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Chapter 1
The carriage swayed as it trundled through the dense forest. Each rut in the road made the carriage jolt, and each jolt made Adem grit his teeth.
“Are you even listening to me?”
Adem blinked and looked back at Gilles, his advisor and pseudo-father. “Uh, no?”
Gilles sat ramrod straight in the seat across from Adem. The dark jacket over his tunic fit his slim body to precision. The buttons caught the light filtering in through the window, and despite the bouncing, Gilles’ perfect posture didn’t waver. The man’s dark eyes bored into Adem’s.
“Sorry.” Adem fought back the urge to sigh. “Please continue.”
“I said that two more people have started to turn.”
Adem curled his hands into fists. “Who?”
Gilles, who had just opened his mouth to continue, closed his lips. “Who?”
“Yes, who?” Adem asked, his voice almost a growl.
“Two of the elderly maids.”
“Ellen?”
Gilles nodded. “And Anna.”
Adem rubbed his face.
“As much as we all appreciate your concern, you have a more important task.”
Adem held up a hand. “I know why I’m going to the Academy. You don’t have to tell me—again.”
This time Gilles’ eyes flashed. “Girls can be very distracting for sixteen-year-old boys.”
“It’s not like I’ve never seen a pretty girl before,” Adem grumbled.
“I’m worried about the beast inside you.”
“What?”
Gilles shrugged. “The few adults who have begun to change have experienced some unexpected side effects.”
“Like what?”
“Like being attracted to fertile members of the opposite gender.”
Adem shifted in his seat. “I’ve got more important matters to worry about.”
“For now,” Gilles said.
An unexpected wave of anger bubbled to life, and Adem spoke through clenched teeth. “You don’t trust me?”
Giles studied him. The man’s eyes seemed to breach to Adem’s core, pushing aside his temper and going straight to the heart of the matter. Instead of censuring Adem, Gilles cleared his throat. “You need to be careful.”
“I will be,” Adem said, keeping his anger in check.
“Be especially wary of the faeries.”
“You think I’m an idiot?”
“No.”
“If someone would tell me what my parents did to end up cursed, things would probably be easier.”
For the first time, Gilles shifted in his seat. “Your parents never shared their dealings with anyone.”
Adem sat forward and stared into Gilles’ dark eyes. “Not even you?”
“Not even me.” The older man didn’t blink.
He was lying.
Gilles cleared his throat. “You know what you have to do. Stay away from the faeries and find what you need, or we will all end up like those outside the walls.”
“I know the consequences of failure.” Adem swallowed as blurry images of the first year of the curse rose in his mind. The monsters who had once been his friends had thrown themselves at the barrier around the castle until their own bodies were broken, or they found someone else to prey upon.
His friends.
His parents.
Adem’s eyes flicked to Gilles again, and he narrowed them. The man was hiding something. Adem could practically smell it as Gilles looked out the window and pretended to ignore the fur that had sprouted on his face the moment they’d cleared the barrier around the courtyard.
The coach lurched to the side and hit a bump so big that Adem lost contact with the seat, then crashed down hard. Pain stabbed his backside, awakening the anger lurking just below the surface.
“What’s going on?” Adem bellowed as he opened the window. He stuck his head out and heard the horses scream in terror, then an invisible hook grabbed the carriage and hauled it forward. Adem hit the back wall hard.
Gilles flew across the space and landed in an undignified heap next to Adem.
Their gilded cage began to vibrate as the horses sped up.
Stars danced in Adem’s vision, and he shook his head. “Are you all right?” He helped Gilles to a sitting position.
Gilles nodded, but put a hand to his head where blood ran from a cut.
The scent of iron stung the inside of Adem’s nose. It drew him in like a child to a piece of candy. He licked his lips, wondering what the hot liquid would taste like.
“See what’s happening,” Gilles said in a weak voice.
The words shattered the moment, and Adem hauled himself to the window. The outside air brushed his face and hair, dispelling the iron and bringing with it the scent of pine trees, damp dirt, and...
Adem inhaled. Something didn’t smell right. Not blood, but a musk that made the hair on the back of his neck prickle. He stuck his head out and found the horses pulling against the reins.
“Marshel, what’s going on?” Adem yelled.
A growl answered him.
Adem’s stomach turned to lead. He looked back at Gilles and found the man still groggy. No help there. “Marshel? Can you hear me?”
Another growl. Almost words, but not quite.
“Great,” Adem muttered. He unclasped his cloak, dropped it on the seat, and opened the door.
“Master Adem, what are you doing?” Gilles asked in an alarmed voice.
Adem ignored the man and moved out onto the steps. Cool wind pulled at his tunic.
“Marshel!”
No answer.
Lather covered the horses’ hindquarters. The carriage hit another bump, and Adem’s fingers tightened around the door frame. With a grunt, he heaved himself toward the driver’s bench.
“You’re going to get killed!” Gilles cried.
“Not if I can help it.” Adem stretched his hand toward the rail of the driver’s bench. The tips of his fingers brushed the rough wood. He stood on his toes and took hold of the rail just as the carriage bucked again.
Adem let out a yell and used every ounce of strength he could muster to hold on. One glance down showed the broken road beneath, along with the mercilessly turning wheels.
His fingers slipped. Maybe Gilles was right—maybe he was going to die.
If he died, everyone in the castle died.
A shot of adrenaline—more than he’d ever felt before—coursed through his body, and Adem reached for the rail with his other hand. His fingers inched toward the target, but they went over another bump, and Adem almost slipped. His back hit the side of the carriage hard. He glared at the rail, held his breath, and reached. This time his grip found purchase, and he used the remaining adrenaline to pull himself up.
He opened his mouth to ask Marshel what had happened, but he found the man curled in on himself, the reins still in his—
Instead of fingers, claws protruded from the man’s gloves. Gray fur poked out the top.
The hair on Adem’s neck rose again, and he found himself bearing his teeth. He shook his head and reached for the reins.
A low snarl sounded, and Adem stopped with his fingers just inches from the man. “Marshel?”
The snarl turned into a groan, and Marshel shuddered. He looked up. 
Adem froze. Instead of the man’s usual blue eyes, gold eyes stared back at him.
“Get...away.”
“Can’t do that. Sorry.” Adem wrenched the reins from Marshel. Marshel lunged, but Adem kicked him away. Marshel crashed to the other end of the bench, and Adem pulled on the reins.
The horses fought against the command. Now that he knew Marshel had started to change, Adem could assume that the animals had caught the scent. The carriage slowed.
Adem looked over his shoulder. “Come get Marshel off!”
The horses refused to stop completely, but Adem slowed enough so Gilles could hop out and pull Marshel off.
After another dozen yards, the horses lost his scent and came to a stop.
Adem tied them off, hopped down, and ran back.
Gilles crouched over Marshel, who contorted as if someone were poking him with a hot iron. Animal fur sprouted on his cheeks and jaw, and Marshel’s nose elongated.
“It seems that our progression quickens the longer we’re outside the castle,” Gilles said, glancing down at his own increasingly furry hands. Gilles looked at Adem. “You?”
“Besides a heightened sense of smell, I’ve got nothing.”
“Perhaps the protection spell is stronger for you. Or perhaps it is because you are young.”
“Does it matter?” Adem asked.
“It means you need to focus at the Academy.”
Marshel stopped thrashing. He lay on the ground, panting. Adem squatted next to him and took his hand—now a paw. “I’m sorry.”
Marshel’s eyes barely focused on Adem. “Save us.”
Faces of those still in the castle swam before his vision. Men and women who had been servants, nobles and peasants, forced to work together to survive. Most Adem counted as friend.
They were his responsibility.
Adem gave Marshel’s hand a squeeze and rose. He faced Gilles. “Take the carriage and get him back.”
“What about you?” Gilles asked.
“I’m only a day’s walk from the Academy. I’m sure I can find a ride.”
Gilles frowned. “You shouldn’t arrive like that.”
“Why? Because I’m a prince?” Adem stepped toward Gilles. “I don’t care about that. I’m not going there for validation or to find a wife or a mate or to die uselessly or anything else.” He pointed at Marshel. “I’m going to keep this from happening to everyone we love.”
Gilles studied him for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, m’lord.”



Chapter 2
Adem waved his thanks to the departing farmer. He’d given Adem a ride to the bottom of the hill where the Academy perched. A ring of woods sat between him and the school. Adem slung his bag over his shoulder and started up the dirt road.
The sun had crested the horizon an hour before, and the chitter of birds and animals filled the air. A slight breeze shifted the leaves above, and a smattering of fluffy clouds lazily made their way across the sky.
Adem pressed the pocket of his vest, ensuring he still had the letter for the dean of the Academy. He hoped to talk the man into simply allowing him to research the curse instead of attending classes or participating in meaningless activities. Gilles had armed him with several hours of impressive arguments. Adem hoped he could keep his temper long enough to get through to the dean’s compassionate side.
A cry of alarm interrupted Adem’s musings. He glanced in the direction of the sound. The wind caressed his back, leaving his sense of smell helpless.
“Ahh! Stop!”
A voice. A girl’s voice. 
Adem barreled into the woods. The cracking of tree limbs and another scream overpowered the pounding of his boots on dirt, and he sped up.
Patches of light shone through the trees, giving more shadows to hide in. Adem sped up, and rounded a cluster of bushes just in time to see a small wagon slowly rolling toward a rocky drop of about ten feet. A girl stood by a tree across the clearing, waving her hands.
“No, stop!” the girl yelled at the wagon. She had plenty of time to get to it, considering it was moving at the speed of an aged woman with a crick in her back.
Adem jogged forward.
“Oh, will you please stop my wagon?” the girl asked.
Adem came even with it and spotted a set of axes attached to the front, chopping up and down. “What is this thing?”
“An invention. Please don’t let it go off the ledge.”
The wagon, which was as long as Adem was tall and rose to his waist, looked too heavy to be stopped with strength alone. He glanced around for a rock or a large stick. Naturally, the ground at his feet was painfully bare of large objects.
“Hurry!” the girl yelled, pointing. “Just use the—” 
Adem ignored her and turned in a circle until he spotted a rock big enough for what he had in mind. He ran to it and hefted it in his hand.
The axes chopped at the air only a few feet from the edge of the drop-off.
Adem went to the wagon and shoved the rock under the back wheel, barely getting his fingers clear before he stepped back.
The wheel hit the rock and started rolling over it. Adem grabbed the back gate and pulled. A crack sounded, and Adem stumbled away as the back gate came off in his hands.
“What are you doing?” the girl asked. “Just pull the...”
A growl escaped Adem’s throat as he grabbed the rock and concocted another plan. He moved to the axes, found the gears controlling them, and raised the stone above his head.
“Don’t you dare!” the girl yelled in an angry voice.
Adem’s arm stopped mid-smash, and he started at her. Red lips formed a tight line, and her dark eyes dared him to move.
She pointed. “Just use the brake.”
Adem followed the gesture and found a wooden handle about the size of the girl’s arm sticking up near the back of the wagon.
The contraption continued moving.
“You could hurry,” the girl said.
Adem dropped the rock and ran to the handle, which he pulled with all his might. The handle resisted, then gave way with a clunk. Something wedged between the wheels and the body of the wagon, and it groaned to a halt mere inches from the edge.
Adem stepped back, watching the machine.
“It’s not going to bite,” the girl said.
“You sure?”
“It’s just a tool.”
Adem’s eyes flicked to the girl. “A tool for what?”
She rolled her eyes. It was only then that he noticed the porcelain color of her smooth skin, and how a lock of her dark hair had escaped and now hung over one eye. “It’s supposed to cut trees down.”
“Cut trees?”
“Chop them down, lop off the limbs, and stack them in the back.” She bit her lip. “At least, that’s what it’s supposed to do.” On further inspection, Adem saw why she hadn’t moved. A large limb had pinned her foot.
“You made this?” Adem returned his attention to the now still axes.
“Yes.”
The wind shifted and her scent—flowers mixed with sweat, grease, and a tang of citrus—entered Adem’s nose and stuck to the back of his throat. He’d never smelled anything like her.
“What? You think a girl can’t make things?”
“No, I’m wondering how a girl as smart as you ended up pinned by a branch.”
A blush rose on her cheeks, and she tugged on her leg. “Extenuating circumstances. Just help me get out of here.”
Adem crossed his arms over his chest. “I think you owe me a ‘thank you’ first.”
She glared. “Fine. Thank you for almost beating my highly complicated and precision-made set of gears into oblivion.”
“And?”
“And thank you for using the brake to stop it from going off the cliff.”
Adem nodded. “You’re welcome.”
“Now, will you please help me out of here?”
Adem sniffed. “I suppose.” It was only then that he noticed what she was wearing. Instead of a dress, she wore a blue shirt and a pair of brown pants with worker boots. Streaks of black—the grease he’d smelled—covered one cheek, as if she’d scratched an itch before she remembered that her hands were dirty.
He studied the branch, which was bigger around than his thigh and completely smooth. No bark, no knots. “What kind of tree did that come from?”
She shook her head. “Can you move it?”
Adem went to the girl. He squatted down and was well aware that his arm brushed her leg, but there was no other way to get at her foot. “If I lift this thing, can you pull your foot out?”
“Yes.”
“Be ready.” Adem grasped the branch and heaved. The thing weighed almost as much as the wagon and felt warm to the touch. It moved. A little at first, then enough for the girl to wiggle her foot.
“Hurry,” he said, grunting with the effort. His muscles shook.
“Just a little more.”
“Naturally.” One more heave, and the girl’s foot came free. Her boot did not.
“Hold on,” she said as she reached for her boot, but Adem’s grip slipped and the branch crashed down again, taking her boot into the hole.
“Sorry,” he said as he shook out his arms.
She smiled. It didn’t reach her eyes. “Better than my foot.”
“Yes.”
She coughed. “I’m Belle, by the way.” She held out her hand.
“Adem.” He took her fingers and brushed her knuckles with his lips. Her grip tightened, but she didn’t pull away.
“People don’t really greet one another like that here.”
“Here?” Adem asked as he released her hand.
“The Academy,” Belle said with an absent wave up the hill. She let out a gasp when she put weight on her foot.
Adem grasped her upper arm. “Easy. You probably broke something.”
“It’s not broken.” She pulled her arm from Adem and took another step, but almost fell.
“Hey,” Adem said, going to her side, “that really might be broken. Let me help you.”
“Do you think you’re some kind of knight in shining armor?”
Adem shrugged. “Or you could walk up the hill by yourself.”
Belle bit her lip.
Adem moved next to her, and she didn’t object as he pulled her arm over his shoulders. He snaked his hand around her waist and was surprised by how slender she was. The simple act of having her so close made his stomach flip, and his brain buzzed. He shook the feelings away. “Can you put any weight on it?”
Belle tried, and with him holding most of her up, she could.
“It turns out we’re both headed to the Academy,” Adem said. “Would you allow me to escort you?”
“Like I have a choice,” Belle muttered as Adem led her back toward the road.



Chapter 3
“So,” Belle said after a few dozen yards, “I haven’t seen you before, Adem. Where are you from?”
He tried sound nonchalant. “Straton.”
Belle didn’t answer for a few steps. “I’ve heard of it, but I haven’t met anyone from there.”
“There aren’t many of us left,” Adem said. “What about you?”
“My father is a merchant. We have a house in Fearin, but we travel a lot.”
Silence settled between them, and the smell of sweet rot hit his nose. Adem stopped and turned to find a bush with red roses and sinister-looking thorns.
“Steer clear of those,” Belle said. “That's a briar patch. One prick and you’ll be asleep for a hundred years—or worse. We’ve been having problems with them outside the barrier.”
“Barrier?”
“The magical barrier over the school. Nothing magical—and no one from any of the races—can get through.”
“And if they try?”
“Then they die.”
They reached the road. Adem could feel the muscles beneath Belle’s unusual clothing as she struggled to walk.
Her scent filled his nose again, and he let it linger. Unlike so many of the girls at the castle, who smelled similar, Belle’s scent made him think of flowers and the sun and rain, all at the same time. The warmth of her body next to him caused an outbreak of dry mouth and sweating, and the fact that she had scolded him should have made him angry, but instead he found it...cute. 
Maybe Gilles had been right to warn him against getting distracted.
“What does your father trade?” he asked.
“He’s got a fleet of barges that go along all of the major waterways in the human kingdoms.” She hesitated before saying more. “He is also one of the only human merchants to have almost free reign in the faerie kingdoms.”
Even the mention of the fey caused anger to churn in Adem’s gut. He swallowed it down and spoke in what he hoped was a neutral voice. “Have you ever been to the faerie kingdom?”
“A few times, but father made me stay on the barges.”
They’d gotten halfway up the road when the sound of feet on dirt alerted Adem to company.
“Belle?” A young man jogged into view. He stood shorter than Adam, but thicker. Dark eyes and light brown skin identified him as one of King Lorcan’s subjects. They also identified him as less than noble. He wore dark pants, a white tunic, and brown boots. Nothing fancy, but serviceable. And they looked new.
Adem stopped. He hadn’t seen a new piece of clothing in four years. He wore some of his father’s clothes, which were still too big.
The young man’s eyes flashed when he saw Adem. His hand fell to where a sword would hang if he’d been wearing one. “Belle?” he asked again.
“Oh, Tayle.” Belle pushed away from Adem, but had to grab on to him again when she took a step.
“What happened?” Tayle asked. “I heard a scream.” His eyes moved between Belle and Adem.
Belle waved her good hand. “A little accident. Adem was good enough to assist me. Adem, this is Tayle. He’s also from the Academy.”
“Adem?” Tayle asked, a look of comprehension on his face. “Prince Adem of Straton?”
“That’s right,” Adem said.
Tayle’s eyes narrowed. “You’re late.”
Gilles and his lessons echoed in Adem’s mind. “I am sorry about that. I had a bit of trouble with my carriage and had to walk the rest of the way.” Adem jerked his head toward Belle. “I’m betting her ankle is broken.”
Tayle reached into his tunic and pulled out a small orange crystal hanging on a gold chain. He rubbed it until it began glowing.
Adem jumped when a voice came from it.
“Tayle? Is there a problem?”
Belle let out a chuckle.
Tayle spoke. “Mariane, Belle broke her ankle. We’re on the road outside the gates. Can you send someone to take her back?”
“Right away.”
“Also, there's a briar patch back there.” Belle jerked her thumb over her shoulder.
“Another one?” the voice asked. “I’ll have someone take care of it.”
Adem stared.
“You’ve never seen magic before?” Belle asked.
A quick flash of his friends turning into beasts filled his mind, but Adem pushed it aside. “Not like that.”
“One of our resident mermaid spell casters figured out how to use them to communicate over longer distances,” Belle said. “They only work a few times before they need to be recharged by the spell caster.”
“They’ve come in handy a lot over the past few weeks,” Tayle said. He pointed to a nearby log. “Why don’t you help Belle sit down over there?”
Adem did so, escorting Belle to a seat on the log and immediately missing her warmth.
 
It didn’t take long for the healers to get there. They arrived with a stretcher and forced a protesting Belle to lay on it before carting her up the hill. Adem followed Tayle through the golden gates of the Academy. A tall tower dominated one side of the campus, with various buildings surrounding a fountain that lay in a green. Groups of students—presumably on their way to morning classes—walked between the buildings.
“The dean won’t have much time,” Tayle said, “but I know he wanted to see you.”
They passed the fountain where two young women sat. A red-head gave Tayle a little wave, and he waved back.
A small spot in Adem’s chest eased; he had been wondering just how close Tayle and Belle were. Tayle obviously had a girlfriend. 
“So what do you do here?” Adem asked.
Tayle swiveled his gaze to Adem, then returned it to the path ahead. “I’m in charge of security.”
“For the whole Academy?”
“That’s right.”
“And you’re a student?”
“Yes. We take care of almost everything here ourselves. The dean rarely gets involved.” He tilted his head to the side. “They want us to be able to resolve disputes without having to go to a higher power.”
“Makes sense.”
“Although, your circumstances are a little...special, so the dean felt like he should oversee.”
Adem swallowed and patted the letter again.
They got to the tower and the doors opened by themselves. Tayle led the way into a cream-and-gold entryway, then up spiral stairs to the third floor. They stopped outside a carved wooden door. Tayle knocked three times and stepped back.
Adem wondered what the dean of the Academy would be like. Would he be like Gilles, all formality and harsh rules?
Faint footsteps grew louder. A click sounded, and the door opened away from Adem. The scent of tobacco and smoked meat filled Adem’s nostrils.
Adem had expected a severe-looking older man, but instead he found a short, corpulent gnome clothed in a rumpled orange robe. A long nose dominated his face, leading to large black eyes topped with thick brown brows. The same brown hair hung down past his shoulders, hiding his large ears.
“Dean Banli, Prince Adem of Staton has just arrived.” Tayle pointed.
Dean Banli studied Adem, taking him in from the top of his head to his feet.
The moisture evaporated from Adem’s mouth, and he had to swallow before he gave a little bow. “Sir, please forgive my tardiness. We had a little carriage trouble.”
After a few seconds, Dean Banli spoke in a deep voice. “Apology accepted. Thank you, Tayle. That will be all.”
Tayle gave the dean a small nod. Then he turned to Adem. “Would you like me to take your bag?”
“No, I can take it. Thank you.”
Tayle frowned, but nodded, turned, and left.
“Come in,” Dean Banli said.
“Thank you.” Adem followed the dean and found almost everything in the office to be made of stone. To his left sat a stone couch facing two chairs swimming in bright pillows. To his right, several chairs flanked a long desk laden with papers. Wooden bookshelves lined the walls, packed with almost as many books as Adem’s library in the castle. A large cupboard stood in one corner. Yellow and green rugs covered the floors. Light poured in through a window behind the desk.
“Please, sit.” The dean indicated one of the chairs.
Adem moved to it, set his bag on the floor, and settled down on the cushions.
The dean sat on the couch. His black eyes searched Adem’s, and it took him long enough to speak that Adem shifted his weight. The letter in his pocket crackled.
“My boy, you have been through a great deal.”
“Yes, sir.” He retrieved the letter and handed it over. “I brought this.”
The dean took the letter and set it beside him. Instead of reading it, he continued looking at Adem. “Why are you here?”
Adem swallowed again. “Sir, the barrier my parents placed around our castle is failing. People inside have started turning into beasts. I’m here to find a way to discover the condition to the curse.”
The dean raised his eyebrows. “Not an easy task.”
“No sir, but it’s the only way to save what’s left of my people.”
“And who says they are worth saving?”
The words slammed into Adem, and he rocked back. “Sir?”
“The First Fey had a very specific reason for cursing your kingdom. A good reason, if you ask me. Why do you think those in the castle deserve to be saved?”
Adem’s heart sped up, and his lips twitched. Gilles had prepared Adem for this, but the question may as well have been a punch to his stomach. “Sir, many of those in the castle are children. Most of the rest are servants. Whatever happened between my parents and the First Fey was between them. Not us.”
The dean leaned forward. “Are you sure?”
“No sir, I’m not sure. If anyone knows what happened, they won’t tell me.” He stared hard into the gnome’s eyes. “But I can assure you that the eighty-six peasants, the fifty-nine servants, and the twenty-one children under the age of twelve had nothing to do with it.”
Silence stretched. Adem’s gaze didn’t waver.
“And what will you do if you find the condition?”
“Fulfill it.”
“No matter what it is?” the dean asked.
“If I can make it happen, I will.”
“Then what?”
“Then my people will be free. We have no interest in anything but rebuilding our kingdom.”
The dean snorted. “Humans are vengeful creatures.”
“Isn’t that the other reason I’m here?” Adem asked. “To learn diplomacy with the other races?”
“I suppose it is.”
Silence settled again, but Adem didn’t allow it to last. “Sir, please. Give me a chance to save my people. They’re all I have left.”
Dean Banli pursed his lips. “Very well.”
One of the many weights lifted off Adem’s chest. “Thank you, sir.”
“You will attend classes with the others, but you can research as much as you want in your free time.”
Adem bit back a response; he wasn’t here to make friends.
The dean went on. “I suggest you find a girl named Belle Martson. She’s spent countless hours researching fey magic.”
“Belle the inventor?”
Dean Banli tilted his head. “You’ve met?”
“Sort of.”
“Well, you probably won’t find a fey that’s going to help you, and Belle is the next best thing.”
A single butterfly beat its wings in Adem’s stomach. “Thank you, sir.”



Chapter 4
Tayle stood outside the door, waiting. “I’ll show you to your room.”
Adem turned back to the dean. “Thank you again, sir.”
The gnome’s black eyes held pity. “Don’t thank me yet.”
Tayle showed him the housing for the older students as well as the academic buildings. The library stood alone on one side of the fountain. It looked like a fortress, but the scrollwork on the exterior made it appear fragile. Wide stairs led to double doors that sat below a clock tower with a balcony around it. The footprint of the building was round, and the copper roof had turned a green patina color.
Adem had to grit his teeth as they passed a gaggle of little fey flittering around on their wings. This would take some getting used to.
Tayle cleared his throat. “Your arrival so long after the start of the semester has, unfortunately, limited your choice of roommates.”
Adem waved a hand. “I don’t plan to spend time in my room.”
“Good, because your roommate is, to be frank, a bit much.”
“I’m sure I can handle him.” Adem had been trapped in a castle with the same people for the past four years. How much worse could it be?
A soft breeze drifted past Adem. He took a breath, then stopped in his tracks. Dirt, trees, flowers, and the slight scent of rot.
First Fey.
Adem glanced around and found a single figure coming toward him. Tall, lithe, with long, dark hair and bottomless brown eyes. She wore a white blouse with a red and blue scarf and a short blue skirt. He took in every inch of her. Every possible weakness. Every shadow hiding her true nature.
“Se’wh,” Tayle said.
She ignored him and closed the distance between herself and Adem, stopping just out of arm’s reach. Her icy eyes met Adem’s. “Tayle, what is this filth doing here?”
Adem ground his teeth.
Tayle frowned. “Is there a problem, Se’wh?”
Her eyes never wavered, but her nostrils flared. “He’s a faerie killer. Get him out of here.”
Tayle stepped between them. “Se’wh, this is Prince Adem of Staton.”
“I know who he is,” she said. “Or rather, what his parents were.”
Adem clenched his hands into fists so hard his arms shook.
“Then you need to show some respect,” Tayle said in a voice that left little room for argument.
“We do not respect murderers.”
“Murderers?” Adem asked, moving a step toward her. Tayle put a hand on his chest, but Adem didn’t take his eyes off the First Fey. “What about you? How many humans have your people cursed? Left to horrible deaths so they can claim they have clean hands?”
“Hey!” Tayle said. He gave Adem a leave it alone look, then turned to Se’wh. “Whatever quarrel you had with his parents does not extend to him.” He looked over his shoulder at Adem. “The same goes for you. Those things stay outside the Academy. If that’s a problem, leave now.”
Adem sneered at the First Fey. “Just stay away from me.”
“Gladly.” With that, she gave Tayle a stiff nod and strode away.
Adem’s eyes narrowed. Murderer? What about her people? What about the children who were about to turn into the monsters they had nightmares about? What about the gardener who had been lucky enough to be inside the barrier when the spell hit, but had to watch his wife and three children change before his eyes?
“That seems complicated,” Tayle said in an even voice.
“You have no idea.”
“You’re going to have to deal with her being here,” Tayle said.
“As long as she stays away from me, we won’t have a problem.” He would have to convince himself of the truth of the words later.
Tayle watched him for a moment before he continued the tour. Adem followed, listening half-heartedly. Tayle led him to the dorm building, up the stairs, and stopped.
“This is your room,” Tayle said.
Adem blinked. Painted numbers adorned the outside of each wooden door. A wreath of small axes surrounded the number twelve. However, that didn’t compare to the door he stood in front of.
A depiction of a party covered the wooden surface: people in outlandish clothes, a table laden with food, all in a garish room, and all made out of different fabrics. Adem may have spent the last four years trapped, but he’d learned to identify finery when he saw it.
Tayle spoke. “As I said, he’s a bit over the top.”
“As long as he’s not fey.”
Tayle shook his head. “You’re in the same classes, so he’ll get you there and explain your schedule.” Tayle almost had an apologetic look on his face. “Let me know if you have any issues.”
“Sure,” Adem said.
Tayle knocked on the door.
“Coming!” a bright voice said from inside.
Adem wondered what the young man who had fashioned a scene out of fabric could be like. Artistic. Creative. The colors leaned toward someone outlandish. He should have been prepared for the young man, but he was not.
The handle turned, and the door opened with a little squeak. A wave of lavender mixed with vanilla rolled into the hallway. Adem scratched his nose, then looked at his roommate.
He was human, and stood about Tayle’s height. Half of his blond hair had been dyed bright green. He wore a light purple jacket cut short over a white shirt. Jewels covered the blue, leopard print pants hugging his thin body. Shoes made from an imaginary animal’s skin adorned his feet.
“Tayle!” the young man cried with glee. “You ready to let me make you a homecoming suit yet?”
“No,” Tayle said in a flat voice.
The young man’s expression didn’t change.
“Taylor, this is Adem, your new roommate.”
Taylor’s eyes roamed from the top of Adem’s head, over every inch of his clothing, and back up. It felt both more and less personal than the dean’s inspection. “Not bad, Adem.” He smiled and held out his hand. “A little outdated, but not bad.”
“Adem, this is Taylor.”
 Taylor offered Adem his hand, and Adem shook it. He’d expected a limp fish, but instead got a hearty greeting.
“Taylor of what?” Adem asked.
“I dropped the rest of my name. If you wish, you may call me ‘The Taylor.’”
Tayle rolled his eyes. “He aspires to be the greatest tailor in the land.”
“Lands,” Taylor emphasized the s on the end of the word. He looked at Adem. “I made seven suits for the seven great leaders in seven days. I’m sure you’ve heard of me.”
“Uh, no.”
Taylor turned back to Tayle. “You leave him to me. I’ll take care of him.”
“Be nice,” Tayle said.
“Of course,” Taylor said.
“Try not to drive him crazy.”
Taylor waved a hand. “Go on. Shoo.”
Adem shook Tayle’s hand, and not a second passed before Taylor had dragged him inside their room. The long room consisted of a bed and a desk along each wall, a chair at the far end, and a dresser next to the closet. The walls had been covered in what looked like an explosion of fabric. One bed, dresser, and chair were bare. That must be his side, Adem surmised.
“I’ll take that down,” Taylor said, pointing at the walls. “I was trying to make color choices for the dance.”
Adem threw his bag on the bed. “You can leave it.”
“Are—are you sure?”
Adem glanced out the window to the hills beyond the Academy. Then he turned back to Taylor. “I’m sure.”
For the first time Taylor’s flamboyant air faltered, and he blinked a few times. “Thank you.”
“May as well not waste the wall space. I’m not going to do anything with it.” He took a breath. “Do you know a girl named Belle?”
“Second year. Merchant’s daughter. Likes to invent things. Why?”
“I’m looking for an expert in fey magic. The dean suggested her.”
“She does spend a lot of time in the library. Do you want me to introduce you?”
“We’ve already met.”
Taylor’s eyes brightened. “Do tell.”
Adem sighed and related the story. By the time he finished, Taylor was nodding his head.
“We have class in a few minutes. I’ll take you to the library after.” Taylor stuck his head in the closet.
Adem reached to open his bag, knowing he should change his clothes, when a small pile of fabric landed on the bed with a thump. “What’s this?”
“Try it on,” Taylor said. “They should be your size—maybe a bit tight in the shoulders, but acceptable until I can make you something better.”
Adem reached out and picked up the first layer of fabric. A simple white shirt. Below that lay a pair of dark brown trousers, and below that a red vest with a red and blue tie. Each fabric felt soft beneath his touch. Each color a perfect complement to the others. “I brought clothes,” Adem said.
“I wouldn’t feel right about allowing you to roam around in your father’s old wardrobe.” Taylor walked to his desk and leaned against it. “You need a uniform and I’m trying to sell my sewing services for the Homecoming Ball.” He pointed at himself. “Some people only see this when they look at me.”
“Gee, I wonder why,” Adem muttered.
Taylor kept going. “This makes you a walking advertisement for me. Think of it as doing me a favor.”
Adem rolled his eyes. “Fine. As a favor.”
“Also, you should consider getting a date for the ball. It’s practically a requirement for all royalty.”
“I’m good.”
“Think about it.”



Chapter 5
Adem had to admit the clothes fit like a charm. It felt good to have something new to wear, but when he caught himself smiling in the mirror, his expression fell. He wasn’t here for new attire. He followed Taylor across the courtyard and to the history building.
“This is both the best and the worst class on campus,” Taylor said as they entered the building and made their way to a classroom. Taylor sat at one of the middle desks, and Adem followed suit. Almost two dozen students joined them, including goblins, a centaur, three winged faeries, a bunch of humans, and the red-headed girl from the fountain.
Adem’s nostrils flared as he caught the scent of another First Fey. His eyes narrowed when a tall, thin elf entered the room and walked to the front. She wore a simple green dress with a brooch at the waist. Her long blond hair hung loose and cascaded down her back. Soft features framed her almost-lavender eyes. Eyes that honed in on Adem.
He felt her gaze go right through him, but unlike the other First Fey, this one only studied him for a moment before turning to the class.
“Attention,” the First Fey said.
Everyone quieted.
“First, we all need to welcome Prince Adem of Staton.” She gave Adem a nod. “I am Bo’ab.”
Adem stood. “Thank you, it’s good to be here.” Most of the students looked at him with interest. The red-head smiled. The dark-haired girl next to her gave him a flat stare.
Someone in the back snorted. “You might not think so in a few minutes.”
Bo’ab’s lips twitched into an almost-smile. “We’ve been talking about the Age of Wars, and how they affect what the world is like now.”
Adem took his seat and pulled out his notebook.
“Today we’re going to talk about the battles between faeries and humans,” Bo’ab said.
Taylor rolled his eyes.
“You have something to say?” the instructor asked.
“I don’t know why we have to go over this again. War is only about two things: money and power.”
Bo’ab raised her eyebrow and looked beyond Taylor. “Does anyone agree or disagree with that?”
The red-head raised her hand.
“Ri,” the instructor called on the girl.
“I think Taylor is right. He used money as an example, but I’d say resources. It could be land or water or mines—anything limited.”
Another hand went up. A girl with auburn hair and green eyes.
“Brisa.”
“In our lands, power could mean either more people, or even magical power.”
“Very good,” the instructor said. “And while humans can breed with ease, the faeries have a more difficult time, so sheer numbers have always been on the humans’ side, while magic and key parts of the land have always been controlled by faeries.”
Adem wrote as fast as he could. He was surprised that the First Fey talked so openly, and even more surprised when the students participated as they did.
“Why can’t we work together?” another young man asked.
The instructor raised her eyebrow again. “Most attempts to do so have failed. Can you tell me why?”
Adem held his breath.
Brisa answered. “Because it’s too difficult for humans to understand what it means to live for hundreds of years, and it’s too difficult for faeries to care about humans who will be dead long before they will.”
No one spoke.
“Interesting assessment,” the instructor said. “And not entirely untrue. Anyone else?”
No one volunteered.
“You say that humans can’t understand what it means to live for hundreds of years. Why does that matter?”
Brisa sat up in her chair. “It’s like watching a little kid. They live their lives as if every second were the most important second ever. I think that’s what we look like to the faeries. Or the First Fey, anyway.”
The instructor nodded.
Adem raised his hand.
“Yes?”
He cleared his throat. “Can you tell us why it matters that the faeries don’t care about the humans?”
The First Fey stared at him, but Adem held his ground. An eerie silence settled, and it felt as if no one breathed.
“I think Brisa gave a fairly good explanation.” Bo’ab began to pace. “Imagine that you were going to move every year for the rest of your life. Would you bother to put down roots? To make friends?” She glanced at the class. “Perhaps for the first few years, but after a while it would get old. Most wouldn’t bother, and at some point you would be a hermit, content with your own company and remaining aloof with those around you.
“Now imagine you had five friends who moved with you. Who would you bond with? Who would you trust? Who would you care about?” She stopped pacing and waited.
Adem raised his hand. “Those you were with all the time.”
“I agree,” she said. “The faeries, especially those who are long-lived, don’t move every year, but with the shorter lifespan of humans, it feels like the humans come and go so quickly that it’s hardly worth the effort to get to know or care about them.”
That brought a murmur from the class.
She held up her hand. “It sounds cruel, but I believe it answers Prince Adem’s question.”
Adem ground his teeth, thinking about his people. Had the faeries who had cursed them forgotten about it? Brushed it under a rug and moved on with their lives? Remembered it as a cruel joke that they talked about at dinner?
Anger swelled in him, and he clenched his hands into fists. Heat rose from his core, burning his insides. It moved to his fingers, and his arms began to shake. Pain—like he’d just gotten too close to a fire—singed his knuckles.
As if time had sped up, several brown hairs emerged from the skin on the backs of his hands. Sweat broke out on Adem’s forehead, and he shivered.
“Are you all right?” Taylor asked in a quiet voice.
“Fine.”
“Your five o’clock shadow just grew in in about three seconds.”
Adem shifted in his seat, avoiding what felt like a knife being driven into his side.
This could not happen now.
“Prince Adem?” Bo’ab asked.
“It’s something he ate,” Taylor said. “I’ll show him to the restroom.”
Once again, Taylor hauled Adem to his feet and out into the hall. Adem twisted out of Taylor’s grip and leaned against the cool stone wall. Adem put his head in his hands.
“You’re pulsing with magic,” Taylor said.
The knife pushed deeper, and Adem let a growl.
“I’m going to get a spell caster.” 
Taylor stood, but Adem snatched at his arm, holding him fast. “No.”
Taylor stopped. “No?”
“It’s not going to help.”
“Then you’d better explain.”
The pain stopped, and Adem put his head against the wall. “It’s a fey curse.”
Taylor’s lips curled into an o. “I didn’t think anyone survived that.”
“Just the people in the castle.” He looked at his hands, and noticed a few more hairs that hadn’t been there before. “There’s a protective barrier around the castle, but it’s failing, and we’re turning into beasts. It seems emotions speed up the process.” Adem flexed his hands.
“I guess this is why you need the library,” Taylor said.
Adem nodded.
“Hang on. I’ll get our stuff,” Taylor said.
 



Chapter 6
The library cast a shadow over the walkway, and the sound of their steps echoed on the stone stairs as they approached the door.
Like so many things of late, Adem noticed the smell first—parchment, leather, must, and the faint scent of roses.
Rows of curved desks, dotted by students, ringed the bottom floor of the library. Books lined the rounded walls, and stairs on both the left and the right led up to a balcony. Open archways gave Adem a glimpse of the volumes on the second floor, then again for two more stories.
Light poured through large, half-circle windows above the final floor, and a single set of stairs led up to a clock tower. Another desk, this one almost a full circle, sat in the center of the main floor. Two older women and a slender man stood behind it.
“This is Sir Ratos,” Taylor whispered. “Stay on his good side.”
“Got it.”
The man stepped out. A blue suit clothed his slender frame. Not as tall as a First Fey, but taller than most humans. His almost-gray eyes studied Adem.
“Sir Ratos,” Taylor said when they stopped. “This is Prince Adem of Staton. He just arrived.”
Sir Ratos inclined his head. “Prince Adem.”
“Sir Ratos.”
“Adem needs to find Belle. Have you seen her?” Taylor asked.
“I believe she is on the third floor.” He pointed.
“Thank you,” Taylor said.
“There are plenty of tables to use. Please do not climb on the shelves. There are step ladders on each floor.” Sir Ratos looked hard at Adem.
“Of course.”
Taylor patted Adem on the back. “She’s all yours.”
Adem started up the stairs. A hallway of sorts ringed the outer wall of the building. Shelves jutted at intervals. Light streamed through the arches, and the faint whispering from the students downstairs had completely faded away.
When he got to the third floor, his nostrils flared. Flowers, grease, and citrus.
Belle.
His head turned on its own accord, and without thinking, he followed the scent around to Belle.
She stood on a second shelf, one foot dangling out into oblivion with her hand outstretched toward a book just out of reach. She bit her lip as her fingers brushed the spine.
“Come on,” she said.
“You probably shouldn’t be balancing on that ankle.” He pointed.
Belle let out a little squeak and turned abruptly. Her eyes narrowed. “The spell casters healed it.”
“Still, I can get that for you,” Adem said as he set his bag down on a table.
“I got it,” Belle said as her back arched and her chin lifted in an attempt to retrieve the book.
Adem folded his arms across his chest and waited.
Once again, Belle’s fingers could barely brush the golden words on the blue spine. She scowled and tried to press herself farther into the shelf.
“And I thought I was stubborn,” Adem said. He retraced his path, retrieved a small step ladder, and placed it next to her. “Please use this. You’re making me cry inside.”
The glare Belle gave him could have turned his hair white.
He smiled.
“You’re still not a knight in shining armor,” she muttered as she moved to the ladder and climbed to the top. Even then she still had to stretch to get her fingers around the book.
“You’re welcome.”
Belle drew the volume to her chest and put one hand on the shelf to climb down.
Without thinking, Adem reached out to steady her. Her warmth made his fingers tingle. He combated her continued glare with a grin.
“What are you doing here?” Belle asked as she took a step away.
“Researching.”
Belle’s eyebrows furrowed. “Researching what?”
“Fey magic.”
Belle brushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “What about it?”
Adem’s throat went dry. “Uh, how to find the condition of a curse. The dean thought you might be able to help me.”
“You are from that Staton,” she said.
He nodded.
Belle handed him her book. “Follow me.”
Adem picked up his bag and trailed her halfway around the library until she began pulling books off the shelves.
“History of Curses, Unusual Conditions, Fey Magic in This Age.” Her hand paused and she glanced at Adem. “First Fey curse?”
He nodded.
“You can read fey?”
“Some.”
She grasped one last book and tugged. The huge volume—easily twice as thick as any of the others—slid out with a hiss. Adem let out a grunt as she added it to his pile. “Bring them.”
Like a porter, Adem followed her to a table she must have been using before he’d found her.
“Sit.” She pointed.
“You are exceptionally bossy.”
“Do you want my help or not?”
Adem set the books on the table, pulled hers out from the bottom, and handed it to her. “Are you offering?”
She winced. “I guess.”
He smiled again. “Well then, I thank you in advance.”
“Start with that one,” Belle said, indicating Fey Magic in this Age.
Pages crinkled as Adem opened the book, and memories of his mother reading him stories filled his mind. He gently pushed them aside and turned to the beginning. He felt eyes on him and looked up to see Belle watching.
“Can you read it?”
He pointed at the first bit. “Fey magic is powerful and scary and should not be attempted by humans.”
Her eyes narrowed.
“Just kidding. It says that fey magic is different for each species of faerie, as well as for each First Fey.” He leaned over to look at her book. “Transformation spells? Like turning people into toads?”
Belle put her hand over the page. “No, some fey can turn a piece of steel into a sword. Same material, but they can alter the shape. It’s for a report.”
“You’re doing a report on the fey?”
“Yes. My father expects me to take over his trade, so I want to know as much about them as I can.”
“That makes sense.” He returned to his book, but couldn’t get the citrus scent out of his nose, nor could he get her out of his mind. Finally he looked up. “We talked about the fey in history today.”
Belle glanced up. “I’m not surprised.”
“The instructor said something that got me thinking.”
Belle raised her eyebrows. “Oh?”
Adem explained what Bo’ab had said about humans being nothing more than a footnote in a fey’s life.
Belle sat back. “It’s not a bad explanation.”
“You’re human, but you know a lot about the fey. What would have provoked them into cursing my people like they did?”
“You don’t know why they did it?”
Adem shook his head. “Only that it was something my parents did. No one in the castle will tell me, if they even know.”
Belle’s eyes narrowed. “Most of the time the fey ignore humans. It must have been really bad.”
“Yeah.” Adem lowered his gaze to the book in front of him.
Belle’s hand reached out and brushed his, which sent lightning through his skin. “Enough of that. What was it like living with the same people for four years?”
“Okay—sometimes.” Adem laughed. “Sometimes it was horrible. Luckily we had enough land to grow food, and a fresh stream running through the grounds. But seeing the same few hundred people day in and day out got old. I had no idea how dramatic adults could be.”
Belle laughed. “We have an estate, but it doesn’t feel like home. I spent more time on the barges than anywhere else. So I know a lot of people, but very few I would call friend.”
“I’ll be your friend,” Adem blurted out before he could stop himself.
Belle smiled. “I thought you were my knight in shining armor.”
“Can’t I be both?”
“We’ll see.”
Adem grinned. “Friends get to know one another. What do you like to do when you’re not in the library studying?”
“I’m pretty good at sailing barges.”
They both laughed.
“What about you?” Belle asked.
“The last four years has been all about survival, but my parents used to throw balls all the time, and I miss dancing.”
“You dance?” Belle asked.
“I know a few things. What about you?”
“I’ve had dance tutors from all over the kingdom.”
A crazy idea popped into Adem’s mind. He cursed Taylor even as he spoke. “Well, since we’re to be friends, and it seems we both like to dance, would you consider going to the ball with me?”
Belle stared at him.
“Unless you’re already going with someone.”
“Uh, no.” Belle shook her head. “I wasn’t planning on going.”
They both spoke at once.
“Oh, okay. That’s fine,” Adem said.
“But I’d love to go with you,” Belle said.
They both blinked at one another. Then a smile lit Belle’s face, and Adem’s heart skipped a beat. “What colors are we wearing?”
“Colors?”
Belle laughed. “Couples are supposed to wear matching colors to the ball.”
Adem opened his mouth and closed it. Then another idea hit him. “Taylor is my roommate. I’ll ask him to make us our outfits.”
“Perfect.”
“Yeah.”
Belle glanced at the clock on the wall. “I have a class in a few minutes. Read those books and see what you can find about curses.”
Adem stood when she did.
“Meet back here tomorrow after lunch?” Belle asked.
“I wouldn’t miss it.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 7
Adem and Belle spent every afternoon at the library. She seemed as determined to find the condition to his curse as he did. They often stayed late into the evening, researching and talking. She’d teased him about his increasing facial hair and shoulder width, and he teased her about being short. They often lapsed into long hours of silence, but Adem never felt alone. He felt fuller than he had in a long time.
When he shut his book and stretched Saturday afternoon, Belle looked up at him through her dark eyelashes. “Finished already?”
He stood. “Taylor wants to fit my outfit one last time.”
She snorted. “He did mine early this morning.”
“Thank goodness—I got to sleep in for a whole hour. That guy is a night owl.”
They stared at one another. Belle’s dark eyes studied him, and she bit her lip.
“I’ll pick you up in a few hours?” Adem asked, his hands suddenly sweating.
“Sounds good,” she said.
“Okay.”
“Okay.”
“Bye.” He gave her a little wave and fled.
 
“It’s a good thing I found some stretchy material for this,” Taylor said as he tugged at Adem’s jacket. He stepped back and surveyed his work. “Not bad, if I do say so myself. You were wise to come to me.” He gave Adem a twirling motion with his finger. “Take a look.”
Adem turned to face the full-length mirror on the back of their door.
He blinked. Gold accents trimmed the burgundy jacket which fell to his waist. Slim black pants led to shiny black boots. A cream-colored shirt poked out the collar and sleeves of the jacket.
“Well?” Taylor pressed.
Adem managed an uninterested shrug. “It’s okay.”
Taylor beamed and clapped his hands once. “I knew you’d like it. The gold matches Belle’s dress. The two of you will look ravishing! Be sure to tell everyone that I did your clothes.”
“Are you coming?” Adem asked.
“Of course, but I’ll be busy, so you’re on your own with the girl.” Taylor pointed at the dresser and opened the door. “Take that flower.”
Adem obeyed, and a moment later found himself walking toward Belle’s dorm. Couples and groups dressed in their finery strolled along the cobblestone paths toward the gymnasium.
When his nostrils instinctively flared, he glared. Se’wh was nearby. 
Adem squared his shoulders and took the long way around the building. The last thing he needed was another bout of transformation.
The second-year dorm looked the same as Adem’s. He went to the girls’ hall and ascended the stairs. Each step caused his heart to beat faster, and when he reached Belle’s door, he took a deep breath to calm his shaking hands.
“I can do this,” he muttered as he brought his knuckles up to the wood.
Right before he knocked, the door opened.
Adem jumped back.
Belle stood on the other side. Her eyes went wide, and she also took a step back.
Adem’s breath caught in his throat. As promised, her golden dress matched the accents on his jacket. The sleeves dropped below her shoulders, leaving them bare. The bodice hugged Belle’s lithe figure and continued in an almost-straight line down to her feet. A slit rose just above her knee, revealing her slender legs along with sparkling high heels. Someone had piled her hair on top of her head, leaving a few curled pieces brushing her neck. Her eyes met his, and Adem could have looked into them forever.
“Belle?” A girl’s voice broke the spell.
Belle jumped and glanced over her shoulder. “Sorry, Zoe. I’m going.” With that she waved Adem back and came into the hall, pulling the door shut behind her.
“What was that about?”
Belle waved a hand. “Zoe needed the mirror on the back of the door.”
“For what?”
“To check for flaws in her plan to woo a prince.”
Adem furrowed his brow.
Belle moved to him and slipped her hand into the crook of his arm. “Just be grateful that she didn’t know I was going to Homecoming with a prince. She would have followed us all night.”
“What about her date?”
“He’s not a prince, and therefore he’s merely a tool in her arsenal.”
“She sounds kind of horrible.”
“Naw, just determined.” Belle smiled up at Adem. “Should we go?”
Adem’s knees went weak. “Oh, yeah.” He pulled Belle closer and led her down the hall. The fabric of her gown swished against his pants, and she tightened her grip as they descended the stairs.
“I’m not great in heels,” she said.
That broke Adem’s trepidation, and he laughed. “Well, you look great in heels.”
That was not what he had been trying to say, but she laughed, and suddenly it was just the two of them walking outside instead of a couple on a date.
“I have to say, Taylor outdid himself this time,” Belle said. “I’ve been to a lot of fancy parties, and this is the last dress in the world I would have picked for myself.”
“You look beautiful,” Adem said.
She pushed him with her elbow. “You don’t look too shabby yourself.”
They joined the loose train of couples heading toward the gym.
“Any thoughts on what you read today?” Belle asked.
Adem scowled. “Nothing yet.”
She patted him on the arm. “Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out.”
Adem stopped and faced Belle.
“What?” she asked.
“Belle, I’ve never really thanked you for spending so much time helping me.” He reached out and took both of her hands. “You don’t know what it means to me.”
She dipped her head. “Well, you did seem kind of helpless when you got here.”
He scowled.
Belle laughed. “Lighten up, we’re going to a party. You can’t wear that expression the whole time.”
“Well, I could...”
“Don’t you dare,” Belle said as she resumed her position at his side. “Come on.”
They climbed the stairs and went in through the main doors of the gym.
The entire building had been enchanted to look like they were outdoors, complete with a starry sky and a breeze that smelled of carnations and tree sap.
More stairs led down to the main dance floor, where countless couples made up a blend of dazzling colors. A small orchestra resided in one corner and the food in another. Tables lined two walls.
‘’Ready to dazzle me with your dance moves?” Belle asked.
Adem drew her fingers to his lips. “Ready when you are.” Her eyes twinkled, and a blush rose on her cheeks. Adem’s heartbeat sped up again.
He led her to the edge of the dance floor. When he crossed the threshold, the butterflies in his stomach awoke, and all the moisture evaporated from his lips. Adem didn’t let any of this show; instead, he spun Belle into his arms. She turned to face him, and he placed his free hand on her back, his fingers brushing her skin above her dress as he gently drew her to him.
She stepped in and set her free hand on his shoulder.
“Ready?” he asked.
“I’m always ready.”
Adem started slow—a simple set of steps he’d learned as a child. Belle followed with practiced precision.
“Is this all you’ve got?” she asked.
Adem tightened his grip and shifted his cadence as well as the style. Warmth blossomed in him when Belle’s smile widened.
“Interesting choice,” she said.
Parties had been part of Adem’s life for as long as he could remember. His parents threw a ball each month, inviting people from all kingdoms and races to their home to enjoy a celebration.
A wave of anger surged through Adem as he remembered the fey that sometimes came. The fey had transfixed him. Perhaps it had been their almost alien beauty, or the mystery surrounding them.
He hadn’t believed Gilles when he’d told Adem that it had been the First Fey who had cursed his people.
 “What is it?” Belle asked.
Adem shook his head and returned his attention to the beautiful girl in his arms. “Nothing. Sorry, just thinking.”
“About what?”
“The past.” He buried the thoughts and pulled Belle into an intricate set of moves that carried them across the floor, weaving between other couples and drawing more than one envious look from the other students.
“I think you have a few admirers,” Adem said.
“I think you have a few admirers,” Belle said.
Adem laughed. “Well, I don’t care about them. I’m here with you, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“How nice of you.”
Before she could say more, he swept her away.
They danced every dance for an hour. They sometimes spoke, but mostly stayed silent. Each time he adjusted his hand and his fingers trailed along her skin, Adem held his breath, afraid that she’d decide she was finished. Finished with the dancing, but more alarmingly, finished with him.
Belle was so close that he could hardly smell anything else, but after an hour of dancing, an all-too-familiar scent filled his nostrils.
“What is it?” Belle asked.
Adem hadn’t realized his expression had dropped into a scowl. “Se’wh is here.”
“I’m not surprised,” Belle said. “She is the ranking member of the fey court at the Academy.” Belle jerked her chin behind Adem. “She’s over there.”
Adem turned them away from the First Fey. He could already feel his muscles tensing.
“Maybe we should get some fresh air,” Belle said.
“Good idea,” Adem said in a voice barely above a growl. They stopped dancing, and Adem stepped away from his lovely partner.
Belle reached out and took his hand. “I could use a drink.”
Adem led Belle to the food, where he picked up punch in goblets. They went out the back door onto a patio where someone had set up a handful of chairs and tables.
Those already there—who weren’t otherwise engaged in kissing—watched Adem and Belle as they came out and sat.
“It feels good out here,” Belle said. She patted her forehead, and for the first time Adem noticed the sheen of sweat there.
“You could have asked to rest,” he said.
She smiled, and his heart melted. “I was having too much fun.”
He leaned an arm on the table and moved toward her. “You’re saying I’m an adequate dancer?”
“Hmm.” Belle tapped her chin with a finger. “Adequate is a good description of it.”
“Uh-huh.” Adem leaned back and took a long swig of his drink.
It was only then that he smelled her.
Se’wh.
The hair on his neck rose, and a growl rumbled in his throat.
Belle glanced behind Adem, and her expression turned cold.
“Belle,” Se’wh said.
Belle stood and gave a little bow. “Se’wh, so nice to see you.”
Adem ground his teeth but kept breathing. He could not lose his cool.
“Prince Adem,” Se’wh said with obvious contempt in her voice.
Adem rose to his feet and turned. Se’wh stood a few feet away with another First Fey at her side. “Se’wh,” he said in a flat voice.
“The two of you look exquisite.”
“Taylor made the outfits,” Belle said.
“Did he?” Se’wh raised her eyebrows.
“He’s Adem’s roommate.”
“I supposed after being locked in that castle for so long, even Taylor seems like an adequate acquaintance.”
“Better than some of the others here,” Adem said.
“Too true.” The First Fey’s gaze moved to Adem’s cheeks, which had become almost impossible to keep the fur off of, and then to his shoulders. “I see being outside your precious castle grounds has allowed the curse to catch up with you.”
The fantasy of ripping Se’wh’s throat out played through Adem’s mind, and he fought to keep himself calm.
Se’wh went on. “I hear you’ve been spending a lot of time in the library. If you’re looking for a cure, you won’t find one.”
“I’m just trying to save my people,” Adem said through clenched teeth.
Se’wh’s lips curled into a sneer. “Your people don’t deserve to be saved.”
Belle stood and slipped her hand through the crook of Adem’s arm. Her solid presence eased the burning in Adem’s heart. “We should be getting back.” She gave him a squeeze and tugged him away.
Adem followed Belle, but he kept his eyes on Se’wh. She gave him a small smile of triumph, then turned back to her partner.
“We need to go to the library,” Belle muttered.
“Now?” Adem asked with a snarl.
“Yes—now. Se’wh just told us where to look for the condition of your curse.”



Chapter 8
Belle tugged Adem back through the party and out into the crisp night air. Stars flickered on the black canvas of the sky. They followed knee-high floating lights around the fountain to the library.
Adem took the time to breathe. He could feel that his jacket had gotten tighter through his shoulders, and the itching on his cheeks meant he’d sprouted more fur. As they mounted the library stairs, he said, “We can’t get in.”
“Oh yes we can,” Belle said. She drew an iron key from a fold in her dress and dragged Adem around the north side of the building.
“Where were you hiding that?” Adem asked.
They reached a small wooden door with a heavy knob, and Belle smiled. “I asked Taylor to put a pocket in the dress. I’m trying to convince him that they’ll be all the rage.” She slipped the key into the hole. A click sounded, and the door swung in with a soft squeal.
Adem had expected the scent of mold or must, but instead a light floral smell floated out, and a blue glow illuminated the hallway beyond.
“Come on,” Belle said.
Adem crept along the even stones, and his fingers brushed the smooth wood walls. “Are you sure we should be in here?”
“Relax,” Belle said. “Sir Ratos gave me the key. He said I could come anytime I wanted to.” Belle gestured for him to follow. “I spent all last year earning this key.”
“I see,” Adem said.
“What?” Belle glanced over his shoulder.
“I just don’t know many girls who would go out of their way to get secret keys to the library.”
Belle raised an eyebrow. “And just how many girls do you know?”
He glared. “That’s not nice.”
She laughed and grabbed his hand. “Come on.”
Belle’s enthusiasm drew the anger out of Adem’s body, and by the time the hall ended in a stocking room, he could think again. She brought him through a door that led to the main floor.
Starlight shone through the windows above, illuminating one side of the circular room. Bobbing lights, yellow and dim, floated over the main desk, providing just enough light to see the outline of the furniture in other places. The now-familiar scent of old paper and varnished wood filled Adem’s nostrils. The complete silence in the library caused the hair on his neck to stand on end. It didn’t help that one of the glowing balls moved to them and followed.
“I have a bad feeling about this,” Adem said.
“It’s fine,” Belle said. She still had his hand, and tugged him toward the stairs. Her fingers felt warm in his palm, and she squeezed as they ascended. The warmth spread up Adem’s arm and into his chest. The way she moved—a sparkling light in the shadows—sent his heartbeat into a gallop.
He shook his head. “What did Se’wh say that’s so important?”
“You’ll see.”
“Why won’t you tell me?”
Belle let out a sigh. “I might be wrong. That’s why we’re going to check a book.” They climbed to the third floor and then around to a section Adem had never been to before.
Belle waited for the glowing ball to catch up, then put a finger on her chin and started muttering titles out loud.
Adem squinted, trying to figure out what she was saying. He frowned. “What language is that?”
“Old Fey,” Belle said.
“Old Fey?” Adem repeated. “I thought they’d had the same language for several thousand years.”
“They have.” Belle pointed to a thick green book on the top shelf. “Will you grab that?”
Adem raised his eyebrows.
“I’m not climbing up there in this dress.”
Adem had to stretch to pull it free. The cover felt brittle under his touch, and the pages were thicker than usual.
“Put it on that table,” Belle said.
A cloud of dust rose from the ancient tome when he set it down.
Belle stood a few feet from the table.
“Is there a problem?”
She shook her head and came forward. “No. Of course not.” She wedged her fingers halfway through the book and opened it.
More dust escaped, caught in the light of the floating ball as it came closer.
Adem wrinkled his nose as the scent of old furniture engulfed him. He didn’t recognize the angular characters on the page. “That’s Old Fey?”
“Yes.” The pages cracked as she turned them, and Adem noticed that he could almost see through them with the light.
“What are the pages made of?”
Belle winced. “Skin.”
“Human skin?”
Belle shrugged. “I’m not sure humans were even around when this book was made.”
Adem fought the urge to take a step back. “What are we looking for?”
“This.” Belle pointed at the top of a page.
“I can’t read it.”
“But I can,” Belle said.
“How does the daughter of a merchant learn to read Old Fey?” Adem asked.
Belle ducked her head. “I told you, I spent a lot of time on the barges with my father. One of the fey emissaries knew I liked learning, and he taught me.”
“Doesn’t sound like the fey I know.”
Belle reached out and touched Adem’s arm. “Not all of them are monsters.”
Adem ground his teeth. “What does it say? Can it help?”
“Give me a minute.” Belle dragged a chair to her position and sat.
Adem followed suit and watched as Belle’s eyes danced over the characters. She turned one page. Then another. Adem once again tried to read it, but quickly gave up and stood.
“You’re going to have to be a bit patient,” Belle said.
“Sorry,” he muttered. Instead of sitting and watching, Adem walked along the balcony. A second light ball joined him and followed at a short distance, illuminating everything within a fifteen-foot radius.
What would he have to do to break the curse? Would the condition ask him to sacrifice his life? Or fall in love with someone? Or perform a great feat of strength? He’d heard almost a hundred different accounts of curse conditions, and he’d often wondered what his would be. Now he might find out.
Now he might find out that the condition would be impossible to fulfill.
What if the condition required him to fall in love? What would he do? He didn’t have time to make that happen, not unless he found a girl he could get along with and dragged her back to his castle, where she would have to live with his people as they turned into monsters.
No, he hoped that wouldn’t be it.
He hoped it would be something he could fulfill on his own. Quickly. He scratched his cheeks and found that his suspicion had been correct: he’d sprouted more fur on his face. If he kept running into Se’wh, he could be completely transformed by the end of the week.
Faint smells of people who had been in the library earlier in the day drifted to his nose—a new development. New and alarming. As he passed just above where he and Belle usually studied, he inhaled. Lavender and his own musk, along with Taylor’s scent.
“Adem!”
Belle’s cry stopped Adem in his tracks, and he ran back the way he had come. The ball of light struggled to keep up.
“Did you find something?” he asked as Belle came into view.
The furrow of her brow, and the way she bit her bottom lip, told Adem her news wasn’t good.
“What?” he asked. “What is it? Did you find the condition? What do I have to do?”
Belle shook her head. “No, I didn’t find the condition...exactly.”
Adem searched her with his eyes. Her hands were clasped tightly together, and a smell he hadn’t smelled from her before hung in the air. Her eyes darted from his to the book and back.
“What did you find?” Adem asked in a calm voice.
“Well, the condition isn’t in here, but it does tell me how to find it.”
“How?” Adem moved to look down at the pages, as if he might be able to decipher the alien language.
“You’re not going to like it.”
Adem steeled himself. “Is it worse than turning into a monster?”
“You tell me.” Belle looked up at Adem. “It’s a spell, but it can only be cast by one person here.”
“Who?”
Pain flickered in Belle’s blue eyes as she spoke. “It has to be a First Fey. Either the First Fey who cursed you, or a close relative.”
What felt like a fist hit Adem in the stomach. “And that would be?” He already knew the answer, but asked the question anyway, as if it might lessen the blow to come.
Belle swallowed. “Se’wh.”



Chapter 9
Every muscle in Adem’s body tightened, and he took a step away from Belle. The fabric of his jacket and shirt ripped as his shoulders widened again. Pain lanced through his fingers, and his knees threatened to buckle. “Are you sure?” he asked through gritted teeth.
“I’m sure,” Belle said in a soft voice.
Fire exploded in Adem’s belly, and he doubled over.
“Adem?” Belle ran to him, but he shoved her back.
“Get away.” His voice came out as a snarl. Adem dropped to his hands and knees, wanting to vomit, but in too much pain to do so. A cracking echoed in his skull. His knees turned inside out. All he could see was red, and all he could feel was pain.
Belle inched toward him. “You have to calm down.”
“No!” Adem meant to say the word, but it came out as a bellow that rattled the nearby shelves. 
A flash of light caught his attention, and he looked up. Belle had stopped a few feet away. A mix of fear and horror twisted her beautiful features. The sweet scent of terror filled Adem’s nostrils, and part of him wanted her to secrete more. He put his forehead on the cool floor. “You have to get out of here.”
“But—”
“Now!” The shelves rattled again. The floating balls of light seemed to cringe back. “Before I hurt you.”
“I’ll be back,” Belle said as she scrambled to her feet. She slipped out of her shoes. “Mariane might be able to help.”
He wanted to tell her not to come, but didn’t have the strength. Rage fueled the change, and the change fueled the rage. Adem pounded the floor with his fist, and stone cracked beneath the blow.
What would he become?
The curse had had a lot of time to work in him. He might become the strongest beast known to man or faerie. He would be a monster, devoid of humanity.
He had to calm down. Adem forced himself to lay on his back. One of the glowing balls had stayed, hovering a few feet away. Adem focused on the light. Focused on not turning into a beast. Focused on staying himself.
“My name is Prince Adem of Staton,” he said in a raspy voice. “I’m sixteen years old. I need to save my people.”
Thoughts of Gilles and those still in the castle caused another round of crippling pain, and he felt his fingernails grow thicker.
“My name is Prince Adem of Staton,” he said again. “My roommate is an insane fashion designer who is going to be really mad about this jacket.”
The absurdity of the statement drew a chuckle from Adem, which in turn drew a laugh. “It’s his fault I’m here.”
And maybe his fault that Adem now had a clue about the condition.
Somewhere in his musings, Adem’s breathing and heartbeat had slowed. The fire in his veins cooled, and he felt sweat trickling down his neck. He brought his arm up to wipe his face and found claws instead of fingernails. Brown fur covered the backs of his hands. He quickly inspected his face and felt more fur there.
“Adem?” Belle’s voice sounded from below.
He closed his eyes. She would see him. She would see him as he was and run.
She should run, if she knew what was good for her.
“He’s up here.” The clatter of feet on stone sounded, and more light rose from the main floor.
He waited.
He should tell her to run.
Instead he forced his eyes open as she fell to her knees beside him. “Adem? Are you all right?”
“No.”
Two others appeared behind her: the mermaid princess Mariane, and S’ula. Both spell casters.
“Well, that’s not good,” S’ula said.
“S’ula,” Mariane said in a stern tone.
“What?”
Mariane knelt next to Belle. Her palm started to glow green, and she placed it on Adem’s chest. “Is anything else changing?”
“No, I think I’m done for now.”
A frown pulled on Mariane’s lips. “S’ula, I could use your help.”
The surly girl sighed and went to kneel on the other side of Adem. Her palm glowed purple, and she placed it right next to Mariane’s. After a few seconds, S’ula looked at Adem. “We can’t stop this.”
“I know,” Adem said.
“But we can slow it down,” Mariane said. She looked at Adem. “We’ve been working on keeping sea witches from turning into maddened monsters. It’s not perfect, but it will give you a few days of stability. You should get back to your castle.”
Adem shook his head. “I have to fix this.”
“You’re going to be lucky to walk at this point,” S’ula said. Warmth flooded Adem, and the two girls removed their hands.
Adem pushed himself up. “I can walk.”
Belle touched his arm. “Adem, you should rest.”
“No,” he said. He patted Belle’s hand before looking at his legs.
Sure enough, his knees had reversed direction like a bird, and he seem to have acquired a new ankle. He commanded them to bend, and almost threw up when his feet came off the floor.
“That is not okay,” S’ula said.
“I’m not the first,” Adem said with a grunt as he got his feet under him and rose. Each movement felt like glass in his joints, and a skull-splitting headache began. However, with Belle’s help, he made it upright.
“Where exactly are you going?” Belle asked.
“I need to find Se’wh.”
The two spell casters exchanged a confused expression.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Taylor said, appearing out of the darkness. He frowned. “Look what you did to my jacket!”
“It’s the only way to save my people,” Adem said.
Everyone looked to Belle for support.
“Se’wh confronted us at the dance, and said something that got me thinking.” Belle shot Adem a small smile. “She said that if we were looking for a cure to his curse, we wouldn’t find one.”
“Curses don’t have cures,” Mariane said.
Belle held up a finger. “Not true. Most curses can be cured by the one who cast them. It’s a closely held secret.”
“Are you serious?” S’ula asked.
“Very.” Belle looked again at Adem. “The only curses that don’t have cures are those cast by the First Fey. And not just any First Fey, but the ruling family.”
Adem took a deep breath.
“And you found the condition?” Mariane asked.
“No, we found the way to find the condition.” Belle waved a hand. “It’s a spell. A spell that can only be performed by either the fey who cast the curse, or a close relative.”
Mariane’s eyes widened.
“That would be Se’wh, I presume,” S’ula said.
Belle nodded.
“And you’re going to ask her to do it?” Mariane asked.
Adem continued taking even breaths. “I have to.”
Taylor pointed back toward the gym. “You can’t even handle being on the same half of the campus as her.”
“I was fine until we read this book,” Adem grumbled.
“Do you think she’ll help you?” Taylor asked.
That brought a growl from Adem’s throat. “I don’t know.”
“What will you do if she says no?” Taylor asked.
“I don’t know,” Adem said again. “But I have to try.”
Taylor rubbed his face. “Fine, but not tonight.”
Adem pointed at his face. “I don’t know how much more time I have.”
“You can’t just charge in and make her help you. Mariane says you’re stable for a bit—let us arrange things.”
Belle nodded. “Taylor’s right. Don’t rush this.”
Adem wanted nothing more than to shake the First Fey and force her to cast the spell, but he knew that wouldn’t work. His friends were right. “Fine.”
“Good, leave it to me,” Taylor said. “Go back to the room and get some sleep.”



Chapter 10
Adem slept fitfully, waking often from nightmares of turning into a beast and hunting Belle down in the forest, only to drag her back to his castle and lock her in a tower. By the time the sun crested the horizon, Adem was only too happy to get up.
He took one look at Taylor’s immaculately made bed and wondered what his roommate had been doing all night. Clearly not sleeping.
Adem showered while trying not to look at his backward knees, toweled, and then shook off. Brown fur had sprouted almost everywhere, and if his claws grew any longer he would have to cut them.
One look in the mirror and Adem found that his blue eyes had changed, now leaning more toward gold. No amount of shaving would hide his furry forehead. Only his loosest pants fit, and only one of his shirts stretched over his shoulders without ripping.
Adem was about to leave when someone knocked on the door.
“Adem?”
He closed his eyes and inhaled. Like always, Belle’s scent carried a hint of citrus. And this time, fear. He went to the door and placed his palm against it. He could practically feel Belle on the other side. Waiting.
Before he could change his mind, Adem turned the handle.
Dark rings dug into the skin under her eyes. She’d managed to find the time to get out of her dress and back into a pair of pants and a tunic. A basket dangled from her fingers. Her eyes met his, and Adem found steel there.
“Hey,” he said.
“How are you feeling?” Belle asked.
“Fine.”
She smirked. “Liar.” She held out the basket. “I brought some food.”
“I’m not hungry,” Adem said.
“Well, I am.” She reached out and grabbed his hand, completely ignoring the fur and the claws, and dragged him out into the hallway. “Come on.”
They walked in silence until they reached the lobby, which was deserted, and sat at one of the tables.
“Did you speak with Se’wh?” Adem asked.
“We did.” Belle pulled the cloth over the basket back to reveal a large pile of baked goods. “Apple is your favorite, is it not?”
“It is,” Adem said. “Did you make these?”
“Some of them,” Belle said. “Eat up.”
Adem took an apple pastry the size of his hand and bit into it. Belle nibbled the corner of a berry tart. Adem swallowed and looked at her. “I should have been the one to ask Se’wh for help.”
“She would have told you no,” Belle said.
“You don’t know that.”
“Yes, I do.” Belle held up a hand. “It took us all night to convince her.”
Adem’s mouth went dry, and he forced himself to swallow another bite. “She agreed?”
Belle looked away. “With a provision.”
“Of course.” Adem put the pastry on the table. “What is it?”
“She wouldn’t tell us.”
A hint of deceit hit Adem’s nose, and he leaned away. “You’re lying to me.”
Belle closed her eyes for a moment before she once again looked at Adem. “If we tell you, the deal is off.”
“And what is this deal?” Adem asked in a harsh voice.
“The deal is you go to her, agree to her provision, do whatever that entails, and then she’ll find out what the condition to your curse is.”
“And you can’t tell me what her game is?”
Belle shook her head. “I’m sorry.”
“I’m obviously not going to like it,” Adem said.
“No, you’re not.” Belle’s voice was barely above a whisper. Her own pastry sat idle in her hand, and her eyes pleaded for Adem’s forgiveness.
He steeled himself. “Whatever she wants, it’s not your fault. You can stop looking like the world is about to end.”
Silence settled between them. Adem reached out and took her hand. “Thank you again for helping me.”
Belle scooted closer to him. “Thank you for taking me to the dance.”
Adem snorted. “That was more Taylor’s doing than mine.”
“I asked him to do it.”
Adem blinked. “You did?”
A mischievous grin spread her lips. “I wasn’t sure you were interested.”
“Wasn’t sure?”
“You seemed pretty focused.”
Adem stared at her beautiful face. Her blue eyes. Her porcelain skin, and the way her lips quirked up when she thought she was being funny. He reached out and brushed her cheek. “I wish things could have been different.”
Belle took his hand.
Bubbles galloped in Adem’s veins, and he pulled her fingers to his lips. His insides turned gooey, and he leaned forward until their noses were a mere inch apart.
Belle held her breath, and Adem closed the distance and gently kissed her.
Her soft lips molded to his, and her hands wrapped around his neck.
Adem pulled her to him. Every nerve in his body came to life, and he inhaled her taste as their kiss deepened. After a few moments he pulled away.
“What was that for?” Belle asked, a blush on her cheeks and a smile on her face.
“I just wanted you to know I was interested.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Duly noted.” Then she grabbed him by the front of the shirt and drew him in for another kiss. Her lips pressed against his, and her arms held him tight. He could taste the desperation in each action.
Adem gently pushed her back. “What’s wrong?
Belle looked into his eyes. “We need to go meet Se’wh.”
Reality crashed back down, and Adem scooted his chair back. “Better get this over with.”
 
Taylor met them at the fountain, freshly showered and clothed. He frowned at Adem’s outfit, then studied them both. “You finally kissed her?”
“Shut up,” Adem said.
They walked into the history building and to their classroom. Adem’s nostrils flared. “What is Bo’ab doing here?”
“Se’wh has never performed the spell,” Taylor said. “Bo’ab has some experience with it.”
The door to the room stood open, and the two First Fey sat near the instructor’s desk. A single chair had been dragged to the front of the room.
The First Feys’ heads turned and their eyes fell on Adem. He felt the weight of their gazes as he walked toward them, chin up and shoulders squared.
Bo’ab rose to her feet. Her lavender eyes flashed, but her expression remained neutral.
Se’wh also got to her feet, her face unreadable.
“Here he is,” Taylor said as Adem stopped a few feet from the fey.
Se’wh’s gaze burned into Adem’s eyes, as if she held a thousand years of hate within herself.
Adem gazed right back, remembering all those who had already turned into beasts, and all of those who had hunted down and killed their family members for food.
A dark silence settled between them. Se’wh remained perfectly still. Adem forced himself to do the same. She finally spoke.
“You agree to my provision?”
“How can I agree to it if I don’t know what it is?” Adem asked.
The First Fey’s lips curled up into a cruel smile. “If you want to find out the condition to your curse, you don’t have a choice.” Her eyes roamed his face and hands. “And it looks like you don’t have much time.”
Adem ground his teeth. “The castle is full of innocent people. I’m just trying to save them.”
Se’wh shook her head. “No one there is innocent.”
Bo’ab put a slender hand on Se’wh’s shoulder.
Se’wh took a breath. “Do you agree?”
Adem would do anything to save his people. “I agree.”
The cruel smile returned to Se’wh’s lips, and she gestured to the lone chair. “Sit.”
“I’m not moving until you tell me what this provision is,” Adem said.
Se’wh circled the chair, her slender fingers brushing along the back and down the arm. “You claim to have been too young to know what your parents were doing—why they were cursed.”
“That’s right,” Adem said in a low voice.
“Well, you’re going to see their sins.” She gestured toward the chair. “Sit.”
Taylor shifted beside him, and Belle’s scent changed from a small amount of fear to...anger.
Adem folded his arms over his chest. “I’m going to need more.”
Bo’ab stepped forward. “The First Fey have a special bond among family. When one of us dies, their memories are transferred to another.”
“Their memories?” Adem frowned.
“Yes.” Bo’ab shot Se’wh a warning look. “We are then able to share the memories with a few.”
“Share them?” Belle asked.
Bo’ab nodded. “Yes, it is like seeing through another’s eyes. There are some limited human spells that can perform a similar function, but to us it is second nature.”
Adem stepped forward. “So you’re going to pour someone else’s memories into my head?”
“Yes,” Se’wh said.
“Memories of what?”
“The truth of what your parents did to my brother.”
The truth? Adem could find out the truth about what his parents had been doing? He’d been searching for this answer for four years. Letting out a huff, he moved to the chair and sat. “Do it.”



Chapter 11
“You two should go,” Se’wh said.
“I’d rather stay,” Taylor said.
Belle nodded.
“Fine, but if you try to interfere, Bo’ab will be forced to stop you.”
Adem ground his teeth as Se’wh’s flowery scent enveloped him, and cringed back when her arm brushed his. She got behind him and leaned down to whisper in his ear. “Are you ready?”
Adem’s fingers and claws curled around the arms of the chair. “Just do it.” He caught a glimpse of Belle’s worried face as well as a hard look in Taylor’s eyes that he’d never seen before. He tried to give them a reassuring smile, but just as he did, Se’wh’s hands settled on each side of his head.
Pain exploded in his mind, and it felt as if Se’wh was crushing his skull. Adem tried to get away, but found he didn’t have control over his body. The pain continued, reaching down his neck and into his chest. A tingling sensation moved out from there and into his fingers and toes.
“Open your eyes,” Se’wh said in a distorted voice.
Adem did, expecting to see Belle and Taylor, but instead he found himself in the woods. A bubbling stream ran through a glen where three First Fey sat, eating. The world tilted as Adem’s perspective looked to the left. Adem tried to move it back, but found he wasn’t in control.
“These are my brother’s memories,” Se’wh said. “You are looking through his eyes.”
Adem stopped trying to control and took in everything he could see. Two of the First Fey were female, and the other male. All wore the typical hunting garb—tunics and pants in earthy colors, although the females wore shorter trousers. A garland of vines encircled each of their heads, and all wore quivers of arrows.
“It is a hunting party,” Se’wh said. “They were out hunting the first deer for our spring festival when your parents attacked them.”
The world shifted again, and Adem found himself standing. He caught a glimpse of Se’wh’s brother’s hand as he waved his fellow hunters forward.
Se’wh’s brother looked a little longer at the female with long red hair. Adem realized that he’d seen her before, at one of his parents’ balls. He’d only been ten, and she looked exactly the same. Adem had spent hours watching her through the railing of the balcony, after his parents had ordered him to his room.
Se’wh’s brother took the lead and started through the forest. Adem recognized the types of trees and the familiar underbrush which he had spent his childhood playing in, but he did not recognize this particular stream or grove of trees. Hills rose to his right, and Adem wondered if that was the path to the castle.
There was no sound, which made the hair on Adem’s neck stand up. It felt wrong to be walking through the woods and not hear the rustle of leaves or the swish of cloth.
“I’m going to speed it up now. Try not to vomit,” Se’wh said.
Adem didn’t know what to expect, so when everyone began moving quickly, as if they’d turned into hyper children, he had to concentrate to keep up.
They followed the stream through the woods. Adem’s perspective often glanced at the ground, and after a dozen times Adem finally spotted fresh deer tracks.
Time continued speeding by until Se’wh’s brother reached a clearing. Adem felt as if a carriage ride had stopped too fast, and it took him a moment to get his bearings.
Adem recognized the clearing. He’d wandered to it a few times, and each time his parents had been furious with him. It was well away from the roads and trails through their part of the woods, and Adem’s mother had warned him that it was fey land, and that if he was found trespassing, they might eat him. He had never believed her.
The stream had widened, rolling over a rocky bed on one side of the clearing. Sunlight kissed the knee-high grass as it shifted back and forth in the breeze. The trees grew tall and straight, as if tended by an unseen force to keep them guarding this place.
Adem’s perspective—who remained in the shadows—focused on the far end, where a buck drank from the stream.
The creature stood taller than any Adem had seen. Six points adored each horn, and as it raised its head, Adem wondered why anyone would kill such a magnificent specimen.
Se’wh’s brother raised his bow and nocked an arrow. He sighted the animal down the long shaft and waited.
Adem found himself holding his breath.
Before the fey had a chance to release the arrow, the buck bolted into the safety of the trees. The fey lowered his bow, and Adem could feel the disappointment. The irritation. Then the fear.
An invisible force threw Se’wh’s brother forward. The ground rushed up to meet him, and darkness settled.
“What happened?” Adem asked.
“Your parents are what happened,” Se’wh said.
Adem’s eyes opened a crack. A blue light filled his perspective for a moment before his eyes closed again. It took three more times before the fey was able to look around.
The blue light came from floating balls, not unlike those in the Academy’s library. They illuminated the stone ceiling of a large chamber. The fey slowly turned his head, as if moving was painful, and the view jumped as his eyes fell on one of his companions.
Adem let out a low growl. The blonde female fey had been strapped to a stone slab. Blood blossomed from a wound in her belly and ran from the slab onto the floor. Her blank eyes stared at Adem, as if asking why he would allow this to happen.
Se’wh’s brother turned his head the other way and found his male companion in the same state. Adem felt his anger as he pulled against his own bonds. Felt his fear as he yelled out for help.
No one came.
The rest of the room consisted of a long wooden table covered in blood-encrusted instruments, and a locked door. Adem’s lungs screamed for air, and he took a deep breath, expecting to smell the iron tang of blood or the stench of death. Instead, he smelled Se’wh.
“He was there for two weeks,” Se’wh said. “I’ll spare you the boring parts.”
The scene sped up again. Robed servants removed the bodies of the dead fey. Others brought the red-headed female, who was still alive. Barely.
More robed figures came. Se’wh’s brother watched as they tortured his companion. Sometimes they cut with tools, other times magic that Adem couldn’t see. But he could see the effects. Adem’s stomach churned. He closed his eyes, but the scene didn’t disappear.
It must have taken days for her to die.
“They left my brother for last because he was the highest fey they’d ever captured.”
Adem swallowed. They had no proof that this was his parent’s doing. This could be anyone.
Time slowed, and the door opened with a creak.
Adem jumped. He could hear.
Three figures came in. The dark red robes hid the people beneath. One went to the table, one came to the side of the slab, while the third stood guard at the door.
“Are you ready to tell us what we need to know?”
Adem’s blood ran cold. He knew that voice.
Se’wh’s brother didn’t answer.
“We’ve been at this for weeks,” another voice said. “Kill him and be done with it.”
This time Adem stopped breathing. That was his mother. His mother who approached with a rusted, hooked knife in her hand.
Adem could somehow feel the fey’s resolve. His hate. His desire to rip the humans apart bit by bit. The pleasure he would get from the act of destroying everyone and everything they loved. Just as they had done to him.
For the first time, the robed figure looking down on Se’wh’s brother pushed his hood back, revealing his face.
A face so familiar that Adem wanted to reach out and touch it.
Blue eyes—an exact match of Adem’s—gazed down at the fey. Adem’s father’s beard was perfectly trimmed, and each brown hair on his head was brushed into place.
“All of this will stop when you tell us what we need to know.”
Adem jerked when his host spoke in a raspy, weak voice. “You have doomed your entire kingdom.”
“If you tell us, no one else gets hurt.” Adem’s father jerked his head at the blood-stained slab to his right. “Their blood is on you. Don’t make it worse.”
“Why do you want to know about our magic?”
“We know what you’re trying to do,” Adem’s mother said as she stepped forward and lowered her own hood. Her achingly familiar face twisted into a look of hate.
“And what would that be?”
Adem’s father answered. “We know you have plans to destroy the human kingdoms.”
“Why would we do that?”
Adem’s mother leaned forward and stared hard into the fey’s eyes. “Because you fear us.”
A gurgling chuckle came from the fey. “Fear you?”
The woman set the rusted knife at his throat. “As well you should.”
“Kill me,” the fey said. “And after you do, your entire kingdom will be cursed.”
“Why?” Adem’s mother asked. “No one knows you’re here. No one can trace your death to us. We’ve covered our footsteps very carefully.”
“Not carefully enough.”
Adem’s father frowned. “If you will not tell us about your magic, then another will.” He turned to Adem’s mother. “Kill him.”
The blade sliced into the fey’s throat.



Chapter 12
Adem’s own eyes shot open, and he found himself gripping the arms of the chair so hard that one of them was now splinters in his hand. The beating of his heart made his chest feel like a drum, and sweat ran down his face. He dropped the remains of the chair and his hands flew to his throat.
No blood.
Adem blinked a few times, and his gaze finally settled on Belle, who watched him with wide eyes.
Se’wh walked between them and stared down at Adem. “That is who your parents were.”
The words speared him to the chair. Adem shook his head. He wanted to deny it. He wanted to scream at her that it was a lie, but something deep inside him had always wondered why his kingdom had suffered the worst curse in human history.
He raised his eyes to Se’wh. Her cold gaze left ice in his veins.
“Your parents killed almost a hundred fey before we stopped them.” She leaned down until her nose hovered in front of his. “That’s like us killing a thousand of your people. Torturing a thousand of your people.”
Adem kept his gaze steady.
“Our curse was a kindness.” She straightened and turned away.
“Wait,” Adem croaked, his voice almost as raw as her brother’s had been. “What about the condition?”
Se’wh faced him. “You still want to save them?” She flung an arm wide, pointing out the window. “After what you just saw?”
Adem slowly got his feet. “There are children in that castle who had nothing to do with what I just saw. Innocent peasants and servants who deserve to live.”
She glared.
“You gave me your word.”
Se’wh let out a little snort. “Fine.” She walked back to him. Fire burned in her eyes, and venom dripped from her words. “The condition to your curse is this: In order to keep your people from turning into beasts, you must save the life of a First Fey. Before your transformation is complete.” She sneered. “Good luck.”
With that, she turned and walked out. Bo’ab followed. Belle and Taylor moved out of their way.
Adem’s strength failed, and he collapsed into the chair.
Belle rushed forward, falling to her knees. She gathered his hands in hers. “Are you all right?”
Adem shook his head.
Taylor joined Belle. “What did you see?”
“The truth.” The words fell from Adem’s lips like a rock. He’d spent hours each day trying to find the truth about what had happened. Interviewed every servant, every peasant, and every other royal who was left. None of them had told him anything like this.
Belle squeezed his hands, and a tiny spark of warmth pushed his shocked brain into talking. “I saw my parents kidnap and torture First Fey.” He swallowed. “My mother killed Se’wh’s brother.”
Taylor shook his head. “Why?”
“They wanted to know about fey magic.”
“People have been trying to learn more about that for ages,” Belle said. “What made your parents think murder would give them the answer?”
“I don’t know.”
Se’wh’s words echoed in his mind. “The condition to your curse is this: In order to keep the rest of your people from turning into beasts, you must save the life of a First Fey. Before your transformation is complete.”
“All my people are going to die,” Adem said in a quiet voice. It hurt to say the words aloud, and yet he knew that there was nothing more to be done.
“Maybe there’s another way,” Belle said.
Adem shook his head. “You know there’s not.”
“You can’t give up hope.”
He smiled. “I’m sorry I dragged you into this.” He looked at Taylor. “Both of you.”
Taylor bit his lip. “Are you sure that’s the only thing that will work?”
“I’m sure,” Adem said. “And it’s not like there are any First Fey who would even accept my help, let alone allow me to save their life.” He stared at the far wall. “It’s over.”
“You can’t give up,” Belle said.
Adem opened his mouth to reply, but pain exploded in his back. He let out a wail and stood. He put a hand on his spine, expecting to feel a knife protruding from between the vertebra, but instead he found a spike sticking out of his flesh.
Another flash of pain, and another spike erupted. Adem fell to the floor.
“Mariane’s spell didn’t hold for long, did it?” Taylor said.
Adem looked at Taylor. “Get her out of here.”
Taylor grabbed Belle by the shoulders and pulled her away.
“No!” Belle cried.
Adem’s entire spine felt like molten iron. He screamed as another spike thrust through his skin. The scent of his own fear—acrid and musky—filled his nostrils, and he exhaled it away. When he took a breath, Belle’s scent stuck in the back of his throat. The thought of her opened up a longing inside him that he’d never felt before.
Something no human had ever felt.
“Get her out,” Adem said through gritted teeth.
Belle shook her head as Taylor tried to drag he away. “You have to fight it. You can’t turn.”
Even her voice drove him to her. Some insatiable need built inside his body. His hands clenched into fists, and his arms shook. It took every bit of his self-control to stay where he was.
“Please Adem, let us help you,” Belle said.
 “Now!” Adem’s roar rattled the windows.
“Come on,” Taylor said as he finally forced Belle through the door.
Her scent lingered, floating in the air like a smoky trail. A trail for him to follow. He had to get away from it.
Adem pushed himself up and saw the window. Before he could change his mind, Adem took a chair and threw it as hard as he could. The glass gave way under the assault, and Adem leaped through, landing on the soft grass outside.
More scents than just Belle’s filled his nose, giving him something else to focus on. One drew him more than the others: food. Animals in the woods behind the dorms.
Strength filled Adem’s limbs, and he started running.
Most students were still in bed, recovering from the party the night before. The few he encountered gave a yelp and jumped out of his way. Adem wondered what he looked like. How bad was it? Tusks had sprouted from his lower jaw, and his claws elongated. Each change brought fresh pain. He did his best to ignore it and run.
It didn’t take long. His new limbs provided him more strength and speed, and faster than he thought possible, he arrived at the edge of the woods.
The scent of earth, life, and death filled his nostrils. The buzz of insects and chirping of birds stopped as soon as he got close. Smaller game bolted, somehow sensing a predator much higher than them on the food chain.
Adem crashed through the underbrush until he reached a small clearing.
The images from Se’wh’s brother flashed through his mind, and Adem shook his head and sat. The spikes on his back hit the bark of a tree, and a burning scent filled the air. Adem turned to find that the spikes had left a deep, charred scar.
He turned and leaned his head against the rough trunk. “Breathe,” he ordered himself.
The urge to find Belle had waned, leaving behind a void. His nostrils flared as he caught the scent of a rabbit hiding in a nearby thicket. A growl escaped as he fought against the push to go and kill it.
“Breathe,” he said again.
The pain lancing through his body slowed, and then ceased. Everything throbbed, and when he dared look down at his hands, he found elongated paws with ugly, curved claws at the ends. He gingerly touched his face with the pads of his paws and felt fur everywhere.
Had he finished changing?
Another inhale indicated water nearby, as well as a sweet rot he couldn't place. Adem lurched to his feet and lumbered toward the water, holding on to trees to stay upright. The sound of the trickling stream led him to a small grove, where he steeled himself and looked at his reflection.
Not much of Adem remained. Fur covered his whole face. His bottom jaw now jutted out far enough for tusks as long as his palm. A flat, black nose poked out from the fur. The only thing that was still Adem were his eyes.
A mix of anger and fear bubbled up, and Adem threw his head back and roared.
Birds that had been hiding in trees took flight. In the wake of his outburst, the only sound he heard was the bubbling stream as it went by his feet.
Adem sank to the ground and looked up at the blue sky. “Why?” he asked. “Why did you do it?”
Why had his parents killed the fey? What kind of monsters were they?
He glanced at his paws. “Am I turning into them?”
A faint voice floated on the wind. “Adem?”
“Belle.” Adem sprang to his feet and turned to run the other way, but her scent followed her voice, and his beastly instincts rooted him in place.
“Adem?”
“Go away,” he managed.
He shouldn’t have spoken, because a moment later he heard her coming toward him.
Adem forced himself to turn away. He ignored the longing inside him and took a step toward the stream.
“There you are!”
Adem stopped. He refused to look at her. “You need to get away from me.”
“I want to help.”
He could imagine the determined look on her face and the way her lower jaw came forward when she was about to tell someone off. He didn’t give her the chance. “I told you to get away.”
“No.”
A frustrated snort escaped as he turned to look at her. The moment his eyes found her, something inside him broke. Something more than desire. He needed her.
She stood at the edge of the glen, watching him. “Let me help you.”
“There’s nothing you can do.”
“But...” She sniffed. “Adem, I think I love you.”
Adem blinked. “Love me?”
“Yes.” She smiled as tears ran down her cheeks.
A spark of hope filled his chest. He opened his mouth to reply, but clamped his teeth back together. “It’s too late.”
“No, there has to be something.” She stepped toward him.
That desire to make her his filled Adem, and his body pulled away even as feet took him closer to her.
She reached for him.
No, no, no! Adem stopped himself. “Please Belle, you have to go. I can barely control this beast. As soon as it takes over, it will come after you. I have feelings for you, and every beast that loved someone killed them. Slowly.”
Belle put a hand over her mouth.
“Please, run.”
Belle took a step back, shaking her head. A twig snapped, and so did Adem’s resolve.
The beast took over, and he lunged at Belle, grabbing her by the arm. She cried out as he rose to his full height and pulled her off the ground. Something in her shoulder popped. The beast licked its lips.
“No!” Belle yelled. She drew a small dagger from her belt and sliced Adem’s wrist. The beast roared in pain and dropped Belle.
Run, Adem begged her in his mind.
Belle didn’t run. Instead, she grabbed a tree branch and pulled it free.
The beast bellowed and charged.
Belle stood her ground. A flash of light blinded Adem. One moment she had a tree branch in her hand, and the next she held a lance, complete with sharpened tip.
The beast couldn’t stop his charge, but managed to twist so that the tip only grazed along his ribs. Before the beast could fight back, the other end of the lance whipped around and cracked him in the side of the head.
Stars danced in Adem’s vision, and he went down.
It was only then that he understood what had just happened.
Belle had changed the branch.
She’d used magic.
Fey magic.
Belle came to stand over him. Tears still streamed down her face.
“You’re fey,” Adem managed to say.
She nodded. “My father was fey.”
That’s how she’d known so much. Why she'd been studying fey magic for a year. And that’s how she’d known where to look for the information he needed.
“I've never told anyone,” Belle said.
Belle was fey. The girl he was falling in love with was the very thing he hated.
Adem shook his head. “Get away from me.”
“Adem, please.”
“You lied to me.” No wonder he’d found her so beautiful.
“No, I—”
More anger forced him to his feet, and before Belle could get away, he had her by the throat. He drew her close, aware of her fear. Basking in it. “You lied to me. I hate you.”
The beast wanted to squeeze until her neck snapped, but Adem stopped it. He dropped her and she landed in a heap.
“Go.” Adem said. “Before I kill you.”
Belle scrambled up, holding her bad arm against her chest. She opened her mouth to speak, but took a step back. Then another.
“Get out!” Adem yelled, and the very air around him cringed away.
One last tear trickled down Belle’s porcelain cheek. She turned and fled.
 



Chapter 13
For a long time, Adem’s eyes remained fixed on the spot where Belle had last stood. Long enough that some of the birds returned, and the insects began buzzing.
Why did she have to be fey?
She’d said that her father used to take her on his trading trips into fey lands. Apparently he used to take her mother as well.
The smooth branch she’d been pinned under and the books on transformation now made sense.
His wrist throbbed, and he inspected it. One laceration, almost all the way through his tendons. It was a wonder he could move his hand. Paw. A quick tear from the leg of his pants and Adem used the fabric to wrap his wrist. If he was anything like the other beasts, he would heal quickly. Just another part of the curse.
Memories of the people who had turned filled his mind. They’d been mindless, throwing themselves at the barrier and killing anyone they could find.
Perhaps because of his parents, Adem would get a special version of the curse. What better way to torture someone than make them aware of the awful things they were doing and leave them helpless to change it?
Another stab of pain lanced Adem’s stomach, and he doubled over.
Soon he would be all monster and no man.
He had to get to the barrier.
Each step brought him closer to the end. Closer to the beast. Adem focused on putting one foot in front of the other. Go around trees. Climb over rocks. Wade through streams. Try not to inhale. Ignore the scents of humans and animals alike.
Do not turn back.
At one point, Adem found himself crawling. After what felt like a day, a prickling sensation ran down his spiked spine.
Magic.
Adem picked up a rock and threw it forward. It arced through the air, landed on the ground with a thump, and rolled. Nothing happened.
Adem took a few more steps and tried it again. The stone hit the ground, but only rolled a foot before coming to a premature stop. He crept forward until he stood a few feet from the stone, eyeing the barrier.
He couldn’t see it, but he could feel it. Like the tingling sensation at the base of your neck when you knew someone was watching you.
No magic, none of the mortal races, and no fey could get through. The consequence for trying was death.
Adem reached forward with his bleeding wrist. The beast tried to pull back, but Adem held firm.
Their tug-of-war came to an impasse, until  someone stepping out of thin air right beside him. The air shimmered then ripped open, and S’ula—dressed in her typical black and purple and smelling of the sea—walked into view.
She looked at Adem and raised an eyebrow. “That will kill you, you know.”
“That’s the idea.”
S’ula held up a finger. “Hold that thought.” She pulled a communication crystal from somewhere in her shirt and rubbed it. “Taylor? I found him.”
“Where is he?” Taylor sounded annoyed.
“He’s about to put his hand through the barrier. Should I stop him or not?”
“Yes, you should stop him!”
“Fine.” S’ula pointed at Adem. “Stop.”
An invisible hand clamped down on Adem’s whole body. A snarl came from his throat as he flexed his muscles with no result. “What did you do?”
“Just a simple spell. It will only last few minutes.” She fished another crystal out of her shirt. “Long enough for Taylor to get here.”
“Do not bring him out here,” Adem said.
“Oh, I think you need to hear what he has to say.” She blew on the red crystal, and a moment later, Taylor too stumbled out of thin air. He almost face-planted, but caught himself and straightened.
His eyes took Adem in from head to toe, and he shook his head. “You’re a mess.”
“What do you want?” Adem asked.
Taylor made a tsking noise. “Since you’re not in the mood for small talk, I’ll get right to it. Belle fell into a patch of thorny roses on her way back to the dorms. Lucky for her, a couple satyrs found her and brought her to the spell casters.”
“I’m sure they’ll take good care of her.”
“My my. Touchy, aren’t we?”
Adem glared. “Can’t a guy turn into a monster and throw himself to his death in peace and quiet?”
“No.” Taylor paced back and forth. “You see, we have a bit of a problem at the moment. Someone smuggled those thorny roses into the Academy, and they’ve been wreaking havoc.”
The scent from earlier—he’d smelled it the day he and Belle met. “Roses are just plants.”
“Wrong,” Taylor said. “They’ve choked out whole kingdoms before. Usually they put the inhabitants to sleep, but these are set to kill.”
“Kill?”
Taylor stopped. “Yes, kill. Belle, along with half a dozen others, has been pricked. Without the cure, they’ll die.”
“And I’m supposed to do something about it?”
“Yes, you are.”
“Taylor, if you don’t let me go through this barrier, I’ll be the thing wreaking havoc.”
“Why die in vain? Why not go out in a show of heroism?”
“Heroism?”
Taylor nodded. “You see, the cure for the poison needs an ingredient that we don’t have.”
“So get it.”
“Easier said than done.” Taylor held up a finger. “Fresh troll dung.”
“What?”
“You heard me. The dean thinks you might be able to get it.” Taylor looked at S’ula for support. She nodded.
Adem wanted to shake Taylor in frustration. “Have you heard a word I’m saying?”
Taylor walked to Adem, put his hands on his hips, and leaned in. “Have you heard a word I’m saying?”
The pain of Belle’s true identity crashed down onto Adem, and he growled. “She lied to me.”
Taylor waved a hand again. “She has to keep it a secret, or the fey might kill her.”
“Kill her?”
S’ula spoke. “They don’t like inter-species births, and while they’re more lenient about it now, it’s true that her life could be in danger.”
“She could have told me,” Adem grumbled.
“Oh really?” Taylor asked. “And how would you have reacted?”
Adem ground his teeth.
“You would have started yelling and you would have walked away from her.”
“And?”
“And like the children at your castle, she had nothing to do with your curse!”
Hot and cold filled Adem all at once. He had behaved badly.
She’d deserved it.
But he’d hurt her.
That had been the beast.
Could he have stopped it?
Taylor put a hand on Adem’s arm. Adem could barely feel the pressure through the spell. “I understand that you and your people are all going to change. I understand that the human king is going to have to send hunters into the woods to kill those who escape when the barrier fails. I understand that you feel helpless.”
More cold crept through Adem’s veins.
“The dean thinks you can beat the trolls in your current form. He can get you to a troll den, and you can get the dung.” The pressure on Adem’s arm increased as Taylor squeezed. “I’m sorry you can’t save your people, but you can save Belle and the others who will die for no reason. Be your own man.”
Emotions bubbled from Adem’s core. More anger, but also shame.
“Will you help them?” Taylor asked. “Will you help her?”
Belle’s face swam before Adem’s eyes. Her smile. The way she chewed on her lip when she was reading a book she found interesting. The way her lips had felt on his. The way she’d come to save him.
He’d hurt her. Adem swallowed hard. “I’ll do it.”
“Wonderful!” Taylor looked at S’ula. “You can let him go.”
Adem had been headed toward the barrier when she’d stopped him, and when the spell released, he continued on his path.
Taylor grabbed his arm and pulled back hard.
Adem halted. The tattered edge of his bandage swung out and hit the barrier, sizzling into nothing.
“Aren’t you glad that wasn’t you?” Taylor said, still tugging. “Now come on, we’ve got work to do.”



 Chapter 14
S’ula didn’t want to try a transportation spell on Adem, so he ran back through the woods. A group of spell casters met him there, escorting him to the main tower and into the dean’s office.
Taylor sat in one of the chairs with a mass of black fabric on his lap. S’ula and the dean stood shoulder to shoulder over a thick book that lay on his desk.
“Mariane is gathering the rest of the ingredients,” S’ula said.
The dean nodded, and looked up as Adem entered his office. The round gnome didn’t look surprised by Adem’s appearance, and motioned to the other chair. “Sit.”
Adem shook his head. “These spikes on my back burned through the bark of a tree. I’d rather not make a mess of your office.”
The dean moved to the couch. “I am truly sorry about your transformation. Is it complete?”
Adem shook his head. “None of the other people who turned into beasts could still talk. I assume I have one more round before the end.”
“Well then, we’d better make this quick. The people who have been attacked by the roses are fading fast. We only have a matter of hours. Taylor, are you finished?”
Taylor glanced up at the dean with an exasperated look. “Give me a minute. Genius cannot be rushed.”
S’ula moved to the corner, where she uncorked a bottle of blue liquid. The scent of berries filled the air as she poured a goblet. She brought it to Adem. “A restorative potion. Drink it.”
“It might finish my transformation.”
S’ula kept holding it out to him. “I assure you, it will not. If anything, it will keep your final transformation from occurring for at least a few hours. Trust me, potions are my specialty.”
Adem snorted and took the goblet, grateful for the thin stem and large cup on the top. He managed to maneuver it past his tusks and somehow didn’t choke on the liquid as it slid down his throat. It tasted of berries and salt. He made a face.
S’ula took the goblet back. “I’m working on the flavor.”
Dean Banli cleared his throat. “Adem, the spell casters feel it is safe to transport you to a spot just outside the troll cave. Unfortunately, they know how valuable their fresh dung is, so they keep it inside. You’ll have to enter the cave to retrieve any.”
They’d gone over trolls in one of his classes, so Adem had a general idea of what to expect: twice as tall as a human, hands that could crush stone, breath that could paralyze any living creature, and brains the size of a pea. They were quick in tight quarters, but didn’t have the endurance for a prolonged run. Cave trolls, specifically, usually lived alone.
“Finished!” Taylor rose to his feet and shook out the pile of black cloth. Somehow it fell into a large black jacket with long sleeves and holes down the middle of the back.
“Is that for me?” Adem asked.
Taylor beamed. “It’s fireproof and should stand up against the crushing assault of a troll’s hands.” He pointed. “Plus, holes for your spikes, and sealable outside pockets where you can put the poo once you get it.”
“You made that in an hour?” Adem asked.
“Two and a half.” Taylor waved his hand. “Not my fastest time, but certainly my most challenging material.” He held up a bent needle. “I went through eight of these.”
Adem took the jacket and allowed Taylor to help him slip it on. The front buttoned shut, and it fell to the tops of his thighs.
“It looks like you’ve got a tail started back here,” Taylor said in disgust. “Good thing I didn’t try to make pants.”
“Wonderful,” Adem said.
The dean stood. “Adem, you have my word that we will go to your castle and make sure none of your people escape after they turn.”
That brought a lump to Adem’s throat. “Thank you.”
S’ula waved her hand, and the air in front of her shimmered. “Walk through here and you’ll be at the mouth of the cave.” She picked a blue crystal up from the desk. “When you’re finished, throw this on the ground. It will shatter and open a portal into the healers’ area. I should be there, but if I’m not, give the dung to the first person you see.”
“Got it.” Adem tested the jacket, twisting and turning. He found the pockets, then looked at Taylor. “Thank you for this.”
Taylor smiled. “Thank me when you get back.”
Adem took a single breath, straightened to his full height, and walked through the portal.
 
Adem expected to feel pressure as he moved from the school to the mountains, but instead he simply felt warm one second and cold the next. Crusty snow crunched beneath his feet, and the scent of winter and rot filled his nostrils. To his surprise, night surrounded him. He barely felt the icy wind through his fur.
Adem stood on a rocky ledge sitting partway down a sheer cliff. A few feet away, a faint glow came from a crack in the stone wall. Adem moved closer until he inched one eye around the corner.
Warm air escaped from the cave, bringing with it the overpowering smell of fresh, juicy troll feces. A low fire blazed in the middle of the floor, and a single troll crouched over it. The creature had to weigh three times as much as Adem, and he stood at least twice as tall. Its head looked stunted compared to its massive shoulders. Greenish skin pulled tight over thick bones, and a tuft of white hair stuck out the top of its head.
At least he was in the right place.
The easiest thing to do would be to draw the creature out, run in, get what he needed, and then use the crystal to escape. Adem eyed the wall above the crack. The black jacket made Adem almost invisible in the dark, and he should be able to cling to the rocks.
A quick inspection yielded a small stone. Adem grabbed it and used his claws to crawl up the cliff face until he hung above the entrance. A mixture of fear and adrenaline pumped through him as he tapped the stone against the wall.
He heard a huff, and then felt soft thumps as the troll moved toward the entrance.
Adem held his breath as the creature emerged onto the ledge. Before it got the idea to look up, he tossed the rock back down the trail. The troll’s head jerked, and he lumbered after it.
Adem waited until the troll was well away before he dropped, landing in a crouch. The troll ignored him, and Adem crept into the den. Light from the fire licked the walls, illuminating a twenty-foot square area that rose almost as high above Adem’s head. A pile of steaming dung, putrid in color, sat in one corner.
He buried his nose in the crook of his arm. What did trolls eat?
At least it was fresh. Adem moved toward it, but stopped as the hair on his back rose. Adem twisted just in time to see a massive hand lash out at him. He managed to turn so the blow landed on his shoulder. The fabric diffused the power, but the force threw him across the chamber and into the far wall.
The jacket absorbed most of it, and Adem slid to the ground.
A second troll, this one smaller and brown, let out a roar and charged.
Two trolls. It had been a trap.
The beast inside Adem snarled. He crouched and waited.
Each step the troll took shook the room, and the air vibrated as it roared again.
The other one would be back any second. Adem eyed the steaming pile, then returned his attention to his opponent. He waited until the troll almost had its meaty hands around him before Adem ducked and darted around the behemoth.
It growled and turned, but Adem used his own massive fist to send a blow into the back of the creature’s knee. It stumbled.
Adem ran for the dung. He winced as he scooped a pawful of the warm, smooth substance and shoved it into a pocket. He did the same with the other side and pressed the pockets closed.
Another bellow rattled every bone in Adem’s body. He turned and found the first troll coming at him.
The beast inside Adem rose, and Adem let out a roar of his own as he charged.
Adem’s plan had been to dart around the creature, but this was smarter than its companion. A rock-like hand grabbed Adem’s arm and drew him in. The troll’s chest felt like a stone wall against Adem’s face, and when the other arm wrapped around him, the jacket groaned under the pressure.
“What you take?” It sounded like the troll was talking through a mouthful of rocks.
“Nothing you need,” Adem said as he squirmed in an attempt to get free. The dean had said they only had a matter of hours. If he couldn’t save his people, he could at least save Belle. Tell her he was sorry.
The troll hissed, and the pressure on Adem eased a little.
“You cut me.”
The spikes. Adem continued squirming, creating a little space. As soon as he had enough room, he pressed his back to the troll’s arms and dropped his weight.
The troll wailed and dropped Adem. Blood poured from where Adem’s spikes had cut through to the bone of the troll’s wrist.
Adem darted around the creature and back outside into the howling wind. He pulled the blue crystal from beneath his shirt and smashed it against the cliff face. The air shimmered, and Adem stepped toward it. Just as he was about to go through, something inside him twisted.
“Not now,” he said. He stumbled into the rift and fell.
 
The falling didn’t last long. He hit a hard surface face-first and stopped. The scent citrus, the sea, lavender, and stone filled his nostrils.
“Adem?”
Several people reached down and hauled him to his feet. He groaned as pain arced through his side where the troll had tried to crush him. Then his insides were on fire. He was about to finish transforming.
They had to kill him. He stood in a large room with six occupied beds, three spell casters, and Taylor. His eyes settled on Belle’s pale face. “Did I make it in time?” Adem asked. 
“Hopefully,” Taylor said, stripping the jacket off and tossing it to S’ula.
Adem doubled over and groaned. “Taylor, you have to kill me.”
“I’m not killing anyone.”
Pain took Adem to his knees, and he let out a growl. “Now, before I finish changing and start killing all of you.”
“Adem?” Belle’s weak voice asked from the bed.
He raised his head and met her gaze. Giles had been right to warn him not to get distracted. But in the end, it hadn’t mattered. He had still failed his people. At least Belle might live. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.
Tears brimmed in her eyes. “I’m sorry, too.” She smiled. “And thank you, for risking your life to save mine.”
What felt like a knife ripped through Adem’s stomach and he curled in on himself. “Someone kill me. Now.”
A bright light flashed, then darkness pounced.



Epilogue
The sound of voices brought Adem out of the darkness. He expected to see his parents. His friends. His people, now all dead. Like him.
Instead, when Adem’s eyes fluttered open he saw a wood ceiling overhead and a familiar figure standing nearby. Tall. Thin. Dressed in a ridiculous array of stripes and dots. “Taylor?” Adem’s voice grated against his dry throat.
Taylor turned and smiled. “You made it!”
Adem blinked. “Are you dead?”
The smile broke into a laugh. “Oh no, and neither are you.”
“I’m not?” Adem slowly raised a hand. It took more effort than it should have, but when his fingers swam into view, Adem frowned. “Are you sure?”
“Hold on, I’ll be right back,” Taylor said.
“Wait...”
Taylor ignored Adem and walked out of view.
Adem raised his head, which started a pounding, and found himself lying in a bed in the corner of a small room. A wooden table resided in the opposite corner, and a door led to a hallway.
The effort of keeping his head up became too much, and Adem settled back onto the pillow.
How was he not dead? He raised his hands again and found more hair than before, but no fur. No claws. With shaking fingers, he touched his face and felt the stubble of a growing beard.
The scuff of a shoe sounded, and Adem turned his head.
A silhouette stood in the doorway. Not Taylor.
Adem’s heartbeat sped up, and for a moment he stopped breathing. “Belle.”
She took one step into the room. Her eyes never wavered from his.
“You’re okay?” Adem asked.
Belle ducked her head and brushed a stray lock of hair away from her pale face. “Yes. Thanks to you.”
“I’m glad.” He swallowed. They stared at one another. Warmth blossomed in his chest, but a ball of ice settled in his stomach. “Belle, I’m so sorry I hurt you.”
Belle took another step toward him. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you.”
Adem shook his head, then winced as the pounding increased.
Then Belle was at his side, one hand on his forehead and the other grasping his. She squeezed his fingers.
“Belle, how am I human?”
The ghost of a smile tugged at Belle’s lips. “Well, you saved my life.” She looked away. “And it turns out that my father was a First Fey.”
The words rolled around in Adem’s head. “What?”
“You met the condition of your curse before you finished transforming.”
Adem opened his mouth, then closed it. “Did—did you know?”
“No. Neither did anyone else.” She squeezed his hand again. “The moment you started to change again, the spell casters put a spell on you that froze you in time. They were going to take you to the woods and kill you.” She smiled. “But when I drank the potion, their spell melted away and you turned back to yourself. It was quite the spectacle.”
A thousand questions buzzed in Adem’s head, but one he had to ask first. “What about my people?”
Belle’s smile somehow brightened. “They’re fine. The dean just got a message from Gilles. Everyone is back to normal, and they can leave the castle.”
Adem’s throat clenched up, and he closed his eyes. Tears ran down his cheeks, and he fought back a sob. He’d worried about it for so long he didn’t know how to feel except grateful.
Belle leaned in and kissed his forehead. “You did it. I guess you really are a knight in shining armor after all.”
The images of his parents torturing fey scarred the moment, but Adem pushed them away. That wasn’t him. Would never be him. He found himself clutching Belle’s hand, and when he opened his eyes she was still there. Smiling.
“How long was I out?” Adem asked.
“Two days.” She stroked his hair, and her expression fell. “I should have told you.”
“No. I’m sorry that at the first test of loyalty, I failed you.”
“Would you like to make it up to me?” The ghost of a smile blossomed, and Adem’s breath caught in his throat.
“I’ll do anything,” he said.
“Since our homecoming dance got interrupted, I was thinking you could let Taylor put together a date night for us.”
“Taylor?” Adem cringed.
Belle laughed. “Yes, complete with romantic candlelight, dancing, and food.”
That didn’t sound too bad. “Done,” Adem said.
Belle beamed and leaned toward him.
Adem grinned and put an arm around her to draw her in. She giggled until their lips met. Light pushed back the darkness that had always resided in Adem. She pressed her lips harder to his, and Adem’s worries melted away.
“Ah-em.”
A growl came from Adem’s throat.
Belle straightened and laughed.
Taylor stood in the doorway. “If you two are finished—”
“We aren’t,” Adem said.
Taylor ignored him. “I’m going to need your color requests for your ball.”
Adem rolled his eyes.
Belle kissed him on the cheek. “Be strong.”
“As long as you’re beside me.”
“Always.”
 
 
 



The adventures at the Academy continue in Book 3
The Frog Maiden: A Frog Prince Retelling

Enjoy Chapter 1 of The Frog Maiden!



The Frog Maiden - Chapter 1
The fabric of Brisa Northcott’s bag groaned as she adjusted the strap on her shoulder. A trickle of sweat rolled down the back of her neck and she cursed under her breath as she darted out of the way of a wave of second-year students headed for the cafeteria. Brisa didn’t have time to eat. She needed a place to study. Her eyes darted to the library, and then at the stream of students entering.
All of the tables on the green were taken, although with the centaurs heading up some sort of game involving a ball, there wouldn’t be a lot of quiet happening outside. Brisa passed the fountain where a gaggle of third-year girls of all races had gathered.
“Did anyone ever find out who made Belle’s dress for Homecoming?”
Homecoming had been over two weeks before, and these girls were still talking about it?
“It was Taylor. He’s almost booked through the Peach Festival. You’d better get your name in his list today.”
“Taylor, as in Prince Adem’s roommate?”
“Prince Adem is dreamy.”
“I heard he almost turned into a troll and laid an egg.”
Brisa shook her head. Trolls didn’t lay eggs.
The din from the girls faded, replaced by the clopping sound of a centaur coming up behind Brisa. Her fingers tightened around the strap of her bag.
“Brisa! Wait up!”
The cadence hastened. The boys coming toward Brisa stared behind her and up two feet.
The faint smell of a barn accompanied the centaur as she caught up.
Adosa’s back drew even with the top of Brisa’s shoulder. Her sleek, dark brown hide shimmered in the sunlight, as did her black tail and long, straight hair. Ruby red lips pulled into a mocking smile that didn’t reach her doe-like brown eyes. As usual, she wore her white uniform shirt unbuttoned almost to the point of making Brisa uncomfortable with the scarf tied around her neck. “Where are you off to?” Adosa’s gait slowed as she walked next to Brisa.
“I need to study,” Brisa said in an even voice.
“You do have a lot to learn, especially if you’re going to keep your scores high enough to stay.”
The boys passed, craning their heads at the centaur. Not only was she beautiful, but she held a small place of power among her people. Power that went straight to her head.
“The library is always a good place to study.”
Brisa slowed, forcing Adosa to walk at a snail’s pace. “Everyone else is in the library.”
“I suppose that’s true. What about your room?” Adosa put a hand on her chest. “I forgot, your roommate is a vampire. I’m guessing she’s sleeping.” She smirked. “I suppose that’s what you get when your father is a charlatan and you have no heritage.”
Brisa ground her teeth but forced a smile. “I supposed so.”
Adosa tossed her black hair. “I’m on my way to the arts building. One of the sculptors wants to use me as a model.”
Of course they did.
“You could come!” Adosa sneered. “It’s always quiet.”
The thought of sitting in a room with Adosa and her adoring fans made Brisa’s skin crawl. She glanced around and said, “That’s a very nice offer, but I’m meeting someone in the history building.”
“I thought you said you were looking for a place to study.”
Brisa ignored the question, took the next cobblestone path and waved. “See you later.”
“My offer stands!”
Brisa took the stairs two at a time and retreated into the building. Students occupied the first two rooms she passed. When she got to her history room, the instructor—Bo’ab—sat at her desk.
Bo’ab glanced up as Brisa went by. The tall, slender First Fey waved. Brisa kept moving.
The study area near the far stairs—consisting of a table, two chairs and a dusty couch—was deserted. Brisa sighed as she set her books on the table. The carved, wooden chair screeched along the stone floor as she pulled it out.
Brisa opened her bag and stared at the contents. History, science, magic, diversity of species, sculpture...she had enough work here to keep her busy for a month. In the end Brisa decided to start with her goblin report. It wasn’t due until the end of the week, but she’d been working on it a little each day, and if she continued, the report would be finished ahead of schedule.
Brisa pulled out two textbooks and her notebook. Several slips of paper poked out the top of each book, and she opened both to the latest slip. She retrieved a pencil, flipped to her report in the notebook, and began reading.
Understanding the other races was one of Brisa’s primary concerns, and she’d had to beg Dean Banli to let her into the advanced diversity of species class. If she didn’t impress the instructor with this report, he would likely kick her back to the first-year races class.
Goblins had always fascinated Brisa. They kept much of their clanish culture secret, but enough was known that Brisa had plenty of material to put in her report.
According to her research, goblins were reputed to be shy creatures. Everything Brisa had seen here at the Academy proved otherwise. Acting student body president, Rakar, was a goblin, and he was anything but shy.
Another discrepancy seemed to be that the goblins liked to steal. Brisa hadn’t found anything in the library or the school records that indicated that they’d had any issues with thefts involving goblins.
Brisa had hoped to find out more about their clans, but so far she hadn’t had much luck. Perhaps she would ask Rakar for an interview.
Several minutes passed and Brisa was in the middle of writing a long note, when the clomping of hoofs echoed from down the hall.
Adosa. Again?
Brisa gathered all of her things in her arms, hooked her bag over her shoulder and ran up the spiral stairs as fast as she could. Her shoes slapped on the stones, and her legs burned. She reached the landing and ducked behind the half-wall.
The clomping came to a stop.
Brisa held her breath.
“Did anyone see you?” a gravelly voice asked.
“No way,” a deep, alluring voice answered.
“And you’re sure she had a blue tattoo?”
“That’s what the girls said.”
Brisa adjusted the bundle in her arms so she could breathe.
More clopping. This time just two hoofs.
“Did she take the bait?” the gravelly voice asked.
A new voice snorted. “Of course. No woman can resist knowing a tiny bit of their future.”
“I still can’t believe girls buy into that,” the deep voice said.
“All too easy.”
“Is the Tiny Triad tailing her?” the gravelly voice asked.
“They were the last time I saw them.”
Brisa leaned over the rail so she could see below. As she suspected, a centaur stood with a satyr. Both faced a goblin.
The centaur’s silver hide and cropped white hair almost gleamed in the light. A tattoo ran out from under his white shirt and up his neck. He’d rolled his sleeves up, and Brisa could see the tattoo peeking out at his elbow. She’d seen the satyr before—a second year with brown fur, short horns and a disarmingly handsome smile.
The goblin, like all of his kind, stood shorter than most human men. Large, pointed ears poked out from his head. Gold earrings dangled from both in varying quantities. His skin looked extra green next to the white shirt and tie and black pants.
 “Okay,” the goblin—owner of the gravelly voice—said, “we just got lucky. If we can pull this off, we’ll have the biggest advantage in the history of this competition.”
The centaur and satyr nodded.
Brisa frowned. What competition?
The goblin continued. “You know what to do.”
“Right.”
Before either of his companions could move away, a zip of light came down the hall and halted in front of the goblin, bouncing up and down. It let out a faint trill.
“Good,” the goblin said, rubbing his hands. “I’ll be upstairs, waiting.”
“You got it, boss,” the centaur said.
Whatever this was, Brisa wanted nothing to do with it. She turned to creep away from the stairs, but let out a scream and dropped her books when she came face-to-face with a glowing pixie. The little green-skinned female wore a tiny uniform, and somehow she’d managed to find the shortest plaid uniform skirt Brisa had ever seen. Flowing red hair cascaded past her hips. Her wings—segmented like a butterflies—looked like tiny stained glass windows in shades of brown, orange and green. Burning red eyes glared at Brisa, and the pixie let out a high-pitched wail.
Brisa jumped back. “S—sorry.”
“Well, well, what have we here?”
Brisa let out a yelp and spun back toward the stairs, stepping on her books in the process. She came face to face with the goblin. His orange eyes took her in from head to foot, then he looked over her shoulder. “Assassinate her, girls.”
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