kept up that pace, I’d just fall over at some point.

      At least, the sky had turned dark outside and the moon hung heavily between stray clouds. Now, all it would take was to endure until the sun would take back the darkness with his relentless light. And that was a long, long time.

      My breathing had turned faster with every new song, and I was certain I’d never be able to gulp down enough air to make it through another hour of dancing.

      “You are so short,” the ginger-haired fairy complained “When they told us that a special human was to be seen at the palace tonight, I had imagined something…. Well, something more impressive.”

      “They said you beat the king’s maze. Is that true?” the other wanted to know, her lean body pressing to my side as she let go of my hand in lieu of laying her arm around my waist.

      The ginger one did the same so I was stuck between the two, but also couldn’t fall as easily as they changed their dancing steps into somewhat more bouncing movements that fit the turn of the melody.

      “It … is,” I answered between heavy breaths as efficiently as I could.

      “Fabulous!” the ginger fairy squealed, and the other one nodded her agreement in time with the drums.

      I wanted to roll my eyes. The likes of those fairies I’d had enough of at my father’s court. Nobles who weren’t part of a monarch’s court, but tried to catch some limelight of the royalty whenever they got a chance to set foot in the palace.

      My eyes involuntarily sought the prince and found him staring back at me with a smirk on his face that made him somehow even more beautiful if that was possible.

      “We’ve heard the prince has taken an interest in you,” one of the fairies said. I didn’t care which one.

      “To … torment me … yes.” Every word was an effort, every breath. But I didn’t allow myself to drag. If they, for some reason, dropped me, this game would be over before it had even started.

      The prince’s chuckle tickled my ear, carried on a dark breeze. When I jerked to either side, to see if the fairies had noticed, they looked marvelously oblivious.

      “They say he danced with you at Ret Relah.” She said it as if it was a question.

      So I nodded. A simple yes that didn’t require words.

      “He never mingles with the crowd,” the other one remarked, amused outrage making her voice comical, “especially not with humans.”

      “I thought”—a breath and another—“he liked to torture them.”

      “That doesn’t require him to mingle,” a third voice said from behind me, and as the song ended, I was pulled away from the gibberish fairies, who retreated to the foot of the dais as if they were hoping the prince would mingle with them.

      I grimaced at the new fairy now swooping me in circles and crisscrossing me over the dance floor between spinning fairies.

      “You look like you’ve seen better days,” the male noted, and I didn’t bother to respond as his eyes drifted to my wooden hand on his shoulder. “It’s an old poison, you know. Easy to heal for a Mage with the right spell, or for a high fae. But for any other fairy—”

      The way he shook his head made me wonder if he believed I was doomed—in more than only one way.

      We passed the dais, and I caught a glimpse of Tristan’s face as the fairy spun me around. I didn’t allow myself to look back over my shoulder for fear I’d stumble and fall and—

      And I almost did stumble when a searing pain ripped through my foot, blisters breaking open under the seam of one shoe. The fairy noticed my gasp and cocked his head as if expecting me to share what was wrong.

      I shook my head, and he aimed back toward the balcony side of the dance floor where Dimar had noticed too that something was wrong, judging by the expression on his face.

      Ragged breaths ripped in and out of me as I fought to control the urge to stop and check for the amount of damage on my foot. Ironically, my body took care of that for me as a muscle in my thigh started cramping, and my focus shifted to managing the swift pace of the fairy to whose shoulder I was now clinging.

      He didn’t complain, but rather puffed his chest as if showing off that the human became cozy with him.

      I sneered at all the spectators over his shoulder, marking the details of their faces, of their intricate finery, the jewels, the colors, the odd cuts and shapes of some of their clothes, just to distract myself from the pain slowly spreading through my body as my muscles tired and defied my movements.

      By now, it had to be long past midnight, and beneath the heavy skirts and tight bodice of my dress, I was covered in sweat. The bun at the back of my head had started to fall apart, allowing loose strands to stick to my neck and shoulders.

      The song ended. Another one began. I danced.

      Again and again, I danced until my feet had gone numb, and instead of breathing through the pain, I needed to fear not feeling where I set them and falling over like a toddler. I was sure that the thin streaks of blood on the otherwise spotless floor were from the wounds on my heels and my toes, and I wondered how far satin could cut into human flesh, if it could scrape away skin and blood vessels all the way to the bone.

      The fairies’ laughter blended into the music, which mercifully slowed for a bit, and I managed to catch my breath enough that my head stopped spinning.

      The break lasted for only one song, then one of the musicians picked up a smaller fiddle and started playing a wicked melody at a neck-breaking speed that had tears pricking behind my eyes simply because I knew that this would drive me to the end of my stamina.

      My knees wobbled, and I missed a step, paying for it by knocking into another fairy who sped past me in a wild gallop. I stumbled into my dancing partner, who caught me with a delighted laugh and set me upright as he moved us along.

      Had I been able to get a deep breath into my lungs, I’d have heaved one of relief, but the fairy slowed and let go of me, his eyes fixated on a point behind me, and swaying on unstable legs was all the dancing I managed for a moment until I remembered what would happen if I stopped altogether.

      As if stung by a bee, I leaped into motion, my body barking in pain.

      I couldn’t keep this up much longer. Not without a brief pause, without at least some water to replenish my empty reserves.

      It was only when I got to the dais that I noticed that a wide space had formed around me as if something was holding back those fairies ripping me into wild dances.

      Tristan was watching from his cage, helpless fury burning in his eyes. But he wasn’t looking at me. His gaze lingered behind me where a shadow was slowly moving closer.

      I didn’t need to turn around to know who I would find there when I noticed that the spot beside the throne was empty.
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      Prince Recienne Olivier—I still couldn’t remember the rest of his name—appeared at my side with light steps that reminded me of the first time we’d danced. The first time, which I had hoped would be the last time.

      But he held out his hand, the gesture so similar to when he’d stood in front of me in my makeshift prison in his palace, that both my human and my wooden hand itched to wipe his lazy grin off his face with a violent strike.

      My hands had other ideas. They grabbed my skirt to keep from allowing his control to take hold of them.

      He looked me over, hand still hovering between us as he inclined his head. “If you’re waiting for a better option, I assure you, no one will even attempt to dance with you before I’ve had my turn.”

      I debated spitting in his face.

      “So, better to get it over with.” He winked as he stepped right into my path, his hand sliding around the edge of my waist, and pulled me into a fast circle that had me gasping a curse at the shooting pain in my feet. My whole body was aching by now, my ravaged throat no longer the only part screaming for water, for any little ease from that nightmare the beautiful throne room and the lovely music had become.

      His grin broadened as he watched me squirm in his grasp.

      “Can’t you—can’t you gloat … from a … distance like … a normal fairy?” I hissed, voice thin as I gasped for breath, and I could have sworn the amusement in his eyes turned bitter.

      “And miss your little Mage’s suffering when I touch his lover?” His grip tightened on my waist as if to make a point.

      My gaze flicked to Tristan’s cage on instinct, but besides the ire smoldering in the depths of his eyes, he didn’t show any sign he’d acknowledge who was dancing with me.

      “He … never … did a thing … to you.” The words were out before I could think twice, wasting precious seconds I could have spent breathing, focusing to calm my thundering heart.

      The prince merely chuckled as he leaned closer, closer until his breath was a streak of heat on my cheek. “His father killed my mother. Don’t you think I have the right to delight in his misery the way his father delighted in mine?”

      Revenge for his mother’s death, I could read it in the gold of his irises, solid and unfeeling of what that loss meant to him.

      Had my legs not been shaky from the lingering cramp, I might have told him to go to hell and take his father’s court with him when he was already on the way. But every step was a challenge in itself. Every time the prince turned me away from Tristan, it took from me, all over again, that hope that the minutes would pass faster when I looked at him.

      At the edge of the dance floor, the crowd had backed away from the presence of Prince Recienne, leaving more space for him to drag me back and forth in strength-robbing circles. I didn’t glance up at his face, not ready to confront myself with that grin that spoke volumes about how much he was enjoying being the one breaking me apart. Not with instruments of torture, perhaps, the way he might have done with any other human, but with the most human of ways of court entertainment. And the irony of that—

      I couldn’t help but twist my lips into what had to be a hideous smile.

      “What’s so funny?” He pulled in our hands to push up my chin with his index finger, not letting go until I lifted my gaze to his face.

      I grimaced in earnest this time, more pain racing through my body as he turned us on the spot, and my lack of strength accumulated in me twisting my ankle when I meant to shift my foot.

      I bit back a groan hard enough to draw blood from my lower lip.

      The prince sniffed, his lips pulling back as he exposed his teeth.

      I had the good sense to shrink away an inch—or tried to. His grip hardened on me, and he hauled me back in so tightly that my front was flush against his where the obnoxious dress allowed it.

      “You know that there are fairies in Askarea who would kill to get this close to you.”

      To kill me, for sure, or worse. I locked my jaws, needing my entire focus to keep on my feet.

      “They would kill their own to get their hands on a rarity such as you. A Quarter Mage. But you are so much more than that, aren’t you?”

      I only realized he was speaking on that dark breeze when his voice brushed my neck, slithering along it like strings of silk before they reached my ear.

      A private conversation, then, in the middle of a crowded room.

      I shook my head. “Only a Quarter Mage,” I whispered, wondering if my words were swallowed up by that same breeze, carrying them back to their master. If that was a gift all fairies possessed, I yet needed to find out—if I made it through the night. With the most powerful fairy in all of Askarea mere inches from me, I doubted one of those killing fairies would be a problem. The dancing was what would eventually kill me.

      He chuckled as he repeated, “Only a Quarter Mage.”

      I knew beyond a doubt that he was hiding more than just that bandit. He knew something, and he wasn’t making it public knowledge, or I’d already be dead, I supposed. He was keeping those secrets to himself, weapons he might pull out at a later point when his father was done with me and he got to take me apart after all.

      The music slowed, and the prince dropped his hand from my waist and stepped away, letting my wooden hand slide down his arm until it landed in his palm.

      “I’ve said I prefer the feel of skin to that of wood, haven’t I?”

      I almost forgot to continue moving when he bowed the slightest bit at his waist, bringing that hand to his mouth and brushing his lips over the wood. Had I not witnessed it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have been able to tell what was happening, for the wooden surface of my hand felt none of his flawless mouth.

      “Keep dancing,” he whispered as he stepped past me, and when I turned around to where he was marching up to the dais, I noticed Tristan’s bared teeth, the silent curses on his tongue, the hatred in his eyes as he beheld the prince stalking away from me.

      That was why he’d done it.

      I took his advice and moved my feet, eyes now on the floor where the stone seemed more inviting than a feather bed.

      If I kept this up much longer, I’d faint. My vision was already turning blurry, and at times, I wasn’t sure if it was me swaying or the room around me.

      I couldn’t tell how long I’d been moving on my own when the fairies from the side of the dance floor moved closer, shaping a circle around me, tapping their feet and clapping with the accelerating music, and with it, my own feet moved faster, each step agony under their scrutiny. They laughed and cheered as I twirled and cursed with each bend of my knees, each lift of my arms. On and on and on. The music accelerated even more, the fiddle playing too fast for even the Guardians to distinguish single notes. A blur of intoxicating harmonies and rises and drops of the melody.

      My body was slick with sweat, the dress too tight to accommodate my shallow breaths, and my heart—my heart threatened to give out.

      Water. I needed water. And to lay down right there on the floor and sleep for a week straight.

      The floor. It would surely not be more painful to sprawl on it than it was to set foot after foot in time with the unforgiving beat of the drums.

      Just for a little while—

      My knees buckled, and I was sure I’d break my wrist if I caught myself with my hand, my exhausted muscles unable to give proper support.

      But would it matter if my hand splintered? We all knew what would happen if I couldn’t remain upright, could no longer move.

      It didn’t matter. I couldn’t. I simply couldn’t. My legs turned into pudding beneath the thick layers of silk and satin, and I toppled over like a useless doll.

      A dark breeze whipped around my shoulders, reached under them, lifting me; careened down my back, steeling my spine; climbed under my skirts, bracing my legs. My eyes shot to the dais where the prince’s bored, golden eyes met mine. He didn’t as much as blink as the breeze found its way up to my face, brushing along my cheek before it whispered to me, “Don’t stop, San. For if you do, all will have been for naught.”

      A shiver forced its way down my neck, and for a moment, I thought I might vomit the bile collecting in my throat right there on the bloodied stone.

      But the prince’s power held me in its grasp, easing my weight off my aching feet just enough to allow me a deep breath.

      I couldn’t tell how long I was dancing like that, spinning at the center of the fairy circle, their eyes devouring my struggle with morbid amusement. Their shouts and laughs all got drowned out by the overwhelming dizziness and nausea as I kept moving in circles, round and round like a spinning wheel. Occasionally, I’d catch a glimpse of Dimar’s dark features between candle-lit bars behind the crowd of fairies, or a slash of blue when I found Tristan in the twirling room.

      They weren’t enough to anchor me when the world threatened to gobble me up, each step dragging me deeper into a black hole where my aching body was wrapped in the feather weight of oblivion. The music was a distant noise, pulling on the strings that held me up. I no longer cared who was holding them as long as I didn’t fall, didn’t have to think of keeping my body upright, keeping my feet from doing one more step.

      Pale light broke through the darkness like a finger of icy gold, and with it, the cheering and shouting of the fairies turned into hushed murmurs and whispers that got lost in the music now becoming fainter as if whisked away on the cleansing breeze of a summer morning.

      Morning.

      The room was filling with balmy rays of sun, flecks of gold dancing across the glimmering stone beneath my feet where it bounced off Dimar’s cage.

      I danced and danced, my body no longer able to stop—whether it was the prince’s invisible grasp or my own fear that kept me going, I couldn’t tell—until that light reached the dais, the throne, illuminating the silver garments of the fairy king.

      He lifted his head as if awakening from a long, fascinating dream and raised his hand.

      The music stopped.

      The strings keeping me together slacked, and I plunged to the floor, remaining sprawled there.

      Blood pounded through my ears as silence overtook the room, my panting, half-coughing, gasping, and gulping for air filling the gaps between it as it snaked around me like a herald of death. I tried to lift my head, tried to see what was going on in the parts of the room where the light hadn’t yet reached and where fairies collected like sheep gathering under a seam of trees. But when I rolled my head, I knew what they were afraid of.

      The king had stepped down from the dais, his son in tow, and was marching up to my shaking, limp body, his face not half as amused as when I’d freed Zelia in the maze.

      He stopped a foot from my head, silver eyes peering down at me with such cold, contained rage that I felt the floor beneath me turn icily cold.

      “Take her back to her room,” he said to no one in specific as he waved his hand in dismissal.

      I dared blink as he turned and was about to walk away, but—Dimar. Tristan. The bargain.

      “Free him.” I was surprised my voice responded at all when I summoned the words from a faraway part of me that had once been fierce and defiant. “Free … him,” I repeated when the king didn’t so much as turn his head.

      He merely gestured at Dimar’s cage, and the golden bars melted around him, drops of it hitting his hair, his tunic, splashing on his boots.

      My cousin hissed and shook out his locks, part of it having turned solid, silky gold as had the droplets landing on his cheek, leaving shimmering freckles.

      By the time it was clear, Dimar wasn’t in pain. I no longer knew what infuriated me more—that the king had marred my blood or that he didn’t consider it harming him.

      Some of the fairies oohed and ahhed at the sight, and I could have sworn greed shone in their eyes at the new, fascinating brand of gilded human that they surely yearned to add to their personal collections. But when Dimar leaped out of the puddle of gold before it would cover his boots and turn them solid, I was so far gone that I barely registered how no one held him back as he bounded across the room and knelt beside me.

      “You did it,” he whispered as his arm gently reached under my shoulders and pressed me against him. “You … did it.”

      I was still panting, each breath like swallowing thorns as his arms wrapped around my cramping body, my legs unable to bend. But I welcomed the pain of each movement as he sat me up and brushed back my hair from my sweaty brow. He was alive. Safe—for now.

      “The Mage Stones,” I softly said so the fairies wouldn’t pick it up. “You need to find … the Mage Stones.”

      It was all I could say before a shadow blocked out the shafts of buttery light kissing the golden specks on Dimar’s face. A moment later, I was ripped out of my cousin’s embrace, and the pain as the guard set me on my feet finally sent me into oblivion.
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      I woke with a pounding headache and a sort of thirst that made me yearn for one of those mountain lakes I’d seen in depictions of Tavras. With a groan, I tried to roll over and found I couldn’t move an inch without tremors of agony shaking me.

      Lying in the half-light of my room, it all came back to me in a rush—the music, the fairies, the prince. And never-ending pain as I’d fretted through the hours of the night, keeping on my feet, moving from the terror of what it would do to us if I stopped.

      As if remembering, too, my feet started throbbing, and I could barely think around the pain. Had it not been for my thirst, I’d have considered never getting up again. Each muscle in my body was sore, exhausted.

      I forced myself to lift my head and found I was still stuck in that cursed violet dress. The sweat had dried, leaving crusted stains of salt on the bodice. Wincing, I dropped my head back onto the pillow and let my eyes roam the room.

      On the carved sideboard by the door, someone had set a tray with a jar of water and a crystal glass one would use for wine.

      My tongue stuck to my palate, my body parched, starved, drained of all life that would allow me to get out of bed and pick up that bottle.

      But alive—I was still alive, and so were Dimar, Zelia, and Tristan.

      Had any fluids been left in me, tears might have streamed down my face. But all I could do was lie and stare at the water, too far away to grab from where I’d been dumped on the bed.

      Gritting my teeth, I pulled up one knee. The response of my body wasn’t pretty as it spasmed, and as the skirts slid up, I caught a glimpse of my blood-soaked shoe, ripped in places where I’d danced through the fabric. I needed a healer or a Mage, or both.

      A glance at the brown, drawn curtains told me why it was so dim in here. Not dusk or dawn, but someone had taken the time to block out the sun as I slept. Probably the same soul who’d bothered to bring the water—and then leave it out of reach. Maybe another sort of torture designed to finish what the challenge hadn’t been able to achieve.

      I was debating how to best crawl to the water when the door sprang open and the hooved fairy clopped in, her black and white uniform impeccable and her braids neatly bound behind her horns.

      “Good, you’re awake,” she said by way of greeting.

      “Awake isn’t exactly what I’d call this,” I grumbled, my eyes returning to the water as I fought the raging headache.

      Her gaze followed mine, and she clicked her tongue as if scolding someone who wasn’t there, and poured a glass of the life-giving elixir.

      “We need to get you out of that dress and into something more”—she ran an assessing eye over the monstrosity enveloping my ravaged body—“fitting.”

      She clopped closer, handing me the glass, and waited for me to take a sip, which was a challenge in itself when my body was unwilling to cooperate. My hand started shaking so badly that I was spilling what I craved all over my chest and shoulder. The fairy took it from my hand and lifted it to my lips, one hand bracing my neck as if aiding a sick person.

      The first sip was like tasting the Nectar of the Guardians—not sweet and delightful, but like being woken from the dead.

      “Thank you.” I said it more out of reflex, but the fairy smiled as she lifted the glass again, letting me drain it completely before she went back to refill it.

      “It’s been a while since a human thanked me.” She measured me with those purple eyes, and I wondered if I’d done something wrong.

      “Oh, don’t worry, dear. Being polite to a fairy won’t cost you your soul.”

      Maybe not my soul, but something else. I tried not to look nervous and was positive I’d failed when the fairy reached around my neck once more and led the glass to my lips.

      “Apart from the obvious—the only thing that gives a fairy true power over you is your name,” she explained as I drank and drank, each gulp bringing back a bit more of that sense of myself that wondered what exactly had happened in the throne room, if the prince had actually bothered to help me—and more importantly: why.

      “So the names—” I was reluctant to ask, but it wasn’t like I could ask anyone else. Zelia and Dimar had hopefully left the palace, and it wasn’t as if the king would allow me a chat with Tristan.

      “Long names, nobility. Short names, rabble.” She set down the empty glass and gave me a long look that said everything about what she thought of that concept. “Well, and then there are one-syllable names”—she hesitated—“like mine. The lowest of social creatures in the realm.”

      My mind wandered to the crammed quarter where the Mages’ House stood, the way the alleys were so narrow that the sun barely touched the ground in some places, the many not-so-humanoid fairies populating the streets there. I wondered how many of them had short names—one syllable or two.

      My mind wandered to that day when the prince had brought me to Aceleau in exchange for my name, the expression on his face when I’d given him three tiny letters. San—

      Nothing more than human scum. Lowborn, useless, made to serve. With him being royalty, the most powerful of all, it didn’t surprise me how the fairies had shied away from him—and those were nobility if their extravagant finery was anything to go by.

      I was half about to ask for her name, but stopped myself as she gave me a curious look as if she were about to do the same.

      I slammed down a mask of indifference and turned back to what I’d initially asked. “How does a name exert control over a being?” Not exactly a safer topic, but less close to exposing another vulnerability besides my bloody feet, which were leaving crimson traces as I gingerly slid them over the mattress to push myself up a bit.

      The fairy raised an eyebrow. “You ask a lot of questions for a lone human in a fairy palace.” I could have sworn there was some humor in her words, but the expression in her eyes made me cringe anyway as she picked me up by the shoulders and sat me upright.

      For a moment, I ached for the hold of the prince’s power on my body, if only so I wouldn’t have to use that tiny spark of strength that had returned into my limbs at the taste of water.

      I quickly shoved the sensation aside, the anger and annoyance that came with any and every thought of him enough to wash away any thought of his touch, virtual or physical—and especially that of his lips on my wooden hand, which I had more observed than felt.

      “The name given to a creature at their birth becomes such an innate part of them that its magic is hooked into every layer of themselves. If a powerful fairy—not all fairies,” she clarified when I gave her a horrified look, “learns your name, they can make you speak what they want, do what they want. They can even make your heart stop beating.” As I sucked in an appalled breath, she paused, wistful, purple eyes meeting mine, as she pursed her lips as if debating how much to tell me. “But there is one thing they can never alter.” She tapped her temple. “Your thoughts remain your own, always. Not even the most powerful ones can make you forget who you are, what you dream of—and that is maybe the worst part about that sort of control.”

      Being fully aware of what you were doing, no matter how much you despised those actions… I could see exactly how much that would affect anyone. Had felt it on my own body when the prince had captured my voice and kept me from speaking—the bastard.

      I cursed as she heaved me a step forward with a nod at the tub, which was already running.

      “Let’s get you cleaned up.” She sighed as she had to half carry me to the edge of the tub where she sat me down while unlacing the bodice of my gown.

      Skin exposed, I started shivering all over again, my body now aching for nourishment and heat.

      I found the latter in the bathtub when the fairy heaved me inside after peeling off the rest of my dress. But not before she detached my shoes from my bleeding feet.

      I was still screaming when the water sloshed over my body and swallowed my torn soles and ankles. Blood oozed into the water in thin ribbons as I bit down on my tongue to cut off the curses working their way up into my throat. Bracing both hands on the rim of the tub in I uselessly attempted to pull myself up and out, just to keep the heat from biting into my wounds.

      “If you held still for a moment, I could actually do something about it,” the fairy pointed out, reaching for a bottle on the shelf behind the tub and opening it. “Give me your feet,” she ordered.

      I didn’t have the strength to lift them out of the water.

      With an elegant motion, the fairy plunged her hand into the warmth and pulled out one leg, letting it dangle over the rim by the knee, then the second one. “You are a piece of work, aren’t you?” There was a faint smile on her lips as she noticed the disgruntled grimace that took over my features once the cooler air kissed my destroyed flesh. “Now hold still, and let me put this on the wounds.” She poured some tincture into her palms and rubbed them together before she gingerly slid them over my ankles first, down my heels, my soles, and eventually my toes. A layer of cold wrapped around my feet as a familiar smell tickled my nose.

      “Leenae.”

      The fairy cocked her head, massaging the parts of my feet that looked the worst, but no longer hurt like they were about to fall off.

      “A plant used for healing potions,” I explained, and the fairy’s eyes narrowed as if she was solving a riddle in her mind.

      “What’s wrong?” I prompted, wishing that tincture could be used on the rest of my body as easily. However, my other aches weren’t from actual wounds, but from physical exhaustion, and as for my wooden hand—I’d need more than a tincture for that. I frowned at it.

      The fairy screwed the lid onto the flask and put it back on the shelf. “The Master Mage dropped it off for you this morning.”

      My heart stumbled a beat. “She was here?” And hope flared inside my chest.

      “She never left.” The fairy watched me with weary, purple eyes. “Neither did the other Mage. They are both free to roam the palace, but that’s about all the freedom he grants them.”

      Dimar—

      I hadn’t even gotten to spend a thought on what might have happened to him. If they were both in the palace, at least they would be able to talk to each other, maybe come up with a plan to find the Mage Stones. I hadn’t seen that silk pouch in the king’s hand since he collected Zelia’s.

      As the fairy ordered me out of the tub, I didn’t get to spend another thought on the Mage Stones, my mind occupied with anticipating the agony of setting down my feet. She offered a hand to help me out, and this time, I didn’t think about who—what—she was or where we were, for any little aid in easing the soreness was welcome.

      She smiled at me as she helped me into a bathing robe that covered me up from shoulder to mid-calf.

      “The king has granted you a day of rest if you like. But he has also extended an opportunity to you, which you won’t want to miss.”

      Had she been any more cryptic, I might have started growling at her. But she shook her head before I could ask what she meant. “I’ve already said too much. All I’m asking is not to say no immediately when he lays out the offer to you.”

      Something in her purple gaze told me that I would regret it if I did.

      Even when the frustration and fear coiling in my stomach wasn’t exactly the most comfortable of sensations, I had entirely forgotten to focus on the pain in my feet and the soreness of nearly every muscle in my body.

      We’d made it to the small vanity between the window and the armoire where she sat me down and started brushing out my hair.

      “You must be hungry.” She eyed me through the mirror, her lovely face showing more concern than I’d ever imagined a fairy capable of.

      What point was there in denying it?

      “They didn’t send anything up for you to eat.” I couldn’t tell if that was pity in her eyes when she glanced at the jar of water where it would have been easy, for whoever had sent it up, to leave a piece of bread or some cheese or even a slice of fruit.

      “Can’t you conjure something like you did yesterday?”

      The fairy gave me a pitiful glance. “Not if he doesn’t want you to eat, no.”

      I swallowed my hunger and sighed through my nose. Of course the king wouldn’t allow me to gather my strength so easily. Again, a different sort of torture that kept me from thinking straight. And keeping me weak… Who knew what the monarch had in store for me next?

      A million questions were whirling in my mind, the reason why the prince had helped me not even remotely at the top of the list, but what I could do to prepare for my last challenge.

      “How many days until the challenge?” I asked, careful not to allow the full amount of fear to surface in my voice as my imagination ran wild with what horrible ways of making me fail the king would find.

      The fairy shook her head. “Too many. And not nearly enough.”

      I raised an arched eyebrow at her. “You can’t tell me?”

      “I’m not permitted.”

      Slumping in my chair, I sighed. Of course, it would have been too easy to inform me about anything. Even when there was nothing I could truly do, nothing that would help me, knowing when I’d be facing death again—and in what gruesome way.

      “Is it today?” I turned in my chair, making the fairy let go of a strand she’d been working on. “You can nod or shake your head. That’s not telling, is it?”

      The fairy swallowed as she stared at me. “It would be.” Something in the gentle way she turned me back toward the mirror by my shoulders informed me that she would have liked very much to break that leash holding her and just tell me.

      “What will he do to you if you break your silence?”

      The expression on her face was enough for me to not push her. Fairy or no, no one should suffer at the whim of that king. Especially not for trying to help someone.

      For a while, she wordlessly worked on my hair, and I followed her efficient movements in the mirror as she coiled it down my back in neat curls rather than the messy waves it liked to assume when left alone. When she was done, she pursed her lips as if holding in more words she wasn’t supposed to speak and reached into the wardrobe where, today, only one pair of black pants and a thin purple tunic were hanging.

      She pulled them out and set them on the vanity in front of me. “If you manage to get into these on your own, take the king’s offer today.” She didn’t tell me what to do if I didn’t. Instead, she pulled back a stray curl from my forehead and smiled. “Good luck, Quarter Mage.”

      As she clopped out the door, I didn’t dare demand any more of her words. She’d told me what she could, I was certain, and I hoped—against all fear of fairies, of what they were capable of doing—that she wouldn’t pay for that small kindness she’d extended toward me.
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      Since I was still shaking like a newborn fawn, it was an effort to even get to my feet, let alone remain upright without the fairy’s support. But I pushed my limits, dreading to learn whether I would be able to stand before the king once he summoned me or I’d need to crawl in front of him. I got my answer about an hour later when the usual guards picked me up, beckoning me to move my lazy human ass or they’d roast it for dinner.

      The fear was real when I hobbled on after them in my new leather boots. I’d found them by the door, by the sideboard, probably left there by whoever had brought the water.

      To my surprise, my feet didn’t make me cry out in pain with every step—thanks to Zelia’s gift.

      However she’d managed to procure it, I didn’t even want to imagine—what dangers she’d taken on just to find me a bit of relief from my agony. A thin fissure ran through my heart as I allowed myself to think about what was at stake for her: her son and the boy she’d brought up for over ten years. Yes, she was the Master Mage, but she was also a mother with fears and worries. And she’d sent her own son to protect me in a foreign land where his magic supposedly wasn’t half as effective as in the fairylands. The importance of what was at stake, I had yet to fully grasp. More than my life, their lives, but something far beyond it. Something that someone in the Jezuinian court had been willing to poison my mother for. Something that I might have one day died for as well had Dimar not staged my death and gotten me out.

      That fissure ran deeper as I thought of gilded Dimar, how many years of his youth he’d already served for a cause I hadn’t even been aware of.

      Revulsion at my own ignorance pooled in my stomach, making my hunger turn into nausea.

      “Faster,” one of the guards urged. The other one laughed when I stumbled over the threshold.

      I gave their backs a loathing stare. “Where are we going?”

      They laughed even harder. “Since you love our gardens so much, the king has ordered you there for a little … meeting.”

      The nausea turned into a weight of lead, making it difficult to set one foot after the other—and that had nothing to do with the sickening exhaustion in my body. “A meeting?”

      “A surprise.”

      I gripped the handrail of the stairs for support on my way down. One thoughtless step and I’d topple right into them, and the Guardians knew what they’d do—if they’d categorize it as an attack and kill me on the spot.

      Remain on my own feet, that was all I could ask for. I couldn’t rely on Prince Recienne’s surprising aid to find me here in the sun-flooded stairwell—or anywhere else in the palace. For all that I knew, he couldn’t care less what happened to me as long as I didn’t spill his secret. Not that I understood the last thing about why it was a secret to begin with. As Prince of Askarea, didn’t he have the right to dress up as whoever he wished to whenever he pleased? Or was it more than that? Was he protecting something—or someone?

      A different sort of dread filled my veins as the thought settled in—that the most powerful fairy in all of Askarea might see me as a liability, and I did stumble a step, barely catching myself against the wall with my wooden hand.

      The guards wheeled around, their needle-focus turning into amusement as soon as they realized I’d merely slipped and was fighting to keep upright.

      I swallowed the myriads of names I wanted to call them and pushed myself back into motion.

      The gardens were still green and full of blossoms when we reached them after a daunting climb from what, by now, I was sure, was the highest tower of the palace. Green and full of blossoms and terrifying in its beauty. In a way, I was reminded of the prince—beautiful bordering on painful with no sign of what sort of cruelty slumbered beneath that surface.

      From somewhere in the distance, voices carried over the bushes and hedges and flowerbeds. The guards turned, following the sound, and I managed not to cringe at every branch brushing my tunic as we passed through a long, greenery-framed walkway, not much different from the one the fairies had dragged me through at Ret Relah. And there, at the end—

      My heart picked up pace as I noticed a familiar shape, tall and powerfully built, and … and hunching, perched on the rim of a fountain—

      “Tristan.”

      The guards smirked at me as they glanced over their shoulders the moment I voiced my recognition.

      Tristan didn’t seem to notice me behind the broad forms of the fairies walking in front of me, but my blood pounded through my veins like a river of liquid gold anyway. He was there, alive, and, for once, not in a cage.

      Breathing became difficult, not because of my exhaustion this time, and my feet moved faster as I yearned for that distance to vanish between us. So close.

      “He can’t see you.” The king strolled out of a hedge as if he’d been hiding there just to stop my heart.

      He fell into step beside me, not heeding the guards a look as they saluted.

      I, however, didn’t incline my head an inch at the monarch, too focused on Tristan ahead to make sure I wouldn’t miss a moment of his presence, even so far away, when, for once, I didn’t need to think about a challenge. Only—who knew what the king had planned?

      An offer, the hooved fairy had said. I forced down a slow breath.

      “Why am I here?” It was really the only thing to ask.

      “Despite my personal amusement?” The king quirked a brow, his eyes not the slightest bit amused as he walked with dignified, measured strides next to the hobbling human. “I was thinking… You’ve been faring so well during your challenges. The dancing last night looked like you were even enjoying yourself.” A cruel smile. “So I thought I’d reward you for your victories.”

      Something about the way he kept measuring me from the side put me on edge even more than what his presence normally induced.

      “Reward me?” I didn’t turn away from Tristan, who had laid his chin in his palm, elbow braced on his knee. He looked so tired, so … hopeless.

      Something cracked inside of me at the sight of this vulnerable, maskless side of my Mage, who wasn’t aware that I was here, that I was burning with that love for him that I’d only recently been able to admit. That love that was what kept me going each minute of each day. Each moment of those horrifying tasks the king had given me. I’d find a way through whatever the king would throw under my feet in the next trial.

      “Of course.” He gave me a much too gracious smile for what I knew had to be going on behind those solid silver eyes and gestured ahead to where I now noticed a small meadow enclosed by a circular hedge. “You may see Mage Tristan for a few minutes.”

      My heart ricocheted in my throat. Sit. With Tristan, talk to him, be with him. I was half running to the meadow, my shaky legs fueled by the anticipation of the feel of holding him in my arms, of hearing his voice, of telling him those three words I’d only recently found in my heart.

      The guards parted in front of me as if the king’s words had been a command, and I darted through their middle, each step swallowing up the distance too slowly. Past blossoms and tall trees growing from the hedges, I went closer and closer to my Mage. I’d wrap my arms around him and tell him things were going to be fine… Maybe I wouldn’t tell him anything at all, because—apart from those three little words—everything would be a lie. I couldn’t guarantee I’d get him out, I’d get them all out. I couldn’t promise anything other than that I’d die trying.

      My teeth sang as I crashed full force into an invisible barrier maybe ten steps from the fountain. From Tristan, who was staring into blank space, face tight as if he was waiting for a verdict.

      The king laughed, and the guards joined in behind me while I checked my nose for a fracture. Luckily, everything was intact, but a bad bruise would probably develop where my face had slammed into the wicked fairy wall the king had conjured.

      “You may see him if”—the king flicked a hand in front of me—“if you take the third challenge tonight.”

      As I glanced between Tristan and the king, the fairy’s words echoed in my mind. If you manage to get into these on your own, take the king’s offer today.

      I was barely able to remain on my feet, but … Tristan. So close. Almost close enough to touch.

      My chest constricted at the dilemma. Going into another challenge like the maze or the dancing without a day of rest, I would fail without a doubt. But a few minutes with Tristan. One kiss. One embrace. It was hard not to agree then and there to anything the king would have offered. Another bargain. Another leash that would put me at the king’s mercy—that would tie all of us to him.

      I rubbed my aching cheek as I measured the meadow, the fountain, the greenery behind.

      “What do you say, Quarter Mage?” The smirk in his tone was a warning sign I should have listened to. But the fairy, what she’d said… So far she had only shown me kindness … and Tristan, right there. Warm and alive and not behind bars for once.

      “I may see him and speak to him?” I clarified.

      “You may even touch him if you so please,” the king said with too much eagerness.

      “And the challenge?” I had to know without a doubt.

      “Will take place tonight.”

      “No dancing?” More a hope than a question.

      “Oh, I have something so much better planned for you, Quarter Mage.” He faced me, forcing my attention back to him even when my eyes were drinking in every inch of the Mage, my heart beating hard as I realized there was no easy way to say yes or no. One more day in captivity for all of us—even Zelia and Dimar, who were seemingly free, but still would die if I failed. Risking a failure because my restless heart couldn’t wait another day to hold Tristan against me…

      Or allowing myself those few minutes with him, knowing that there was no way I would win that third challenge anyway.

      I closed my eyes and sucked in a deep breath—lilac and cherry blossoms—summer and reminders of spring.  But not the scent of my Mage, not that of salt and spices. My chest constricted.

      What would Zelia do? Would she have allowed her heart to risk anything? What would Tristan have advised?

      Maybe if I got those few minutes with him, that would be enough to make a plan that would get us all out of here without needing to face that final challenge at all.

      “A few minutes alone.” It was the only condition I could think of that would guarantee me an advantage. If he agrees to that—

      “Done,” he murmured as his lips curled at the side.

      “All right.”

      The king snapped his fingers.

      Light sizzled around us, and he gestured at the wall.

      When I hesitated, he jerked his chin at a guard, who stepped forward and shoved me through the barrier where I’d hit my face before.

      “Enjoy while you can.” The king’s cruel laugh followed me as I staggered into the meadow through the invisible wall and was cut off as he sealed it behind me.
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      Tristan’s head snapped up at the sound, and he leaped to his feet, ready for a fight, eyes wild as if he’d experienced such a scene before and he’d needed to defend himself—or hadn’t been able to.

      “San—” he mouthed my name, not daring to speak it, as he took a long stride toward me and then stopped dead, eyes scanning the green pathway behind me. “How did you get here?”

      I didn’t respond as I pushed my aching body a few more hesitant steps forward, not daring to believe that this was real, that I’d truly been granted time with him. I tried to not think about the price I’d have to pay for it later and, with a final glance back over my shoulder, reassured myself that none of the fairies had followed me.

      When I found the air clear, I closed that gap between us, crashing into him, and sobbed into his chest. I grabbed him around the waist, and his arms swung around me, wrapping me like a shield.

      This … him… I inhaled his scent like a starving woman before I pulled back enough to scan his face, his body for any sign they’d hurt him.

      He looked fine, but his eyes—his eyes were dim as if ghosts of a different sort were haunting him.

      “How are you here?” He brushed a kiss on top of my head as he pulled me back against him.

      I didn’t respond with words, but reached around his neck with one hand, bringing his face down to mine until his breath was a wave of heat on my mouth, until our lips met in a kiss that was all tongues and teeth and ragged breathing.

      “I love you,” I gasped as he grabbed me more tightly, uncaring who might be watching. If this was the last time I’d be able to hold him—

      My entire body shook at the new sort of strain, my legs barely holding my weight, even with Tristan’s arms secure around me.

      His hands tightened on my waist, pressing me harder against him, and that hopelessness that had been written on his face moments earlier turned into desperation as he devoured every breath of mine, as he pulled me along with every step he took back toward the fountain until he sat on the edge again and I straddled him.

      I didn’t care about the stone pressing into my knees where they rested on each side of his hips, didn’t care about the king and his cruelty. All I could think of was Tristan. More of him. Each touch of his lips like sunlight, each stroke of his tongue like fire. My breath hitched as his hand danced along my side, tickling, teasing.

      I wanted him so much. More even than that first time I’d taken him to bed, wanted every inch of him against me, the same desperation driving me that this might indeed be the last time I’d feel him so close—to feel him at all.

      “I love you, San,” he whispered as his eyes met mine, and my name—that little part of it that had become all I’d given of myself in this realm—echoed through my body, a bell waking me up from the daze that was Tristan’s presence, the desire for him to burn in his heat.

      “The king says the final challenge is tonight.” My words were as good as a bucket of ice.

      Tristan’s lips withdrew from where they’d roamed my neck, that crease on his forehead appearing all over again as he went to the same place in his head that he‘d been when I’d arrived a while ago when I’d made that choice to spend a few minutes with him.

      Selfish, maybe, but also the only way to learn something useful.

      “Zelia and Dimar are still at the palace. I don’t know where they’re staying, but they can at least move freely until my final challenge. Then, if I win—” I didn’t need to explain the specifics of what would happen if I won or lost. What I needed to do was figure out how to get back those Mage Stones. “Dimar and Zelia will be searching for the Mage Stones so you three get your access to magic back.”

      “I know where they are.”

      White hot lightning ran through my body at his words. He knew. “Where?”

      “The king won’t let anyone touch them. Not even the prince.”

      So it was hopeless, then, to try to get them back—if the king personally kept an eye on them.

      “Where exactly?”

      “He keeps them in his pocket just the way a Mage would.” I was about to resign myself to the thought of needing to get out of here without giving the Mages their Stones back, when Tristan amended, “He regularly takes them out to check if they’re still there. Almost like he’s worried they’ll vanish from right under his nose whenever a Mage is near.”

      “So you’ve been near the king often since they brought you here?”

      Tristan shook his head. “Let’s not waste time speaking of where I was.” His eyes darkened almost imperceptibly, but he shoved back his hair with one hand, fastening me against him with the other. “We should focus on how to get out of here.”

      “The final challenge… Do you know what it is?”

      He bit his lip as if keeping himself from speaking.

      “If you know, Tris, you’ve got to tell me.”

      His hand was warm on my arm as he stroked all the way to take my hand—and halted as he touched wood.

      Gnashing his teeth, he pulled my hand between us. “We’ll need to take care of this once we’re free,” he said instead of all the words written in his eyes—how he blamed himself for what had happened to me, how he wished there was a thing he could do to change it.

      His lips twitched beneath his teeth in a bitter smile. “When the king sent you into that maze, I wanted to rip the world apart—and I couldn’t. I was useless without my magic.”

      Not an answer, but a confession of how much it had wrecked him to see me walk into danger—what it had done to him.

      I grazed his stubbled jaw with my knuckles. The third day without shaving—it made him ruggedly handsome in a way I’d never noticed before. Not the dutiful, perfectionist Mage, but a wilder version of him who would have set the world on fire had they not taken his Mage Stone away.

      I allowed myself one deep kiss before I pulled back, forcing my mind to stay on track.

      “I will try to get them back, Tris. I will try.” Because that was all I could promise.

      “You need to focus on surviving first. If you die—”

      We’d all die.

      I shook my head. “The moment I win”—because I couldn’t think of the alternative, couldn’t think of the cruel ways the king would use to take his revenge on my Mage if I lost—“you run, Tris. You don’t waste a second before you run.”

      Tears pooled in my eyes as he took my face between his palms, the troubled blue of his eyes showing me that he’d rather die than leave without me. Because that was what I was truly asking.

      No matter how well I did in the challenge, I wouldn’t have any strength left to run. And I wouldn’t risk their lives by holding them back.

      Tristan shook his head. “I leave with you, or I won’t leave at all.” He kissed away my objection, molding his lips over mine, and I melted against him, yearning for just a day with him, a night, so I could splinter into a million shards of happiness around him before I’d face that final challenge that I knew the king would never let me win.

      After a long moment of kissing me breathless, Tristan pulled me against his shoulder, and I didn’t complain when he stroked my hair, resting his cheek on the top of my head. “Whatever happens, San, I love you.” His words were quiet as a breath, and they were the most beautiful I’d heard in my life.
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      The air rippled around us, revealing a circle of guards spaced by the pathways leading away from the fountain, and Tristan lifted me with him as he stood from the stone, ready to fight. Yet, rather than setting me down so he had his hands free to defend himself, he didn’t even think of releasing me—on the contrary, his hands dug into my flesh as he secured me tighter against him.

      “His Majesty says time’s up,” one of the guards informed us, and much as I hated that we’d been interrupted, I almost sighed in relief when I couldn’t spot the king anywhere.

      Our conversation had been murmured, impossible to hear for a human at that distance, and probably near-impossible for a fairy, even with their keen senses. But it was still good to know that he hadn’t pried.

      “Come on, Princess.” The guard clicked his tongue as if summoning a horse.

      Tristan’s body went rigid against mine. “Princess,” he huffed into my ear.

      I shook my head. They didn’t know. The guard was only trying to get under my skin with such mockery.

      “Am I not a bit underdressed to call me a princess?” I prompted as I gently pushed away from Tristan.

      The guard laughed hoarsely.

      He didn’t loosen his hold. “It’s all right, Tris.” I took his face between my hands, brushing my thumbs over his cheekbones. “Whatever happens, I love you, too.”

      A smile ghosted across his face, and I had to hold my breath so the sob stuck in my throat wouldn’t escape.

      Slowly, carefully, he let me slide down his body, setting me down on my unstable feet, but his hands remained on my waist, as reluctant to release me as I was reluctant to feel them disappear.

      “Be ready,” I told him as I rose to my toes and pressed a kiss on his lips.

      They curved beneath my touch, and as I drew back, he was smiling at me, moisture collecting in the troubled blue depths of his eyes. “Be careful.”

      “I’ll be all right.”

      It cost me nearly all my remaining strength to walk away from him to where the guard was getting impatient, and not let my own tears fall as I faced the smirking fairy.

      My breath shuddered out of me as I steeled my spine for the long hike back to my tower.

      “Do you feed your prisoners, or is starving them part of their torment.”

      The guard barked a laugh as if he saw right through me, through the wall of indifference I was trying to build, the mortar of cunning that I no longer possessed to seal the bricks into place.
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      To my surprise, a meal was waiting for me in my room when I returned, alongside a smirking prince, who was lounging in the chair by the vanity.

      The guards shoved me inside and had the good sense to disappear at the dismissive wave of the prince’s hand as his gaze fell on me. I tried not to shiver at the memory of our last encounter, the invisible strings holding me upright at his whim.

      “So, you’ve been busy.” He gestured at the tray on the bedside table, a silent invitation to eat, his eyes never releasing me from where I had frozen in place. His lips quirked. “Are you not hungry?”

      “Famished.” It wasn’t a lie.

      He turned to the window. “And there I thought you might have eaten your fill down there in the gardens.”

      My gaze followed his, and I blushed a bright pink as I noted the view was on the exact fountain where I’d sat on Tristan’s lap and kissed him.

      “You practically devoured the Mage.” He gave me a prompting glance that almost had me leaping into defensive mode, but I bit my tongue rather than justifying anything.

      Instead, I hobbled to my bed and sat by the nightstand, picking up a spoon. “What do you care?”

      I could feel him studying me from the side. “I couldn’t care less if you devour him. If you actually did, he’d disappear, and that would solve a problem for me.”

      When I gave him a damning stare, he didn’t avert his eyes, but held it, the gold of his irises seemingly burning in the afternoon light.

      “His family killed my mother.” He shrugged as if that would justify anything that had been done to me so his father could get revenge for the queen’s death.

      “Maybe.” I tried not to think about what the loss of a mother meant—even to a cruel fairy. “But he has never raised a finger against any of you.”

      “And you know that how?” He dragged a hand through his hair, leaving it surprisingly unruly.

      For lack of an answer, I took another bite. There was no way of knowing what Tristan had done, if he’d ever as much as offended the prince. But whatever had happened between them, it didn’t justify … well, this.

      He let me eat in silence, his stare a leaden weight, and I had to remind myself to chew every bite before I swallowed it. When I was done, my stomach nervously churned, and he quirked a brow. “Was it at least worth it?”

      “Was what worth it?” By the Guardians, I was tired and the bed behind me so inviting I wanted to simply drop into the pillows and close my eyes for a bit. It would take a while until the exhaustion from the night of dancing would leave my system, with or without a challenge to take on tonight.

      The prince held my gaze with a hard, golden one. “Giving up your chance to recover for a few mindless minutes with the Mage?”

      I blinked away the surprise as he phrased it like he actually cared if I lived or died. And decided he had no business knowing how worth it, exactly, any touch of Tristan’s was.

      When I didn’t respond, he cocked his head, steel entering his voice as he said to me on that dark breeze, “I just thought you were the type for something more … classy.”

      I almost choked on the piece of potato in my mouth.

      They would kill their own to get their hands on a rarity such as you. A Quarter Mage. But you are so much more than that, aren’t you?

      Did he know?

      I didn’t dare look away, and his eyes flashed with nothing other than calculated, cold cunning.

      By Eroth, he knew who I was—or at least suspected.

      “Why did you help me during the dance?” Confronting him about that seemed like the less daunting option. As long as he didn’t call me by my full name, I could blissfully pretend I was nothing more than the Quarter Mage.

      His hair slid onto his brow as he angled his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      The spoon almost dropped from my shaky hand. Anything—I’d expected any reaction from him other than that. Anger, mocking. But not denial when it was so obvious he’d helped me keep upright, to actually win the challenge.

      My mouth was still hanging open when he got to his feet and prowled to the window, eyes on the fountain where any sign of Tristan had disappeared.

      “You controlled my body,” I argued, “kept it moving with your power.”

      He spun around so fast that I shrank farther back onto the mattress. “And that’s what you call help? Wouldn’t it have been more helpful to let you die at my father’s hands?”

      Because his father merely killed humans, while he—

      Prince Recienne was known for his cruel games. And if he so wished, his help would easily turn into torture.

      He measured me with the same bored eyes that he’d used in the throne room when he’d steered me around with his power. “Though I must say, I rather enjoyed our dance.” His grin was feline—and startlingly beautiful.

      I inched back even more, every movement weak, aching, even with food in my stomach.

      Before I could cross the bed entirely, he shrugged, packing away that grin. “You stumbled into something so much bigger than your tragic love for the Mage, San. You have no idea.”

      “Tell me then.” He didn’t even laugh at my meek demand. “Tell me something useful.” Something that will guide me through the next challenge, I amended in my mind.

      So fast I couldn’t spot him moving before he was upon me, he braced his hands on the mattress, leaning over me so his face was close enough that we shared breath. “I will say this once, and only because I have … ways to keep you silent, San.” His eyes were blazing disks of gold now, nothing cold, nothing calculated there—just a male who quietly burned deep within for something he’d never show the world. I held so still my tired muscles started quivering. “You are a pawn. And my father is a fool. And I don’t care that you’ve given me only one syllable of your name, Sanja. I will use every last letter if that ensures I get to beat him.”

      For a moment, I wasn’t sure what surprised me more, that he’d called me a pawn or that he’d admitted to working against his own father.

      Then, his words registered—really registered—and I choked on a gasp of terror, which he stifled in my throat, his power wrapping around it as if expecting me to scream.

      When I didn’t even try, he loosened his hold.

      “You know my name?” The words barely made it past my lips—not because of his power. That had coiled back into him—for now—and he straightened, turning away as if he’d lost interest.

      “There is a reason why I slip into the mask of a bandit every now and then, Sanja. There’s so much to learn in the borderlands.” The sun gilded his profile, and I was reminded of Dimar’s golden freckles. “So many interesting stories the humans carry with them. Some of them will tell you anything they think you’d like to hear, but some... Some bring word from even the remotest of places. And the palace in the capital of Cezux isn’t as remote a place as one would think.”

      Had I not been petrified with fear, I might have called him out for being a condescending bastard, but he turned and folded his arms, teeth bared as if he couldn’t stand the sight of me without ripping me apart.

      “The Mage’s family wasn’t the first to try to kill the fairy king, and they won’t be the last. I’ve heard of a certain human lord who wouldn’t object to expanding his reach past the borders of Cezux.”

      A gasp slithered down my throat. “Cyrill—”

      The prince’s lips curled into a grotesque smile, his teeth gleaming in the afternoon sun. “I’m surprised you’re not wearing a wedding ring, Sanja Zetareh Lazar.”

      He ripped the world from under me like an old, useless rug. Air. I needed air. More than during that torturous dance, more than if he’d shoved my head under water.

      He knew—everything. And more about my husband than I’d ever been able to learn.

      “I don’t see why you’re surprised. You were the one to steal every last piece of jewelry I possessed the day I entered the fairylands.” To my surprise, my voice didn’t quiver the way the rest of my body did.

      His only response was an even broader smile. I so desperately wanted to grab that handsome face and shove it into the nearest wall.

      “Does your Mage know you’re married? Does he mind that you’re someone else’s? Or does he just take what … belongs to others the way all of them do?” His breathing became heavy, hands curling at his sides as if he was trying to smother a stronger power attempting to rise around him.

      “It’s none of your business what he does or doesn’t take.” I didn’t blush this time when I thought of the feel of Tristan’s body against mine, the hard front I’d leaned into not even an hour ago, the warm, soft lips I’d kissed—

      The prince laughed darkly. “Obviously not. Or … wait. I thought you had to fake your own death to escape your lovely husband.”

      “How do you know so much about my lovely husband?”

      He braced his feet apart as if to keep better balance in a fight, his stance reminding me more of the bandit than of the prince. “That’s not a discussion for here and now, Sanja.”

      I was about to tell him that I didn’t care what he deemed appropriate for the here and now, but he interrupted me before I could open my mouth. “Win that final challenge first. Survive whatever my father has come up with this time, and maybe he doesn’t get to have his way.” He didn’t need to add that he meant the king.

      “So that’s why you helped me? You want to best your father?”

      “I don’t want anything. I’m just a fairy prince who delights in torturing humans.” His expression turned grim, and he choked out a bitter laugh.

      “You’re helping a human to stop him.” To stop him from whatever plans the fairy king had made. I swallowed.

      A curt nod. “If I don’t, nobody will.”

      I gaped at him—blatantly, openly gaped at him. “But you’re the most powerful fairy in Askarea. Can’t you just … stop him.” I’d meant to say kill him. But suggesting to him to do that to his own father, no matter how much he might despise him—

      A sensuous smile graced his lips as he stalked a step closer, that dark breeze whispering of the power hidden beneath that beautiful facade. “Oh, I could. I could end every single creature in this palace, and they wouldn’t even see it coming.” His arms slithered to his sides, and I could have sworn a flicker of light collected in his palms. There and gone. “But that wouldn’t change anything. They’d only install someone new and—” He cut himself off, head whipping to the door before he gave me a long, burning gaze that drove all cold from my bones, taking the soreness with it. “Win, Sanja,” he whispered on that dark breeze that only I could hear and disappeared. Just … disappeared.

      I was ready to scream at the blank space where he’d been standing when the door opened, and in strode the guards whose faces, by now, I knew better than those of the sentries who’d guarded me in Jezuin.

      Questions whirled in my head, making it difficult to follow the barked instructions from the fairies in their dashing uniforms.

      What had the prince meant by a certain human lord who wouldn’t object to expanding his reach past the borders of Cezux? Was Cyrill somehow planning to take Askarea the way he’d taken my own kingdom? And how—if he was human—would that ever be possible? And why, by the Guardians, was the prince under the impression I could aid him in any way?

      Before I could come up with even a half-decent response to either of those thoughts, I was shoved down the stairs, barely catching myself on the handrail, and they marched me back to the gardens where a new crowd of fairies awaited my arrival with animated chatter.

      Where the fountain had been, now was a throne, and sitting on it, the king dressed in quicksilver and black, wearing a smirk on his lips as he watched me stumble ahead of the guards, who shoved me forward every so often. To humiliate me, for sure; I couldn’t see another reason than that.

      My eyes were scanning the open space that had formed around the throne—respect or fear, I couldn’t tell, but the fairies didn’t dare get closer to the king than a few long strides away where they’d formed a circle, not unlike the one in the midst of which I’d been dancing not a night ago.

      The prince wasn’t there. Neither in the crowd nor by the throne, and something about it made me uneasy.

      Until I realized that Tristan’s cage was missing, and my unease turned into full-blown terror.

      What if he’d lied? What if I was marching to my death rather than to a challenge I could win? He wouldn’t let me go. Not if he wanted true revenge on Tristan. And now that the prince had put another motive into play—

      This wasn’t just about Tristan and what his parents had done. This was about a king who had plans for a realm and whatever unholy bargains he’d struck to accomplish that.

      What had I learned about Askarea? The fairies were unable to leave the lands without withering away. Maybe the king was looking for a way to reverse that. Or maybe, Prince Recienne, whatever the rest of his name was, the Second, was merely messing with my head to unnerve me, to take my calm and focus so I’d lose for sure.

      There was no reason for me to believe him, to trust him—other than that he’d helped me at the dance. And that he’d revealed he knew my real name, knew who I was and where I’d come from. That I’d run away from a tyrant to survive—only to run into the dangers of the Fairy Court.

      My fingers curled at my sides as I staggered along, thrust forward by a rough hand of the guard closest to me.

      They knocked my feet out from under me the moment I stepped past the ring of fairies, and when I glanced up, catching myself on my hands—the air rippled, and beside the throne appeared Tristan. In his cage.

      I bit back the plea on my tongue to release him, to spare us all. It would lead nowhere besides farther into humiliation.

      Tristan’s eyes sparkled in the deepest blue, all the emotion shining there that had swept me up during our kisses what now felt like a lifetime ago. But my lips were still burning where he’d brushed them with his own, my whole body still feeling him against me.

      I’ll get you out, I silently promised as I set my face into that of Sanja, the princess. If the prince knew who I was, he’d most certainly use the knowledge to his advantage at some point. But not here, not now, if his hidden agenda was to see his father fail. I didn’t allow myself to think about the hows and whys of the twisted mind of Prince Recienne, but faced the king.

      “I’d curtsey, Your Majesty, but it’s a bit hard when put on your knees.” I allowed the accumulated hatred to fill my eyes as I looked at him from under my brows.
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      The king laughed as he gestured at the cage beside him, practically glowing in the late afternoon light. “I like him better in a cage, don’t you?” He gave me a quicksilver look that spoke of that future I’d never have. “You’d look good in a cage as well. Maybe, when you fail, I’ll put you in one right beside his.” He leaned forward, almost whispering as he added, “Before I kill you.”

      I tried not to let my body tremble with fear.

      Pain. There would be pain before the end and to no short amount. Tristan’s hands wrapped around the bars as he spat at the king.

      The latter only laughed, eyeing the wet spot on the glimmering stone between them, and waved a hand to make it disappear.

      I rose to my feet, ignoring the growls of warning from my guards.

      The king’s eyes fell back on me, and he shook his head in a mockery of devastation. “So ungrateful, your Mage. Even when I granted him a moment with you before the end.”

      A moment—minutes of feeling one last time what I’d never have again if I didn’t keep my wits together and win whatever challenge the king would throw at me.

      I tried not to think about what it meant, what would happen if I failed, but carefully pushed myself back to my feet, the motion smooth, easy for someone who’d danced herself to exhaustion less than a day ago. Whatever the prince had done during his brief visit to my room … it showed effect. And I hated him for it—for all the ease of his bearings as he marched up from somewhere behind the crowd, the fairies parting for him like he brought with him the heat of the sun.

      “Is it time yet?” he asked as he took his place beside his father, standing by the throne—not like a prince, but like a servant, I realized.

      Not once had I seen him in a comfortable position on that dais in the throne room, not once in a position worthy of his status in court. The heir to the fairy throne. The most powerful fairy in all of Askarea. And even though his every step, every breath he took reeked of power, the way his own father treated him like a servant… His status at court was as unclear as that of the runaway princess who’d shed her names and titles to become a Quarter Mage.

      The king waved a hand at me. “It’s time to see where her loyalties truly lie.”

      Prince Recienne’s eyes widened imperceptibly as they turned to me, but otherwise, his face remained bored, not even amused anymore. Just a royal who didn’t care in the least for the prisoner whose life was forfeit.

      “Shall we end it then?” He picked a fleck of dust from his sleeve as he braced his forearm on the backrest of the throne.

      The king nodded. “Quarter Mage.” All eyes turned to me as he addressed me. “You have freed two of your Mages, and our bargain holds me to allow you a chance to free the third.” His lips curled into a crooked grin—handsome and feral, all at once. “You’ve used your wits and your stamina in the first two challenges, so I’ve come up with something more interesting for this final one. Something, I believe, easy enough to achieve for a human.”

      The way he worded it—like I was weak—weaker even than I knew my human physique made me in their view—

      I wished I still had those bloody slippers to fling at him.

      “There is only one thing you need to do to free him.” He gestured at Tristan, whose eyes were now on a small stone table that had appeared right in front of me. And on top of it—

      My breath caught when I noticed the black silk pouch sitting at the center of the table.

      Dread pooled in my stomach as I felt the attention of the entire fairy audience turn to where I was looking and then to my horrified face.

      “You know what this is, don’t you?” the king purred as he surveyed me. “You know what’s inside.”

      The Mage Stones. Those were the Mages Stones I needed to find to give us all a chance at running. My gaze flicked to Tristan, whose face had turned to marble for all the reaction he showed. Had he known? Or worse—had the king somehow overheard our conversation after all? The small meal I’d taken roiled in my stomach.

      Light footsteps and the clicking of Zelia’s ankle boots forced my attention to the side where horned and hoof fairy guards were marching them into the circle enclosing us. Not a prison, not a cage, but a living, breathing, deadly fence of immortal creatures. Zelia and Dimar were focused on me, and the Master Mage’s eyes found mine before they both noticed the table and the pouch atop. They’d seen the king play with the Stones, had seen him slide them inside. If the expression on their faces was anything to go by, they recognized what I had a moment ago: There would be no running without the Mage Stones. And they were there, within reach. Ready for the taking. Only—

      The king laughed a carefree melody as if this was the best theater piece he’d seen in ages. “To free Mage Tristan, all you need to do is take the contents of that bag, Quarter Mage. Take them and destroy them.” He leaned back, folding his hands in his lap as he watched how every last slice of hope turned to rubble inside of me.

      When I didn’t move, he added, “You have an hour.” From the vast expanse beyond the visible, he conjured an hourglass with an elegant flick of his fingers and floated it to the table where it noiselessly settled, and sand began to pour from the reservoir at the top through the thin opening separating it from the bottom. “One hour, Quarter Mage.”

      Dimar and Zelia came to a halt halfway into the circle, but too far away from me to consider speaking a concealed word to them—that privilege seemed to belong to the prince whose motives eluded me, other than his selfish desire to see his father fail. And that murky scenario of power reaching across the borders between the human lands and the fairy realm. If there was even a sliver of truth in his words, I needed to win this for more than just my family and Tristan. I needed to win this to make sure whatever the king had planned would never come into effect. Even if it played into the hands of the fairy prince who took control over my body whenever he saw fit.

      No—I couldn’t think about this now. I couldn’t waste one single moment before assessing my task, digging through every possible option of how to get out of this. Because if those were indeed the Mage Stones in the pouch, and I destroyed them, Tristan, Zelia, and Dimar would be as useless in a fight against the fairies as I was. We wouldn’t make it within reach of the gates if the king didn’t please. And judging by the smirk on his face as he watched my struggle, he didn’t please for me to go anywhere.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and reached for the bag, wishing Tristan would tell me what to do … or Zelia what not to. Even Dimar, with his strands of solid gold and his shining freckles—he seemed to belong more in this palace than any of us, a creature of wonder rather than a Mage having lost his access to magic.

      The Mage Stones tumbled out of the silk, rolling over the glimmering surface before they came to a halt, restrained by the silver chains. My stomach turned, and I thought I might empty it right there, on top of my task. But the gasps of the audience reminded me to collect myself, to take a breath, to figure out a solution where I wouldn’t have to destroy our only way out of here if we all survived—if I didn’t fail.

      And that was the real conundrum: If I didn’t accomplish my task, I’d doom us all. If I accomplished it, I’d take our only way to run.

      I couldn’t rely on any fairy to stand up for us, and as for our human selves—I didn’t know how good of shape the three Mages were in. Even if they looked healthy, who knew what the king had done to bind them to the palace, if he’d used other spells or even chained them by their names. I wouldn’t put it past him even when he’d promised to not harm them. But tying them on a magic leash—

      “Maybe you should start, Quarter Mage.” The king’s chuckle trailed my desperate thoughts. “Time is running.”

      A glance at the hourglass was enough to send another sort of panic through my veins: What if I couldn’t destroy the Mage Stones? Not because I didn’t want to risk the magic contained within them from turning inaccessible to the Mages, but because I physically couldn’t. If it had taken Zelia and Tristan to create even the shard I’d worn on Ret Relah, how could one human be enough to take three full Mage Stones apart?

      As I glanced up at Dimar, my panic reflected in the dark depths of his eyes, and in Zelia’s when I met her gaze. They knew—they both knew the same way I did that this wasn’t going to end well.

      I didn’t dare look at Tristan for fear I’d see it echoed in his face—and because I’d falter and never even try.

      Which I had to do—try at least.

      I lifted one of the Stones up by its chain and eyed it from all sides. The zinging sensation on the shard didn’t occur when the translucent stone met my fingers, nor did it release its rainbows into the world when the sun hit it from the side the way it had in Zelia’s house. Instead, its light was muted, dormant.

      Examining it, I turned it over and over in my palm, checking how easy it would be to rip the string from it. Would that be enough? Or would the crystal need to shatter?

      There was nothing on the table that I could use as a tool to pry the chain away or big enough to smash the stone.

      As I glanced around, the king laughed again. “I’ve ordered my court not to help you.”

      His court. But not—

      “And before you think about it, your Mages aren’t allowed to help either. That would be cheating. But you probably figured that out yourself.”

      I hadn’t even spent a moment trying to figure it out with this impossible task before me.

      On instinct, my eyes wandered to the prince, who made a point not to face me, but stalked around Tristan’s cage like a cat, flashing his straight, white teeth at the Mage. “Take a good look at her. It might be your last.”

      Everything inside me coiled for attack. Not while I was still alive and breathing, no. He wouldn’t lay a hand on Tristan. And despite his unexpected aid during the dance challenge, I didn’t put it past him to torture Tristan to death just because of what the Mage’s parents had done to his mother. I blindly grabbed the end of the chain and whipped the crystal onto the table.

      A murmur went through the crowd, and I squinted, barely daring to see if anything beyond that horrible clinking noise had happened.

      It was dangling from my fingers on its tether, unscathed, and I’d never been more relieved—and scared.

      Maybe if I applied more force—

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Zelia nod. She wanted me to try again, wanted me to destroy them. Beside her, my cousin’s face was unreadable as he stared at the bit of swinging crystal. His Stone, I realized. This was his Mage Stone I was holding in my hand. His power.

      Gently, I set it down on the table, picking up the next one. Maybe some were easier to destroy than others.

      I didn’t truly believe the theory, but it made me feel better not knowing whose life I held in my hands this time.

      Though, one glance at the Stone at the long end of the chain was enough to recognize Zelia’s crystal. And before me, on the table, Tristan’s magic, encased in dull milky white. My eyes found his, and it hit me in the gut that buying us a chance was all I needed to do. Even without their magic, we at least would have a chance while, if I didn’t destroy the stones, our death was certain.

      The sand was trickling mercilessly in the hourglass, urging me to try again.

      But I needed to understand the nature of what I was working with before I’d mindlessly attempt to wreak destruction on it. With a shaky hand, I drew the sharp end of the crystal across the table, looking for the scratch it left. Only a thin line was visible, even if I put my entire effort into it.

      Good—at least the stone wasn’t hard like diamond. If I could find something to shatter it…

      I scanned the circle of fairies for loose rocks, for items someone might have dropped, but there was only gravel and … smooth glimmering stone beneath the throne.

      My heart hammered against my ribs as I decided that it no longer mattered how scared I was of the king and his capacity to destroy me and grabbed the edge of the table. The crowd was murmuring as I dragged it an inch to test the weight. Then, when I found it bearable, I continued to tug it farther and farther toward the monarch.

      I ignored the questions of what I was doing from the fairies trying to see around the large, carved throne. Soon, my human fingers were hurting where they tried to keep a tight hold on the smooth surface. On my other hand—my wooden hand—I felt so little that it was difficult to tell if it was still gripping the stone or if it had long slipped off. With a glance at it, I verified that it was still where I’d placed it.

      On the surface, the Mage Stones and the hourglass were quivering with every inch I dragged the table across the gravel. I tuned out the voices of the fairies, betting on my failing with whatever I was attempting to do. And I was inclined to tell them to save their coins when it was obvious there was no way I could win this.

      Only a few more feet and I’d reach the stone supporting the throne on which the king had leaned on one side, bracing his chin on his fist as he surveyed my every move.

      “If your intention is to run, human, the stone will only weigh you down.” He smirked at me when I gave him a hateful look, my lips curling back from my labored breathing.

      No—I was far away from being strong enough to do this. But it didn’t matter. I had to. To buy us a chance.

      I repeated it in my mind … over and over again. A chance. Buy us a chance.

      The scraping sound of the table’s legs on the gravel changed into a smoother one, and pulling became easier.

      A few feet away, the throne rose like a spire of doom, and beside it—I swallowed as I kept my eyes averted from Tristan’s cage, from my Mage whose Stone I’d break if this plan worked.

      I halted and dropped to my knees, inspecting the feet of the table—four square blocks of that glimmering stone that supported its legs. My hand was unsteady as I reached over the edge, grabbing the first stone I could find, and I didn’t allow myself to check which one I’d gotten, or I might never go through with it.

      With one hand, I tilted the table enough to slip the stone under one of the feet before I straightened and, with a silent plea to Eroth, slammed it back into place.

      The audience seemed to be holding their breath as I let go and took a step back—and almost cried out with frustration and relief when I retrieved the crystal from beneath the foot, unscathed.

      My eyes did flick to Tristan’s now, to the familiar lines of his face set in a stone-like mask as he watched me … watched me the same as the fairies did, the same as the king did. And the prince—

      Leaning on the backrest, only a few steps away, Prince Recienne was studying me with such predatory focus that I had to control myself not to stagger back.

      He wants you to succeed. I repeated the words in my mind, over and over. But as his gaze, cold and assessing, lingered, I was no longer sure I trusted him the least bit. Not that I ever had.

      But for a moment, I’d wanted to believe that I wasn’t alone in this, that when it came to it, someone would be there to help me the way he had at the dance.

      The king had forbidden any aid, and having lived through too many fairy bargains in my short stay in Askarea, I didn’t dare jeopardize the Mages’ freedom, their lives, by hoping for the prince’s help—or by receiving it.

      So I grabbed all three Mage Stones and turned my back to the table and the throne, the king, the prince behind it—and to Tristan, whose face would only distract me from what I needed to do—and started pacing.

      I’d made the entire half-circle on the throne-free side of the fairy-framed space that was hosting my challenge, registering every detail on the ground that might help me. But there were no sharp items, no rocks, just the way I hadn’t found anything the first time I’d searched the ground around the table. This couldn’t be happening. I would fail, not because I was too weak, or too slow, or too human, but—because I was lacking the tools to pry apart those Guardian-damned Stones that were the only thing that helped us survive in the fairylands.

      The familiar rise of panic in my chest had me kneel and run my fingers over the gravel, knees barking as the tiny stones dug into them like oversized needles. Clutching the Mage Stones in my human hand, I couldn’t feel much of what I was touching on the ground with my other hand. I ground my teeth and switched, the chains slipping from my wooden grasp until I enclosed all three Mage Stones in my lignified palm and placed my human hand on the gravel beneath.

      At first, I thought nothing of the tingling in my fingers, too busy with the sharp pain in my knees and my other hand as I braced myself on it to slither forward. But when it intensified, seemed to spread, little by little, until I could feel my fingertips again, I paused to glance down at the gnarly twigs that were my fingers.

      Nothing had changed. At least, not visibly. But the tingling—

      A glance at Zelia was enough to know she’d noticed it, too, while the mass of the fairies was so busy commenting on what they thought or didn’t think I was doing that they probably didn’t notice anything beyond my gasps of pain whenever I moved forward on my knees.

      I didn’t dare glimpse over my shoulder to see if the king or even the prince had spotted that something was off.

      While I was still debating what this could mean, the sensation spread further, and for the first time, I could pinpoint its origin: the Mage Stones, cupped in my palm and locked in place by my fingers, the tingling was spreading from them.

      I held in the gasp of surprise when I could suddenly feel the edges and contours of the crystals, the links of the thin chains. Something was happening here, and it had nothing to do with my task or with this sickening challenge that would cost us all our lives. It was magic, stirring under my skin as if the poison binding my flesh into wood was responding to the power stored in the Stones. Slowly, so slowly, I continued across the gravel, barely noticing the rocks cutting through my pants and into my human palm as I was tracking how that feeling returned, inch after inch, until every last finger and eventually my entire wooden hand was sensitive as human skin once more, even when it still looked like wood.

      The next time I gasped, it was no longer about the agonizing sharpness of the gravel beneath when the Mage Stones were burning right into my skin. My eyes snapped back to Zelia’s, a plea for that help that no one was permitted to give me.

      Her eyes widened, not meeting mine, but trained on that subtle glow emitting from the structure of my wooden skin. And judging by the way the fairies’ comments stopped, turning into hushed murmurs and awed gazes, it was obvious they saw it too.

      I wanted to open my hand, to release that heat building in my palm, but when I tried, my fingers were like bent iron, and my human strength was not enough to pry them apart.

      A dark chuckle kissed my ear, soft and full of a morbid humor that made me cringe, like a breeze of night. I didn’t need to turn to know the prince’s attention was still on me—and that he found my struggle beyond amusing.

      As I scrambled to my feet, attempting to not let the panic take over any clear thought, the king’s voice carried across the half-circle between us. “Cheating,” he hissed, all former assurance gone. “The human is cheating.”

      From the sidelines, fairies chimed in. “How can she use the magic?”—“She’s not a full Mage!”—“Those are not her Mage Stones. They’re not supposed to cater to her.”

      I barely heard them, barely heard anything but the roaring in my head as, with a flash of glimmering brightness, my hand snapped open, light breaking through every crack, every fissure in the wood of my skin like the sun itself was trying to hatch from it.

      A scream ripped from my throat. The pain—

      My legs nearly buckled as it spread through my body, chasing tremors along my limbs, my spine. Such power, such vast and unending power.

      The prince’s voice was a caress, licking past the agony as it touched me on that dark breeze.

      “Run.”
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      As I staggered around to face him, the power spread, intensified as if it was all leaking from the Mage Stones into me—three Mage Stones, by Eroth. More than even Zelia had ever wielded. And it was seeping into my tissue, into my very core. Prince Recienne’s golden eyes were full of a light I had not seen before, the cruelty reduced to a seed. “Run,” he repeated, an order this time. But his power didn’t latch onto my body, didn’t steer me and push me. Instead, my body remained my own, shaking—from the magic thrumming beneath my skin rather than from pain now until—

      “Seize her.” The king’s barked order tore across the space. I didn’t manage more than a glimpse of his unsettled features before the grasp of my guards found my arms. How they’d gotten to me so fast, I didn’t care, too busy with regaining control over my own body.

      “No!” Tristan’s shout reached me a moment before a fist connected with my jaw.

      Blackness followed the sparkling light beneath my skin.
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        * * *

      

      Silence greeted me when I woke what couldn’t have been more than a few moments later and such raging pain along the side of my face where the fairy had struck me.

      Before I even attempted to blink my eyes open, I reached for my jaw to probe it—and didn’t get farther than halfway before a hand caught my wrists and brought both my arms behind my back.

      My eyes opened to an empty space around the throne in the gardens. No fairy circle, no spectators; not even a bird chirped in the hedges.

      But in front of me, Tristan, Zelia, and Dimar were restrained by two guards each, their fear-filled eyes on me.

      “Good morning, Princess.” Not the prince, but the king.

      A laugh ran through the guards, and I didn’t dare turn to the side where the voice had come from. I could barely think around the pounding headache.

      What had happened? The light—

      The Mage Stones—

      I must have dropped them.

      That familiar sense of panic rose all over again, and I began thrashing in my guards’ grip.

      “What secrets you keep, Princess.” He wasn’t using the title to mock me—not the way the guards had before, I realized with horror. This was the real thing. He knew. The same as the prince knew. Only, for some reason, I could sense that his intentions were far more nefarious than anything the prince could have ever thought up for me. “Such delightful secrets.” He released a throaty laugh that was as unkingly as I’d ever experienced from him. Not the fairy king, but the human-murdering male who, as Prince Recienne had laid out, had plans.

      And it seemed it was the time for me to learn what those plans were.

      Run, Recienne’s order echoed through my mind.

      I didn’t move. Because in front of me, my family, the man I loved would never be able to follow—not without my help. And I’d die alongside them, never able to free my people of the plague Cyrill Tenikos was. So I had plenty of reasons to not die today.

      “I don’t know how you managed to achieve it”—the king dangled three familiar crystals in front of my face as he stepped around a guard into my field of vision—“but you can’t have done it without help.”

      Three crystals, cracks running through their lackluster surfaces.

      Destroyed—I had destroyed them. Not with raw force or elaborate tools. No, something different had happened. I wished I could see my wooden hand. When I wriggled my fingers, every single movement felt enhanced, stronger—and more painful than those of my human hand. As if a creature of its own was prowling within that lignified tissue.

      I didn’t dare think what it meant as I held the king’s stare.

      A crown of silver and diamonds rested on his head, bringing out his cold, metallic eyes, which were directed at me, peering right into me for an answer to what had happened.

      “They’re destroyed.” I inclined my head at the Mage Stones, wincing at the shooting pain in my jaw. “Free us.” I didn’t care how my voice trembled, how Tristan’s face twisted at the edge of my vision, how Dimar’s eyes filled with hope, and how Zelia lowered her head as if in defeat as the king turned to them, a wicked laugh on his lips.

      “You don’t understand.” He stalked past Zelia, past Dimar, to Tristan—and my heart skipped a beat as he extended a hand to brush a fallen leaf off Tristan’s head.

      The Mage cringed under the effortless touch, but the guards held him fast, not allowing him to budge one inch.

      No, he hadn’t harmed him yet, but it was demonstration enough of how easy it would be for the king to end him.

      “Free us,” I demanded again. “I won your damn challenge. I won them all.”

      I gasped for breath as the guards shoved me to my knees.

      The light inside me flickered, no longer visible, but searing through my veins like lightning

      With that cruel smile on his lips, the king turned halfway back to me, the petty human not even worth facing her fully. “Much as I’d love to see you all walk out of here”—liar; he was practically gloating over the four of us at his mercy, the Mage Stones destroyed and all our odds in his power—“nobody said you’d be free.”

      “He waved a hand, and the guards released Zelia, Dimar, and Tristan, who instantly shifted into fighting stances even when they had no weapons to defend themselves—because the only real weapon they had against the fairies I’d broken to free us all.

      I was about to protest when he faced me fully, after all, stepping so close I couldn’t even see him come before he was a foot from me, staring me down, the lowly human at his feet, and amended, “Only that they would.”

      And it hit me that, with everything I’d known, everything I’d thought I negotiated with the fairy king, I’d never negotiated my own freedom.

      “You are mine, Princess Sanja.” My name whipped through me, seizing me around the wrists where the guards had been holding me. But they were no longer needed. Nothing was needed to leash me but my name. And the king who knew it, had probably known it for a while, was at the other end of that tether.

      As if from a distance, I heard Tristan scream my name. “Sanja!” All it did was tug on that now-chained part of myself that could barely breathe unless the king allowed it.

      My chest tightened, but not even the panic could take hold of me as I stared back into the king’s quicksilver eyes—mad eyes.

      And there was nothing other for me to ask than, “Why?”

      He angled his head.

      “Why not just use my name to begin with if this was all you were after?”

      “And miss the chance to make the son of my mate’s murderers suffer?”As if he’d shed all masks, his beauty turned into something so bitter I almost felt pity for him, but—but that power that had latched onto me forced me into stoic calm as the king turned back to the Mages who hadn’t taken as much as a step toward the gate and freedom.

      “Leave,” I told them, fighting that control like I’d never fought anything in my life. And for a moment, I felt like I was diving out of water, and I managed one look at each of them, at their horrified faces, at the stunned petrification of their features. As I met Tristan’s gaze, the grip of the king’s control solidified around me, and a tear slid from my eye. “Run,” I begged when they didn’t move.

      “Not without you,” was all Tristan said as he crouched for an attack he wouldn’t survive.

      The king flicked a finger, and Tristan’s knees buckled under him. He hit the ground with a bone-cracking thud, and from his lips, a scream of agony hatched into the world, setting every fiber in my body on agonizing fire.

      “Stop.” I barely remained on my knees.

      The king laughed.

      “Stop-stop-stop.”

      The king didn’t turn his back on a thrashing Tristan as he surveyed me with interest.

      “You already forfeit your freedom by entering this bargain, Sanja. And now that it’s done, I’m no longer held to my promise not to harm them.” His lips curled, exposing his teeth, sharp and white, and deadly. I realized then and there that he might rip out my throat with them if I continued pleading.”

      But Tristan’s screams—

      Behind the king, Zelia and Dimar were on their knees beside Tristan, helplessly trying to do something, anything to soothe his pain. But this was torture, and they no longer had their magic.

      The guilt of what I’d done racked through me, knocking my strength from my limbs. He’d kill him. Kill all three of them. But he’d make Tristan suffer most of all, had already shattered bones in him to keep him from lifting a hand to defend himself, to defend any of us.

      Everything inside of me revolted at the view of my proud Mage broken like that.

      “Please,” I managed. “Please release him.”

      The king lifted an angry eyebrow at me.

      “Kill me instead.” I was the only thing I had left to give.

      “Are you insane?” The prince’s voice whipped my cheek, carried on that dark breeze.

      I jolted, the hold of the king loosening the slightest bit. As I strained my neck to look around, I couldn’t spot him anywhere.

      “That would be too easy, Princess, wouldn’t it?” The king responded with malicious glee in his eyes. “I can’t kill you now that I have what I need to take back the human lands.”

      The human lands. For a brief moment, even Tristan’s screams turned into sobs as if the king forgot to maintain the level of pain he’d been inflicting on him.

      “I’ve been waiting for a long, long time for a way to claim the throne of Cezux for myself, Princess Sanja. I’ve never liked humans in Askarea, but I’ve made use of some of them. And your lovely husband is one of those.”

      I thought I might have frozen into a solid statue just the way those humans layered in ice had.

      “Cyrill—”

      “I told you he was up to no good,” the prince’s voice leaked into the conversation, and I couldn’t help but shudder under the brush of air that felt too close.

      It was only then that I realized it hadn’t been on a dark breeze, but that the prince was crouching behind me, his lips almost by my ear.

      The king chuckled and beckoned his son to his side. “So dramatic, Recienne.”

      The sensation of ice faded the faintest bit as he straightened behind me, slowly, so slowly, and prowled around me with calm, unhurried strides that made me want to rip him apart.

      “I thought I’d let you break the news to the princess.” He smirked at me as he took his place beside his father. “You know, now that I’ve informed you about my findings regarding her background.”

      I couldn’t tell what was worse, the way the king’s control extended over my entire body or the sense of betrayal that slammed through me as Recienne stared down at me shivering on the gravel.

      He’d said he wanted me to succeed.

      Frost cracked through the air between us as I met the prince’s cold eyes.

      What had I expected? Help—help from a fairy? Had I truly believed he was on my side? Foolish human.

      “Cyrill eliminated the human king from the Jezuinian throne for me and will be warming it until the day comes that I can return to the human realms.”

      My blood chilled as the king shared his plans, what he’d already done, how the fairies had already interfered with my life long before I’d ever set foot into Askarea.

      “He killed my father,” I ground out, no longer sure whom I hated the most—the king or the prince beside him, whose face for once wasn’t amused, but merely schooled into cold emptiness. A perfect servant for a cruel master. What had Tristan said? The prince was doing the king’s dirty deeds? “He tried to kill me.”

      I was surprised I still bothered to let them know. They probably knew all the gory details, had probably celebrated the death of an entire human court at their extended hand.

      Dimar and Zelia had frozen beside Tristan’s now-limp body sprawled on the ground.

      Not dead, not dead, I told myself. Not dead.

      It was Dimar who read the panic in my eyes and shook his head in affirmation. Not dead.

      The king’s attention was fully on me now, the Mages forgotten.

      Run, I pleaded in my mind. Grab Tris, and run. Drag him out of here if you need to.

      And from the look on Dimar’s face, I knew he understood—understood, but would never leave me behind. He’d kill to save me—even me. Had stabbed me to save me. There were no lengths he wouldn’t go to make sure I was safe.

      The determination in his dark eyes, the faint smile on his lips gave me strength.

      I’d survived the impossible before, had made it into Askarea, through the attack of the Crow Fairies, had made it through the king’s impossible challenges.

      The king was studying me with interest as if he could read my struggle right from my mind. “It doesn’t matter that he failed, now that you’re mine, Sanja.” A muscle feathered in the prince’s jaw as he remained stoic beside his father. “Cyrill cleared the throne for me, cleared it to sit on it in my stead until the time comes. But the people of Jezuin won’t bow to him as easily as they will to their princess—their queen.”

      No. I couldn’t allow it. I had to break free of him. If he sent me back to Cezux, put me on the throne while I was under his control… I couldn’t imagine the horrors he’d bring upon my people.

      “Now, Princess”—the king bowed slightly, a monarch offering another monarch mock respect—“let’s go.”

      I screamed as his power gripped me and lifted me into an upright position, screamed as it marched me forward, closer and closer to him.

      The magic under my skin roiled, and I searched for a way to set it free. If I could use it to break the hold—

      No matter how much I begged it, how I pulled on it, cursed it, or threatened it, not even a sliver of it responded to my dire need. All it did was make me burn from the inside, a foreign beast that didn’t belong.

      Helpless, I had to watch as the guards gripped Zelia and Dimar, ripping them away from Tristan’s limp form, and I strained and bucked against that iron hold that wouldn’t allow me to move even one inch in a direction it didn’t wish me to go.

      One step after the other, it pushed me toward the smirking king, to the stone-faced prince.

      “Stop fighting,” the prince’s voice hissed on that dark breeze, his lips moving ever so slightly as I walked past him, falling into step beside the king who held out his hand for me as if he was going to lead me into a dance.

      All the food I’d consumed earlier turned into lead in my stomach. I thrashed in the hold of the king’s power—thrashed, and when it tightened its grasp on my chest, squeezing the air out of my lungs, faltered.

      Forced to yield, I gasped for breath. It didn’t come until I gave in to that power directing me step after step. Until I allowed my human hand to fall upon the king’s, the touch like ice.

      The prince followed in a casual stroll, his presence looming like a promise of endless pain.

      Zelia’s eyes met mine as I was walked past her, my feet moving as if on their own volition, and my breath left me all over again when I noticed the tears sliding down her cheeks.

      “Take her hand,” the prince commanded on that breeze of darkness.

      I was about to inform him that there was nothing I could do if the king didn’t deem it suitable for me.

      But a force wrapped around me more tightly than the king’s, familiar somehow. It slid down my forearm to my wooden hand, lifting it at my side so fast that I nearly toppled over as it latched onto Zelia’s.

      The Master Mage’s eyes widened, and for a moment, we stared at each other while the king’s control was tugging on the rest of my body, trying to force me back.

      My arm didn’t budge, locked in place by that other, stronger force.

      Zelia gasped as the magic rushed out of me, and blinding light erupted between our palms. Somewhere in the distance, Tristan’s voice tethered me to the here and now while every last piece of me wanted to shatter, to dissipate the way the light was as Zelia took, and took, and took from me.

      The king’s voice cut through the rush of blood in my head as he barked at the guards to get the Mages under control. But Zelia was already channeling the magic into spears of darkness, each of them piercing into the guards’ chests, their necks, their thighs.

      I was vaguely aware of that power controlling my every move, tugging on my body until my shoulder dislocated, and I screamed out in agony. I didn’t have time to recover before the power raced down my arm, breaking the bones beneath my bicep, my elbow, each fissure making my vision blacken and my knees buckle.

      The power didn’t allow me to sink to the ground—neither that on my arm nor the one on the rest of my body. Only my hand—

      My hand was enveloped in a gentle grasp that wasn’t Zelia’s, but something more.

      “Just a little longer, Sanja,” the prince whispered on that dark breeze as I screamed out again, the king’s power now slicing open the skin on my neck.

      Blood trickled down the front of my tunic as my strength slowly left me, my throbbing, shattered arm, my hand, where the light had stopped pulsing and was gradually dimming, and what was left were Zelia’s magical spears pinning everything that moved to the trees surrounding us—dead or alive.

      Weapons clashed behind me, and I could have sobbed with relief at the sound of Tristan’s beloved voice ringing out to my cousin as they brought down a fairy with blades they must have retrieved from the slain guards on the ground beside me. How he was on his feet and fighting, I couldn’t tell. Maybe Zelia had used some of the magic drawn from my hand to heal him before she’d continued slaying fairy guards. But did it matter as long as he was still fighting—they all were?

      “Just a moment,” Recienne repeated.

      Blood filled my throat where the king’s magic was slicing through it—and retreated back into its veins as the prince’s power licked over my wounds, sealing them once more.

      “Hold on, Sanja.” His voice echoed in my head as it spun and spun like a wheel, the pain in my arm slowly dissolving as he directed his power there.

      I couldn’t even think how it was possible that they both were controlling me at the same time, what their fighting for the upper hand would do to me—if it would eventually rip me apart.

      As if in answer, a vise locked around my chest, squeezing, squeezing, squeezing, and I coughed, my fingers slipping from Zelia’s grasp as the last of the light left me, leaving behind the cold exhaustion I’d gotten used to over the past days.

      I barely felt the king’s hand as it grabbed my broken arm, the desperate need for air so much stronger than the agony of his fingers closing around my fractured bones.

      “Come with me,” the king hissed as he shoved me forward, away from Zelia, away from the prince, who hadn’t visibly lifted a finger to help me even when his power had been fighting, when his voice had been only in my ear.

      The prince’s power held me in place, and I wondered if that was what a lemon felt like when squeezed out over a delicious fish dish.

      Whether or not the king was aware that the prince’s power was working against his own, I couldn’t tell, didn’t have the capacity to ponder as the power smashed my shoulder back into its socket, and my vision blurred at the momentary blinding pain.

      “If you won’t obey, I will break you, girl. I will break every last bone in your body, and once you’re healed, I’ll start over again.” I believed every word the king spoke, the promise of never-ending agony. Not death because he had use for me. This was far, far worse.

      I managed to turn my head to the side so I could see Dimar and Tristan fighting another fairy guard behind me.

      “Tris—” It was all I got out before the king’s power took hold of my tongue and forced my jaws shut over it.

      The pain as my teeth cut into it compared in intensity only to the one in my ribs as they slowly, so slowly bent inward under the king’s control. Not even an inch more, and they’d crack, puncture my lungs, perhaps, and I’d be beyond repair, even for the most powerful fairy in all of Askarea, whose power wrapped around my broken arm like a brace, knitting the bone back together.

      The king bent over me, his fingers finding my throat. “Let’s start right now.”

      I didn’t see him coming. I only noticed the stiffened posture of the king a moment before Tristan’s face appeared behind his shoulder, his teeth bared, and on the king’s quicksilver tunic—

      Blood trickled from a puncture wound. The grasp on my ribcage loosened, and I gulped down a giant breath of air.

      I’d never seen such rage on the fairy king’s face as when he reached behind him with his power, dragging Tristan to the ground between our feet, and stomped on the Mage’s hand to make him drop the bloodied knife.

      I winced at Tristan’s yelp of pain.

      Dimar was at my side in an instant, tossing me a sword just like the one he was holding in his hands.

      It almost slipped from my grasp when I tried to lift it, my body weakened, my arm still wrapped in the prince’s power, slowly healing beneath it. I didn’t turn to seek his eyes and attempt to read from there what had made him change his mind. That was for another time when I wasn’t fearing for my life—and that of everyone I loved.

      The king lifted his fingers, and I could feel his control loosen as he summoned all he had to throw at Tristan, just enough to wriggle myself to some degree of freedom that would allow me to move, to strike.

      No. “No!” The word blasted out of me, and I lunged, sword first, at the fairy king.

      I couldn’t tell whose sword dug into his immortal flesh first, which one sliced deeper or closer to his heart, mine or that of Dimar, who had reacted at the exact same moment. The only thing I knew was that it wasn’t either of us who killed him, but Zelia, whose spear of shadow pierced right through his head, making the king stagger a few steps. No blood oozed from that magical wound as he finally slumped to the ground where he gargled his final breath, the stains of crimson leaking from him originating in those twin blades through his chest that neither Dimar nor I had the strength to hold onto.

      Tristan cursed, and my vision went black as both the king’s and Recienne’s control retracted from my body, leaving me dependent on my spent, human strength.
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      I woke to the painfully tight grip of arms around me, barely able to suck in a breath. Panic struck as surely as if the king himself had latched his dark power back on me. Out of their own volition, my legs started kicking, my arms pushing, fingers clawing on whoever was pinning me. Fingernails tore on rough fabric, and a soft, soothing voice spoke words I wasn’t able to distinguish into more than a string of sound. Until—

      Until, beneath sweat and blood and dirt, that familiar scent of salt and spices hit me.

      I stilled the heart thundering in my chest as I squinted to find Tristan’s torn features above me, tears mingling with that crooked half-smile I’d grown to love so much.

      “Just me, San. Just me,” he repeated over and over again, stroking my sweat-damp hair as he cradled me against his chest. “You’re safe.”

      Safe—I wrapped my arms around his neck, not wasting a thought on how both of them were intact when the king’s magic had ripped the bones in one apart. My lips crashed against his in devastation. He was safe. Free.

      His kiss was deep and slow and full of all that horror we’d endured over the past days, and it was like a balm to the aching wound in my heart.

      “I love you,” he whispered, kissing my cheek, my forehead. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” I rested my head on his shoulder, ready to sink into him, to forget the world around us for only a moment.

      But I glimpsed the king’s dead body sprawled on the gravel a few feet away in the midst of slain fairy guards, and Tristan’s breath on my hair, his arms around me were the only thing reminding me that we’d won. We’d defeated the fairy king.

      My throat bobbed.

      Dead—they were all dead.

      Bile rose in my throat as I was reminded of the last time I’d been part of such slaughter—had almost become a victim of it when my husband had ordered me killed.

      Cyrill’s face flashed in my mind, his handsome, tan features, the malice in his dark eyes. Not a human lord taking my father’s throne, my throne, but a fairy’s puppet. And now that the fairy king was dead—who would hold his leash, pull his strings?

      Out of instinct, my head snapped to the side, eyes searching the gardens for the fairy prince. The fairy prince who’d managed to slip past the king’s control and lead my hand into Zelia’s to unleash the Mage Stones’ magic, which had somehow seeped into my wooden hand.

      Nothing but gravel, greenery, and the silent palace looming over us like a beast ready to devour. And despite the relief over his absence, a tiny, hollow echo sounded in my chest.

      “We need to get out of here.” Tristan lifted me to my feet, arms remaining around me even as he gently set me down and Zelia staggered toward me from where she’d been watching from over by the king’s corpse. Dimar remained right there, the new sword in his hand pointing at the dead monarch while his eyes were roaming the area for any danger—ever the sentinel, but so much more. His coal-dark eyes met mine for a brief moment, and relief flashed in them, and affection, while his jaw remained set in the tight mask of the man I’d gotten to know in Jezuin.

      “Thank Eroth and the Guardians,” Zelia huffed as she peeled me from Tristan’s reluctant arms to embrace me. “Healing Tris and killing those fairies almost drained all of the magic. I don’t know if I’d have it in me to piece you back together, Sanja.”

      “Eroth and the Guardians were sleeping, or they’d never have let this happen,” Tristan gnawed out as his hand slid into mine, holding on even when Zelia was monopolizing me for a minute as she checked every inch of my face, my throat where the king had sliced me with his power, and eventually my other hand—where smooth, again-human skin was now shimmering with a sheen of sweat in the dying evening light.

      I drew it back, scared of what would happen—if magic would shoot from it to Zelia once more if our palms met.

      The Master Mage gave me a knowing look and dropped it back to my side.

      “What … happened?” My hoarse voice echoed in the empty garden as I tried to piece it all together, reflecting off the glimmering palace walls from far away as if the building itself were listening. A shudder shook through me, and I had to grab Tristan’s hand harder to keep from stumbling.

      His arm was around me within a flash, leading me toward the elaborate facade of stone and gaping windows. “We’ll talk about everything when we’re home.”

      Home—it was all he needed to say to make me curl into myself. We might not even have a home left, and it was my fault. I’d destroyed the Mage Stones—to free them, yes, but I’d destroyed what little advantage they’d had in the fairylands. And without them … they were mere humans like me. No more fairies asking for their services, no more sparing the Mages from those games they liked to play. No more freedom.

      I didn’t allow myself to think deeper on it, too stunned by the utter silence that had fallen over the gardens. As if life had left them with the death of the king.

      Tristan helped me down the gravel path, letting go of me only long enough to retrieve a blade from one of the fallen guards. We didn’t meet any fairies as we crossed into the courtyard, nor did we encounter a single creature at the gate, until we entered the street and Zelia wrapped us in dark haze and shadows the way she’d done in the palace, shielding us from prying eyes.

      As we rushed out the gate, I could feel the power thrumming in the air, a new sort of power that wasn’t entirely unfamiliar—dark and swift and terrifying. If the others felt it, they didn’t show it.

      Dimar led us back through the streets of Aceleau where clusters of fairies were making their way to the palace. We disappeared in the cacophony of voices and shuffling and clopping footsteps, spared from their attention by whatever it was that drew them toward the building we’d barely escaped.

      Tristan’s steady arm guided me along, dodging fairies and corners, catching me when I stumbled over my exhausted feet, until finally, finally, we entered the narrow alley where the stepped, gabled roofs were bending toward each other in a crooked sort of embrace, and like a beacon of what I’d destroyed in order to save the three of them, the Mages' House greeted us with its stuffy, herb-scented interior, the fireplace that was now cold and full of ashes, and those wrecked shelves and scattered stacks of books that held the knowledge of generations. A trail of destruction from when the fairies had come to take me to the palace—and Tristan had offered himself in my stead.

      I swallowed the dryness in my mouth.

      “Quick.” Zelia gestured at the hidden door that led to her study. “Get me the tinctures.”

      Dimar was on his way in an instant while Tristan never moved more than a foot away from me, that fear of what would happen if we were separated again written clearly in his troubled blue eyes.

      “That bastard was going to take the throne of Cezux,” I breathed as it hit me that all of it had been connected from the very start—every step away from Jezuin a step back toward it.

      Tristan nodded. “I don’t even want to think about what he would have done to you … to break you.”

      Neither did I. Too much pain we’d already lived through, and he’d been helpless, forced to watch as I’d fought the king’s creatures and been handed from fairy to fairy in the dance—

      And the prince—

      I shoved back the thought of the prince, the role he’d played in freeing us all, whether it’d been intentional or just a twist of fate that my freedom had aligned with his own plans. I sank into the nearest chair.

      “He’s dead.” There was nothing else to say.

      Zelia studied us with tired eyes from the other side of the table where she was fingering a satchel, wrapping vials in scraps of paper, and packing them.

      “We’re leaving, aren’t we?” My question hung in the air like a dagger over a heart, ready to lunge, to destroy—the way I’d destroyed their power.

      “It’s too dangerous to stay here.” Tristan sat down next to me and braced his forearms on the table. “You killed the king.”

      “Technically, I did,” Zelia corrected, summoning the Mage’s gaze.

      Even though I’d driven a blade through his heart and left that blade stuck there—the same as Dimar had—it had been the magic she’d hurled at him in one precise blow that had eradicated the powerful fairy king.

      My cousin returned from the study, a basket of bottles and flasks clinking with every step. “They will hunt us for merely escaping, Sanja. But killing the king—” He shook his head, his strands of solid gold dancing in the flickering shine of the fire of what few candles Zelia had lit in the near-dark room. “If they get their hands on us again, we’ll be dead.”

      No one challenged his statement.

      Maybe it was the heavy silence that had fallen, or maybe it was that suffocating weight pressing in on me as I eyed the three of them in the candlelight, but—“And now that I destroyed your Mage Stones—”

      I didn’t need to continue for all of their faces to tighten. What I’d done, what I’d taken from them… It could never be replaced.

      “Our magic wouldn’t help us much,” Dimar said with a grim smile on his lips. I still had to get used to those golden freckles. “Before, they left us alone because of the value we have—had—for them. But murdering their monarch… That is nothing they will easily forgive. Especially since we’re human.”

      My eyes wandered from him to Zelia to Tristan, who brushed his fingers over the back of my palm as he cradled my hand in his lap.

      “I’m sorry.” I almost choked on the words, remorse tearing me apart. Not only remorse, but that quiet sense of victory that had been knocking at the back of my mind. I’d broken the Mage Stones, had defeated the king … and sacrificed more over it than my own life was worth. It wasn’t only their magic that they’d never get back, but how would the next generation of Mages come to pass if Zelia couldn’t make new Mage Stones?

      Was this the end of it for the Mages in Askarea? No Master Mage, no Mage. And no Quarter Mage, of course.

      A part of me crumbled in on itself.

      “You have nothing to be sorry about.” Tristan leaned in to kiss me, and I savored the touch of his lips to the corner of my mouth as I waited for him to understand what I’d done. What he’d lost at my hand.

      A thin smile spread on his lips as he withdrew, squeezing my hand more tightly.

      “I destroyed them.” Such emptiness inside me where fear and pain and a sliver of hope had been dominating for the past days—until that magic absorbed from the Mage Stones had filled me top to bottom and power had resonated within me.

      “I still don’t understand how that was possible,” Dimar threw in.

      My eyes found his over the basket of tinctures he was unloading on the table for Zelia to wrap.

      The Master Mage paused her task to give me a long, measuring look. “I don’t know how it happened exactly, but your lignified hand somehow pulled every last drop of magic from the Stones. It’s the only way to destroy them.”

      Dimar nodded as if that was common knowledge, and I remembered all those times I’d wondered why Zelia and Tristan hadn’t simply used magic for household chores or for convenience. It all made sense now. If they drained their Mage Stones, they’d destroy them and lose access to magic forever—the same way I’d taken it from them.

      My heart cracked at the thought of what they’d lost through my selfishness, and I wondered if they might have preferred death to this.

      As if reading my thoughts, Dimar gave me a defiant glance. “I’ve lived with only scraps of magic for years in Jezuin. It won’t be much different now.”

      Only now, he didn’t have the choice to return to Askarea, where magic was plentiful and he could recharge his Mage Stone. He’d remain human like … like me.

      I could have sworn a tear was sliding from Zelia’s eye as she scrutinized her son from the side.

      Beside me, Tristan remained silent, his hand warm and secure around my own.

      Zelia resumed her task, flasks clinking against each other as she sorted them. “How did you know that I could use the magic you absorbed?”

      The question hit me like a stone to the head, and I was already scrambling for answers. But when I opened my mouth to tell them it had been the prince. That Recienne, the Second, had somehow felt the whim to aid me, my mouth dried up, and my voice ceased.

      I cleared my throat and tried again. All that came out was the curse meant for the prince. In response, Zelia raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know how exactly,” I amended. “A hunch?” It was the closest I could get to the truth without suffocating. Thankfully, none of them challenged me on it.

      “By whatever luck we live, Sanja, I’m thankful for your hunch. Had you not acted, I would have grabbed for you, would have tried, and the guards would probably have ripped off my arm for it. But that was magic from Mage Stones contained in you.” As she spoke, I could feel the phantom thrum of it in my veins. “It came partly from my own Mage Stone and partly from ones I’d made. It was easy to pull the magic from you and channel it the same way as using a Mage Stone.”

      Light flickered in her eyes as if a remnant of that magic was still lingering within her. “It bought us our way out, Sanja. Even if you had to destroy three Mage Stones for it, the king set himself up for failure by handing you those Stones.”

      “You knew?” The way she’d nodded when I looked at her for aid in the gardens…

      She shook her head. “Not that you’d be able to absorb the magic. That we’ll need to thank the Guardians for. I’ve never seen anything like it. But once that magic rushed into your wooden hand, I was hopeful that if I somehow got to touch it, I’d be able to access it.”

      My stomach turned at the thought by how little we’d escaped. Luck, not skill.

      “We’ll talk about all the details later, Sanja. But for now, while I still have some magic left in me to work with, go rest so that we can leave the city in an hour or two. Dimar and I will get horses and pack provisions.”

      “An hour or two?” My eyes flicked to the dark street outside the window. “Shouldn’t we be running now? The fairies will come after us for sure.” She’d said it herself that killing the king would change everything.

      “It will take a few hours for word to spread of what happened and for those fairies to come after us. By the time it does, we’ll be long gone. The magic helped us escape unseen; it will do the same when we head for the city gates.”

      When I gave her a skeptical look, Tristan wrapped his arm around my shoulders.

      “Rest while we get things ready. We won’t get far without horses and provisions.” Zelia dismissed me with a wave at the stairs, and Tristan pulled me to my feet.
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        * * *

      

      The room was dark and stuffy when I awoke to Tristan’s steady heartbeat beneath my cheek. He’d helped me into bed, and when I’d asked him to stay, he hadn’t asked a single question, but climbed into bed beside me, wrapped his arms around me, and pressed a kiss to my temple.

      After what couldn’t have been more than an hour later, I was contemplating my options for getting up without waking him, his features so peaceful in his sleep compared to the tightness when he was awake. I settled for sliding out of his arms, resisting the temptation to kiss him, and padded to the bathing room where I washed and rinsed my mouth before I drained a cup of water. From the stairwell, the efficient sounds of Dimar and Zelia packing up necessities informed me they were still there.

      When I returned, Tristan was awake, one hand tucked behind his neck and his eyes glimmering in the shaft of moonlight falling through the window. His shirt had ridden up, covering his stomach only half, and I couldn’t help noticing the ripple of muscle disappearing beneath the layer of cotton. He held out his other hand to help me back into bed.

      “Shouldn’t we be getting ready?” I hesitated and glanced at the window, at the stars beyond the city that would hopefully guide our way out of danger.

      “Just a few more minutes.” He wriggled his fingers at me in invitation.

      “Just a few.” I took his hand and let him tug me closer, starting to climb over him to nestle back into the warmth of his chest. But he caught me around the waist, pulling me onto him.

      “I didn’t believe I’d ever hold you again, San.” He took my face between his hands, thumbs stroking my cheekbones. “I didn’t believe I’d ever kiss you again until that bastard of a king used me to push you into an early third challenge.” The devastation in his eyes—

      My heart broke apart for what he’d endured over those challenges, for his suffering when he’d had to watch the maze try to kill me, had needed to let it happen when those fairies handed me around during the dance.

      “It’s all right.” My voice was mechanical—because it wasn’t all right. None of it was. Even when we’d been lucky and escaped. “We’ll talk about it later.” As Zelia had said. All of it, or some, or none of it. But later. Because for now, what I needed was to forget what had been done to me, to him, to all of us. I needed his mouth on mine, his bare skin against my body. Needed to feel that we were alive, that we were together.

      He didn’t stop me when I turned just enough so my lips were against his palm, kissing along it until I reached his fingertips. His other hand slid down my neck, my shoulder, grabbing my hip.

      Heat lashed through me, violent like the fear of those days apart, singeing me, branding me every time he ground his hips against mine. I might have gasped, might have moaned, or might have remained completely silent, I couldn’t tell over the pounding of my heart when Tris’s other hand skated my breasts, circled and teased while his tongue slid into my mouth as mine answered in a dance of desperation.

      Never again. I’d never again let anything separate us.

      My hands were on his pants, unfastening the buttons, shoving them down until there was nothing between us when he lifted my nightgown and I shed my undergarments.

      Tris groaned as I pressed my naked body against his, grasping me tighter until he was sheathed inside me and we were moving together. And I clung to him as we made love as if this were our first time and would be our last. Only him, and me, and the raging fire between us that was enough to burn us both.
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        * * *

      

      We left the city under the mantle of night, the same moonlight that had illuminated Tristan’s face as he’d told me he loved me over and over again after we both found our release. My eyes rested on his back as he rode ahead, the hooves of our horses startlingly loud on the paved road that led over the bridge from the main city gate.

      Zelia and Dimar were like shadows behind me, even without the remaining magic swirling from Zelia like tendrils of smoke to shield us from the occasional passing nocturnal fairy. I didn’t look too closely at the large, reflecting eyes searching for the source of the clopping of four horses, and they didn’t seem to care enough to take a closer look. But the panic was a steady companion on our journey west, toward the mountain range leading into the borderlands between Askarea and Cezux.

      How long that magic would last, none of us could tell. Zelia had voiced suspicions that it would wear off within a day or two, so we’d hurried, bringing only the bare minimum of provisions, leaving the majority of space for herbs and magical potions—our last bit of magic to work with. Maybe it would grant us a new start somewhere in the north of my kingdom, far away from Cyrill’s reach.

      I shifted uncomfortably in my saddle, my body still heavy, despite the rest and those blissful moments in Tristan’s arms.

      By the time we made it to the mountains, two days had passed. Zelia’s magic remained. She shielded us from view even when there was no one to see us, and I was about to ask her if it was a waste of resources, but considering the alternative—being so prone to discovery by any creature other than those few rabbits we’d spotted on our journey, the deer, and fishes in the streams, I couldn’t think what would happen if we ran into a fairy eager for human toys.

      Every night, I laid out my bedroll next to Tristan’s, and he held my hand until I fell asleep. When Zelia slept, two of us remained awake, just in case her magic faltered during her rest, and in the mornings, we woke at dawn and were back in the saddle before the unforgiving, burning orb was back in the sky.

      On the fourth day, the mountains we’d been following no longer rose as high into the clouded sky, slowly declining until, at nightfall, we reached the flatlands that announced a timely crossing into human lands. None of us was excited about it.

      Going back to Cezux would mean new dangers. But it was the better option than Tavras where the punishment for magic was death. Then there was the topic of my throne that I hadn’t breached. Neither had the others, but it was hanging there like a silent ghost.

      I was watching the moon rise in the blue-black of the night sky. Tristan had closed his eyes as had Zelia, leaving Dimar and me the final two awake to watch over our hidden, little camp. We’d spent the past hour whispering about what we missed from Jezuin and what we’d miss from Askarea—caramelized apples in both cases—and Dimar had dozed off, his back against a tree.

      His whisper startled me to my feet, the dark wind invisible in the blackening night, and I almost stumbled over Dimar’s legs as I wheeled around. “Good evening, Sanja.”

      I strained my human eyes against the night and Zelia’s magic, debating whether to scream. But what good would it do any of us?

      If he wanted me dead, he’d had his chance—multiple times—and he’d chosen to let me go—also multiple times.

      “I’m here,” Prince Recienne spoke, and I followed his voice on instinct until I found him sitting on a low branch of a horrendous oak, dressed in all black, his face hidden in the shadow of his hood. I only spotted his silhouette because he was dangling his feet. For whatever reason, I wasn’t even surprised.

      “Good to see you, Princess Sanja.” He leaped off the branch, landing on the moss like a cat, and leaned against the trunk, golden eyes reflecting like that of those nocturnal creatures.

      I shied back a step, and his chuckle followed me.

      “I thought you’d be gloating in your palace,” I shot at him, my voice swallowed by that breeze he commanded.

      “About my father’s death?” Folding his arms across his broad chest, he angled his head, moonlight pouring on his masked face exposing the arch of his eyebrows. “The death of family is never something to celebrate. Even though it’s better for all of us that he found a timely end.”

      “Why—why not kill him yourself if you wanted him dead?” The question was out before I could reevaluate if that would eventually earn me the wrath of the prince that would mean my end.

      “Oh, I could have.” His eyes were cold as the moonlight. “But as I said before, they’d only have replaced him.”

      “Who are they?”

      He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter, Sanja. All that matters is that they cannot trace it back to me.”

      “So that’s why you helped me? Because you didn’t want to be the one to do it?”

      “I helped you for three reasons, Sanja. One, I believe in justice. Two”—he paused to survey the shadow of large bird wings above us—“because if I hadn’t, it might have been a long, long while before someone else came along who would have dared to do what you did.” His gaze sent a chill through me.

      “And three?” I prompted.

      He was silent for a long moment—so long that I thought he’d forgotten I was even there. But his eyes never left mine, their moon-pale shimmer piercing deep into that hollow inside my chest. I shivered at what he’d done to me, of what he was capable of still doing to me. He’d kept me from speaking about his involvement in killing the king. Even when he hadn’t been around then, his power seemed to be vast enough to hold my tongue whenever he pleased.

      “Three—there are more important things in life than what I can do or what I wish to do.”

      “Like what?” Again, the words slipped out, swallowed by the breeze herding our conversation.

      I could have sworn his lips twitched beneath the mask. “You ask too many questions, human.” He pushed away from the tree trunk, prowling a few steps closer until he was within touching distance.

      Every last fiber of my body screamed at me to run at the proximity, but as he held my gaze, everything inside me went still.

      “Don’t ask questions, Sanja. And don’t tell anyone what I did to help you. It will only cause more death, and the next time, I might not be able to save you.”

      “You didn’t save me.” Not from pain, from humiliation, from the stain of having another creature’s blood on my hands, no matter how hideous. But in a way, he had. At the end.

      “You’re right. You saved yourself.” There was mild mocking in his tone that made that familiar anger stir inside of me. He watched my temper rise with amused calm. “But if you hadn’t managed to break the stones and free them, I would have saved you.”

      The sincerity of his words gave me pause.

      He chuckled.

      “You would have killed him after all? To spare me? Save the girl, be a hero?” Sarcasm dripped heavily.

      He shook his head. “Killing the male who sold out his lands wouldn’t make me a hero. It would make me a fool.” He gasped as if that could spool back in the words, eyes wide with shock that he’d spoken them at all.

      A chill ran through me, making the hair stand on my neck. “Sold out his lands?”

      “I’ve said too much.” Recienne grasped my wrist where he’d once stopped the lignification from spreading, his gloved hand rough as he tugged me closer, bending to my ear so he could whisper—really whisper into my ear, no magic needed. “You will forget what I said, Sanja. You will forget the bandit and will forget that the bandit and the prince are one and the same. You will forget where you first met him. You will forget that he helped you reach Aceleau and that he helped you escape it alive. What you will remember is how much you hate me.” His words travelled along my skin, along the shell of my ear like a caress, like a threat, a sentence.

      I didn’t try to pull away, my heart frantically beating, chasing the thrill of that voice, fleeing from the death hidden in it, I couldn’t tell. But I asked anyway, “Why?”

      He pulled away, taking with him the scent of rain and nights under open skies. “Because everything will be easier when you hate me again.”

      “Why?” I repeated, but Recienne let go of my arm and leaped back onto the branch, his hands already reaching higher.

      “Wait.”

      He didn’t.

      And I didn’t forget.
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        * * *

      

      Tristan woke me with a kiss, and I blinked into the golden morning light reflecting in his eyes.

      “Bad dream?” He gestured at my scattered blanket.

      I yawned and sat up to kiss him before I allowed myself to think back on what Recienne had said. Every word stuck with me as we packed up our things and climbed into the saddle, but I didn’t mention it to anyone, not even Tristan, and this time, it wasn’t because my throat was closing up or my tongue wouldn’t move.

      As the sun rose higher, we cleared the mountains, and we finally turned west again, into the open grassland that I’d crossed mere months ago when my cousin had sent me to Askarea to flee my tyrant husband.

      I’d left Cezux with nothing, but I was returning with a family, with three Mages who’d seen what the fairies were capable of, had lived through their whims and torment. And even if they no longer possessed magic, I could imagine no one better at my side to figure out how to take on Cyrill Tenikos, now that his counterpart in Askarea was no longer a threat. Maybe even the humans in Askarea could sleep better at night because of what we’d endured.

      I glanced to my right where Zelia and Dimar were riding. Zelia’s eyes squinted as she glanced behind us, her magic almost spent, leaving us in a scattered haze of gray, and Dimar, his gilded freckles sparkling as he met my gaze.

      And on my other side, Tristan. He spurred his horse into a trot, and we followed until the landscape changed ahead of us, and I recognized the knolls and ancient trees on the other side of the border.

      There, we halted, all four of us crossing into Cezux together. Something slithered down my back, my arms, until it dissipated into a breeze. I didn’t try to figure out what it was, for the fairies couldn’t get to me in the human lands.

      Tristan leaned toward me in his saddle, reaching for my hand, and pressed a kiss to my knuckles. “Welcome home, Princess.”

      And I felt it—home. A home that I’d left in someone else’s care for too long and that I’d do anything to get back. Now, all I needed was a plan.

      “Home,” I repeated, lacing my fingers with his.
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Shattered Kingdom

      
        
          
            [image: Shattered Kingdom:             Perfect for fans of Throne of Glass and A Court of Thorns and Roses by Sarah J Maas and Daughter of Smoke and Bone by Laini Taylor.             Sworn to a goddess. One with her blade. A heart yet unbroken.             It would have been only one more year of training. One year in the dust and wind of the Calma Desert. But Gandrett Brayton’s fate storms in disguised as a beautiful stranger with a damning secret.             As he forces her into the service of the lord who tore her from her mother’s arms ten years ago to commit her to the Order of Vala, Gandrett is left with a choice: run, or work for the man she despises and earn the chance to see her family again.             Trained with all the weapons she can wield with her hands, Gandrett must learn that at the courts of the shattered kingdom of Sives, her sword won’t help her-- especially when it is her own heart on the line.             ★★★★★ “Fae, magic, and a heart-throbbing adventure will keep readers entranced until the last page.”             Shattered Kingdom is bestselling author Angelina J. Steffort's new young adult epic fantasy romance about a girl who's heart could change the course of history.]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: Wicked Crown (Shattered Kingdom Book2): She saved her enemy. Now she must save the future of Sives.             All Gandrett ever wanted was to go home. Now, that there is no home for her to return to, Gandrett must decide whether she still wants to be a Child of Vala—if the goddess has forsaken her.             While Gandrett is still learning to control her magic, an old cult rises in Sives, estranging Gandrett further from her goddess and threatening the future of the kingdom.             As if this isn’t enough, temptation is not just in the thought of vengeance. It is also in the diamond-blue eyes of Nehelon Sterngrove.             In this sequel to Shattered Kingdom, Gandrett steps back into the service of House Brenheran to protect the future of Sives.]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: Shadow Rule (Shattered Kingdom Book 3): Breaking the curse will break her heart.             Gandrett can no longer hope that she has a dying chance to save the Prince of Ulfray nor the friend the Dragon King has taken from her. But she won’t give up—even if it means she has to travel to the forests of Ulfray first to help the Prince of Fae to wake his people.             Gandrett leaves behind the ruins of the future of Sives and embarks on an adventure of her own—where she gets more than she bargained for.             Venturing into Ulfray with brooding Nehelon is a challenge in itself, now that she has seen what lies beneath the harsh and cold shell he so very much likes to wear. But waking up the Fae is a whole different thing—especially when the path to lifting the curse is woven from secrets.             Gandrett can only pray to Vala, the goddess she no longer serves, that she look over her friends and brother until she can get out of Ulfray. And she needs to act fast. Because in Neredyn, forces are brewing that will change the course of history.             In this third installment in Angelina J. Steffort’s Shattered Kingdom series, Gandrett must fight the yet biggest battle of her life—the battle of her heart.]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: Lost Towers (Shattered Kingdom Book 4): With evil rising, every secret can change the course of history.             The curse is broken. The Fae are free. And so is Gandrett—at least to walk away from the palace at Lei’Vreah, from the King of Fae who she supposedly is in love with, from the prince who almost died in her arms.             Her friends are out there, needing her help. Mckenzie who is struggling at the Phornian court, and Addie, for who any help might come too late. And her brother—             When Gandrett returns to Everrun in the hope of breaking free from the Order at last, she isn’t prepared for the mission the Meister sends her on—or for what it will cost her.             At least she has a new friend who is ready to fight and die at her side. If only it weren’t for the Fae prince she left behind in Ulfray, and the promise he made, she would sleep better—and think better. But something is changing within Gandrett, and there is no denying that eventually, it may cost her everything.]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: Secret Court (Shattered Kingdom Book 5): She set out to save her friends. What she got was a king.             Not one moment of rest for Gandrett. Not as she sets out to rescue the Fae male who was taken from her just as she admitted her own feelings for him. Now, it is up to her—to her fighter’s mind, her determination, and to her growing magic that is expanding far beyond what she thought herself capable of.             If she can hold on just a little longer, she could save them all—Addie, who is suffering in the Dragon King’s claws, Mckenzie, who is fighting her own battles in the southernmost territory, the young Lords of Ackwood and Eedwood who are on their own, and her brother. Her brother, who might not need saving after all as he is on his way to Ulfray. But with a king on the Fae throne who is wrongfully inhabiting it, Drew might be just as safe there as anywhere else in Neredyn—which is nowhere. Because the lands are falling into darkness, and Gandrett must save her own heart before she can save anyone else.]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: Dark Refuge (Shattered Kingdom Book 6): Saving her king gave her one more thing to lose.             While Gandrett and Nehelon are struggling to fit into their new role at the Fae court and secure alliances, Valyn is making his own dangerous alliances.             Addie is left to face the aftermath of a battle that redefines her relationship with the Dragon King, while in the west Brax Brenheran is presented with unexpected support and a theory that could change the course of the war.             In the meantime, Mckenzie is fighting for a way to free the Prince of Phornes of his obligations that would tumble three young royals into misery. To find military support she embarks on a journey which unearths more than just a potential ally.]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: Reborn Throne (Shattered Kingdom Book 7)]
          
        

      

      

  




Two Worlds Saga

      
        
          
            [image: Two Worlds of Provenance (Two Worlds Book 1)]
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Breath of Fate

      
        
          
            [image: Some souls go to heaven, some go to hell. I never thought I would be the one to take them.             When seventeen-year-old Laney Dawson’s grandmother dies, everything the high school student thought was impossible turns out to be real. There are creatures out there bargaining for our souls when we die; Lightbringers and Shadowbringers who take souls to heaven or hell.             And Laney will be one of them.             Once she has manifested as a Lightbringer, she will take souls to heaven, but until that happens, she remains an attractive target for the Shadowbringer Cas who wants her soul as a trophy. Good that Laney has her best friend Leon at her side to protect her; for losing her soul would leave her an empty human shell, pained by a void that can never be filled again.             Love, death, and a hidden world that decides our fate.             Death is only the beginning.             If you love Tiwilight by Stephenie Meyer, The Mortal Instruments by Cassandra Clare, Fallen by Lauren Kate, Hush Hush by Becca Fitzpatrick, Shiver by Maggie Stiefvater, Vampire Academy, this new series is for you...             Torn is the first book in bestselling author Angelina J. Steffort’s Breath of Fate series, a young adult paranormal romance about a girl caught between the allure of darkness and light.]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: I gave my soul to save my friend. What can I trade to save myself?]
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Wings

      
        
          
            [image: White (Wings Book 1) Loss defines her past, danger her future...             ...in between stands Adam...             ...mysterious, beautiful, and so out of her league.             Will his secret keep them apart or will they learn how to trick fate?             Dive into your new favorite angel series!             Falling in love with a paranormal creature isn’t a good idea for 18-year-old Claire. Having just adjusted to a new High School after her parents’ death, she can’t afford to be sidetracked by complications of any kind—no matter how intriguing. But fate has different plans for her…              As she falls head over heels for Adam, Claire inevitably spirals into the eternal war between good and evil...             “I love you,” he said with a smile on his lips. And then his eyes snapped open, flashing green. A white blur shot out from between his shoulders, smashing everything within reach. I was thrown to the ground by the force of it and something hard hit my head. The last thing I saw was Adam’s shape against the white radiating light that seemed to have its source inside him...             When 18 year old Claire Gabriel meets Adam, her life takes a drastic turn. He seems to have stepped right out of a fairy tale and he is beautiful – more than anything. On the way to discovering his secret, Claire soon finds herself in love with the mysterious boy.              Unable to evade the dark shadow their feelings for each other draw up, Claire becomes a target in the eternal war between good and evil. . .             White is Angelina J. Steffort's debut paranormal romance novel and the first book in The Wings Trilogy, the story about the impossible love between a girl and an angel.             White is one of the top 20 books on Listopia's list for Twilight fans, ranked alongside with The Mortal Instruments by Cassandra Clare, Fallen by Lauren Kate, Hush Hush by Becca Fitzpatrick, Shiver by Maggie Stiefvater, Vampire Academy, and many more...]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: Black (Wings Book 2) “I was the weak link in the chain, and the best I could do was surround myself with forces of the good. It would increase my chances of survival. But I couldn't replace Adam; not the way Ben meant. My heart was full of Adam's memory. There was little space to fit anyone else in."             After Adam’s death, Claire has to readjust to life. School, her job at the library and then there is still an angry demon out there seeking revenge for her escape... When she thinks it can’t get any worse, unexpected help steps in and she finds herself yet in another dilemma. Can she open her heart for someone new?             Black is the second book in The Wings Trilogy.]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: Gray (Wings Book 3)]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: Spark (The Wings Trilogy: Adam Book 1)              “It came out of nowhere. A sweep of emotion. Love, pain, trust, doubt. It was all in a              pattern, hard to describe, but somehow like when you finally understood someone who you had been trying to read for a long, long time. Everything clicked into place. There was beauty, purity, bravery, the ability to suffer, sacrifice. It was all there, enveloping me with perfection.”             Until now, his life has been driven by his rational understanding of the world.             But today changes everything…             ...and there is no going back.             When head-driven Med student Adam has an emotional vision of  Claire, he doesn’t yet understand the dimensions by which his life is about to change.              His new ability to sense people’s feelings is only the beginning of the roller coaster of supernatural he is thrown onto as he sets out to find Claire. There is an unknown heritage slumbering within him, waiting to be unleashed.             And his love for her puts them both in danger.             If only he had the strength to let her go...             After the success of The Wings Trilogy, Spark is the first part of the bestselling series written from Adam’s perspective..]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: Fire: Adam’s Story (Wings, Book 5)              After being killed by demons, former angel Adam wakes up without a memory. When he is taken in by his enemies, they do everything they can to make him one of their own. But there is one thing they keep forgetting:              Part of Adam’s soul lives on in Claire. And it is calling for him…             Join Adam’s journey through the darkness.]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: Ashes: Adam’s Story (Wings, Book 6)) “The truth was, I wasn’t on anyone’s side except Claire’s. With every fiber of my evil being, I kept holding onto the delusion of being good enough for her. It would have been best if I had simply left after I had delivered her home safely. Now, that Volpert was dead…I was still hoping he was…I was the biggest danger to Claire’s life."             With his memories back, but his demonic urges still craving Claire’s soul, Adam is fighting day to day through temptation. For his love for Claire will not fade, no matter how much he wishes to set her free in order to save her.             After the success of The Wings Trilogy, after Spark and Fire, Ashes is the third and final part of the bestselling young adult paranormal romance series, written from Adam’s perspective.]
          
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: Crash: A Wings Prequel (Wings Book 7)  “I regretted many things in my existence, but never taking on the responsibility of guarding Claire Gabriel. Until that day guarding her became a never ending agony…”             Centuries-old guardian angel Jaden has taken care of many fosterlings, but never has an assignment been so agonizing. For Claire was about to walk right into a world he’d been trying to protect her from…             Dive into Jaden's prequel of the bestselling Wings Series]
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