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For those of us grieving.
There is no wrong way.



Content Warning


This story contains sexually explicit content and darker themes, including: substance abuse, sexual assault (attempted), thoughts of suicide, attempted suicide, grief, and death of a loved one.
I have done my best to handle these situations with care; however, if you think they might be triggering for you, please take note.
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Prologue





SENAN


THEN
“BELIEVE ME WHEN I SAY, you’re going to fucking love this den. Last time I was there, there was this one dancer with breasts the size of melons—and just as juicy.” The way Philip rolls his tongue along his lips makes me want to vomit. He holds his arms out from his chest, curving them as if they represent said “melons.” He looks like such a twat.
I don’t understand why my brother Aeron insists on hanging around with this prick. Philip’s father may be one of the king’s newest advisors, but he is as sleazy as they come, always leering at women when they pass and making crude remarks.
I love breasts as much as the next man. Large ones, small ones, doesn’t really matter. But juicy breasts? Sounds like that poor woman needs to see a physician.
Usually, I’m up for a bit of banter and mischief with my brother in Kumulus City, but the moment Philip met us on the balcony outside the castle solar, my enthusiasm evaporated. The only upside is that the market is crowded today, and I can pretend I don’t know him.
Instead of stopping there, dearest Philip keeps going with his less-than-appealing descriptions of the fallen women who work in the flesh dens down by the river. I’m sorry, but “bare as a mole” and “a mouth that can the suck scales off a fish” does not entice me.
Why must he speak so loud? We don’t want to hear the crass shite that comes out of his vile mouth, so I highly doubt all these people purchasing baked goods and trinkets this afternoon will appreciate it either.
I take a few steps to my right, ignoring the plea in Aeron’s gaze as Philip keeps yammering.
Why our father chose Philip’s father as part of his cabinet still baffles me. Our mother despised his family—said they weren’t fit for wings, let alone a seat next to the king. If she were still alive, she would have put a stop to the madness.
Unfortunately, our father has been left to his own devices for far too long.
The market is a symphony of color. Emerald-green and ochre silks draped over wooden racks. Vivid violet corsets stretched across dress forms in shop windows. Pastel windchimes made from shells found in the Folly Sea. Small dolls with tiny wings sewn with rainbow yarn.
The most vibrant colors of them all belong to the Scathian fae themselves. Between their hair and their feathers, it’s like a kaleidoscope exploded over the market.
Most of the men have their wings out, trying to impress the women no doubt. I’ve always wanted colorful wings. Maybe red or orange, like the fire I wield. Or a nice, calm green, like the trees in Coill. Instead, I have black feathers. The hue of death and shadows, same as every other male in my family. Apparently, only the most powerful fae have black wings. Not sure who came up with that rubbish. Probably one of my ancestors. And they say we’re “blessed by the stars.” Not because of our wings but our silver eyes. I must admit, I don’t mind them nearly as much as my wings.
I suppose I can’t be too upset with my lot in this life. After all, we have a distant cousin whose feathers are the color of vomit. Not that anyone outside the family knows because he dyes them every other week.
Aeron drifts closer to me, while dearest Philip is busy making eyes at a group of women gathered around a man selling handbags.
“Does he ever shut up?” I mutter under my breath.
The golden rings along Aeron’s pointed ears glimmer when he shakes his head. “Pretty sure he talks in his sleep. The man is such a thorn in my side.”
“Maybe it’s time to remove the thorn before the wound starts to fester.”
For some reason, my comment leaves him frowning. Before I can ask him to explain his reaction, a fleeting wisp of blue catches the edge of my vision. Nothing out of the ordinary; there is color everywhere, after all. But for some reason, I find my head turning, my eyes searching for the source.
That is when I hear it.
A laugh.
Amidst all this noise, the warm, throaty sound shouldn’t stand out, yet it does. Like the unique shade of blue, it draws me in like a fire on a frigid winter’s night.
“Sen?” Aeron’s soft call fades as I scan for the source of that laugh.
My sudden stop disrupts the flow of people surrounding me. Men curse as they shove past, yet I remain frozen, because there, next to the cart filled with pink and green apples, stands a young woman, laughing with one of the vendors.
It feels as if the marble slabs beneath my black boots have turned to quicksand, keeping me from going anywhere but here.
The woman is beautiful, with flowing locks of cerulean waves, high cheekbones, and golden-brown skin, delicate features, and a long, slender neck. But I’ve seen plenty of beautiful women paraded through the castle by noblemen holding out hope of enticing a Vale prince and derailing betrothals that have long since been chiseled in stone.
Despite her beauty, there is something else that calls to me. Maybe it’s the way her head falls back when she laughs with such abandon. Or it could be the sound itself, like a symphony of pure, unadulterated joy. What must that feel like? To be so carefree. So happy.
A man and woman strolling arm in arm cut across my path. Something that never would have happened if my brother and I hadn’t slipped past our guards. It’s amazing how far a decent glamour and a few gold coins can get you. The castle guards may be fearsome, but most are as corrupt as Philip’s father.
“What the hell are you doing? We’re going to be late,” Philip grumbles, tightening the leather queue around his mousy brown hair. Suddenly, the idea of going to the den sounds as appealing as a kick to the bollocks.
I take a halting step away when a hand wraps like a vine around my forearm. Aeron looks past me, toward the beguiling woman who has captured me in her thrall without even knowing I exist.
“What’s in your head, Senan?” he whispers.
“I’ve had enough of that wanker. I’m going back to the castle.” Eventually.
The flat expression oozing disapproval doesn’t suit Aeron at all, making him look like our tyrannical father. His quicksilver gaze darts to the woman, then swings back to me, and I know what he is about to say before he even opens his mouth. “Look. Don’t touch.”
It’s the same warning my mother once gave me when we went into a shop filled with ornate glass baubles blown by the city’s most reputable artisans. Do you know what happened then?
I shattered ten.
“Says the man about to go to the city’s most expensive flesh den.” He is so infuriating when he pretends to care about the rules, like being eleven months older makes him my guardian. Prince Hypocrite should reserve his judgement for someone who deserves it. We both know he’ll be cloistered inside one of the den’s private rooms, buried between the legs of some whore, within the hour.
Look. Don’t touch.
Because touching creates connections.
And connections outside of our castle’s lofty towers are forbidden, all because we’re betrothed to princesses from far-off kingdoms. Hell, even my baby brother Kyffin has a fiancée, and he is only five.
The occasional fuck is just fine, but attachments? Not a hope in hell. The prestigious Vale family does not mix with common folk, lest we taint our pure Scathian blood.
Aeron’s hand falls away, and he heaves a resigned sigh. “Just don’t get caught, all right? I don’t want to deal with Father. Or Boris.”
Why did he have to go and bring our eldest brother into this? The first in line to the throne of Kumulus, Boris makes Philip look like a saint.
If our father found out, we’d be sternly reprimanded. If Boris found out, he’d make our lives hell.
Luckily, I know how to get around the city without being spotted. It’s not like anyone will recognize me without my wings. Thanks to my glamour, my hair isn’t black either, but a nice, neutral brown. Like a potato. I am an invisible potato. “I won’t,” I promise.
With that, Aeron and Philip continue their trek toward the edge of the inter-connected balconies where they hold the Scathian market. From there, they’ll fly down to the river and land where the wingless Tuath live beneath the clouds.
I, on the other hand, am going to speak to the woman with the enchanting laugh, who has moved on from the apple cart to a different merchant selling citrus fruit. When the man behind the table catches her browsing the stack of yellow lemons, his eyes make an unabashed sweep from her hair to her chest.
She is too busy turning a lemon over in her hand to notice the way the pervert’s gaze fixates on the front of her jerkin. A pair of brown-speckled wings appear at his back as he runs a thick hand through his wheat-blond hair.
I’ve never been a violent man, but for some reason that I can only put down to foolishly skipping breakfast, I want to gouge out his eyes.
“What is a pretty thing like you doing all alone on market day?” he asks, all smarmy smiles and lingering eyes.
When the woman smiles up at him, something pinches in my chest. “Who says I’m alone?” Her voice, as sultry as her laugh, makes my knees weak.
Does she have a companion? I scan the marketplace, but no one seems to be paying her any attention. If I’d arrived with her, I’d be hanging on every word that fell from her perfect lips.
She holds up the lemon. “Do you have any lemons that are riper? These seem a little firm.”
Ripe. Firm. Fucking brilliant. Now I’m the pervert gaping at her chest.
Head up, creep. I lift my eyes to her face but get distracted by those parted lips, the same shade as a blush rose’s petals. I wonder if they’re as soft.
The man winks and tells her he’d be happy to have a look “around the back.” What a git. The woman’s smile never wavers, like she doesn’t realize the double entendre in his statement. He turns and struts into the store, his wings stretching and flapping before tucking into his spine.
Pathetic.
Good thing I’m here to swoop in and steal her away from the arrogant fool. When I’m finished, citrus fruit will be the last thing on her mind.
I slip into the empty space next to her, lean my hip against the front of the table, and throw on my most dazzling smile. The problem is, she doesn’t look up from the yellow fruit still clutched in her hand. I should probably say something to announce my presence. Something spectacular that she will recall for the rest of her days.
If only I had my younger brother Rhainn’s penchant for poetry.
Her head lifts, but when her gaze finally meets mine, the words on the tip of my tongue vanish, and I find myself drowning in the golden pools of her eyes. In this moment, I finally understand why all the dragons in those storybooks hoard gold. Why it is the most valuable, most precious of all metals.
Her soft smile makes my own lips tilt up at the corners, as if she has complete control over me. When she lets out a soft gasp, I feel the air in my lungs. When I see the flutter of her pulse at her throat, I feel her heart thumping in my chest.
I clear my throat, breaking the spell this enchantress has cast, regaining some of my senses. But what happens next makes me wish I could give her back control, because I open my mouth and say, “Lemons for what?”
Those are my first words to this stunning creature. In a hundred years, when the two of us are happily married, she will be telling our twenty grandchildren this very story. Never mind the fact that I’m destined to marry another. In this very moment, that feels like such an insignificant detail we can surely find a way around.
I swear I can hear their laughter when they learn that I followed her, eavesdropped on her conversation with a merchant, and asked about fucking lemons.
The delicate skin at the corners of her eyes crinkles when she shoots me a dazzling smile. “For cheesecake, of course. It’s my favorite dessert.”
What a coincidence. Cheesecake is now my favorite dessert too.
The merchant returns, a whole basket full of lemons clasped in his beefy arms, as if he is trying to impress her with feats of strength. When he sees me, his eyes narrow into slits. I return his scowl with every spark of fire that flows through my veins. If he wants to fight, I will be more than happy to relieve him of his head.
The woman doesn’t appear to notice our silent exchange of hatred, reaching right into the basket and selecting a new lemon.
“Oh, yes.”
Her exclamation forces the man to look away from me, which obviously makes me the victor in our staring contest.
She nods, her hair falling forward, blanketing the front of her jerkin in sky blue. “This one is much better. May I have ten, please?” She replaces the lemon in the basket and withdraws a small purse from her belt.
Now is my chance to redeem myself after the awkward lemons comment. My clammy hands fumble in my haste to unhook my own purse and withdraw a gold coin. “Allow me.”
The man’s smile tenses as he reluctantly accepts the coin. Must be shite knowing he has to remain here with his fruit while I stroll off with this woman on my arm.
Her eyes widen as she looks upon me with sincere appreciation. The merchant fills a small canvas bag with ten lemons and hands it across the stall. When he goes to retrieve his own purse, presumably to give me change, I tell him to keep the coins, a consolation prize of sorts. I hook my hand through the bag and settle it on my shoulder.
What type of gentleman would I be if I didn’t offer to carry the woman’s bag—and anything else she wants. Her simple trip to the market is about to become an all-expenses-paid shopping spree, courtesy of Senan Vale.
I could imagine her wearing those golden earrings over there. Or that necklace with sapphires glinting in the jewelry shop’s window. And I can definitely picture her in that blue gown across the way, the one that crisscrosses in the front and shimmers like Ever Falls.
I follow the woman away from the stall, waiting for a shower of gratitude, which will provide me with the perfect opportunity to tell her that she can repay the debt by accompanying me to lunch. The winery up in Corva has excellent calamari. Does she like calamari? Not everyone enjoys food from the sea. There’s a fine restaurant in Noctua with a broader menu that sits atop a mountain overlooking a lake. Maybe that would be more impressive.
My plans die when she whirls, golden eyes fuming. “Are you mad?” she hisses, looking angrier than that ratty, one-eyed cat whose tail I accidentally stepped on when Aeron and I last snuck out of the castle. “Did you honestly think the amount of gold in your purse would impress me?”
I had, in fact, thought that. Not that I plan to say so aloud with the way she is glowering.
“I do not want, nor do I need your money. I can buy my own lemons.” She stuffs a hand inside the purse still clutched in her fist and shoves five coppers into my chest. I only take them because I don’t want the things to fall onto the ground and get kicked away by all the people milling around.
She steals the bag of lemons, which I suppose isn’t stealing at all since I purchased them for her. All I can do is stare down at the five coins and wonder what the hell is happening.
She sweeps a few cerulean strands back from her molten eyes. “Before you give out to me for not paying you back fully, it’s not my fault you chose to waste so much on fruit.”
We have clearly gotten off on the wrong foot. If I don’t put this to rights now, I may not get another chance. And for some reason, the idea of never seeing this woman again makes my chest ache. “Do you know who I am?” I ask.
When her gaze rakes from my potato-brown hair to my boots, I have the overwhelming urge to drop my glamour and release my wings. Then she will surely be impressed.
Her pointed chin lifts so she can look down her upturned nose at me. “You are Prince Senan Vale, third son of King Taranis of Kumulus.”
I guess I’m not an invisible potato after all. Why isn’t she swooning? Why does she seem so irritated by my very presence when I am so enthralled by hers?
She tugs free some hair captured beneath the bag’s strap and adjusts where it rests on her shoulder. “Unfortunately, Prince Senan, I did not come to the market in search of a mid-day tryst; I came to buy lemons. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere else to be.”
So, my reputation precedes me. She must know someone with whom I’ve had a mid-day tryst. Unfortunately, it is quite an extensive list because the whole “look, don’t touch” rule has only made touching that much more fun.
Although I have been thoroughly dismissed, I find myself asking, “Where is that?”
Sunlight gleams off her straight, white teeth when she flashes a saucy smile. “Anywhere you’re not.”
She turns away from me, and a pair of cerulean wings appear through the slits in her jerkin, the feathers at the top darker than the ones at the bottom.
My heart sinks.
Actually, it doesn’t sink. It leaps right out of my chest and flops onto the ground.
Instead of flying away, she twists back around, and my hopeful heart gives a happy thump where it lays between us.
“By the way.” Her gaze drops to the ground, her grin widening as if she can see my heart splayed out like a sacrifice just for her. “You have Pegasus shite on your boot.”
I do not have⁠—
Shit.
Well, isn’t this fucking brilliant? There is, indeed, Pegasus shite on the toe of my left boot. Why do they insist on letting those foul beasts walk where we do?
By the time I glance back up, the woman has taken to the sky, her wings carrying her toward the western horizon.
As I watch her fly farther and farther away, a strange emptiness spreads through my chest. My sacrificial heart is no longer on the ground; it has been stolen by a woman with cerulean hair, golden eyes, and a bag of lemons.
Doesn’t she know that a man cannot survive without his heart?
I suppose I have no choice but to track her down and ask for it back.



One





ALLETTE


NOW
WE WERE NEVER MEANT for happily-ever-after.
I knew that from the moment this doomed relationship began.
I fell in love with him anyway.
The object of my affections lounges next to me on the lumpy mattress. Golden tendrils of candlelight dance through a gap in the threadbare velvet drapes that keep the outside world at bay, casting ethereal patterns on his bare, bronzed torso. My gaze strays to his sharp, angular features. His straight nose. Dark, slashing brows. The fan of his thick lashes.
It’s not fair that one person is so bloody attractive.
When Senan catches me ogling, he laces our fingers together and brushes a kiss across my knuckles. “You will be safe tonight, won’t you?”
Not this again. That is the fourth time today he has made the same remark. “You needn’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” I should be the one fretting. Instead of accompanying me through the portal to celebrate Samhain in the human realm, my prince will be going somewhere far more dangerous.
“As your prince, it’s my duty to worry about the welfare of all my subjects.”
He did not just say that. The cheek. “Is that so?” When he nods, I fight the urge to give him a good thump on the arm. “You’re saying I shouldn’t feel special?”
“Not in the least. I barely even remember your name.” His brow furrows, and his quicksilver eyes narrow as they sweep toward the swell of my breasts concealed by the thin sheet. “What was it again? Anita? Arwen? Arabelle?”
Arabelle? Seriously? I give his flat nipple a hard pinch. “Very funny, Simon.”
He knocks my hand away and rolls, pinning me to the bed with his lithe body. “Simon, eh?” His nose grazes the line of my jaw, sending a shiver of desire racing down my spine. I feel him begin to harden where his hips trap mine, which is impressive considering we’ve already made love twice.
“Oh, I’m sorry. Is that not your name?”
“You know my name, minx.” His deep voice vibrates along my throat where his wicked lips deliver the most delicious punishment. “You were moaning it not long ago.”
Anticipation tightens my stomach as his hungry mouth slides across my skin. “Senan… We don’t have time.” He is under strict orders to return to the castle before sundown.
Senan falls onto his back with a quiet curse, his arms splayed wide and toned chest heaving. I miss him already, and he is still within arm’s reach.
My hand slides to where his heart rattles his chest, and I “walk” my fingers down to his ribs, over each ridge of his stomach, to where the sheet keeps the rest of his glorious body hidden. “Why don’t you cancel your trip and come with me? We would have the most glorious time together, dancing and drinking among the humans. And afterward, perhaps we can deal with this.” I cup his thick erection over the sheet.
Senan twitches with his sharp intake of breath, his fingers slipping around my wrist, putting an end to my wicked plans. “If I don’t go to Nimbiss tomorrow, my brother will murder me.”
Ah, yes. His brother. From what I’ve heard about our new king, Boris Vale is not one to be trifled with. Even more reason to let go of this obsession with a man I cannot possibly keep.
I tug free of Senan’s grip and stare up at the rust-colored canopy. Everything in this space is some shade of orange, from the tangerine plaster to the reddish-orange wood of the four-poster bed.
I have a love-hate relationship with this room. On one hand, some of my fondest memories have taken place here. This has become a sanctuary where Senan and I can be together without judgement or consequence.
On the other hand, it is the only place.
All the sneaking around is thrilling, yes. But it’s also exhausting.
He used to come to my tower until someone reported his whereabouts to the king.
Once, we met in the mountain park, but there were too many witnesses milling about. Despite the glamour he wore, people recognized him and swarmed like locusts.
Now he is leaving for Nimbiss, to meet the princess he is destined to marry.
That’s right. He is marrying a beautiful foreign princess, while I’m probably going to end up with some pockmarked lord with a flintlock fetish.
Senan’s fingertips brush mine, a lifeline dragging me back to shore from a sea of melancholy. “I wish… Stars, Allette. I wish so many things.”
I learned long ago that wishes are like prayers to the heavens: a waste of breath. This is our fate. Best to accept it and move on.
Still, my fingers anchor around his. Because I am stubborn—and thankfully, so is he. When we first met, I fought this attraction but quickly realized that one cannot declare war on the inevitable.
And inevitable is what we are.
Our love. Our passion. Our ending.
A discreet rap echoes through the quiet room, the sound of knuckles on wood carrying with it the weight of finality. “Sire? It is time.”
A silent storm tears through my soul as my heart breaks. The trouble with falling for someone you cannot keep? Goodbyes always come too soon.
Senan and I scramble to our feet. The muscles in his broad back strain as he reaches for his discarded clothes. Each article of clothing becomes my sullen shroud until my nakedness is hidden and my hair is concealed beneath my hood.
I linger next to the door leading to the adjoining chamber, where I will exit after he is long gone. Senan finishes buckling his boots and then closes the gap between us, pulling me into his strong embrace.
Tears prick the backs of my eyes as I inhale the intoxicating scent of sage and bergamot that clings to his soft white shirt. “I’ll see you when you get back?”
Senan lifts my chin with his knuckle, urging me to meet his star-kissed gaze. “I will be here a week from Tuesday.” His fingertip grazes beneath my lashes. “Please don’t cry, my love.”
As if I can control my body’s reaction to such an acute loss. He inclines his head until his soft mouth molds against mine, melting me like chocolate left too long in the sun.
Another knock sounds, followed by a firm demand.
“You need to go,” I murmur between soft, sweet kisses.
His tongue sweeps into my mouth, claiming what has been his for the last seven months. “I know. But I am weak and without self-control.”
“Just what I want to hear when my lover is about to meet his betrothed.” This faceless princess will be all the things to him that I cannot be. When they are wed and their mating bond is in place, I will be nothing more than a distant memory, fading with each passing day.
Senan’s brow furrows as he brushes my hair away from my face. “It was a joke, Allette. How many times must I tell you that you have nothing to worry about?”
“A hundred times? A thousand?”
His forehead falls against mine, his eyes softening. “How about this? To show my eternal devotion to you and you alone, I will not speak so much as a word to the princess or anyone else.”
As if that is possible when the man can barely go five minutes without a teasing comment. “You expect me to believe that you’re going to remain silent for two whole weeks?”
Senan pretends to lock his lips and press an invisible “key” into my palm.
“Senan, be serious.”
Pointing to his pinched lips, he mumbles deep in his throat.
“Your brother will kill you.”
He grins and shrugs, mouthing, “I love you,” before easing open the door and stepping backward into the hallway.
The moment the door clicks closed, the tears come as they always do, and I drift into the adjoining bedchamber to sink onto the bed and wait.
From this part of town, it will take Senan fifteen minutes to reach the bone-white turrets of Kumulus Castle.
My prince doesn’t like to speak of his life there, but I’ve heard the interior is as grand and decadent as the exterior. The exact opposite of this inn that smells of mold, aged fabric, and gentle decay.
When I tuck my cold hands into the pockets of my leather leggings, a folded scrap of paper brushes my fingertips. The note Senan had delivered to my balcony telling me when to meet him. I told Aunt Marjory that I wasn’t feeling well and wanted to lie down for a few hours. Although she grumbled about how lazy my generation is, she didn’t reprimand me too harshly.
She never had any children of her own, so when my parents passed three years ago, and I arrived on her doorstep, she hadn’t known what to do with me. Which was how I ended up at the prestigious Aurora Academy—an all-girl boarding school for wealthy Scathian families living in and around Kumulus City.
Stars, that seems like so long ago.
I miss my parents more than words can describe. Already, I’ve forgotten their voices. People we’ve loved and lost may exist forever in our memories, but even memories fade.
Senan is going to forget you too.
I give myself a mental shake.
No more melancholy for today.
Today is for celebration.
Figuring the coast surely must be clear by now, I slip my key into my pocket and head into the hallway. The stairs groan beneath me as I descend into a bustling room where men and women laugh over pints of amber and plates of what smells like boiled cabbage. I keep my head down, avoiding the innkeeper’s leering gaze where he waits next to the door. I imagine he must have made a connection between the prince and I and what he must think of me.
It’s a good thing I don’t care.



Two





ALLETTE


MY BOOTS MEET the balcony outside my bedroom at the same time I hear my name hissed from the balcony below.
“Lady Marjory has been looking for you!” my friend Wynn calls up to me, exasperation infecting her tone.
Of all the days for my aunt to seek me out.
I hurry inside, past my unmade bed, to the door. Perhaps Aunt Marjory won’t realize⁠—
My great-aunt waits on the other side, sea-foam-green eyes narrowed behind the thick glasses perched on the end of her hooked nose. Her white hair has been pinned back so tight, I swear it smooths away some of the deep wrinkles across her forehead. “I sent that useless maid to find you ages ago. Where have you been?”
Wynn appears from behind the door leading to the central staircase. Her cheeks are probably flushed—not that I can see them from behind the mask and hood all household servants are required to wear.
Hearing my aunt call Wynn useless makes my teeth grind. As if my friend deserves to take the fall for my tardiness. “She did find me, Aunty, but it took me a moment to get dressed.”
My aunt’s eyebrows arch toward her widow’s peak. An apt name considering the woman has buried three husbands in her almost two hundred years alive. “Heavens above, Allette. It’s half four in the afternoon. Why weren’t you dressed?”
Because I’ve spent the last two hours tangled up with my one true love. “Well, you see, I was dressed but needed to change because I spilled…um…um…”
Wynn pinches her thumb and forefinger together but keeps her little finger out as she tilts an imaginary cup toward where her lips hide behind that infernal mask.
“Tea!” I shout. “I spilled my tea.” Definitely sounds like something I’d do.
My aunt’s cane cracks against the stone floor. “Clumsy child.”
Who is she calling a child? I turned nineteen last week.
“Back in my day, we never spilled anything. Careless. That is what you are.”
How silly of me to forget. My great-aunt has never ever spilled a thing because she is perfect, and anything less than perfection will not be tolerated. How will you get a husband if you spill tea, Allette?
Think of the scandal!
“I will try harder,” I say, my smile as brittle as the old bat’s bones.
“See that you do. No man wants a careless wife.”
And no woman wants a husband she doesn’t care for. Wonder what she’d do if I spoke that thought aloud?
From behind my aunt’s shoulder, Wynn’s hand opens and closes, mimicking the elderly woman like a puppet. I hide my laughter behind a cough. Heaven forbid I find anything funny. Men do not wish for their wives to laugh like empty-headed dolts. At least, that is what my aunt claims.
But I know for a fact that Senan loves my laugh. So much so that he has made it his mission to make me laugh as often as possible.
If I must marry someone else, I hope the two of us can laugh together. My mother and father were always laughing.
Aunt Marjory’s cold, knobby fingers slip around my wrist. “Speaking of men, tomorrow night, Lord Windell is coming for dinner. I expect you to be on time and wearing proper attire.”
I can’t seem to get a bloody break. Listening to Lord Windell talk is as interesting as watching a pot of tea cool. Still, I owe it to my aunt to at least feign interest in the young men she thinks will make a good match for me. After all, she graciously paid my tuition at the academy and gave me a place to live when I graduated.
I bob my head like the dutiful charge she wants me to be. “Yes, Aunt Marjory.”
She proceeds to tell me what she expects me to wear and how to fix my hair. Apparently, I am incapable of making my own decisions, and my jerkin makes me look like I have no breasts. I do have breasts, they’re just small. And a certain prince is quite enamored with them, so I’m not at all worried about whether or not Lord Windell gets a good gander.
My hair shall be up and out of my face—because my high cheekbones are my best feature, and one cannot properly appreciate said cheekbones if they’re hidden by my “wild mane.”
After her tirade, she thankfully leaves me to my own devices. Wynn bobs a curtsy as the tyrant passes. The moment the old crow disappears, I catch Wynn’s hand and drag her into my chambers.
“Where have you been hiding?” Wynn asks under her breath. “I climbed every bloody stair in this tower and couldn’t find you. And don’t say your room because I checked in here twice.”
“Sorry. I was on the roof.”
“Again? Heavens, Allette, if you keep sunning yourself, you’ll be the most powerful woman in all the realm.”
If only Scathian magic worked like that. Yes, the sun refuels our elemental powers, but only to a certain point. Not that I expect her to understand the intricacies of magic since she is Tuath and wields none.
She gives my shoulder a rattling shake. “Are you excited? I bet you’re ecstatic. I would be if it were me.”
“Oh, yes. I cannot wait to see Lord Windell again.” The last time he called, he brought me a “lucky” rabbit’s foot. Not flowers. Not chocolates. A limb from a dead animal. If that doesn’t scream love, I don’t know what does.
“Maybe he’ll give you the other foot so you can have a matching pair. And the next time he visits, he can bring the third one. Soon, you’ll have an entire animal! You’ve always wanted a pet.”
I flop onto the bed with a groan. “Not funny, Wynn.” And honestly, I wouldn’t put it past him. All the man talks about is hunting or his “impressive” collection of flintlock pistols. Last month, he asked if I wanted to shoot my own rabbit.
Imagine murdering a poor, helpless bunny.
Giggling, Wynn sinks down next to me. “It is sort of funny. But I wasn’t talking about the bunny-killer.” She falls back with a whimsical sigh. “In a few hours, you’ll be in an entirely different world.”
“I know.”
Her finger needles my ribs, forcing me to squirm away. “I’m going to need a bit more ‘this is the best night of my life’ and less ‘I’m heading to my own funeral.’ It’s Samhain, Allette. The night you’ve been dreaming about since you turned five has finally arrived.”
She has a point. I need to snap out of this mood and be happy. But sometimes it’s difficult to enjoy today when you’re dreading tomorrow. And it’s not only tomorrow I’m dreading; it’s the next two weeks. “Take off that mask. It feels like I’m talking to one of those marble statues in the park.”
Wynn tugs down the mesh barrier, revealing a pair of stunning gray eyes surrounded by thick, dark lashes. Smiling, she brushes away the solitary silver curl peeking from beneath her black hood.
“I wish you could come with me.” Unfortunately, the portal empties into the humans’ sky, and without wings, she’d never survive the fall. I could’ve asked one of my boarding school friends, but they’re not nearly as fun as Wynn. Besides, they’d probably turn up their noses at having to cover their perfect faces for some common festival among human peasants.
For me, tonight isn’t only about experiencing a new world. It’s an opportunity to become someone else. Anyone else. How magical is that?
Wynn laces her gloved hand with mine, squeezing my fingers.
“You know, I could always carry you,” I say, only half joking.
Her carefree laughter brings a smile back to my face. “Your aunt may be willing to bail you out of prison, but I doubt she would do the same for me.”
I’m not entirely sure Aunt Marjory would bail me out if I were arrested, but that is neither here nor there. Flying with an adult passenger is technically illegal for anyone besides the guards, but if we don’t get caught…
The more I think about it, the more I realize this could actually work.
I roll onto my side to face Wynn, gauging her reaction. “No one needs to know. We could wait until everyone is gone and return to our realm well before sunrise.” Stars, why didn’t I think of this sooner?
Wynn bites at her bottom lip.
I know that look. She’s considering it.
I launch to my feet and go straight to my armoire, dragging out a spare pair of leathers, a black shirt, and a jerkin with a hood. “Here.” I drop the clothes onto her lap. “Wear these, but bring your warmest dress and cloak. And a mop cap to hide your ears and hair. We can meet outside the servants’ entrance at midnight and go down to the portal together.”
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Wynn tugs the mask hanging loosely around her neck.
Right. She needs a mask so she doesn’t stand out at the celebration—and not the kind she wears with her uniform. An animal or ghoul of some sort. Unfortunately, the shops that sell such things will surely be closed by now.
There must be something around here that she can use. Maybe Aunt Marjory has a mask tucked away somewhere.
The thought makes me chuckle. That old crow probably hasn’t had a day of fun in her life. No way would she have gone through that portal when she was younger and risked spilling something.
Think, Allette. Think.
My mother went through.
Her stories of visiting the human world with my father are what made me so obsessed with Samhain in the first place. Perhaps there is an old mask hidden in her box of keepsakes. I pace back over to my closet and drag out box after box until I find the one with my mother’s handwriting across the top. Inside are a few trinkets from when she was a child and some costume jewelry I remember wearing when I used to play dress up. And there, at the very bottom, sits an iridescent purple and blue peacock mask.
The craftsmanship, the colors, the faux gemstones around the eyes. Exquisite.
I’ve been to all the shops and never saw one as stunning.
When I show the mask to Wynn, her mouth falls open.
“I’ll wear this one and you can use mine.” I swap the peacock mask for the one already packed in my rucksack, handing the hand-painted black cat mask to my friend.
Wynn is back to worrying her bottom lip as she turns the mask over in her hand. “I still don’t know. We could get into a lot of trouble.”
True. But it’ll be worth it. Besides, we aren’t children anymore. We know how to move around without getting caught. Two weeks ago, I accompanied her to a pub in the city. While that wasn’t exactly illegal, if my aunt had found out, she’d have had a conniption.
“Come on, Wynn. What good is a life without a bit of risk?” There is no telling what will happen in the next year. If Aunt Marjory has her way, I’ll be marching down the aisle by spring. And if my darling husband-to-be doesn’t approve of his wife gallivanting with humans every Samhain, this may be our only chance. “Do you want to go?”
“Is that even a question? I’ve wanted to go ever since I was a little girl.”
“Then we must make it happen.” I feel like it’s my duty to convince her. All she does is eat, sleep, and breathe work, leaving very little time for fun or laughter or life outside this tower. She deserves to be someone else for one night even more than I do. “Look, if we get caught, I swear to use my inheritance to bail us both out of prison.”
Wynn hesitates for only a moment more before her gray eyes lift to mine, and she grins. “All right, Allette. We shall go through the portal together.”

I MANAGE to survive the longest dinner of my life without Aunt Marjory commenting on the way I squirm and keep glancing at the grandfather clock. Thankfully, my aunt follows her normal routine and retires at nine o’clock, leaving me to pace in my room until right before midnight.
Dressed in all black, I tie on my mask and collect the bag I packed. A warm breeze flutters my loose hair when I step onto the balcony just as a silver beam of starlight shoots into the twinkling night sky, a beacon calling daring souls into the great unknown.
The portal is officially open.
With adrenaline pulsing through my veins, I drop the glamour I wear most days, and my wings appear through the slits in my shirt and jerkin, the cerulean feathers fluttering.
For years, I’ve read and researched and dreamed of the human realm.
Tonight, I’ll finally see it.
I climb to the balcony’s edge and fall into the night. My stomach flips as I hurtle toward the puffy clouds ringing the lower half of my aunt’s tower. When their cool dampness kisses my cheeks, my wings snap out, and I coast to the empty street far below.
Stars, I love flying. I really should do it more often.
The problem is, most days, I’ve nowhere to go.
Fae lights flicker farther down the road, highlighting the way to the city. My eyes take a few moments to adjust to the murky darkness. When they do, I notice a dark figure lurking in my peripherals.
“Wynn? Is that you?”
The person doesn’t respond.
I step closer to where the figure stood only to find the space empty. “Come on, Wynn. This isn’t funny.”
Something tugs on my hood. I whirl, but the street behind me is empty as well. The hairs at the back of my neck lift, and a shuffling sound scrapes against my ears. Before I can turn, a hand clamps across my mouth, stifling my shocked cry. I buck and thrash, but it’s no use. Shadows close in on me as I’m dragged into the alley.
If I cannot escape, I may not make it out alive.



Three





ALLETTE


BILE CLIMBS MY THROAT, choking off my breath. Is this how I die? Never to see the human realm. Never to hold my beloved prince again. Never to experience all the glorious things a long life has to offer.
The assailant adjusts his grip on my face.
How dare he try to take all of that from me.
Am I really going to let this bastard win without even putting up a fight?
Magic zings through my veins, igniting a fire in my blood. My teeth clamp down on the flesh of his palm at the same time I glamour my wings. They vanish out of existence, setting the villain off balance. When he stumbles forward, I ram my elbow into his gut as hard as I can. Pain engulfs my arm, but I can’t focus on that until I’m safe.
The man doubles over, clutching his stomach.
I throw out my hands, pinning him to the wall with a torrent of air. The man’s hood blows back, and a pair of familiar silver eyes lock with mine.
“Senan?” I screech, dropping my hands. The wind vanishes, and Senan slides down the wall, gasping. “You scared me half to death!” For some reason, that makes him chuckle. “I could’ve seriously wounded you.”
That only makes him laugh harder. Does he not take anything seriously?
He taps his closed mouth.
What in the world has gotten into him? Why isn’t he speaking? Why didn’t he tell me who he was the moment he grabbed me?
It isn’t until he mimes locking his lips that I remember his promise from earlier.
“…I will not speak so much as a word to the princess or anyone else.”
Time to see how far he’s willing to go with this. I make a show of searching my pockets for the invisible key before shrugging. “So sorry. I must’ve left the key in my tower.”
Senan’s eyes narrow as he stands, stalks toward me, and stuffs his hand into the back pocket of my pants. With a smirk, he pinches my backside and then pretends to withdraw a key.
“Oh, that key! Completely forgot I put it there.” He “unlocks” his lips and grins. “Your commitment is commendable,” I say, my heart continuing to hammer my breastbone. It’s going to take a while for me to calm down after his little trick.
Senan’s shoulder-length, raven hair falls across his face when he sketches a sweeping bow. “I remain your most devoted servant”—his head lifts and eyes sparkle—“even though you just tried to kill me.”
“That’ll teach you to think twice before manhandling me.” Foolish man. He should’ve known better.
Senan straightens and steps closer, looping his arms around my waist and bringing me flush against his firm chest, which certainly doesn’t help my pounding pulse.
“Or it’ll teach me to bind those hands of yours first,” he says, waggling his eyebrows.
My cheeks warm. Always so uncouth. As pleased as I am to see him, I can’t help but wonder why he has come—and at night, no less. His night guards are particularly tenacious and difficult to slip past. “What are you doing here?”
He taps the mask covering the top half of my face. “You mean besides hunting peacocks?”
“Yes, besides that.”
His heavy sigh sounds as if it carries the weight of the world. “I couldn’t bear the thought of being away from you.” From inside his coat pocket, he withdraws a black crow mask, slipping it over the top half of his face. “So I’m taking you up on your offer to tag along.”
Does that mean he isn’t going to Nimbiss? My heart skips at the thought, but my elation is short-lived. More than likely, he will simply return to Kumulus before they’re supposed to leave.
Senan taps my chin, his expression growing somber. “You’re not a happy peacock.”
I manage a smile even as my heart sinks back into place. “I am a very happy peacock.” Although I’d be happier if I could keep him all to myself and we could be free to love one another for eternity.
Head out of the clouds,
Allette. He isn’t meant for you.
Daylight will come, and he’ll be on his way to his betrothed.
I need to be content with these stolen moments.
“Allette? Are you there?” a soft voice calls from the street.
Senan jumps back, tugging me deeper into the shadows.
Stars. How did I forget about Wynn? If she comes, she’ll find out about Senan. But I can’t tell her not to come either. Plus, the thought of having my two most favorite people in the world on this adventure makes me deliriously happy.
Turning to Senan, I keep my voice low. “That is my best friend, Wynn. She won’t tell anyone about us, I swear.”
His silver gaze flicks to the street before returning to mine. “If you trust her, then so do I.”
“Truly?” Could this night get any better? Senan gives a nod. “I’m down here, Wynn!”
“In the alley? Heavens above, Allette, what are you doing down—Oh!” Wynn’s hand flies to her chest when she sees Senan. “You’re not alone.”
I link my arm through Senan’s, giving his toned bicep a squeeze. “Wynn, this is Simon.”
Senan holds out a hand, an easy, welcoming smile gracing his lips. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Wynn.”
“The pleasure is all mine,” she says with a small smirk. “I take it you’re the reason Allette has been smiling so much lately?”
He glances sidelong at me, his grin growing. “I certainly hope so.”
All right, enough of whatever this is. I clap my hands to get their attention. “Right. Now that we’ve introduced ourselves, shall we get moving?”
Instead of letting Wynn go, Senan tugs her out of the alley, leaving me to chase after them. “Tell me this,” he says, leaning close, as if the two of them are in cahoots, “does Allette speak of me often? Does she call for me in her sleep? Does she draw pictures of me when she daydreams?”
Wynn’s high-pitched laughter bounces off the buildings as she hurries along beside him. “Let’s just say that our dear Allette isn’t nearly as pleased to see her other suitors.”
Senan’s spine stiffens, and his steps slow. “Has she many suitors?”
“Oh, yes. At least three or four callers a week.”
A few months ago, that may have been true. But ever since I met Senan, that number has dwindled. Mostly because when other men arrive, I show them no interest whatsoever. Unfortunately, Lord Windell seems to be the only man unable to take the hint.
Senan glances at me from over his shoulder, his brows reaching all the way to his dark hair.
All I can do is shrug. He has no reason to be jealous. None of my suitors hold a candle to him.
Unlike his betrothed, who is surely beautiful and rich and destined to rule an entire kingdom.
Sighing, I lift my gaze toward the thick layer of dark clouds lingering above us. There is something unsettling about not being able to see the stars or moon. Even with the orange fae lights, it still seems so bloody dark.
The wingless Tuath toil in the persistent mist that lingers below our Scathian towers and castles. Down here, they almost never see the sun that we rely on to replenish our magic. Which isn’t an issue for them, I suppose, considering they possess none.
A handful of other fae wearing masks dart from between the thin buildings, falling into step behind us. The conversation about other men, thankfully, ends there.
The closer we get to Kumulus City’s center, the shorter the buildings become, some not even reaching the low-hanging clouds. Glass glitters like fallen stars on the cobblestones beneath boarded-up windows. Shutters sag on rusted hinges. Something with yellow eyes blinks from beneath a handcart missing a wheel. A cat, perhaps. Or a rat.
I’ve never seen a rat myself, but I’ve heard they are dirty, nasty things that carry awful diseases.
Eventually, we reach a black, windowless building as wide as any tower I’ve seen. The flat roof ends right below the clouds, as if the Scathian council doesn’t want its darkness to taint our pristine skyscape above.
No sign hangs over the wide, double doors.
This place doesn’t need one.
Everyone in Kumulus knows of the infamous Black Hole.
The doors ease open, and a young man stumbles out, sagging red wings protruding from his naked back, his skin glowing like he swallowed a living flame.
I’ve never seen a stardust user in person. Fascinating. And kind of beautiful—if you look past the fact that stardust is illegal and can be quite lethal.
Warm fingers wrap around my wrist. Senan pulls me past the star-duster and into an alley that reeks of stale wine. And is that vomit? I pinch my nose against the revolting stench.
A shaft of silver light glimmers from the far end. Wynn smiles at us, seeming oblivious to the smell. The closer we get to the portal, the harder my heart pounds. It feels as if my entire life has led to this very moment. After tonight, I’ll wake up a brand-new woman—one who has experienced the joy and excitement of traversing realms. Someday, I’ll tell my children stories about this very night.
We emerge from the alley into a small square surrounded by low houses. At least twenty Scathians wait around a white marble pool in the center, colorful wings at their backs and liquid starlight painting their masks with silver streaks.
Wynn pokes my arm, gesturing toward a man with mousy brown hair, wearing a bear mask. “Is that the bunny killer?”
Curse that man. Why isn’t he hunting bunnies or cleaning pistols? Is he planning to murder defenseless animals in the human realm so he can cut off their soft little feet?
“Who is the bunny killer?” Senan whispers, his warm breath tickling the shell of my ear.
“No one.”
Like the nosy nellie he is, Senan turns to Wynn and asks her instead.
“He is one of Allette’s most frequent visitors,” Wynn explains like a traitor.
I glower at my friend.
“What?” She shrugs. “He is.”
“Only because my aunt insists on inviting him.”
Senan’s lips press flat as he watches me. From the hard set of his jaw, it’s clear that he has more questions, but this is neither the time nor the place for an in-depth discussion on potential husbands. We can speak about my unwanted and unwelcome suitors after he returns from his princess. Assuming he still wants to see me when he comes back.
“Look!” Wynn whisper-shouts, smacking my arm and pointing back toward the portal. “Someone is about to go through.”
A young man with navy-blue wings and a gold snake mask climbs to the edge of the pool. With an echoing whoop, he leaps straight in, disappearing beneath the surface with a small splash. Fae after fae enter the portal, some more enthusiastically than others. One young woman hesitates until her friend climbs up and clasps her hand so they can take the final step together.
When it’s Lord Windell’s turn, he jumps onto the marble, slips, and ends up falling in head-first. Wynn and I trade laughs, but Senan only frowns. I can’t remember him ever frowning this much.
We wait next to the buildings until only the three of us remain.
When I loosen my glamour, my wings flicker into existence, their weight welcome and familiar at my back. Senan removes his glamour as well, his large black wings stretching wide before tucking in at his spine.
Wynn shifts her weight from one foot to the other, her teeth grazing her lower lip.
Senan turns to my friend. “Aren’t you going to call your wings?”
Wynn’s panicked gaze swings to mine.
I quickly adjust my pack over one shoulder before reaching for Wynn. “She’s a bit nervous. Why don’t you go ahead, and we’ll meet you down there?”
Senan frowns yet again. I really hope this doesn’t become commonplace. Not that he isn’t just as handsome when he frowns. But if he is unhappy, then I’ll become unhappy, and this isn’t a night for unhappiness.
“I’d rather wait to ensure you both make it down safely,” he counters.
“We’ll be fine.”
His eyes narrow. “Allette…”
As if that disapproving tone will work on me. “Simon…”
He folds his arms over his broad chest, clearly not worried about wasting precious minutes arguing over something so silly. Doesn’t he realize the thing closes at daybreak? We only have a handful of hours to spend among the humans. “You’re wasting time,” I tell him.
“I’m ready to go when you are.”
“Then go first.”
“You go first.”
Wynn shoves both of her hands deep inside the pockets of her black leather pants and takes a retreating step toward the alley. “You know what? I’ve changed my mind. You two go ahead, and I’ll return to the tower. Allette can tell me all about it in the morning.”
She can’t leave now. Not when we’re so close. Why does this man have to be so bloody stubborn? “We can’t go first because I’m carrying her, all right?”
Senan’s lips part in surprise. I really hope he doesn’t choose today to start caring about the rules.
He steps past me to offer Wynn his hand. “How about I bring you down instead?”
And like that, my love for him grows even more.
Wynn takes another backward step toward the shadows.
“What’s the matter?” Senan wiggles his fingers. “Are you afraid I’ll drop you? Because I won’t. At least, I’ll try not to.”
Is he trying to frighten her? She doesn’t know him well enough to understand that he is almost never serious. I dig my elbow into his side. “Don’t worry. He is stronger than he looks.”
He shoots me a sidelong glance. “Is that meant to be a compliment?”
“It’s a simple statement of fact.” Those lean muscles of his are quite strong.
Wynn’s eyes dart between us, and she chews her bottom lip as she considers.
I throw my arm around her shoulders, more determined than ever to bring her along. It’s not her fault that she was born without wings. She deserves to go through that portal as much as the rest of us. “Come on, Wynn. Don’t back out on me now. We’re so close.” And I know without a shadow of a doubt that if she doesn’t come, she’ll be kicking herself tomorrow.
“You’re right,” she says with a resolute nod before glancing back at Senan. “Besides, how many chances will I have to fly around with such a handsome Scathian?”
Senan nudges my shoulder with his. “See, Allette. That is how you give a man a compliment.”
Oh, please. The last thing Senan needs is more compliments. Every woman I know swoons after him. If anything, he needs to be taken down a peg or two.
Senan scoops a giggling Wynn right off her feet and carries her over to the pool’s ledge. “Race you down?” he throws over his shoulder, obviously forgetting the way I thrashed him the last time we raced.
“Only if you want to lose.” I step up next to him, nervousness and excitement buzzing in my chest. This is it. The moment I’ve been waiting for. “Five…four…three⁠—”
Senan leaps straight in. Wynn’s screams echo through the square until the silver liquid swallows the sound.
Bloody cheater! I dive after them, starlight closing around me like lukewarm bathwater. Only, the liquid isn’t wet. It feels as if my body has been greased in oil as I slip deeper and deeper, falling for what feels like forever until the light vanishes, replaced by frigid air and darkness.
My wings catch the updraft as I search the night. Senan’s bark of laughter echoes far below. I dart toward the sound, blinking rapidly against the icy wind stinging my face. Eventually, my feet meet a rug of frosted grass in the middle of a standing stone circle.
Although there are plenty of footprints, there is no sign of my prince or my friend. Glamouring my wings, pointed ears, and hair takes far more magic than usual, as if the simple spell I’ve been practicing since my wings grew has drained my well of power as bare as the trees creaking around me.
Senan and I will need to conserve our magic if we want to dispel our glamours and recall our wings. Without them, we won’t be able to get back to Kumulus before the portal closes. No one knows why the portal only opens at midnight on Samhain. Some say it’s when the veil between worlds is the thinnest. Either way, we only have until dawn to return. If we miss the window, we’ll be stuck down here for an entire year.
Senan leaps from behind a standing stone, sending me backing into another, squawking like a bloody crow.
“What’d I tell you about sneaking up on me, you gowl!” I ball up my fist and punch him in the shoulder. The night echoes with his laughter.
He doesn’t even have the decency to wince. He’d better watch his back. I’m going to make him pay for that.
Wynn peeks from behind one of the trees in the forest beyond. “Sorry. He made me swear to stay silent.”
“I don’t want to hear it, traitor.” I’ll get her too. Maybe give her salt for tea instead of sugar or leave a frog in her bed. Either way, she will pay for crossing me.
A thud sounds behind us. We turn in unison to find a tall man standing in the center of the circle, his shoulders as broad as the stones at his back. When I see the silver leathers hugging his muscular form, my blood runs colder than the air in this realm.
He isn’t just another Scathian but a member of the royal guards.
Senan curses.
The newcomer’s gray wings remain spread wide as his narrowed eyes lock onto the prince. “You,” he snarls, “are coming with me.”
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SENAN


WELL, this is a fucking disaster, isn’t it?
So much for a clean getaway. Looks like Aeron and I need to have a little chat about the meaning of the word “decoy.” Sure, I asked him to distract the night guards via a note because I promised my girl I wouldn’t speak to anyone, but the fact that I’d meant for him to distract all the guards should’ve been implied.
Now this one—who has been a pain in my ass ever since he was hired two weeks ago—is staring at my girl like he wants to eat her alive.
Get the hell back, lad. She is mine.
I tuck Allette behind me in case things get out of hand. And from the shade of red painting the guard’s face, I have a feeling we aren’t in for a laugh.
I lift my hands in front of me to show him that I’m not looking for a fight. “I can explain.”
The guard stomps forward, his hand falling to the pommel of the short sword at his waist. “Save your excuses for your king.”
As if my brother gives a shit about my perfectly valid reasons for disobeying a direct order.
The guard’s jaw works beneath his short beard. “King Boris specifically told you not to leave the castle. And this”—he waves a hand toward the circle of stones—“doesn’t look like the castle, does it?”
“Good heavens, you’re right!” My hands fly to my cold cheeks. “Imagine the trouble we’ll both be in when the king finds out. Although,” I drawl, tapping my chin thoughtfully, “I have a feeling that I’ll fare better than you.” The last guard I slipped past is now working in the stables shoveling Pegasus shite.
This guard does not like that one bit. The way his breath comes in angry white puffs reminds me of the stories my mother used to read to us about fire-breathing dragons.
“The way I see it, you have two choices,” I say. “You can either let me stay with my friends for a few hours, or we can both go back to the castle, and I can tell the king what a terrible job you’ve done trying to keep me in line.”
Allette pokes my spine. “That isn’t very nice.”
Maybe not, but this man is trying to take me away from her. No way in hell am I letting that happen tonight. If that means resorting to blackmail, then so be it.
Cursing, the guard rakes a hand through his chestnut-brown hair. “I will let you stay for one hour, but that is all. And you must swear not to speak a word of this to the king.”
One hour isn’t going to work for me. “Make it four, and we have a deal.”
“One,” the guard grits through his teeth.
“Five.”
His eyes ignite. “One.”
“Let’s make it six.” We’d really be pushing it with the time, though. Not that I care. It’s his neck on the line, not mine.
The guard curses again, and his shoulders deflate. “Sire…”
Allette’s friend tugs my girl away, and I overhear the silver-haired Tuath whisper, “Simon my arse. That is Prince Senan, isn’t it?”
Allette’s response leaves my stomach sinking. “Yes, but you cannot tell a soul. If the king finds out, we’ll both be in a world of trouble.”
Who I love should be none of the king’s fucking business. He has an entire territory to rule and yet he insists on dictating my every move. The order to remain in the castle on the most exciting night of the year? Boris’s doing. The journey to Nimbiss? Also Boris. Basically, if it’s terrible or makes me miserable, it was probably Boris’s idea.
The guard clears his throat, and his head falls. “Sire, please. I need this job. My mother, she isn’t well.”
Lovely. Now I feel bad for the blackmail. Allette looks at him with such kindness and sympathy in her eyes. The last thing I want is to disappoint her. “A compromise, then. Three hours and not a word to the king.” I hold out my hand, waiting for the guard to take it.
“No wonder you’ve no interest in your other suitors,” Wynn murmurs to Allette.
Do not get me started on Allette’s fucking suitors. Not once has she ever mentioned another man. I don’t know why I assumed I was the only one seeking her affections. The woman is stunning, has a kind heart and the most beautiful laugh. A man would be a fool not to fall head over heels in love with her.
I glance over my shoulder to where she waits, cloaked in shadows with her friend.
Look at that heart-shaped face. Who wouldn’t obsess over her long, luxurious waves the color of a cloudless sky or her beautiful wings that match. Her golden eyes seem to hold so many secrets, you’d sell your very soul to learn them all.
The worst part is, those other suitors can visit her in the open. They can offer her so much more than me all because my life belongs to the crown of Kumulus. I never asked to be born a prince. And if anyone offered me a way out, I’d jump at the chance.
The guard finally relents, sliding his hand into mine for an aggressive shake.
Victory never tasted as sweet. Three hours of bliss before returning to hell.
I twist toward the women, meeting their wide-eyed gazes. “Get your skirts on, ladies. We’re staying.”
Allette and Wynn let out exuberant squeals, bouncing up and down in each other’s arms before disappearing around one of the standing stones. I toss my pack onto the frozen ground and drag out the faded coat and boots Aeron lent me. He wore the very same two years ago when he came for Samhain—the coat still smells like bonfire smoke. I wonder if he was saddled with a guard as a babysitter as well. Probably not. He always seems to get away with more than me.
Speaking of guards, this one’s silver leathers are going to stick out like a Scathian tower in a Tuath town. The last thing I need is to be recognized by the other fae attending the festival. Luckily, Aeron suggested I bring a change of clothes in case it rained. I grab the extra black cloak and hand it to the guard. “Here. Put this on.” The man scowls down at the garment. “That is an order.”
Although his scowl remains, he does as requested and changes. With the cloak drawn, maybe no one will notice the swirling designs on his leather trousers. There is an extra pair of wool ones in my bag, but I draw the line at letting another man wear my pants.
“Do you have a spare mask?” he asks with a huff.
“It just so happens, I do.” I’ve packed plenty of gold, snacks, and Aeron’s red devil mask that will suit this man down to the ground.
He doesn’t immediately don the mask, instead letting it dangle around his neck.
When Allette emerges from behind the stone wearing a gray dress, my breaths falter. And I thought she looked stunning in her leathers. The way the bodice hugs her slim waist and the skirts flare over her hips makes my body heat all over. But then she dons a black cloak and covers it all up. Probably for the best considering my guard hasn’t taken his eyes off of her since she stepped out.
Even with the top half of Allette’s face concealed by the peacock mask, I’d know my girl anywhere. From the moment her golden eyes first met mine and those perfect lips lifted into a soft smile, my heart has belonged to her.
If only the world didn’t insist on getting in our way.
Seeing her black hair reminds me to glamour my own. Dark brown should do the trick. Back to being the potato. I send my wings away as well, missing them the moment their weight vanishes.
Allette’s friend Wynn has changed into a black dress and cloak to match, her silver hair hidden under a mop cap. Allette helps her tuck a few stray strands beneath the white fabric and re-ties the cat mask in place.
The guard shifts on his feet, his hand clinging to the pommel of his sword. “We’ve wasted enough time. Let’s get moving.”
His tone could use some work, but he is right. If we want to see the festival, we really should be on our way. I start down the path, following the trail of footprints left in the frosty mud. Allette falls into step next to me, her fingers grazing mine as we walk. The trees around us claw at the midnight sky like enchanted beasts out of a wicked fairy tale.
“What do you think?” Allette whispers, fluffing the ends of her onyx waves. “Would you still love me if I were human?”
What sort of question is that? Of course I would. “I’d love you even if you were covered in spots and had no neck.”
She snorts as if she doesn’t believe me, even though it’s the truth.
Behind us, Wynn’s attempts to strike up a conversation with the guard are met with irritated grunts. Eventually, she stops trying.
“Do you always walk this slow?” the guard grumbles when he catches me glancing at him.
“Are you always this pleasant?” I shoot back. What a prick. When we get home, I’m requesting he be reassigned to my younger brother Rhainn.
Allette bumps her shoulder against mine. “Be nice. He let you stay.”
I’m the one in control of this situation. He didn’t let me do anything.
She steals a glance at him from over her shoulder. “Are all the royal guards’ wings as impressive as his? I think they might be bigger than yours.”
Excuse me? She did not just say his wings are bigger. I stop dead. “You take that back.” Mine are clearly larger than his. If it wouldn’t waste magic, I would drop my glamour to prove it.
Allette’s lips curl into a cheeky smile. “I could. But that wouldn’t change the fact that his wings are sooo huge⁠—”
I lunge, catching her off guard and pinning her to the nearest tree. Her laughter envelopes me in joyful warmth. Gods, I love her laugh. “If they’re so impressive, then why are you here with me?”
Her eyes widen behind her mask. “Because I didn’t meet him first.”
She is joking. She must be. “You take it back this instant, or I’ll bind you to this tree and leave you to be eaten by wild beasts.”
Her hips buck in a pitiful attempt to free herself. “You’re the only beast I see.”
“Exactly.” I nip at her ear, making her cry out. That delicious sound sends desire humming through my veins. My body molds to hers, and her breath catches when my hand finds the swell of her hips, buried beneath far too many layers. If we were alone, I’d lift them and⁠—
The guard clears his throat. “You’ve now wasted twenty minutes of your allotted three hours.” He and Wynn wait on the path, their masked faces trained on us.
My forehead falls against Allette’s. The noses of our masks bump and slide. “I despise him.”
Her soft chuckle fans against my cheek.
“The feeling is mutual,” the guard mutters.
As much as I’d like to protest, the clock is ticking, and I don’t want to waste any more time. Not tonight.
We fall back in line behind the guard and Allette’s friend. My hand begins to tingle, yearning for her delicate embrace. Instead, I must settle for the occasional graze.
After what feels like forever, we reach a paved road that leads to a quaint village of squatty, white-washed buildings with straw-like roofs. Men and women in masks spill out of a pub, flagons in hand, laughing and singing a bawdy tune.
Heads turn as we pass, all the men making eyes at my pretty peacock. I step a bit closer, until her skirts brush my ankles. “So, these suitors of yours. Should I be worried about them?”
Allette’s smile vanishes. “Don’t start.”
“Why not? I’m allowed to be curious.”
“No, you’re not.”
The narrow street widens into a crowded square lined with colorful buildings. A man dressed as a white rabbit saws on an old fiddle next to a mammoth bonfire licking at the night sky. Bathed in the flickering glow, the people become silhouettes, weaving and swaying to the lively tune.
“I can’t help it,” I confess. Allette has men calling over hoping to win her affections, while I can’t even hold her hand while strolling through the market.
Sighing, she props her hands on her hips, looking up at me with an unreadable expression in her eyes. “I must marry someone, Simon.”
Bloody Simon. She can’t even call me by my given name in case someone overhears. The thought of my girl marrying another man is like a poisoned dagger to the fucking heart. “Are you interested in any of them?”
“I am only interested in you.”
“Were you interested, though? Before we met, I mean.” I don’t know why I’m pushing the issue, but for some reason, I need to know.
Her eyes lift to the heavens, and she breathes an exasperated huff. “Yes. Are you happy now?”
How can I be happy when it feels as if I’m on the verge of losing the most precious thing in my life? “What is his name?” Do I know him? Has he been at court? Will she go back to him while I’m in Nimbiss? Gods, the thought of returning to Kumulus and not having her waiting for me leaves me short of breath. This can’t be our last night together. It can’t.
She pats my heart as if she can hear it breaking. “His name doesn’t matter. I love you and only you.”
I love her as well, but that isn’t going to save me from marrying someone else. This woman is the one the stars have chosen for me—that I have chosen for myself—and yet, none of that matters.
“Can we please drop this and have some fun? We don’t have all night.” Although she smiles up at me, her mouth remains strained.
We don’t have all night.
That sounds so ominous, but what more can I do other than fix a false smile on my face to hide the fact that I’m dying inside. “Of course. Do you want a drink?”
“That would be lovely. Thank you.” Allette turns to her friend, who has been watching the unsuspecting masked humans mix with masked fae. “Would you like a drink, Wynn?”
The small woman smiles, shaking her head. “I can get my own.”
As if I’d let that happen. “Nonsense. It would be my honor to treat you both. Do you want one as well?” I reluctantly ask the guard. Maybe he’ll be a bit more bearable with some drink on board.
You’d swear from the horrified look in his eyes that I suggested he strip naked and leap over the bonfire.
“I’m on duty,” he clips.
Plenty of guards drink while they’re on duty. I should know because I’m usually the one buying the rounds. Makes it easier to lose them that way.
“Suit yourself.” I wave to a stooped woman in a green goblin mask holding a tray laden with steaming glasses of mulled wine. When she sees me, I order three glasses and hand over the human coins Aeron gave me. We raise our drinks for a toast, my eyes colliding with Allette’s. “To love. May we be lucky enough to find it and strong enough to hold onto it.”
Her eyes glisten with unshed tears when she taps her glass against mine and whispers, “To love.”
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SENAN


THEN
I AM NOT A STALKER.
Stalking implies nefarious intentions, and I am only sitting on this rooftop across from the mystery woman’s tower because I require answers. All right, maybe I have delayed announcing my presence because I cannot seem to tear my eyes away from her form as she waits next to a rusted weathervane. But that is entirely irrelevant.
Never have I been rejected so soundly before learning a woman’s name. Afterward, certainly, but never before. It’s difficult to fathom my reputation being terrible enough to warrant such rudeness. What exactly has she heard about me? Is there any truth to it, or has Kumulus’s rumor mill embellished my misdeeds?
Not that it should matter what this woman thinks of me. We clearly do not run in the same social circles, and I will likely never see her again. But for some unknown reason, it does. It mattered enough for me to abandon the market and fly directly toward the fading speck of blue on the western horizon, all the way to the other side of the river.
The woman doesn’t live in the tall towers near the castle but in the ones that barely peek from beneath the clouds. The stone used to craft her home doesn’t gleam at all, so it likely isn’t marble. She may be Scathian but mustn’t be related to any of the wealthier families. Her father might have been a knight or a lowly lord. I’ve never seen her at court, so her family’s connection to the king must be a very thin thread.
Still, there must be some connection. Each person who wishes to purchase or build a tower in Kumulus must first fill out an application with the magistrate and request an audience with the king for approval.
Instead of leaping down to one of the balconies ringing the tower, she drops her bag and settles herself right on the slate tiles. Watching golden sunlight sweep over the woman’s features as she tilts her face up to the sky leaves my stomach dropping like I’ve already leapt off this rooftop.
The intentions I had before arriving skew dangerously toward nefarious when she unbuttons her jerkin to shed it and her shirt. I passed plenty of Scathians sunning themselves on my way here and barely paid them any mind. But watching her like this feels seedy. I should leave.
Or…
Or I could fly off this rooftop and go to her.
Look. Don’t touch.
Never has that edict felt more impossible to heed. My hands start to tingle like the fire I wield is about to unleash itself without permission. I yearn to know how her sun-warmed skin would feel beneath my palms. To trace from the hollow of her throat through the valley of her breasts to her belly button. Follow the dip of her waist to the flare of her hip where her tight leggings begin.
That inexplicable desire should be enough to turn me off of the idea altogether, yet I find myself closing the distance between us, landing next to her forgotten lemons.
Her closed eyes fly open, her brow furrowed in confusion as I wordlessly sink onto the warm tiles and remove my shirt as well. Her jaw drops, but it’s difficult to tell if she’s gawking because she likes what she sees or because she is so irritated that she is rendered speechless.
Doesn’t matter either way, I suppose, since I have no plans on leaving without answers. So I ball up my shirt, using it as a pillow as I lay down next to her, so close that if I stretched my fingers, they would brush hers.
The heat from the late afternoon sun kisses my skin, filling my elemental stores. Before giving me even a moment to relax, she lets out an indignant screech and scrambles to sitting.
“What do you think you’re doing?” she gasps.
For some reason, her exasperation makes me smile. She is likely glowering down at me right this very minute—not that I open my eyes to check. “Refueling my magic.”
“On my roof?”
I crack one eye, finding my theory confirmed. “So, this is your tower then?” Belatedly, I check for a wedding ring or mating scar on her left hand. She bears neither, but I’ve known plenty of married women who have refused to wear both, especially the scar. Nowadays, people balk at tying themselves to one another for all of eternity.
A flush of irritation stretches across her jaw. Her throat. Her chest. When she catches me looking, she snags her shirt, holding the wrinkled material over herself. “Technically, it belongs to my great aunt.”
Thank the gods it doesn’t belong to her husband. That would have been quite awkward.
“Why did you follow me home?” Her eyes flash. “What do you want?”
The answer to both questions is the same: I don’t have a fucking clue.
All I know is that I had to follow her. Like the universe itself had tilted the realm simply to keep me flying in this woman’s direction. Lifting onto my elbows brings us that bit closer. Close enough that I can smell jasmine on her skin. “You know my name, but I do not know yours.”
“You flew across the bloody city for my name?”
“Maybe I was in the area.”
At that, she snorts. “As if a prince of the realm would ever deign to cross the river if he didn’t have to.” She shoves the hair that has fallen over her brow back from her face. “If I give you my name, will you leave?”
“Perhaps.”
Golden eyes lock with mine. “My name is Allette Rittey.”
Allette.
Her name is a wistful breath, echoing with the sweet ache of desire. I’m loath to let it fall from my lips, to let it escape. “You seem to have taken an instant disliking to me, Allette.” Allette. Allette. Allette. “Why is that?”
The shirt she clutches falls to her lap, and I do my best to keep my eyes on hers, which is easier when she hugs her knees to her chest. “Speaking ill of the royal family is considered treason. And with all due respect, Prince Senan, I would prefer not to disgrace my family with my arrest.”
It’s true that my father does not permit dissention. Thankfully, I am not my father. “Consider this your one chance to say whatever you wish about me or my family with absolutely no repercussions whatsoever.”
Her shoulders straighten, as if bracing for a fight. “All right, then. You, sir, are a rake and a cad.”
True on both counts. Yet I must know, “What evidence do you have to support this most grievous accusation?”
“I attended Aurora Academy with Scarlett Tildon before she was disgraced.”
Ah. That explains so much.
The whole “look, don’t touch” rule? That was created specifically for women like Lady Scarlett Tildon. To think, I didn’t even sleep with her.
“If that is all…” Allette gestures toward the castle towers barely visible on the far horizon.
I sit up fully, prepared for my own argument. “It is hardly fair for you to dismiss the case without allowing me to defend myself first.”
Allette offers a tight-lipped nod, but the spark has returned to her eyes. “Very well. You may proceed.”
“Your friend Scarlett⁠—”
“I never said she was my friend.”
An interesting distinction, and one that pleases me greatly. I would hate to think of Allette being close to a backstabbing viper like Scarlett. “Lady Scarlett and her family attended a masquerade at the castle where she tried to enter my chambers without permission. That is why she was disgraced. I neither invited her into my bed, nor did I order her arrest.” Yes, I kissed her once, but that was where the dalliance had ended. A man can only handle so much of someone else’s tongue shoved down his throat.
I bet Allette Rittey wouldn’t try to check my tonsils with her tongue.
Or if she did, maybe I’d like it.
A shapely brow arches in silent question. “And I should believe you because…?”
“Because it’s the truth.” I am hardly a saint, but I do pride myself on being respectful toward others, and that includes the women I allow into my bed. Or, more accurately, who allow me into theirs. I shudder to think of what the king would do if I had the gall to bring a woman to the castle.
“Why do you care about my opinion?”
For lack of a better response, I answer honestly. “I don’t know.” There are plenty of people in this kingdom who despise me and my family, so it makes little sense that this random woman’s thoughts should matter. “But I do,” I confess. “That is madness, isn’t it?”
There I go again, seeking her opinion when I am a twenty-two-year-old man, perfectly capable of making up my own mind.
Allette takes so long to respond, I’m not sure she plans to. But then her smile unfurls like the dawn. “No more mad than the idea of a prince sitting next to me on my rooftop.” The tanned skin across her stomach stretches taut as she eases onto her back. Her pools of liquid gold drift closed, but she doesn’t ask me to leave again.
A smile finds its way to my own lips as I ease back onto the tiles and close my eyes as well.
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ALLETTE


NOW
“ISN’T THIS BRILLIANT?” Wynn gushes through purple-stained lips, three empty glasses of mulled wine on the barrel next to her.
I’m only on my second, and my face already feels fuzzy and warm. If only the heat would spread to my extremities. My fingers and toes are frozen solid. “It really is amazing.”
Everything in the human realm is so different. There isn’t one tower in sight; the few clouds hanging in the sky seem so far away; the stars are nothing more than flickering specks. Even the air feels thicker, more fragrant, filled with the savory scent of smoke and roasted meat. But there is sweetness as well. The heady taste of the unknown.
Two young men I recognize from the portal link arms, spinning around next to a bunch of humans. My laugh floats away like a white cloud. So much joy and abandon. Is it always like this down here, or do they only have this much fun on Samhain?
Wynn sighs, her head falling to my right shoulder. “I will dream of this night for the rest of my life. Thank you so much for bringing me with you.”
“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“Are you happy?” Senan murmurs against the shell of my other ear, sending a delicious chill down my spine.
“Blissfully so.” The only thing that would make this night better would be if it never ended. “Are you?”
“No, I’m miserable,” he says with a wink, cupping my hands between his and bringing them to his mouth so he can puff warm air against them. I touch my frigid fingertips to his lips, tracing his smile, committing to memory each crease.
What if he falls in love with his princess? Will he come back to me as he promised, or will the key he gave me turn rusty from disuse? Will he give her pieces of himself that he has never given me?
So many questions I’ll never ask because I’m certain I won’t survive the answers.
The serving woman returns with more wine, dragging me out of my darkening thoughts. Senan asks if we’d like another. The closer we get to the end of this three-hour window, the tighter hopelessness grips my chest. I don’t want to ruin what remains of the night by drinking myself into oblivion, so I decline.
Senan buys one for Wynn and himself. After a few sips, he abandons the glass next to the collection of empty ones on the barrel beside us. Then he turns to me and holds out his hand. “Dance with me, Allette.”
How many times have I dreamed of dancing with this prince at a grand ball in the castle or one of their famous masquerades? Even if my aunt and I received an invitation to the castle, I wouldn’t have a hope of getting near Senan, let alone dancing with him.
In Kumulus, princes don’t dance with the daughters of lowly lords.
This may not be a ballroom, but the masked musicians filling the square with a lively reel and all the plain dresses swirling and boisterous laughter makes tonight feel even more magical.
Nervous butterflies take flight in my stomach. “I’d love to but don’t know the steps.” I took a few dancing lessons at the academy but must admit to not being the most studious of pupils.
The right side of his mouth lifts a little higher. “Then we’ll figure them out together.”
How can I argue with that? My hand slips into his, and I let him lead me to an empty spot on the dance floor made of cobblestones and dreams.
Senan’s smile falters when he glances over my shoulder. His guard looms at my back, scowling at the prince from behind his red mask.
Senan swats his shoulder. “You’ll have to wait your turn, you big brute.”
The guard rolls his eyes but returns to the bench to sit next to a grinning Wynn. I’m about to suggest that he should ask my friend to dance when Senan spins me into the fray. We stumble and step on each other’s toes far too many times, but the pain in my feet is nothing compared to the ache in my sides from laughing when Senan decides halfway through the song that I should be the one leading and twirling and dipping him.
By the time the reel ends, I’m breathless and in desperate need of a drink. Senan hands me his glass, and I drain the lot.
Then he offers the guard his hand. The man glares as if it is a serpent.
“Come on.” Senan flutters his fingers. “You know you want to.”
“I’d rather cut out my own eyes,” the guard mutters.
With a smirk, Senan takes two steps to the right and asks Wynn to dance.
“You want to dance with me?” she gasps, clutching her skirts with white knuckles.
“If you’ll allow it,” he says with a courtly bow.
I love him even more for the way he treats her: not as if she is beneath him but as though she is someone worthy of his time. If only other Scathians felt the same. When a handful of my classmates back at school found out I’d befriended a maid, they’d stopped speaking to me altogether.
The moment Wynn vacates the bench, I sink into her spot and ease forward to rub my aching feet. I wouldn’t be surprised if I had a bruise or two come morning thanks to Senan’s “dancing.” If one could even call it that. Thankfully, he appears to be taking it slower with Wynn.
I point my toes toward the crackling fire, wishing I’d packed an extra pair of dry socks. Not that it matters, I suppose, since we all left our packs hidden in the forest near the portal.
The guard watches me with his lips flat.
Even though I don’t say the words aloud, calling him “the guard” feels terribly rude. “What is your name?” I ask.
He blinks at me, seeming startled that I spoke to him. “My name is Eason.”
Eason. That is a nice name. “I hope you don’t mind me saying this, Eason, but you look entirely miserable.”
The corners of his light eyes crinkle ever so slightly. “Not entirely.”
“Oh, please. You haven’t had one drink.”
“Drink numbs the mind, and I must be alert at all times.”
Fair enough. Although with everyone so merry, I can’t see trouble arising any time soon. Later, perhaps, when folks are deeper in their cups. But we’ll be back in Kumulus by then. The thought leaves my stomach sinking. “What about dancing?” I ask. “You haven’t done that either. Does it numb the mind too?”
His frown deepens. “Dancing is a distraction.”
Isn’t that part of the fun? To revel in a glorious distraction from duties and responsibilities. A brief escape from the doldrums and disappointments of life. I nudge his knee with mine. “What about smiling? Is that forbidden as well?”
His lips twitch into an almost-smile. “No. It’s not.”
Now that we’re sitting so close, he looks a good deal younger than I first thought. Then again, it could be that silly mask. “How old are you, Eason?”
“Twenty-four.”
That is awfully young for a royal guard considering they must train for at least five years and be at the top of their class in the academy to even be considered for a position at the castle. Meaning Eason is either very good or very lucky.
Considering the way the silver leathers cling to his toned form, the fact that his hand rarely moves from the pommel of his sword, and how his gaze always seems to be scanning for trouble, I assume it’s the former.
Senan and Wynn clasp hands and spin in circles with the rest of the dancers. Wynn’s head falls back as she laughs, her eyes closed and cheeks flushed. If only every night could be like this.
“You do realize he is engaged, right?” Eason says, bringing my attention back to him. “I’m not trying to be an ass, but you must know there is no future for the two of you.”
“I do.” And yet, here I am, clinging to these fraying threads of hope as if they can keep me from falling. Am I a fool for wanting a man promised to another? Undoubtedly. Would I be better off trying to open my heart to someone else? Probably.
But the thought of saying goodbye to Senan makes it feel as if the very fabric of my being has been shredded in two.
If I’m destined to break either way, I may as well have some good memories to cling to.
Someone sits down next to me. Expecting to see Senan, I turn and smile. But it isn’t Senan at all.
Lord Windell’s bear mask slips down his thin nose when he gives me a toothy grin. “Allette Rittey. Didn’t think I’d meet you down here.”
If I ever come back to this realm, I’ll need to purchase a mask that covers my entire face so I can hide from unwanted suitors.
The way he runs his tongue along his lips makes me think of a fox eyeing up a bunny. And I know well what Lord Windell does to helpless bunnies. “Might I say, you are looking particularly ravishing in that mask.”
By some miracle, I manage to keep my smile from slipping. “How kind of you to say, Lord Windell.”
“Perhaps you’ll wear it for me after we are wed.”
It’s impossible not to miss the insinuation in his tone. Philip Windell is the last man in the world I would want to tie myself to. Not that I’ll have a choice if he makes an offer of marriage and my aunt decides to accept.
His shoulder presses into mine as he scoots so close, the sour wine on his breath assaults my poor nose. “I’m looking forward to our dinner together tomorrow night. I have another surprise for you.”
I sincerely hope it isn’t another rabbit’s foot. “I can’t wait.”
As if he just noticed Eason’s presence, Philip’s gaze flicks to the guard and then back to me. “Who is this man you’re with?”
That is none of your business. “This is my friend, Eason.”
“Does your friend mind if I steal you away for a dance?” he asks, already reaching for my hand.
“He may not, but I do.” Senan’s deep voice leaves heat burning up my throat.
What is he doing? Philip has been to the castle with his father and might recognize him. Of all the times for Senan to get jealous…
Wynn peers from behind Senan’s shoulder, her eyes wide inside her cat mask.
Lord Windell stands, the top of his head coming to Senan’s chin. “Would you look who it is. Searching for a bit of sport yourself, sire?”
They know each other. Isn’t that lovely? Perhaps Senan will receive an invitation to our bloody wedding.
Senan shoves past Lord Windell and sinks onto the bench beside me. “There is no sport to be found here. I suggest you make yourself scarce.” He sounds so commanding when he uses his “princely” voice. Although he is acting like a haughty prick, part of me secretly loves it.
Lord Windell ignores Senan’s glower as he takes my hand and presses his thin, wet lips to my knuckles. “I’ll see you tomorrow night, Allette.”
Dread climbs my throat, and I have a sinking feeling that Senan has made this whole situation worse.
Wynn squeezes between Eason and me to give my knee a pat. “You all right?”
“I’m wonderful.” But I’m not. I’m really not. Senan may have saved me from Lord Windell tonight, but tomorrow, the prince will be long gone, and I’ll have to deal with the man myself. And if the hungry look he keeps throwing over his shoulder as he stalks toward the bonfire is any indication, he may want to stake his claim sooner rather than later.
Senan turns away before I can gauge his reaction to Philip, waving to a man toting a crate of wool blankets. He pays for two, handing one to Wynn before draping the second over our legs.
Wynn unfolds the blanket with a happy little hum. “Normally, I don’t accept gifts from gentlemen, but since you’ve broken all my toes, I think it’s the least you can do.”
“That it is,” Senan agrees, his tone light and jovial but his smile brittle. Beneath the cover, his hand curls around mine.
“You forgot to get one for Eason,” I remind him.
Behind his black mask, Senan’s eyes narrow. “Who?”
“Eason. Your guard.”
“I don’t mind sharing with him.” Wynn throws a corner of her blanket across Eason’s lap before he can protest. Although the guard doesn’t look pleased, he doesn’t refuse either.
Senan’s long, thick fingers squeeze mine as he watches me through his mask. When his gaze drops to my lips, my heart kicks up speed. He cannot kiss me in front of all these people, I know that. But stars, do I want him to.
“Was he the bunny killer?” Senan whispers, his expression as serious as I’ve ever seen it.
As much as I want to deny it, I nod.
The prince’s nostrils flare, and his jaw pulses. “I’m going to kill him.”
“Simon…”
He blows out a harsh breath; his head falls as he stretches out his legs and lets out a mirthless chuckle.
Eason’s words drift through my mind. You do know he is engaged…
How silly the guard must think I am. How naïve.
As I peer up at Senan, I wonder if we’re only making this harder on ourselves. Every moment we spend together will make saying goodbye that much more difficult. Why are we holding on when it’s only a matter of time before the world forces us to let go?
I slip my fingers free of his grasp. “Senan, we need to talk.”
His head jerks up, and his eyes fly to mine. As if he can hear the direction of my morbid thoughts, he starts shaking his head. “The last thing I want to do is talk.”
That really is too bad because I have things to say—things we both need to hear. “We cannot keep seeing each other⁠—”
He captures my fingers once more, clinging even tighter than before. “Don’t do this tonight. Please. Just give me one more night.”
How can I deny him when he holds my heart? “One more night.” Reality will come with the dawn. Tomorrow, I’ll be stronger. Tomorrow, I’ll keep myself from falling deeper under the spell of his hypnotic silver eyes.
Tomorrow.
Senan tosses the blanket aside, stands, and pulls me to my feet. His voice trembles when he asks me for one final dance.
This feels like more than a dance.
This feels like goodbye.
With my eyes still burning, I pray this isn’t the last time Senan’s free arm snakes around my waist. The last time he draws me against his firm side. The last time he holds me in his arms.
A crowd fills in around us, but all I can see is Senan. The music begins, soft and whimsical, like the memory of a beautiful summer’s day. But every summer has an ending.
And tonight is ours.
Suddenly, Senan stops and grumbles, “Bloody boots,” before taking a knee on the stones. I tap my fingers against my thighs, waiting for him to tie his laces. When his warm fingers clasp my wrist and he tugs me down next to him, I have to brace myself against his shoulders to keep from toppling over.
I’m about to ask what he’s doing when he withdraws a small white object from inside his coat. A mask. He presses it into my palm. Why do I need another mask when I already have one?
“Put it on,” he whispers, replacing his crow mask with a white one as well. “Hurry.”
I trade masks, and he tucks mine inside his coat with his own. “Why? Is everything all right?”
The intensity of his gaze steals my breath as he draws his hood over his glamoured hair. His fingers lock around mine, and he urges me to my feet. The twirling couples around us become a blur of color and motion.
When I say his name again, Senan’s gaze collides with mine. “We need to run.”



Seven





SENAN


AS MY HAND clutches Allette’s, her piercing golden eyes search for answers I don’t have time to give. If this is going to work, we need to leave right now, before Sir Diligence realizes we’re missing.
“I can’t leave Wynn,” she protests with a shake of her head.
“Don’t worry about her. My guard will bring her back.” I told Wynn to stick with him if we get separated. And that is exactly what is about to happen.
Allette’s brow furrows as she glances over her shoulder to where Wynn sits, sipping wine and swinging her feet along to the beat of the music.
“Allette, we must hurry.” I hold my breath, waiting for her response, my heartbeat thundering in my ears.
When she nods, I nearly collapse with relief. Together, we charge through spinning couples, heading straight for the road that brought us here only a few hours earlier. Our footsteps pound against the stones. We hold onto one another as if the world would tear us apart if it knew my plan.
A plan born out of desperation.
Seeing Allette with Philip fucking Windell of all people…
I hadn’t been joking when I’d said I wanted to kill him. The way he’d smirked at me as he walked away…
A fresh wave of rage spills through my chest.
If we’d been in Kumulus, I would’ve had him thrown into the pit, his connection with the king be damned.
Allette and I race past the pub, where only a single man remains at the picnic tables scattered outside.
I dart a glance over my shoulder.
No one appears to be following us, but I can’t take any chances. Not with her. By the time we make it to the forest’s edge, my lungs burn like that bonfire. Who knew running was so fucking hard?
If only I could use my wings and fly us out of here. But if I drop my glamour, I might not have enough magic to recall it again.
Instead of turning left toward the path, I cut right between two tall green trees with prickly branches and head into the unknown. Twigs snap beneath our boots as we dodge tree trunks, leap over roots, and skirt around stones.
“Senan?” Allette gasps.
“Shhhh.” It’s so dark, there is no way of knowing if we’re truly alone.
“But we’re going the wrong way.”
I hate ignoring her, but there really isn’t time. If that guard can run even half as fast as I’ve seen him fly, he’ll be right on our tails. So I keep going, searching for a safe place for us to hide.
Allette tries to tug free of my grasp, but I can’t let her go now. The forest thickens, filled with too many prickly bushes and so many damned thorns. The tiny buggers stab through the arm of my coat when I sweep them back, clearing a path so Allette doesn’t get stabbed as well. She uses my distraction to free herself from my hold.
My beautifully insistent girl plants her feet, forcing me to stop lest we get separated. “I’m not taking another step until you tell me what is going on.” She draws down the mask I purchased after my dance with Wynn, fixing me with a hard stare. “I deserve an explanation.”
“And you’ll get one, after we find a place to hide.”
Uncertainty flickers over her shadowed eyes. “Hide? Why do we need to hide?”
Because I can’t lose you. “Please, Allette. I swear I’ll explain everything as soon as I can.”
Although a frown tugs at her lips, her fingers curl around mine once more. I search the darkness for some sign of shelter but find only the skinny silhouettes of barren trees.
“It’s this way.” I tug her to the right.
There must be something in this forsaken forest. A cave, maybe? Except, wild animals live in caves, right? Or is that only in storybooks? What about a barn? It’d be smelly, but at least it would be dry. But who builds a barn in the middle of the damn forest? Hell, I’d take a fucking overhang at this stage.
We keep walking, our feet growing more and more saturated with each step. Up a hill. Down the other side. Around a bend and⁠—
There. Straight ahead. If we weren’t on the run, I would’ve let out an exuberant cry. “We’re here.” I gesture toward a building-shaped shadow in the distance. I really hope this place isn’t covered in feces or inhabited by some rabid animal.
The shape ends up being a shite one-room cottage with a sagging thatched roof and no glass in the windows. Not exactly a castle, but the crumbling fireplace appears functional, and the creaky wooden walls will keep the breeze at bay.
I go in first, searching for signs that someone lives here. The place seems abandoned—my first bout of good luck in forever. Allette steps inside after me and turns in a slow circle, her gaze dragging along the cobweb-lined beams.
The floorboards groan when she shifts her weight, and a piercing crack rings through the air. Allette pitches forward, but I catch her before she falls. Damn rotten floorboard. Her boot has punched right through.
I open my mouth to say something that’ll lighten the mood, but her glower tells me I’m better off staying silent.
Once she extricates herself, she smooths her hands down her skirts and inhales a deep breath. “Do you care to tell me why we’re hiding in an abandoned shack instead of flying back home?”
This is it. My one chance to convince her. If it doesn’t work, I’m not above taking her hostage. Just kidding. Mostly. I scrub my clammy palms against my coat. Why am I so nervous? This is Allette. My one and only. My forever.
“I don’t think we should go back to Kumulus. I think we should stay here.”
She glances around the empty room, her eyes slowly widening. “You want to stay in a shack?”
“Not in this cottage specifically. I mean stay in this realm. With the humans.”
Her eyebrows arch. “This is one of your jokes, isn’t it?”
“It’s not a joke.” Going back to Kumulus means certain misery. Staying down here, we have possibilities. A future together instead of apart. Happiness.
I step over the rotten floorboard and take both her hands in mine. The longer I hold her, the more right this feels. “I want you to marry me, Allette.”
Her breath hitches, but instead of smiling, she frowns. Shit. Why is she frowning?
“That isn’t funny, Senan.”
I’m not trying to be funny.
She jerks out of my grasp and starts swiping at her eyes. Hold on. Is she crying? “You can’t say things like that to me. My heart cannot take it.”
“Allette, look at me. Please. Just look at me.” When she finally does and I see tears glittering along her lashes, my heart turns to dust. “I’ve never been more serious. I cannot marry someone else when my heart and soul belong to you.” I tuck a loose lock of silky black hair behind her ear, already missing the blue. Blue or black, it doesn’t matter. I’d love her if she were bald. “Up there, I am bound for a future without love or hope. Here, with you, we can have both.”
What is the point in a long life if I cannot share my days with the woman I love?
“You truly want to stay here and marry me?” she says slowly, as if she still can’t get her head around the idea.
Doesn’t she see how much she means to me? Haven’t I shown her every day since the moment we met? “More than anything in the world. But what I want means nothing if you do not feel the same.”
Still sniffling, she runs her thumbs beneath her eyes, catching her tears before they fall. “How would we support ourselves?”
“I have some gold in my pack. It should be enough to get us started.” Speaking of, I need to collect my pack as soon as possible. If anyone else finds it, we’ll be in right trouble.
“And when the money runs out?”
“I’ll find work.”
She snorts. “You? Work?”
“Yes, me, work.” Why is that so funny? “I’m young and strong. Finding gainful employment should be no trouble at all.” How hard can it be? Surely someone down here could use some help in exchange for coin.
“You’ve never worked a day in your life. Neither of us have. You’ve been raised for politics and merrymaking, and I’ve been brought up to be some wealthy Scathian’s wife.”
Philip Windell’s smug face flashes through my mind. My hands clench into fists. I should’ve hit him. Just once. Just enough so that he’d be too embarrassed by his broken face to show up at Allette’s tower for the next month.
My girl is far too intelligent to end up as an accessory on that irritating ass’s arm. She deserves better than what awaits her. We both do.
“That is exactly what I mean, Allette. If we go back, that will be our fate. Don’t we deserve to choose?”
What did I have to offer her up there? Life as a mistress? A social pariah? I want to give her the world, but for that to happen, it must be this world.
She wrenches her hands together, tugging on her littlest finger the way she does when she gets nervous. Why hasn’t she answered me yet? What does she want me to do? Beg? I will. At this stage, I’ll grovel. “I can do anything as long as I get to come home to you at the end of each day. There may not be magic in this realm, but we can make our own.”
Allette’s eyes soften, and she cups my cheeks in her frigid hands. “I love you so much.”
“Then marry me.” Better yet… I remove my dagger from its sheath at my belt. Allette’s breath stutters when I drag the sharp blade along my palm.
Shit. I knew this was going to hurt but didn’t expect it to sting this bad.
Blood wells in the shallow wound, dripping down my wrist and disappearing beneath the sleeve of my coat.
“Senan, we can’t do this. If the stars don’t agree, we’ll be cursed.”
The stars can go and shite if they disagree. This woman is the other half of me, of that there is no doubt. “I choose you, Allette Rittey, as my wife and my mate.” No celestial bodies, no king, no council, and no priest can tell me otherwise. Besides, the stars are too far away to care about us. In this world, we make our own fate.
I extend the hilt of my blade toward her, waiting for my love to choose me too.
Allette hesitates for only a moment before taking the blade and cutting herself as well. Her eyes lock with mine, reflecting the smile on my face when she says, “I choose you, Senan Vale, as my husband and my mate.” When her blood-drenched hand clasps mine, the magic flowing through our veins grows hotter and hotter, burning like hellfire. We cling to each other until silver scars are forever marked upon our skin.
My forehead falls to hers, our breaths mingling and bodies molding.
“I will love you until the sun implodes and the stars no longer shine,” I whisper. A pledge. A promise. My lips hover over hers, and when she closes the gap, all I can think is: Finally. I’ve been craving her sweetness on my tongue all night. Forever. This woman is everything I’ve ever dreamed of and more. Our tongues tangle together in a slow, luxurious dance as I tell my girl how much I love her without uttering a word.
We come together with the ferocity of a hurricane. Skirts yanked up. Trousers tugged down. Hands roaming, taking and giving. With the ecstasy of her body enveloping mine, I know I’m not going to last, but I will have eternity to make it up to her. Next time, we’ll be in our own bed. Next time, I’ll take it slow. Next time, we’ll make love. This joining is about claiming.
Allette’s head falls back, and my teeth drag along her throat. When I reach the place where her neck meets her shoulder, I have this uncontrollable urge to clamp down a little harder.
“Did you just bite me?” she gasps.
Shit. I did. I just bit her. What sort of madness has come over me? I didn’t mean to hurt her. I never want to cause her pain. “I’m sorry, I⁠—”
Her hand slides down to cup the back of my neck and pull my head to the side. Her teeth sink into the same spot on my neck. The flash of pain is nothing compared to the pleasure of her marking me as hers.
When she does it again, what little grip I still have on my control slips, and I find my end with a final thrust. Our panting breaths fall in time, our chests heaving against each other.
I press a soft kiss to her temple, my cheeks warming. “Well, that is embarrassing.”
Her hair falls into her face when she shakes her head. “No. I love that I can make you lose yourself.”
“You don’t make me feel lost, Allette. You make me feel found.”
Her answering smile is like watching a beautiful sunrise.
But then her smile slips, and she darts a glance out the empty window. “Eason.”
Feral possessiveness grips my chest, burning like a fever beneath my skin. “Tell me you didn’t just say another man’s name while my cock is still inside you.” I nip at her swollen lips. This woman is mine, and if another man even thinks of looking at her, I’ll spill his entrails before he can blink.
Allette’s hands press against my chest, taming my raging heart. “Calm down. I’m only worried he won’t bring Wynn home.”
“He will.” The fool will wrongly assume that I returned to Kumulus and carry Allette’s friend back to our kingdom. By the time he realizes I’m not there, it will be too late.
Allette and I will be long gone by the next Samhain festival.
We’ll both be free.
I withdraw from her body and adjust my trousers before helping with her undergarments and skirts. Seeing my cum glistening between her thighs makes me want to claim her again.
Once we’re put to rights, Allette folds her arms around herself and tucks her hands beneath her armpits. I’m still overheated from our coupling, but that will soon fade. If we’re to stay here for what remains of the night, we need to find a different way to warm up.
When I step away, her lips purse into the most edible pout. “Don’t make that face. I’m just going to start a fire.”
“Look at you being chivalrous.”
“What can I say? I love your fingers and toes too much to let them fall off.”
With a light laugh, Allette runs her finger along the window frame. “This place could use some curtains. Blue ones.”
I kneel next to the fireplace, craning my neck to check if the chimney is blocked. Seems clear. I suppose we’ll find out soon enough. “It needs windows first. And a new floor.” And a new kitchen and door. Not that we’re going to stay in this place. I’m sure squatting is as illegal here as it is up in Kumulus.
Allette sinks next to me, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Are we really doing this?”
It’s too late to turn back now. Once the bond is in place, it can never be removed. She is mine, and I’m hers, betrothals and princesses be damned. “We’re really doing this.”
Allette nods toward the lone log sitting on the grate. “Do you even know how to start a fire?”
“I’m a fire elemental, of course I know how to start a fire.” I’ve been calling flames to my palm since I learned to wield my element at ten years old. “Your lack of faith wounds me.”
“You shouldn’t use your element. What if your glamour fails? Better safe than sorry.”
She makes a fair point.
No matter. I can do this without magic. Fire. Fire. How do the Tuath servants in the castle light fires without magic?
Allette shifts her weight, her lips tugging upward.
“Can you not stare at me?” I need to focus. Kindling. They usually have kindling. I glance around the room. We don’t have any, though. Where does one get kindling?
Her smile widens. “You don’t know how to do it, do you?”
Please. Everyone knows how to start a fire. I just need to find the right tools. I stand and feel around what remains of the mantle for something to help.
Allette rocks back, grinning like a fool. “What are you doing?”
“If you must know, I am searching for matches.”
Laughing, she pushes to her feet. “Maybe there are some in the kitchen.” Swiping bits of dirt and hay from her skirts, she skips over to the four cabinets screwed to the wall next to a porcelain sink. The doors bang as she searches. “No matches. Sorry.”
We can’t stay in this hovel without some source of heat. There really is only one thing to do.
I squat back down and draw on my element, the heat of magic warming me all the way through before a small spark appears at my fingertips. Even though I spent the better part of the last week in the sun, my well of magic shudders. Not that it matters since I won’t be needing my wings down here.
I’ll never need them again.
I quickly push the depressing realization aside. What I’m giving up is nothing compared to what I’ve gained.
“Have you lost your mind?” Allette hisses even as she sinks down next to me, holding her hands toward the now-blazing log. With the way the wood burns, we’ll need more sooner rather than later.
I reign in my magic, feeling it settle deep in my core like a glowing coal. “I think I have. I’ve not been able to think straight since the day I met you.”
She huffs a laugh and slips off her boots, leaving them beside the hearth. Her sopping wet socks land next to them. Her poor toes are almost as blue as her hair used to be. I wrap my hands around the pads of her feet, calling a little more heat into my palms.
Firelight dances on her rosy cheeks and the red tip of her slightly upturned nose. “Thank you.”
“What good am I if I can’t keep my mate warm?”
“No good at all,” she says with a mischievous smile.
I return her grin. “Exactly.” No good at all.



Eight





ALLETTE


WILDFLOWERS SWAY in the field where Senan and I lounge, our hearts and minds at peace as we stare into each other’s eyes. Warmth from the sun-drenched earth seeps into my bones. A lazy bee buzzes from a sprig of lavender to a tiny pink flower whose name I don’t know. Each inhale tastes of sweet freedom; each exhale swims with bliss. I’d stay here forever if I could.
Senan’s brow furrows, and he pushes to his elbows, his nose lifting toward the cloudless sky. “Do you smell that?”
I sniff the air. Fragrant flowers. Fresh cut grass. Tilled earth from a distant field. And something else. Something that doesn’t belong.
I sit up, resting my forearms on my knees as I scan the purple mountains on the horizon. There isn’t a tower in sight. Songbirds, not Scathians, ride the breeze high above.
There it is again. That strange smell.
“What is it?” I ask.
When I look back at Senan, distress lines his brow and tightens his mouth.
He grabs my hand, our palms slipping together as our fingers lock tight. When our eyes connect, his are black as pitch. “We need to run.”
I don’t want to run. I want to stay. This place is perfect.
He tugs harder. “Run, Allette. I need you to run.”
“But—”
“Run!”
I jerk upright but can’t make heads nor tails of what I see. Rather, what I can’t see through the thick layer of black clouds stinging my eyes. I’m no longer in a soft, fragrant field but sitting on hard wood.
The shack.
Senan and I fell asleep in a shack.
And these aren’t clouds around me, they’re plumes of smoke.
Why is there so much bloody smoke? The acrid air consumes my lungs as I search the empty room for my prince, finding not a trace. I shout his name, but the only sign he had been here at all is his abandoned coat on the floor beside me.
“Senan?” I cough, waving my hands to try and clear some of the blackness from the air as I stumble toward the door. I have to duck to avoid the angry orange flames licking at the beams overhead. “Senan!”
Where in heaven’s name did he go?
Crack. Three steps from the bloody door and my bloody foot breaks straight through another bloody floorboard. This time without the protection of my bloody boot. Sharp, slicing pain shoots up my leg. Cursing, I yank and pull, but it’s no use. My foot is pinned in.
Another sharp crack fills the air. One of the ceiling beams slams right down on the place I’d been laying only a few moments before, showering sparks across Senan’s abandoned coat.
The flames are growing too fast. If I don’t get out of here, I’ll be burned to a bloody crisp.
I pull and tug at my foot. Wrench and twist. Heat from the blaze leaves sweat dripping down my spine.
The floorboard groans but gives a little. And a little more. With one final tug, I manage to free my foot. Blood oozes from a wide gash across my ankle and bits of splintered wood protrude from my skin. It’ll need tending, but not until after I escape this inferno.
I hobble toward the door and shove the barrier aside, dropping onto the frosty grass right when the roof buckles and caves inward. Flames shoot into the dusky pink sky.
Tears prick the backs of my eyes, but I manage to breathe through the pain as I limp back the way we came. Where is Senan? Why didn’t he wake me?
A fresh set of footprints leads away from the cottage.
That doesn’t make sense. Did he leave without me? Perhaps he is still within earshot. “Senan! Hello?”
“Hello!” a deep voice shouts from the forest.
Oh, thank the stars. “Help! I’ve cut my foot, and the cottage is on fire!” Twigs and stones stab my feet as I hobble toward the incline only to realize the man who answered my call isn’t Senan at all but a light-haired stranger dressed in all black.
Two more men appear from behind the burning building. When they reach me, they come to a skidding halt, their faces pale as they gawk. What is their problem? Have they never seen a shoeless woman before?
“Fucking hell,” one of them whispers, his wide eyes darting to his companions. “Is this her?”
Her who? Can’t they see I’m wounded? “Can one of you please help me? I’ve hurt my foot, and my companion has gone missing. He’s about so high.” I hold my hand above my head. “Dark brown hair down to his shoulders.” Thanks to his glamour.
From between two trees, a flash of black catches my eye.
I step forward to get a better look.
It looks like…
Like a boot.
Not just one boot but two. Two boots attached to two legs. Two legs belonging to someone I know.
Wynn.
Her body lies face-down on the frosty ground, but she isn’t moving. Why isn’t she moving?
The man who first shouted finally reaches us. Red splatters stain his scarred cheek. They look like…
Blood.
The man…his hands…his face…are all covered in blood.
I stumble back, but before I can even take a step, one of the men catches my arm and yanks it so hard, it feels like he’s trying to tear it off.
“Let me go!”
The blackguard’s blunt nails dig into my flesh. “Afraid we won’t be doing that.”
The blood-drenched man’s fist flies toward me, slamming into my cheek. Pain bursts behind my eyes. When I fall, the man holding me lets go, and my knees crack off the unforgiving earth. My face collides with the wet grass with a sickening thud.
Two of them pin me beneath their knees, splaying my arms wide.
I thrash and whimper, but my cries fall on deaf ears.
Their laughs are vicious. Grating. I try to call on my element to fight them off, but the power that has always lived within me doesn’t respond. I open my mouth to beg for freedom as the third man stomps on my spine right between my shoulder blades. Air evacuates my lungs, and my wings appear unbidden. The limp hair around my face is no longer black but blue.
They broke my glamour. How is that even possible?
My face. My knees. My foot. My spine.
Everything hurts.
A sharp slice lances across the base of my right wing, and the sickening cacophony of ripping flesh fills my ears. It feels like I’m being sawed in two. Hot liquid splatters down my back. Cerulean feathers flutter next to me.
I gasp and gasp but can’t find my next breath. Black spots speckle at the edge of my vision as I stare toward my friend’s lifeless form, praying for a respite from this pain.
If only someone would make it go away.
A blur darts between the trees. The man at my back lets out a grunt, collapsing at my side with a heavy thud, his sightless eyes trained on me. Blood leaks from a crooked gash across his throat, painting the frosty leaves red.
The hold on my right arm loosens. Someone garbles a protest until it, too, is cut off. The third man runs, but he doesn’t make it far before Senan’s guard, Eason, launches a blade at his back, sending the bastard careening into a tree.
Eason hobbles toward me, his lip split, his eye blackened, his shirt torn and bloody. “Stay still,” he whispers, wincing as he eases forward.
“My wings…” I can’t feel my wings. Why can’t I feel my wings? Even glamoured, I could always feel their weight. But now…
Eason’s calloused fingers graze my cheek. “They’re gone.”
Gone? They can’t be gone. Not my wings.
A broken whimper rips from my chest.
“Shhh. Don’t cry. We must conserve our energy if we want to have any hope of surviving in this forsaken realm.” Eason presses his hands to my shoulders. Warmth flows from his palms as healing power pours through me.
“Stop,” I rasp. If he gives me all his magic, he won’t be able to get back home.
“You’ve lost too much blood, Allette. If I don’t heal you, you’ll die too.”
Die too. Die too. Die too.
“Wynn…they…they killed her.” My confidant. My friend. My fault.
I never should’ve invited her through the portal. Never should’ve left her in the village.
Eason’s heat wanes, and he falls back onto the blood-drenched ground. His haunted gray eyes meet mine, overflowing with the same regret that floods my soul. “I tried to save her, but I was too late.”
How could we have left them all alone in that square? How selfish we’ve been. How foolish. Now Wynn is dead and Senan…
Shit. Where is Senan?
I try to push myself from the ground, but the excruciating pain in my back keeps me flat. “You must find Senan. Please. I need him.” He is my lifeline. My reason. My everything.
Eason’s head falls into his hands, and his voice breaks when he says, “The prince is gone too.”
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ALLETTE


FOUR
YEARS
LATER
AN ICY BREEZE cuts through the gap beneath the door as I stare at the marks on the brown wall. Four marks, one for each of the four winters Eason and I have spent in the human realm. The needle in my hand slips, falling onto the other sock in my lap, still dangling from the end of the thread. I should reach for it, but I don’t.
The hinges groan when the front door swings aside. Eason stomps in, two dead rabbits clutched in his gloved hand. Lately, he seems to be gone more often than not. I’m never sure when he’ll come back.
If he’ll come back.
I can’t figure out why he bothers. He is a handsome man and could’ve easily found himself a human wife in the village. A partner who isn’t broken beyond repair.
I’ve told him as much, and yet he always comes back to me.
I rarely venture to town. Every time I do, my traitorous mind conjures visions of my mate. Laughing in the square. Purchasing trinkets and food from the vendors. Dancing around the fire.
In this realm, the trees are my friends. The stones my confidants. The wind keeps me company, as if it knows I used to hold its power.
Not anymore though.
A Scathian’s power emanates from their wings.
And without my wings, I’m as empty as the hearth where Eason kneels.
“Dammit, Allette. You let the fire die,” he mutters, shoveling ash into the bucket before adding kindling to the grate.
I didn’t let the fire die. The flames, the light, the warmth were stolen from me by this wicked world.
The sound of a striking match makes me jump. Sulfur and smoke tickles my nose. Under Eason’s careful watch, what starts as a tiny flame soon becomes a crackling fire. The air around me warms, and yet I remain cold.
Eason stands, tugging off his gloves before clasping my arms in his calloused hands. “You’re freezing. Let me get you a blanket.”
“I don’t want one.” I don’t deserve to feel heat. Not when I’m as cold and dead inside as the two people I loved most. I’d warned Senan that we would be cursed if the stars didn’t approve of our mating bond. Maybe if I’d refused, he and Wynn would still be alive.
But I didn’t refuse. I selfishly took what I wanted, and those I loved paid the ultimate price.
“Allette…” Eason’s eyes do that thing they always do when I disappoint him.
I can’t take more disappointment. “I see your hunt was successful.”
Although Eason looks like he wants to say more, he collects one of the skinned animals from the crude table. “It was. I caught these and killed a small doe. If you dry the meat, that should be more than enough to last until I return.”
This is what my life has been reduced to. Drying meat and darning socks.
He kneels on the bowed floorboards and skewers the animal on the spit, hanging it low over the fire before adding a larger log.
The money he makes on night shift at the prison has helped us survive. Kept us warm and fed. I felt so guilty being a drain, I eventually picked up part-time shifts at the launderette. They taught me how to sew, and I’m not too bad at it. The head seamstress says my stitches are damn near perfect. In the summers, I help as a scullery maid in one of the larger estates when the owners move back in for the warmer months.
Just like Wynn.
My eyes start to burn.
Eason withdraws a small glass bottle from his coat pocket and slips it into my open hand. “Here. I picked this up on the way home.”
The bottle of black hair dye will keep my blue roots at bay. They don’t show beneath the cap I wear to hide my ears, but after what happened all those years ago, one can never be too careful. “Thank you.” I appreciate him so much.
I rise from my chair and bring the bottle to the small bathing room, somehow finding the strength to lift my gaze to the cracked mirror hanging over the sink. Dark circles surround my eyes. My cheeks appear gaunter than when I last checked, which must’ve been the last time Eason bought me hair dye.
There is no point studying my reflection for too long. I don’t need to see myself to know that hollowness has taken root in my bones. Flows through my veins. Beats in my broken heart. The bronzed tone has been leached from my skin, leaving me pale and almost gray. A living corpse.
Unlike Eason, whose skin has maintained its bronzed hue. Since he works mostly at night, he spends any free time he has outdoors, catching every bit of sun in an attempt to refuel his magic. But we’re too far away from its heat, and truly sunny days are few and far between.
I set the dye on the edge of the sink and reach for my comb. My wrist grazes the cork at the top, knocking the bottle off kilter. I try to catch it, but I’m not fast enough. The glass shatters on the ground, blackness spreading like ink across the floorboards.
“Allette?” Eason calls. “Is everything all right in there?”
“It’s fine!” Tears clog my throat as I stoop to clean up the glass. The dye costs a small fortune, and we have no extra coins to waste. How could I be so bloody careless?
I scoop the broken bits and open the window to throw them out, but no matter how hard I scrub, the stain on the floorboards refuses to go away, much like the dark stain of regret upon my soul.
I turn the tap to wash away the dye on my hands. My eyes catch on that silver scar running down my palm, a constant reminder of my foolishness. Inky streaks twist like blackened tears down the drain. By the time I return to the living area, the smell of roasting meat has replaced the damp mustiness that lingers in the cottage.
Eason’s gaze rakes from my tear-stained cheeks to my disheveled hair, his lips pressing into a tight line. “You didn’t do your hair.”
“I’ll dye it later.” I hate lying to him but can’t find it in me to confess that I’ve wasted so much money. Not that I think he’ll get angry. I’ve only seen him angry a handful of times. Thankfully, his frustration has never been directed at me, only at the logs he splits for the fire.
My knee bounces beneath the rickety table as we eat dinner in silence. I used to enjoy silence. Now it seems so empty.
Eason splays his wide palm on my thigh, giving me a reassuring squeeze. “Someone will come through tonight. I can feel it.”
He said the same thing last year, and the year before that. And he has been wrong every single time.
Despite the fire, I can see my breath when we curl onto the bed tucked into the corner, covered in a quilt I stole from someone’s clothesline. Eason settles at my back, his solid arms holding me tight against him. I must fall asleep at some point, because before I know it, Eason is shaking me awake, telling me it’s time to go.
What if we didn’t go to the portal? What is the point in torturing ourselves? Should we give up and accept our fate?
No, no. We must try. Because of my recklessness, Eason has been damned to this realm as well. For him, I’ll try until the day I no longer draw breath.
I slip out of bed and pull on my warmest gown. My lone black cloak falls past my black cotton skirts. I drag my wool hat over my ears. The thick wool socks I mended cover my clammy feet as I slip them into boots that have seen better days.
After stuffing our pockets with the coins we’ve saved through the years, Eason and I traipse through an inch of snow to wait in the forest within sight of the standing stones.
I search the sky for light, but there is none. No stars either. Only a thick layer of clouds.
Eason builds a fire, and we huddle close. The first year, we went without in case the flames deterred the fae and nearly froze to death. The second, he insisted on it. Now, it’s become part of our yearly routine.
The wind shifts, blowing thick smoke toward me, burning my eyes. My mind drifts to another fire, one that marked the beginning of the end. My lungs seize as I stare at the writhing flames, my head growing lighter, my vision blurring. Forcing my eyes closed, I focus on my breathing the way Eason taught me until the knot in my chest eases and I can inhale fully.
Please let someone come through. Please.
I’m not sure who I’m begging. The stars only seem to listen when they feel like it.
Eason drags a thick slice of bread from his pack, offering me half. I’m not hungry but take it anyway to give my hands something to do. “What time is it?”
His watch glints when he removes it from his pocket. “Half one.”
Someone should’ve come through by now. Still, we wait, just as we have the three autumns before, the icy air stinging our throats until the sky begins to lighten with the birth of another dawn.
Eason’s gloved hand curves around my knee. “We should go back.”
“Only a few more minutes. Please.”
His light brows come together, a wrinkle forming between them. “Remember what happened last year.”
Last year, it had been raining, and I caught something the humans call “pneumonia.” I spent the following weeks bedridden while Eason nursed me back to health. For some reason, he is determined to keep me alive when all I want is to curl up and sink into the earth for eternity.
Although a protest builds in my throat, Eason is right.
No one is coming for us.
Silently, we make our way back to the cottage. When I struggle to untie my frozen boots, Eason kneels, props my shoe on his knee, and works the laces free. We both change out of our damp clothes and into the ones left hanging in front of the waning fire. As if we’d known all along that we would return.
The peach wash of dawn makes its way through our moth-eaten lace curtains as we lay back down, him holding me as my tears soak into the rough pillowcase.
Eason’s wide palm lands on the thick scars on my back, hidden by my shift. When I flinch, he relocates his hand to the top of my arm. “Please don’t cry, Allette. Maybe next year someone will come.”
The tender kiss he presses to my temple stirs nothing but guilt. I turn my face and listen to his breathing catch when his lips graze my cheek. His grip loosens, allowing me to twist around and rest my frigid hands on his warm chest, corded with muscle from endless hours of training.
He kisses me then, hesitant and sweet.
My mate is gone forever.
My life, my home, are both out of reach.
I need to focus on what I have.
So I squeeze my eyes closed and kiss him back.

EASON’S SWORD and belt clatter against the tabletop. I watch with my heart in my throat as he continues gathering his belongings, packing them into a canvas rucksack.
He glances up at me, his eyes filled with regret. “Widow Mae will be here in an hour.”
If this realm is hell, then Widow Mae is a demon whose sole purpose is to torture me. “How many times must I tell you: I do not need a babysitter.” I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself for a few weeks.
Eason sighs his same weary sigh, his mouth bracketed with displeasure. “You know the dangers in this realm. What kind of man would I be if I left you all alone to fend for yourself?”
The kind of man I need. One who trusts me. Who believes in me. “What is Widow Mae going to do if we’re attacked? Tie them up with her scarf?”
Closing his eyes, Eason pinches the bridge of his nose. “Will I speak to the warden about having one of the other guards fill in for me?”
Is he mad? Transporting prisoners to Dullen pays four times his usual wage. And with me being laid off from the launderette, we cannot afford to lose more money. I should be grateful he is willing to work so hard for us instead of giving him a hard time. He is only worried about my wellbeing.
“No, no. It’s all right.” I swallow my displeasure and pin what passes as a smile to my lips. “Mae and I are sure to have a wonderful fortnight together.”
He tugs on his gloves and heaves his pack over his broad shoulders. “I’ll actually be gone for three weeks this time.”
Three weeks minding my elderly neighbor. I can’t wait. “I’ll be lonely without you.”
Eason brushes back the chestnut strands that have fallen into his eyes before slipping on the wool hat I knitted. His smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes. It rarely does. “And I’ll be lonely without you. But the good news is, when I return, I should have enough saved for a larger house.”
A larger house means more cost to heat and furnish. More emptiness when he goes away. There is only so much emptiness I can take. Besides, there is no guarantee that his job will remain steady. We’d be better off saving our coin in case of a rainy day.
And in this realm, it’s always raining.
“We have everything we need,” I say.
Eason’s wool glove grazes my chin before he bends to give me a soft kiss. “I love you, Allette.”
I care for Eason and enjoy his company more than I enjoy anything else in this forsaken place. But love? I no longer have the capacity for love. If the little I have left to give is enough for him, then he can have it.
“Be safe,” I say, kissing him once more.
He grabs his sword, steals a final kiss, and leaves me all alone.
I ease onto one of the dining chairs to finish the mending but end up staring at the marks on the wall instead. My grief is like a leaden weight tied to my limbs, dragging me to the bottom of the sea, waiting for me to drown.
One. Two. Three. Four.
Four.
Years in the human realm.
My fingers idly swipe at my scarred palm.
Four years without my mate.
I can’t keep counting. Can’t keep holding on when there is nothing left to cling to. Rising to my feet, I snag the damp cloth next to our breakfast dishes and scrub those marks until they’re no more.
Perhaps this is what I need to move on. A clean slate. Some time alone to learn how to live again.
And that begins with leaving this house. The day looks fine, and these four walls are doing nothing to help clear my head. Plus, I need hair dye. Tugging on my mop cap and cloak, I fish out a few coins from our stash beneath the mattress and throw open the door⁠—
Only to find my stooped neighbor on the other side.
This woman has the worst possible timing.
I step aside and usher Widow Mae into our home. Her brown cloak reeking of pickling spices and cloves. Instead of continuing to the rocking chair where she usually sits, Mae squints up at me through milky eyes, her ever-present plaid scarf wrapped tightly around her neck and chin. “Where are you off to?”
“Just bringing in more wood for the fire,” I lie.
Her crinkled lips flatten. “It’ll be dark soon. Best to stay inside and get it in the morning.”
She can’t be serious. It’s barely past lunch. Still, I know better than to get into an argument with the woman. I’ll have to slip out when she is taking one of her many naps.
After two hours and three cups of tea, it’s clear Mae has no intention of sleeping. All she wants to do is talk about how wonderful Eason is and knit another scarf. Her own son passed away a long time ago, and she thinks of my partner as a surrogate child. Which is sweet…until she starts giving out to me because I have yet to give him children.
“You should give him sons. At least three,” Mae says, the large knitting needles clicking and clacking as she churns out another perfect row of tight loops.
I used to dream of children once—little ones with raven hair and silver eyes. Senan would’ve made such a wonderful father.
My throat constricts, making it almost impossible to swallow. Mae continues on, but I can’t handle her underhanded slights about not being good enough for Eason.
I already know I’m not good enough.
That’s why I’ve turned down every one of his four proposals.
When I can’t stand it anymore, I excuse myself and escape into the privy. The moment I step inside, that smudge on the floor reminds me of the hair dye. It’s the perfect excuse to leave, only the thought of having to explain anything to Mae sounds too exhausting.
My gaze catches on the murky gray light streaming through the pane of glass.
A smile touches my lips.
Looks like I’m going to climb out the window.

BEATING hooves drum behind me as a horse and cart tear up the lane. I barely get out of the way before the driver blows past, splattering my cloak with muck. I want to shout and rail at him, to tell him to slow the hell down before he kills someone. Instead, I bite my lip and keep quiet.
Don’t draw attention to yourself.
That has been Eason’s first rule ever since the attack. A rule I’ve followed to the letter.
Eason and I have lived a few different places over the years. First the inn, just until we got our bearings. Then Eason rented a tiny apartment above the butchers. After he saved enough money, we moved to the cottage at the edge of Mae’s property.
The only reason we can afford the place is because Eason helps the elderly woman with odd jobs around her house.
I continue onward, avoiding the village square by taking back alleys to the apothecary.
A woman stands outside the blue and white storefront, surrounded by baskets of dried herbs and small vials of various tinctures. One of them has a label claiming the list of nonsensical ingredients wards off bad spirits. Perhaps it would work on Mae.
“Only five coppers,” the woman says with a gap-toothed smile.
Too bad I have no money to spare. Back in the basket it goes. “Do you have any hair dye?”
She nods toward the shop. “Just inside, next to the counter. While you’re in there, be sure to grab yourself a mask for tonight’s Samhain festival.”
My heart skids to a halt.
Did she say tonight’s festival? That can’t be right. “The festival was last night.”
The woman’s mousy brown hair flutters when she shakes her head. “Nay, lass. Samhain is tonight.”
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I’M NOT sure how long I stare at the woman, her words pounding through my skull, growing louder. Stronger. If Samhain is tonight, that means Eason mixed up the dates. With all the preparations for this trip and his long, exhausting nights at work, is it any wonder? If I’d been less of a hermit and left the house, I would’ve known the bloody date.
Now he is on his way to Dullen, and I have no way of reaching him. What should I do? Should I stay here?
My stomach twists, and I swear I can feel myself being pulled toward the sky. Almost as if an invisible tether has wrapped around my torso, demanding I return home.
I can’t stay when there is a chance to escape.
Don’t I owe it to myself—to Eason—to try?
Guilt settles in my chest next to my dead heart.
What if someone does come through? When Eason returns from his trip and finds me gone, he’ll be devastated. For four years, he has provided food and shelter, comfort and support. He picked up my broken pieces, mending them as best he could. All those years ago, he had the chance to abandon me, and yet he stayed. Saved me from those terrible men. Healed me with the last of his magic. Damned himself to this realm.
How can I abandon him now?
Only, I wouldn’t abandon him.
If by some miracle I made it to Kumulus, I would be sure to send someone back through the portal next year.
This may be the only chance to save us both.
What good am I anyway? He might claim to love me, but love should be reciprocated. As much as I’ve learned to care for Eason, I do not love him, and I never will.
That part of me was stolen along with my wings and my mate.
More than likely, I’ll end up sitting by that circle of stones for yet another night and returning to the cottage just as I have every other year, and Eason will be none the wiser.
The vendor gives me an odd look and asks if I’m all right. I mutter an apology and continue inside the store to purchase a vial of hair dye. Sure enough, colorful Samhain masks hang on racks in the window. “Is tonight Samhain?” I ask the man behind the till, needing to be sure before I let this warmth in my chest bloom into hope.
The man nods, taking my money for the dye and tucking it into the drawer. “That it is. Will you be needing a mask yourself?” He takes down a bluebird one. “This would go lovely with your eyes.”
He continues speaking, but all I can focus on is the lone crow mask dangling at the bottom of the rack.
Stars. It looks exactly like the one he wore…
Sweat collects at the back of my neck, and my vision swims. How can it still be this hard after so long? “I don’t need a mask,” I blurt, clutching the bottle of dye to my chest as I stumble for the door.
Outside, stinging autumn air floods my lungs, cooling my overheated skin. I mull over my choice the whole way home. When I finally reach our cottage, I’m no closer to a decision.
I consider climbing back through the window but figure my neighbor has probably realized I haven’t been in the bathing room this whole time, so I grip the frozen doorknob and ease the door open.
Widow Mae glowers at me from her chair. “Where’ve you been all this time? I’ve been worried sick.”
“I went for a walk.” I unhook my cloak, hanging it atop Eason’s spare coat.
Eason.
His large slippers sit next to mine by the bed we share. The wood he chopped is piled in the shed right outside. If not for him, this ramshackle cottage wouldn’t have those curtains or the small copper tub in the bathing room.
After all he has done for me, how can I leave him?
The answer is simple.
I can’t.
I will simply have to wait until next Samhain to return.
I tuck my hair dye into my pocket and cross to the sink to fill the kettle. The last time I was selfish, my life was ruined. Better to keep my feet on the ground where I cannot fall than let myself drift back into the clouds. “Would you like some tea?”
Mae collects her knitting from her lap. She must’ve been working the whole time I was gone. The scarf looks nearly finished. “A spot of tea would be lovely for these old bones.” The rocking chair creaks away the seconds as I add water and hang the kettle over the fireplace to boil.
With nothing better to do, I take my seat and collect Eason’s sock with a hole in the toe from the basket of items that need patched up. “On my walk, I saw some folks preparing for Samhain.”
Mae’s chair stops creaking. “You’ve your dates all mixed up. Samhain was last night.”
“No, Samhain is tonight.”
“You’re mistaken.”
I set my needle and thread aside. “I’m not mistaken.” The more she protests, the more unease fills my core. She is lying to me. Before I can ask why, she leans so close, she damn near falls out of her chair. Her nose wrinkles as she inhales deeply.
Is she sniffing me?
She is. She’s sniffing me. “What are you doing?”
Wordlessly, she leans against the chair’s high back and resumes rocking and knitting.
I repeat my question again, but she still doesn’t respond. “Mae!”
With a huff, Mae finally drops her needles. “I know about the drinking, dear. Your Eason told me all about how you struggle.”
I might struggle with guilt and grief, but, “I do not struggle with drink.”
“There’s no need to shout, Allette. There is no shame in admitting you need help—my first husband Leonard was the same. It’s why young Eason asks me to stay with you. To make sure you don’t fall prey to its call while he is away. Don’t you worry. We’ll dry you right out, and when that fine young man returns, you can give him the sons he so desperately desires.”
Eason hardly could’ve told her the truth about my wings, but to let this woman think I’m an alcoholic? He could’ve given her any other excuse, and yet he chose this one. “Is that why you tried to lie about Samhain? Because you’re afraid I’ll go on a bender?”
A nod. “Your Eason said it’s important that you do not know about the festival. On account of all the merrymaking in town,” she adds.
Bloody hell.
That means…
Eason didn’t get the date wrong after all.
He knew.
He knew and didn’t tell me.
He let me sit outside all night—let me cry myself to sleep over no fae coming through the portal, knowing all the while that the portal wasn’t bloody open.
Eason lied to me.
To what end? He hates it here as much as I do. Why wouldn’t he want to go home? He knows how much I miss Kumulus. How much I miss my aunt and the life I once lived.
The longer I think about it, the angrier I become, until the guilt I felt over the thought of leaving slowly fades.
Tonight, I’m going through that portal.
And Eason won’t be here to stop me.
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I DYE my hair after dinner, wishing Eason’s betrayal was as easy to cover up. How could he do this to me? Because of his lie, I was almost stuck down here for another year. Perhaps he hid the truth because he had to leave for work and didn’t want me going without him. Regardless, he should’ve given me the choice. I deserved to know the truth and decide for myself whether I wanted to stay here or return to Kumulus.
Widow Mae falls asleep before ten o’clock, giving me a chance to sneak around the creaky cottage and prepare for my escape. There isn’t much to do since my bag is still packed from the night before. Eason. What were you thinking?
I take my share of the money, leaving Eason his wages so he has something to survive on until next year. While I may be angry with him, he has taken care of me, so I don’t want him to struggle.
And then I sit down to write him a note.
I’m sorry.

I’m so very sorry that I can’t be the woman he wants me to be. The one who can love him the way he deserves.
Sorry that he chose to lie to me about the date instead of telling me the truth.
Samhain is tonight, and I will be going home.

There is a chance no one will come through, and if that is the case, I’ll burn this note along with what remains of my hope.
I don’t know why you lied and

probably never will.

Perhaps in time, I will find it in

my heart to forgive you.

Or maybe I won’t.
I sign the note and leave it on the table, not caring if Widow Mae learns that I’ve left him. She already thinks the worst of me; may as well embrace my terrible reputation.
As tired as I am from staying up last night and today’s betrayals, I refuse to let myself fall asleep. It would be my luck to take a nap and end up sleeping the whole bloody night away.
Outside, the wind whistles and trees groan. I wrap my cloak tighter around myself as I slip into the dark night, leaving Mae snoring away in the rocking chair. Once my eyes adjust to the darkness, I slowly make my way back to the spot where Eason and I have waited for the past four years. When I lift my gaze toward the sky and see a distant, flickering light shining brighter than the stars, hope sparks anew. Something moves in the distance, far too large to be a bird.
Holding my breath, I watch in rapt silence as the first masked fae lands, green wings flared at his back, quickly followed by another, and another. Although their voices remain hushed, I can feel their excitement vibrating in the frosty air.
They’re here. They’re really here. After all this time, I’m finally going home. Tears spring into my eyes, but I brush them away. I can cry when I reach Kumulus.
A thin young man with dark brown hair emerges from behind a stone, calling for someone named Tully to wait up.
I step out of the shadows and give him my best smile. “Hello there.”
The man’s head swings toward me. He lets out a shrill yelp and leaps back. I’m about to apologize when his boot slips on the snowy ground. His arms cartwheel, but he goes down like a brick, cracking his head off the stones and falling still.
Oh, no. No, no, no.
Tell me I didn’t just kill some poor man. Cursing, I sink down next to him, checking the pulse at his throat. Strong and steady, thank the stars. I press my cold hand to his warm, smooth cheek. Why did I think it would be a good idea to burst out of the darkness instead of announcing myself like a normal person? Now this man will refuse to help, and I’ll be stuck here all night waiting for someone to return.
The man groans, wincing as he reaches for the back of his head. “Bloody hell.”
“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”
He blinks up at me through wide eyes. Why isn’t he saying anything? What do you expect, you dolt? You nearly killed him.
Perhaps I should say something else. “I need your help.”
He pushes himself to sitting, still rubbing the back of his head. “Help with what?”
Here goes nothing. I gesture toward that light in the sky. “I need you to bring me through the portal.”
His dark eyes narrow. “How do you know about the portal?”
“I’m Scathian—just like you. Only I missed the window last year and cannot recall my wings.” That sounds convincing, doesn’t it?
The man’s brow furrows as his gaze sweeps down my tattered cloak and worn woolen dress. The longer he stares, the more my cheeks heat. “You don’t look Scathian,” he says eventually.
How am I supposed to convince him? It’s not like I can recall my wings because they no longer exist. If Eason were here, he could’ve shown the man his leathers, but I didn’t even think to bring something to prove my heritage.
Wait! I know.
I tear off my cap and tuck my hair behind my pointed ear.
Even with the proof right in front of him, the man still looks wary.
“I can pay you.” I drop my pack onto the ground, digging to the bottom where I’ve hidden my purse. “One piece of gold to bring me up.” It took me two months to earn this gold, but I’d pay anything to get home.
His eyes flick nervously to the empty forest, where the rest of the fae have long since disappeared. “If you’re Scathian, then you must know it’s illegal to fly with an adult passenger.”
I withdraw another coin. “Two pieces of gold?”
He stares silently at the coins in my palm. I don’t have much more to offer.
“Please.” I am prepared to beg if necessary. “I need to get back to my elderly aunt, Lady Marjory Rittey. She must be devastated. Can you imagine your family missing you for an entire year, believing something terrible has happened to you? Please, help me. Please.”
I’m about to launch into a second round of pleading when he lets out a withering sigh and agrees. We both stand, and I gladly hand over the coins.
I’m finally going home.
Eason should be going home too.
My smile falters. What if this is a mistake?
A sharp breeze lifts my hair around my face, unsettling my mop cap. That tugging in my core grows stronger. I can’t back out now. I’m doing this for Eason. He gave up everything for me. He deserves to go back home too.
Next year, I will be sure to send someone straight to our cottage so Eason can choose whether he wants to remain in the human realm or return to our world.
The man’s wings appear at his back. Stars, they’re small. They barely look big enough to carry his own weight, let alone the two of us.
“They’re strong,” he clips when he realizes I’m staring.
Thankfully, it’s too dark for him to notice my ferocious blush. “I didn’t say anything.”
“You didn’t need to.” His mouth presses flat, and he motions me forward. “Come on. I don’t have all night.”
My heart pounds as I wrap my arms around this stranger, breathing in the leather and wind clinging to his soft cotton shirt. Stars, I’ve missed that smell.
“Hold tight.” He lifts me into his arms and launches into the night sky. The forest becomes nothing more than a smudge of black at our feet. With my heart in my throat, we burst through the thin layer of gray clouds, climbing until the stars look so close, it feels as if I could reach out and touch them.
Every beat of the young man’s wings brings us closer and closer to a flickering star, larger than all the rest. Suddenly, warm liquid and bright silver light replaces the icy air burning my lungs. I’m not prepared for the sudden change, clamping my mouth shut a second too late. My tongue and throat catch fire, and I really should’ve taken a breath but didn’t because this fool forgot to warn me that we were about to enter the bloody portal.
How long is this going to take? It wasn’t this long the first time, was it? Then again, maybe that’s because we were going down instead of up. Or it could be this man’s tiny wings. If I don’t get a breath soon, I’m going to suffocate.
Calm down. You’re too close to die now.
If those bastards who hacked off my wings didn’t kill me, this won’t either.
We emerge into a darkened sky capped with black clouds. My gasp of fresh, cool air relieves some of the fire burning inside me.
Short houses resting on cobblestone streets surround us. The beautiful portal glows bright in the very center. A beacon. A reminder.
My escort lands, releasing his hold on me. The moment my boots meet the ground, laughter bubbles inside my chest. I want to sing to those low-lying clouds. Dance with joy with my arms raised in the air. Let my victorious shouts echo through the alleys. Kiss the damp cobblestones.
I’m home!
I fling my arms around the young man who saved me and press a kiss to his cheek. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”
He smiles down at me, his blush bright beneath the orange fae lights flickering atop iron posts. “The pleasure is all mine…I’m sorry. I never caught your name.”
“My name is Allette.” And I’m finally home.
“The pleasure is all mine, Allette.” With a wave, he drops back through the portal and disappears.
Heavens above, I cannot believe, after all these years, I have finally made it.
Now to get out of this square.
I rarely ventured to this part of town before that fateful night, so none of the alleyways cutting through the low houses look familiar. Which one should I choose? The one that angles upward makes the most sense since my aunt’s tower is uphill and across the river from the city.
The skinny street spits me out onto another, wider road directly across from a wall of black marble.
Memories of that night come flooding back, raw and so real, I swear I can hear Senan’s laughter. When the tears come, I don’t fight them but let their saltiness wash away the bitterness and sadness consuming my soul.
The doors burst open, and a man twice my size comes barreling out, dragging another man whose forearms have been painted in colorful tattoos. The thinner man’s skin glows like he has swallowed sunlight—another unfortunate soul lost to the dust. The duster murmurs something unintelligible that makes the giant smile, ball up his meaty fist, and slam it into the thinner man’s face, laying him out on the cobblestones.
The overwhelming urge to run to his aid washes over me, but getting involved is too risky. The poor man—what did he do to deserve such a beating?
The giant continues glowering at the duster through murderous black eyes as the tattooed man slowly rises to his feet. Is he mad? Why doesn’t he stay down? The giant hits him once more, and he stumbles back and back, careening toward the stones, collapsing at my feet.
I expect a curse or a howl of pain.
Instead, he laughs.
He laughs a laugh I know as well as my own.
A wave of heat expands in my core.
It can’t be.
When I look down, I find myself staring into the silver eyes of a prince who is supposed to be dead.



Twelve





SENAN


SHADOWS CLING to every corner of this place, ethereal and cold, lurking behind, beneath, and above. There’s a way to get rid of them, but until my guard decides to stare at something other than my face, that can’t happen.
“You can stop watching me like a fucking hawk, Bell. I already told you, I’m not going anywhere.” At least not with him being so infuriatingly diligent.
Bell’s frown deepens, and his eyes narrow, as if he can glue me to my stool through sheer will alone. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t believe you.”
No one believes me anymore. Not that I can blame them when my promises aren’t what they used to be. Then again, I wouldn’t have to lie if they’d stop asking so many damned questions.
I tuck my twitchy hands beneath my thighs so Bell doesn’t notice, but of course he does because he’s still staring. My own gaze drifts past him, toward the front door. “Does that man look familiar to you?”
Bell’s stare hardens before he twists on his stool.
I ease to my feet and am about to take a step when a different guard in silver leathers appears in front of me like an iron gate slamming closed. As if I need another fucking shadow.
Bell gets up and nudges the nameless guard aside. The man returns to his fellow guards sitting at a table devoid of drinks and conversation. Don’t they get bored? I’ve only been here an hour and already it feels like my brain has melted into one of the sticky puddles on the floor. I could’ve asked the women at the table beyond my guards to join me, but from the hungry looks they cast my way, I have a feeling they’re not interested in idle conversation.
“Where are you going?” Bell asks.
“To take a piss, oh observant one.”
In a blink, he starts patting my arms and chest and legs as if I’m some sort of criminal headed to the pit instead of a fucking prince.
“You’re welcome to come and watch if you don’t believe me. I’ll even let you hold it if you want.”
He ignores me, jerking the leg of my trousers up to my calf, revealing the hilt of the dagger hidden in my boot.
Other guards have forgotten to check there. But Bell, he’s a different breed. The only reason he and the others agree to accompany me to this place is because I bribe them with gold. As high and mighty as Bell is, he isn’t above lining his own pockets. None of them are.
I blink innocently at the dagger. “Now, how did that get there?”
Does he smile? No. That isn’t in Bell’s wheelhouse. He’d sooner stab me with my own blade than let his lips drift north. Just because he can’t seem to smile doesn’t mean I’m not allowed. Unless the king has outlawed that as well and forgot to tell me.
Bell tosses the dagger onto our table next to my four empty pint glasses and tells me to hurry up.
“Why? Are you anxious to return home to the little wife?” I give his bearded cheek a pat. “You know, I’d love to meet the woman who fell in love with that frowny face.”
Bell flushes but doesn’t try to follow me again. Nothing deters that man like a conversation about his missus.
“Just hurry the hell up,” he grumbles, returning to his stool to watch me stroll across the barren dance floor. Women huddle at shadowed tables tucked between velvet curtains. Some pretty. Some plain. One pale, gray face stands out in particular. A petite, silver-haired Tuath sitting next to a scowling mountain with a scarred forehead and a thick black beard. My left eye thinks it’s a good idea to wink at her. The drinks I downed when we first arrived urge me to flash her a smile.
I pass Mikel behind the bar—another scowler who always looks as if someone pissed in his boots. I nod and wave. What does he do? He scowls.
When I shove the privy door aside, the stench of shite clinging to the rancid air makes me gag. I suppose I’d be scowling too if I had to clean this revolting room at the end of every shift.
My boots stick to the tiles as I make my way forward, searching the three stalls for signs of life. Empty. Just like my soul. Chuckling, I lean my hip against the sink to keep myself from falling over and unhook the purse from my belt. There just happens to be a razor blade tucked beneath the handful of gold coins.
Not as sharp as the dagger, but it works in a pinch.
Tendrils of excitement surge through my chest as I press the blade to my right palm and slide it toward my wrist. I watch my blood drip into the sink before smearing my wound against the cinderblock to the left of the cracked mirror.
The block vanishes, revealing a vial of glittering golden stardust.
Hello, sweet escape.
I work the cork free with my thumb, inhale a shaky breath, and then pour the warm liquid over my wound. Golden fireworks shoot through my veins—the prettiest thing I’ve seen all night—smothering my insides in warm honey. I toss my purse into the wall, and the opening vanishes, along with all traces of blood.
Behind me, the door creaks, and the pretty Tuath from the shadows slips inside. The starlight racing beneath my skin dances on her soft features. Her pert nose. Her full mouth.
“You’re in the wrong room,” I say when she comes closer. The ladies’ privy is at the other end of the bar.
Silver hair falls over the shoulders of her low-cut black dress when she shakes her head, a coy smile playing on her lips as she continues forward until our chests brush. “I don’t think I am,” she murmurs, her dark gaze falling to my lips. She eases forward, and her mouth lands on mine. My back meets the rough cinderblocks, her soft, supple breasts pinning me there as I let her take whatever she wants.
When her warm hand slides into my trousers and clasps around me, my body responds with each exhilarating stroke. I groan against her lips, sinking into the brightest place in my mind, laced with starlight, until the echoing thud of splintering wood forces my eyes open.
The woman shrieks and stumbles back, revealing that Tuath mountain, who moves like lightning. Or maybe he’s slow and I’m just slower. Hard to tell. Either way, his hand ends up around my throat.
Diffuse the situation. That is what the king would say to do.
And that is exactly why I smile despite the blackness speckling the edge of my vision and say, “Give us a minute. We’re not finished yet.”
I don’t see his fist but feel it hit my poor, unfortunate face. Warmth trickles down my lips and chin. Bell flies into the room like an avenging angel, wings spread and sword drawn. The mountain throws him off as if he is an annoying flea, catching my collar, choking me as he drags me back into the bar. I get in one good punch, but the mountain doesn’t so much as flinch, kicking open the front door and throwing me into the fresh air.
My spine slams onto the unforgiving cobblestones. Icy muck seeps into my hair. My clothes. Not exactly how I planned my night to go, but I’ve had worse. Laughter surges inside me as I stumble to my feet. “If you want me to stay down, you’ll have to hit harder than that.”
The man’s fist batters my face again. I go down hard, my head cracking against the ground. If my nose wasn’t broken before, it is now. I blink up at the clouds, so heavy and dark. When I blink again, I find myself staring into a pair of startled, golden eyes framed by the thickest lashes I’ve ever seen.
I wait for her to vanish. She always vanishes, no matter how much I wish she’d stay. This time, though, she isn’t going away.
“Hello,” I whisper, reaching out a hand to touch her beautiful face.
One more.
That’s all I want. One more stolen moment.
She’s there and then she is gone.
Only she doesn’t vanish into the mist like every other time I’ve imagined her. The crowd flooding the streets sweeps her away, and I lose her in the sea of bodies.
I lurch to my feet, scanning the faces swimming around me. Where did they all come from? Someone yanks the back of my shirt, dragging me through the crowd toward a group of guards on the far side of the street. They close around me, an impenetrable wall of scowls and muscles.
Bell releases me with a curse, raking his fingers through his shoulder-length hair.
“I saw her,” I gasp. Gods and heavens and stars above, I saw her! When I try to wedge myself between two men, they close ranks, penning me in. “I demand you let me through. I saw her.” Bell’s narrowed gaze locks with mine. “She was there. Didn’t you see?” I scrub a hand down my face, moaning when I accidentally graze my sore nose. “Tell me you saw her.”
“You’re high as a fucking cloud,” he shoots back. “You didn’t see anything.”
I might be high, but I know what I saw. “This isn’t like the last time. I saw her.” I try to force my way through again, but the soldiers’ wings flare, giving me no way out but up toward the endless gray. Before I can drop my glamour, Bell clamps a hand on my shoulder.
“Let me prove it to you.” All he has to do is trust me. “Please. You can come and see for yourself.”
He has been with me the longest. He knows how important this is.
Bell heaves a heavy sigh but lets me go, nodding to two of the guards who then step aside. I run back to the square. Which way did she go?
“Prince Senan!” a woman shouts. I whirl, but the one waving isn’t the woman I want. More shouts echo. Women grab my arms, my shirt, my belt, making one salacious offer after another. I’m not interested in any of them, but the more I turn, the more lost I become. Bell tries to fend them off, but they keep coming.
I’m so fucking confused, my head feels like it’s actually spinning. I blow out a breath and brace my hands on my knees until the spinning stops. This time, when Bell takes my arm, he does so gently, as if I might shatter all over these stones.
“I saw her.”
“Sure you did.”
Despite the light streaming through my pores, darkness chokes me. I saw her, dammit. That’s what you said the last time. This time, it’s true. Then why are you still alone?
Bell keeps going to the far side of the street, where the rest of the guards wait. “It’s time to get you home.”
Home.
Such a funny way to describe a place that feels neither safe nor welcoming.
“Why can’t you do this when I’m off duty?” he mutters under his breath. “The king is going to have my head now. And yours.”
I’m not scared of the king. What is he going to do to me, anyway? Make me want to gouge out my own eyes? Too late. Bore me to tears? Already happened. Force me into a life I don’t want? Old news.
When I drop my glamour and stretch my wings, I accidentally knock into some poor woman. “So sorry. Didn’t see you there.”
Bell’s fingers circle my wrist. “I can’t let you fly in this state, sire.”
What state? “I’m fine.” Miserable and empty, but fine.
“You’re not fine. You just apologized to a statue.”
“She isn’t a statue, she—” I peer up at the woman. My starlight flickers off her bronzed features. Definitely a statue.
Knowing better than to protest when my guard is in a mood, I follow Bell up the hill, making it about ten minutes before my boots start rubbing my heels. If I’m not careful, I’ll end up with blisters. Blisters are the worst. Even worse than a broken nose. I don’t need my nose for anything but smelling, but I need my feet. “My legs are tired, and I’m getting blisters.”
Bell doesn’t slow his pace. “Remember that next time you stardust.”
There won’t be a next time. After this, I’m done. “Carry me. Please? I’ll love you forever and ever if you do.”
The guards behind us snicker.
“No. Now, hurry up.”
By the time we reach the base of the mountain beneath the castle, my skin no longer glows, which is probably a good thing considering the last time my brother found me using, he threatened to exile me.
As I stare up at dawn painting the castle’s white walls a warm gold, exile sounds like a preferable alternative to returning to that cage.
“Are you all right to fly or do I need to carry you?” Bell asks.
“I’m fine.”
“You’re sure?”
“I said I’m fine.” I have to assure Bell three more times before he lets me try.
I manage to make it to the balcony outside my bedchambers without ramming into anything, which is a victory, all things considered. Although the landing leaves me with a turned ankle and a bruised knee. I hobble into my room only to catch my fucking thigh on the corner of my fucking chaise and careen head-first onto the carpet.
Has the carpet always been this thick and soft? Has the bed always been so far away? Maybe I’ll sleep here.
“Do I want to know where you’ve been?” calls a voice I’d hoped to avoid until at least noon. The king stalks from the other side of my room, his long, onyx hair falling free past his shoulders instead of in its usual leather queue. “Gods, Senan. Is that blood?”
“Don’t know.” My nose gives an answering pulse. “Probably.”
Boris comes to a halt next to my head. I close my eyes so I don’t have to see his disapproving glare. “Have you lost your mind?” He nudges my shoulder with his boot. “You are to be married in twenty-one days, and you look as if you’ve been thrown from the tower with your wings bound.”
Can’t he tell I’m trying to sleep? I roll away from him, tucking my hands beneath my head for an extra comfortable pillow.
“You haven’t been sober since you visited your betrothed six months ago,” he goes on.
That is a bit of a stretch. I wake up sober every morning, don’t I?
“This ends now,” he announces.
“Come on, Boris. Tonight was my stag party. Can’t fault me for that, now, can you? You were young once. Granted, it was a really, really long time ago.” And being brought up knowing you would one day be king stole a man’s youth far too early. At least, that is the excuse I like to give when my brother is being a pain in the ass.
“I want you in rehabilitation first thing in the morning.”
“I don’t need rehabilitation.” What a waste of time. Who wants to sit around talking about what is wrong with our lives when we can drown our sorrows in much more pleasurable pursuits? “I can stop anytime I want.”
“Then why haven’t you?”
“Because I don’t want to.” Obviously.
The king’s curse sounds awfully close to my head. He loops his arms beneath mine, huffing and puffing as he drags me over to the bed. “I want your word that you will not cause any more trouble. Princess Leeri arrives in two days⁠—”
“Two?” She isn’t supposed to get here for at least another week.
“Two,” Boris confirms. “And if her father sees you like this, he will undoubtedly withdraw his support for the alliance. You’ve had your fun, now it’s time to grow up.”
What part of not being allowed out of the fucking castle without a royal babysitter is fun? What part of living with a gaping hole in my chest is fun? What part of being destined to wed a woman I care nothing for is fun?
“I refuse to let your selfishness ruin everything our father worked so hard to achieve.”
What our father “achieved” was having a wife who happened to give birth to five sons. Would our dear, deceased father have been as determined to take over the world if he’d been given a daughter or two instead?
I grumble what sounds like a promise, the claws of exhaustion already dragging me into unconsciousness.
My dreams begin as they always do: with a pair of golden eyes.
And they end the same as well.
With me leaving her behind.
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ALLETTE


MY HEART BATTERS my breastbone as I try to catch my breath.
Senan Vale is alive.
All these years, I believed him dead, and he has been here, in Kumulus, living and breathing and alive. What was with all those tattoos? And the stardust glowing in his veins?
I close my eyes, forcing myself to remember the events of the night I’ve spent so long trying to forget.
Eason had said Senan was gone too.
He saw the humans take the prince. We both assumed they’d killed him, but what if he’d fought them off? What if he’d managed to escape? If that’s what happened, why didn’t he ever come back for me?
Did something happen in the years the portal had been closed? Had he fallen in love with his betrothed and forgotten all about what we had?
No. He wouldn’t have done that.
We are mated.
There must be some other explanation.
I try to get to him, but there are too many people calling his name, pushing and shoving me out of the way. Their shouts drown out my own, leaving me searching desperately for a way through the throng to my prince.
By the time the crowd disperses, there is no sign of Senan at all.
This isn’t the end of the world. I can call to the castle once I’ve had time to rest and collect my spinning thoughts.
My heartbeat quickens at the thought of seeing my mate again.
I will find Senan and the answers I seek no matter what it takes.
Inhaling a deep breath, I turn away from the Black Hole and hurry up the hill toward my old neighborhood.
The streets grow more familiar with every step. I pass the apothecary Wynn used to visit when she needed medicine for her father. Wynn. After I see my aunt, I really should speak with Wynn’s mother down in the kitchens to explain what happened to her daughter. She’ll hate me for bringing Wynn to the human realm, but at least she’ll have closure. It’s the least I can do for my friend.
The library where I used to borrow books sits between two taller buildings, stretching into the sky. Escaping into stories helped me manage my grief when my parents passed. I never would have survived without them.
Up ahead sits the restaurant where my aunt would order shellfish farmed from the Folly Sea. Those things used to make the entire dining room reek of fish.
After what feels like forever, the base of my aunt’s tower comes into view. If I had my wings, I would’ve flown straight to the main doors on the first balcony hiding above the layer of clouds.
Without them, I’m forced to knock at the servant’s entrance.
What will my aunt say when she sees me again? Should I tell her the truth of what happened? Not about Senan. I can’t bear to speak that part aloud. But about the humans and what they’ve stolen from me. I suppose she’ll find out eventually when I no longer fly anywhere.
Hopefully, she’ll be so excited about seeing me that she’ll save her questions until I’ve had time to really consider my responses. I yawn into my fist. Stars, I’m tired. My limbs feel like they’re made of stone. I’m going to fall into my bed and sleep for a week.
The door eases open, and a servant sticks his head out. The black mask and hood throws me for a moment. I forgot how unnerving it is to speak to a faceless person.
Knowing he can see me through his mesh mask, I give him a smile. “Hello, I’m⁠—”
He cuts me off with a wave of his hand. “We don’t take kindly to beggars in these parts. Best be gone, or I’ll call the guards.”
His voice doesn’t sound familiar, but the only servant I really interacted with was Wynn. Still, if the man was here four years ago, he should recognize me. My hair isn’t its normal shade of blue, and I’m paler, my face gaunter, but my features are still the same.
“I’m not a beggar.” Although, from the state of my clothes, I can see why he’d think that. “My aunt lives here.”
The man’s head tilts. “You must have the wrong house, girl. There are no female Tuath in this tower.”
No females at all? What happened to Wynn’s mother and the other maids? “I’m not Tuath. I’m Scathian.”
“If you’re Scathian, then what’re you doing down here?”
That is none of his business, is it? “If you could please let Lady Marjory know that her niece has returned, I will be more than happy to explain.”
“Lady Marjory? She passed, gods, must be about two, maybe three years ago?”
My aunt is dead? That can’t be true. She can’t be gone too. What happened? Sure, she’d been ancient, but she had been in good health. “How is this possible?”
“Caught the wasting, I believe, though it was before I started working for his Lordship.”
First the wasting sickness stole my parents, then it took my aunt as well? Such a cruel, terrible disease. I hope she did not suffer, that she succumbed quickly. That someone was at her side so she did not die alone.
I should’ve been here.
Guilt and grief run hand in hand, two sides of the same coin. She and I never really got on, and I’d rebelled against the many rules she’d tried to put in place. Now that I’ve had so much time away to reflect, I realize the woman had done her best. I will be forever grateful for the home she provided when I had nowhere else go to.
Nowhere else to go…
“Who lives here now?” I ask.
“With no living descendants, Lady Marjory’s property reverted to the crown. The king awarded the tower to Lord Hasselbeck.”
Not only is my aunt gone, so is the home I’ve been trying so desperately to return to. The only thing that would make this day right is if I could go straight to Kumulus Castle and speak to Senan. But without sleep or a bath or something respectable to wear, they’ll take one look at me and send me away.
The servant mutters something under his breath before closing the door. The lock on the other side scrapes into place.
What in heaven’s name am I supposed to do now? Where will I stay? I knew a few young women who used to live nearby, but not being able to fly to the Scathian entrance means I probably won’t be shown in.
What am I going to do?
There used to be an inn nearby. Maybe they’ll give me a room at a decent price for what remains of the night.
I drift toward a side street where I remember the inn being, eventually finding a wooden sign swinging above a black door. The innkeeper takes one look at me and says they’re all booked up.
Back on the street, muted morning light paints the buildings, the streets, and even the people in shades of gray. The toe of my boot catches on the threshold, and I pitch forward, falling straight into a man walking past.
“Watch it,” he snaps, shoving me off him.
I murmur an apology, taking in the now bustling street. Where did all these people come from? I’ve never seen Kumulus City as busy. Then again, I used to lounge in bed until noon and spend most of my time above the clouds. Is it always like this—and at such an ungodly hour?
I try three more inns, but all the proprietors claim they’re full.
My leaden eyelids feel too heavy as I stumble around the back of a building, desperate for a place to rest. At this stage, even the damp, darkened doorways look appealing.
Eventually, I come across a Pegasus stable. Inside, there is no sign of a stable hand, only two black-winged horses. The place smells like hay and musky hides, but I’ve smelled worse. I slip between the rolling doors and duck into the last empty stall in the line. Hay pokes my back as I curl into a ball and tuck my cloak around me like a blanket.
Everything will be all right.
Life will look brighter once I get back to my mate.

“OI! GET UP, YOU,” a deep voice snarls.
Something hard nudges my side. The world slowly comes into focus, and I find myself blinking up at a stone-faced man with pock-marked gray skin holding the reins of a white-and-brown-speckled Pegasus.
Memories come crashing down like bricks, striking one after another.
I’m in Kumulus.
In a stable.
My mate is alive.
My aunt is not.
I shove upright and gather my hair back from my face, finding bits of hay and heaven knows what else wrapped in the tangled strands. “I’m so sorry. The inn was full, and⁠—”
“And you thought you could hole up here for the day without payin’ a bob?”
“No. You’ve got me all wrong. I tried to pay the woman, but she told me there wasn’t room.”
The man scoffs.
“I did. I have coins.” I collect my pack from where I’d been using it as a crude pillow. “I went to every inn, but no one would give me a bloody room.” Tears spring to my eyes, blurring his face. “I just got back into town last night only to find the aunt I’m supposed to stay with has died, and I tried to get into an inn, but no one would let me stay and I didn’t have anywhere else to go and⁠—”
The Pegasus snorts, its ears flattening to its massive head. “Heavens above, girl.” The man pats the animal’s wiry mane. “Don’t start wailing. You’ll only anger the beasts.”
“I’m sorry. I’ll…I’ll go.” But go where? Even if I wanted to go to the castle straight away, they won’t let me inside in this state.
The man stares at me for the longest time before huffing a curse and tying the animal’s reins to the post outside my stall. “Come with me.” He holds out his hand.
After what happened to my wings, I know better than to blindly trust anyone. “Come with you where?”
His eyes narrow. “Do you want a bloody room or not?”
He is going to get me a room? Hope sparks in my chest when I take his calloused hand, letting him lead me out of the stables, across the street, and around the back of a gray building with white shutters. His fist bangs against the door.
A moment later, a portly woman with wiry brown hair peers out, her bushy eyebrows lowered over coal-black eyes. “No charity,” she clips.
“The girl claims she has coins,” the man replies.
“I do.” I drag out my purse and withdraw a coin.
The woman’s eyebrows lift. “That is human gold.”
“Does that matter?” Gold is gold, right?
Although her lips flatten into a thin line, she huffs a weary sigh. “I’ve only one room, but you’ll be needing a good scrub first. Don’t want lice in the beds, ya see. And the bath will cost you extra.”
I’m so relieved, I don’t care if the bed and bath cost me a hundred coins. I drop the gold coin in her palm and drag out a few coppers for the bath. “Is that enough?”
She stuffs the coins into her apron pocket. “Should do. Come with me.”
I thank the man who brought me here before following the woman through a bustling kitchen that smells like fresh-baked heaven. With all the excitement, I realize I haven’t eaten since Eason left.
The woman swipes a scone from a tray and shoves it at me. I want to devour the warm treat straight away but manage to refrain as we climb a set of twisted stairs all the way to a room on the very top floor, where a single mattress waits beneath a window covered in cobwebs. The patchwork quilt folded at the bottom looks more threadbare than my cloak, and I have to bend down to keep my head from colliding with the beams.
An entire gold coin for this? I don’t mean to be rude—I’ve slept in a dilapidated cottage for the last few years—but the price seems quite steep.
The woman hands me a key from her pocket. “Bath will be up in five minutes. I’ll let you stay till tomorrow morning and give you breakfast, but then you’re out.” She stomps out the door and heads back downstairs.
I only get one night? That isn’t good. Not at all.
A metal spring jabs my thigh when I sink onto the thin mattress. Nibbling on the scone to make it last, I dump the contents of my purse beside me, counting exactly how much I have to survive on until I make it to the castle.
Four pieces of gold, ten pieces of silver, and twenty coppers.
That will only afford me a handful of nights, if the innkeeper continues to provide breakfast. But I’ll need to eat more than one meal a day.
It’s settled.
There really can be no delay.
Tomorrow, I’m going to the castle.
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ALLETTE


DUST MOTES SPIN in the shafts of gray light slipping through a gap in the canvas curtains. Tuath flood the streets far below. Some move with purpose, others meander, and a few beg from doorways.
After sleeping all day and most of the night, I feel like a new woman. My stomach lets out a hollow howl, the scone long gone. First, I need more food. And then I must buy something to wear other than these ratty old dresses. For the time being, I settle on the faded gray muslin and thick black tights from my pack. The color does nothing for my complexion but since these people seem to think I’m Tuath, I decide to lean into it for the moment. Fewer questions that way.
Downstairs, a pair of older men in wool breeches and coats hunch over two cups of coffee.
There is a free table near a window, so I take a chair and prepare to plan my day.
The same boy who filled my tepid bath the day before pops through a back door. When he sees me, he comes straight over, offering a toothy grin. “Mornin’, Miss. Hattie says to fix you up with something warm that’ll stick to your ribs before you go.”
I could kiss Hattie for remembering me. “That would be wonderful. Thank you.”
His grin widens. “Not a bother.”
Breakfast consists of runny eggs, limp bacon, and slightly burnt toast. I eat every single bite and consider licking the plate clean.
On my way out, I meet the woman who took me in—Hattie—and ask to stay a second night. Although she doesn’t look thrilled and mutters about “charity,” she agrees to let me stay as long as I can pay. Hopefully it won’t come to that, but I must be prepared for all eventualities.
I ask for directions to the nearest shop where I can purchase clothing. Thankfully, it’s not far. The shop she recommends has a beautiful set of blue-gray leathers displayed in the window. When I step inside, a woman watches me from behind a counter cluttered with pin cushions and bits of cut fabric.
Unfortunately, the leathers in the window cost a small fortune, but I find another pair on a discounted shelf. They look a little big, but if I can get my hands on a proper needle and thread, I can fix that right up. “How much are these?” I ask, swinging the hanger toward the shopkeeper.
The woman glowers down her nose at me. “Are they for your employer?”
Are what for my employer? The leathers?
“Well? Surely you must know it’s illegal for Tuath to wear Scathian attire,” she adds when I don’t immediately respond.
Wait a minute…it’s illegal to wear these clothes? A guard’s uniform, I’d understand. But pants and a jerkin? Anyone should be allowed to wear pants if they so choose.
I nod, giving my brain a chance to come up with a plausible explanation. “They’re for my employer’s daughter, actually. She is as tall as me, but a bit leaner in the hips.”
Although the woman’s eyes narrow, she nods and stretches her hand toward me. “That set is fifty pence.”
Good heavens. Do all clothes cost this much? I have no frame of reference since Eason bought my dresses in the human realm, and my aunt hired seamstresses here in Kumulus.
How much I’ve taken for granted in my life. I should’ve tried harder to stand on my own two feet instead of letting Eason carry me. I should’ve thanked my aunt every single day for giving me a safe home, clothes, and food.
The woman’s eyes widen when I withdraw a silver coin from my purse. But when she takes the money, her frown returns. “This is a human coin. We only accept fae currency.”
“It’s still silver.” Melt it down and stamp on the king’s face and it would be the exact same thing.
She shoves the coin back at me. “If this is all you’ve got, best be gone.”
Fine. I didn’t want to buy from someone like her anyway.
Three other shops deny my money. Three. I can’t even buy so much as a bread roll from the market with my human coins.
It’ll be fine. It’ll be fine.
Even if I have to find work to earn some fae coins, it’ll be worth it the moment Senan and I are reunited.
Assuming he is happy to see me.
He will be happy…won’t he?
Eventually, I stumble upon a thrift store selling secondhand clothes. They have no leathers, but there are a few dresses that are in better shape than the ones I brought. I find two that look like they’ll fit and carry them to the desk at the front.
“We don’t accept foreign coins,” says the man behind the till.
Why did I think this place would be different? I should’ve stopped the moment I left the first store instead of wasting an entire day on clothes. “Please. It’s all I have.”
His jaw works as he watches me. After what feels like forever, he huffs a sigh. “I’ll sell them to you, but it’ll cost two pieces of silver.”
Two? But… “One should be more than enough to cover the cost.”
“Exchange rate, ya see.”
Exchange rate, my foot. “That is extortion.”
His lips tug into a sneer. “You want the dresses or not?”
I don’t want the bloody dresses. I need them. For that reason alone, I pay the exorbitant price. The man “graciously”
lets me change into one before leaving. The garment is too wide around the chest and hips, and the rough wool itches something fierce, but at least it’s clean and hides the pitiful state of my boots.
Although I detest the thought of going to the castle looking less than perfect, there is no other choice. I don’t have enough coin to get me through the week. I need Senan’s help.
Without wings, I’m forced to climb hundreds of steps to the pearlescent gates, where a horde of Tuath have gathered.
Thick clouds hang overhead, hiding the castle from view. A pair of guards wait on the other side of the closed gates, their faces stern, jaws flexed, and hands on the pommels of their swords.
“Please,” a Tuath woman cries, gripping the gates with white knuckles. “Please, let me through. I must speak with the king.”
The others behind her grumble their assent, a few waving their fists in the air.
“The king only meets with your kind on the fifteenth of the month,” says the guard on the right. “Come back then.”
The fifteenth? I can’t wait until the fifteenth.
“My little lad won’t survive until the fifteenth,” the woman sobs.
“Let her through!” a man near me shouts, making me jump.
“The king must make an exception!” bellows another. “There is wasting sickness in the burrows!”
The burrows are caves near Kumulus City, where the poorest Tuath reside. I’ve never been there myself but have heard horrific stories of extreme poverty.
Suddenly, my plight doesn’t seem as dire. I may not have much money, but at least I have some, and I still have my health. If I cannot get into the castle today, perhaps I can find more affordable lodging to make my money last.
The guard on the right shifts his weight, his dark eyes scanning the crowd. “The king does not make exceptions.”
Those gathered turn away, their faces gaunt and eyes hollow as they bump past. I press forward with my heart in my throat.
The two guards watch me, their expressions darkening with each step I take. Stars, they’re intimidating—and huge. I have to crane my neck to meet their frowns.
Wrenching my hands together, I don’t stop until the toes of my old boots meet the gates. I doubt smiling and batting my lashes at these two will help, but it certainly can’t hurt. “Hello,” I say with a brittle smile. “My name is Allette Rittey, and I’ve come to request an audience with Prince Senan Vale.” Speaking his name aloud is like taking a breath of fresh air after drowning.
The guard on the left rolls his eyes. “Not another one,” he mutters. “The prince does not accept visitors.”
I’ve come too far to back down now. “Surely he’ll make an exception for me.” I hold out my palm for them to see the silver scar there. “I’m his mate.”
The guard on the right smirks. “You think you’re the first to cut her hand in a pathetic attempt to gain access to our prince?”
Other women have claimed to be Senan’s mate? I mean, I knew he was popular in the kingdom, but to go to such duplicitous lengths is madness. “If you were to give him my name, you’ll see I’m telling the truth.”
One nudges the other with his elbow. “What does he do to these women?”
“Dunno. But I’d love to find out.” The other man looks back at me, his eyes as hard and unyielding as these gates separating us. “Look, you’re the fifth woman to come looking for the prince today and you’ll hardly be the last. Do yourself—and us—a favor and forget you ever met him.”
How am I supposed to forget the prince when our souls have been star-bound? I’ve thought him dead for four years, tried to move on with another, and still my heart and soul yearn for him.
Seeing no other option, I turn away. The air grows colder with each step as I descend back to the city far below. I can’t give up. Not when I’m so close.
But until Senan can save me, I must find a way to save myself.
That starts with earning enough money to survive.
I need to find work.
On my way back to the inn, I stumble upon an employment office. A man with a burly beard and deep-set eyes takes my name and details before telling me to head straight to the textile mill, a gargantuan gray building situated on the banks of the River Solace, whose towering smokestacks pump more darkness into the sky above.
A crowd of women wait at the high black gates, all of them in similar attire to mine. Not one returns my hopeful smile. No matter. I’m not here to make friends. I’m here to make money.
The gates screech as they ease open, revealing two men with thick, leather-bound ledgers waiting on either side of a path. Falling in line, I add my signature and follow the queue down to the factory.
For four years, I’ve survived in the human realm. Surely this will be easy in comparison. There are children who look at least half my age heading into the same factory.
How hard can it be?

I BLINK down at the coins in my palm, counting them a third time. Five coppers. Five. I labored for nine hours in sickly sweet air with only two fifteen-minute breaks for five bloody coppers.
This can’t be right.
My fingers have gone black from the dye they use on the fabrics, and the muscles in my shoulders scream every time I try to lift my arms. My feet and head ache, my back feels as if it’s permanently stooped, and yet I can’t even afford a room for the night on this wage.
I consider skipping dinner, but after missing lunch, I’m so woozy, I can barely stand.
On the way back to the inn, I stop by a café with cats roaming in and out of the open doors. A bowl of stew and a stale slice of brown bread costs two coppers, leaving me with three.
When I finally make it back to my room, I fall onto the lumpy mattress, too exhausted to crawl beneath the covers, hoping tomorrow is better than today.
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ALLETTE


THEN
TODAY IS TUESDAY.
Normally, Tuesday isn’t the most interesting day of the week, but for the last four weeks, Senan Vale has darkened my rooftop each Tuesday afternoon. Unfortunately, this morning, Aunt Marjory insisted we join Lord Windell for high tea at The Belle—a very posh restaurant where only the most important Scathians dine. It shouldn’t have taken this long, but Lord Windell brought his mother, and she and Aunt Marjory instantly hit it off. I’ve never heard my aunt speak so much at once.
My heart pounds as my aunt’s tower slowly comes into view. Not that I’m looking forward to the prince’s visit. Sure, he makes me laugh, and I dream of his smile more often than I’d care to admit, but I refuse to become part of his harem of women who fall at his feet and seek to fulfil his every whim and desire.
Even so, a smile tugs at my lips, and I find myself searching the slate tiles for a shape I’ve come to know all too well, only to realize the rooftop is empty. Did he leave when I wasn’t there waiting for him, or had he come at all? It’s not as if I can fly to the castle and ask. If I’d known last week would be his final visit, I would’ve done things differently. Perhaps I would’ve even gotten up the nerve to ask him to kiss me.
It sounds ridiculous now, but I had this crazy notion that Senan might have been interested in me romantically. Which is mad when I think about it. I mean, the man can have any woman he wants. He probably leaves my tower to visit someone else. He probably goes to a hundred different towers a week.
Oh well. I suppose it was fun while it lasted.
The balcony outside my chambers greets me with a hollow thump. I draw the doors aside and⁠—
There is a handsome prince sitting at my dressing table.
Bloody hell. Senan wasn’t on the rooftop because he was in my room! How long has he been in here? What has he been doing? Please tell me that he didn’t find my journal, the one where I keep a detailed log of every single time he visits. Of my deepest, darkest fantasies that, mortifyingly enough, have begun to feature the prince himself.
I scan the room but see no sign of the leather ledger that I keep hidden beneath my mattress.
What is wrong with me? Of course he wouldn’t have looked for my damn diary.
“What are you doing in my room?” Thank goodness my bed is made and I threw my dirty laundry into the hamper for once. Imagine having Senan waltz in and realize I’m a slob.
His eyes widen, and his head tilts like he is a curious puppy instead of one of the most powerful fae in our realm. “You’re angry with me.” He says it as though he is shocked that someone can be anything but moon-eyed and placating in his presence.
I prefer to reserve my mooneyes for after he leaves.
“Of course I’m angry. This is my bedroom. You cannot simply come in whenever you like. What would you have done if a servant had found you, hmmm? Or my aunt?” If Aunt Marjory found out I had a prince visiting me, she’d probably faint. Or worse, she’d get notions.
The hinges on my ancient jewelry box whine as he opens and closes the lid. Once. Twice. “You were late, and I got bored waiting for you on the roof.”
I stalk over and slam the thing closed. No doubt he has already had a nose through my mostly faux collection. Which shouldn’t bother me in the least. From the state of this tower, he must’ve surmised that we aren’t well-off, but the thought of Senan knowing exactly how not well-off we are makes me feel self-conscious.
When I was younger, I never really thought too much about money because I always had plenty of food and fine dresses to wear. What my family lacked in coin, we made up for in love and laughter. The moment I set foot in the gilded halls of Aurora Academy, I realized how destitute we really were. Ever since graduation, my aunt has been on the hunt for suitors who would “elevate our rank.” Suitors like Lord Windell. Sometimes, it feels as if she only sees me as her ticket to a taller tower.
“So you decided to do a little breaking and entering to entertain yourself?” I ask.
“I didn’t have to break anything,” he says with a cheeky grin. “The door was open, as if you wanted me to come inside.”
My door was open because I like to feel the breeze when I sleep. “Just because you’re handsome doesn’t mean⁠—”
“HA!” He slams a fist on the table, rattling my jewelry box and the handful of glass pots of makeup I wear for special occasions. Like balls or parties or Tuesdays. “So you do think I’m handsome. I knew it.”
Rolling my eyes, I hurry over to lock my door and then sink onto my bed, hiding my hands beneath my thighs so I don’t fidget. The last thing I want is for him to realize how nervous he makes me. “I think you’re too vain for your own good,” I counter. “And that you must have better things to do than come to my tower every Tuesday.”
“Nothing is better than coming to your tower.” He sounds so sincere when he says it, I don’t know what to think.
My body’s reaction, however, is the same as it always is when the prince is near. My heartrate speeds up, my skin goes all clammy, and my head starts to spin.
That day in the market, I couldn’t believe he had spoken to me. When I first arrived, I’d run into a few girls from school. They’d been all aflutter, claiming Prince Senan and Prince Aeron had been spotted in the marketplace. Rumors like that were a copper a pound, so I knew better than to take a blind bit of notice. Yet, I found myself scanning for men with hair as black as midnight and eyes as silver as the stars themselves. That was until one of the girls pointed out that the princes would likely be glamoured.
When Senan sidled up next to me at the lemon cart, I’d nearly expired on the spot. Being the object of his undivided attention is truly a terrifying, wonderful thing. A woman could lose herself in his blinding aura.
But if there was one thing my classmate Scarlett’s woeful tale had taught me, it was that falling for a Vale prince can only end in heartache, so I’d put up my defenses straightaway.
Defenses he has slowly dismantled one disarming smile at a time.
My fingers grip the quilt beneath me. “I will concede that you aren’t hideous.”
He swings his long legs from beneath the table and turns himself so he’s facing me, bracing his elbows on his knees and smirking once more. “I live for your compliments, Allette.” The way he says my name should be illegal. “If I promise to bring you a surprise next week, will you give me another?”
A surprise, huh? I’d be a fool not to accept a surprise from a prince, wouldn’t I? “All right. Let me see… Your height is above average.”
He stumbles to his feet and clutches his chest, catching himself on the corner of my table as if his legs are about to give out. “Be still my heart.”
“And your company is tolerable.”
He weaves on his way to where I sit; my heart pounds that bit louder with each step until the mattress dips and…
Heavens above. The Senan Vale is sitting. On. My. Bed. The two of us are so close, his muscular thigh is pressing against mine, and I can see his pupils dilate as his gaze falls to my lips.
Stars, do I want him to kiss me.
Despite what happened to Scarlett, and who knows how many other women, I still want to know what it feels like to be thoroughly, undoubtedly kissed by this man.
What if he is a liar and has no intention of returning with a surprise next week? What if this is actually the last time he comes to my tower? Do I really want Old Allette to be haunted by regret over Young Allette never having the nerve to ask for this handsome, worldly prince to press his lips to hers?
Having him this close slowly steals every bit of good sense I possess until I find myself blurting, “You should kiss me.”
Those quicksilver eyes snap to mine, and Senan’s tongue darts across his lips. “I should?”
Part of me cannot believe he didn’t immediately say no. Better keep going before I lose my nerve. “Yes. One kiss to put us both out of our misery.”
“Misery, huh?”
Why did I say that? Get it together, Allette, or else you’re going to ruin what might be your only chance for this to happen. “I have very high expectations, you see. And when you prove to be terrible at kissing, I will finally be able to break free of this spell you’ve cast over me.” Maybe I won’t even want him to return next Tuesday.
Even as the thought drifts through my mind, I know I’m a lying liar. Senan must as well because his teasing grin has turned wolfish.
I grip the covers a little tighter. “Why are you smiling?”
He places a hand on the mattress right behind me and twists ever so slightly, angling himself so that we are only a breath apart. “Because I am a fantastic kisser.”
Arrogant prince. Unfortunately for my hammering heart, arrogance looks good on him. “Men who claim they’re fantastic at something rarely are,” I shoot back.
“Shall we put your theory to the test?”
I lift a casual shoulder even as my pulse skyrockets because he is leaning even closer, his breaths becoming my breaths. His heat becoming my heat. “If we must,” I whisper, transfixed, completely and utterly in his thrall, watching, waiting, anticipating the moment our mouths finally meet as he eases forward and…
Stamps a hard kiss to my lower lip.
Well, that wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.
Before I can tell him that, he kisses me again. Harder. Sloppier. Right on the corner of my upper lip. What in the⁠—?
Senan attacks with rapid-fire, wet, sloppy kisses all over my lips, my chin, my cheek, even my nose. Laughter bubbles up inside of me, and I fall back on the mattress to escape the assault, scrubbing his slobber from my face with my sleeve. “What in heaven’s name was that?” I somehow manage between giggles.
His deep, rumbling laughter warms my soul as he falls down beside me and presses the heels of his palms to his eyes. “I cracked from the pressure.”
The funny thing is, as far as first kisses go, it actually wasn’t my worst.
Senan rolls toward me, tucking his face into my neck as if he is truly horrified by his behavior. My body goes completely still. I can feel him smiling. The delicate fan of his breaths prickles my skin. “Will you let me try again?” he whispers, his voice low, full of dark, sinful promise as his nose glides up and down my throat.
Heat pools between my thighs when I feel the soft flick of his tongue over my pulse. He does it a second time, groaning quietly as if he likes the way I taste. A heavy hand stretches across my stomach. Long fingers curve around my hip.
My breath catches in my throat when he nips at my jaw. Sensations I have never felt before zing through my blood, igniting a fire inside me until I can no longer resist turning my head, finding his heated gaze, and watching as he claims my lips with his.
Call me naïve. Call me a fool. But that is what his kiss feels like: a silent claim. A steadfast promise.
Senan Vale is a cartographer learning the lay of the land, mapping every dip and crease. An artist, molding and shaping me to his whims. A powerful prince, commanding me with each heart-rending sweep of his tongue.
He is slow destruction and utter devastation, and when his thorough exploration ends, I realize what it means to be utterly ruined for any other man.
Senan arches an arrogant brow, his own cheeks flushed and eyes laced with darkness. “Well?”
How can he expect me to have a coherent response to that?
If someone were to draw a picture of “male pride,” it would look exactly like Senan’s face in this very moment. “Let the record reflect that I have rendered the woman who has an opinion on everything completely speechless with my epic kissing skills.”
I press my cool hand to my overwarm forehead.
Epic indeed.
And I must say, this makes me wonder what else Senan Vale is good at.
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SENAN


MY BREATHS SAW in and out, rippling the blood pooling from my wounds. Instead of fighting my impending death, I welcome it. The last thing I see before my eyes close forever is the warrior who slayed me, lifting his weapon, preparing for the killing blow.
“Senan!” a voice squeaks. “You’re gonna be killed for bleeding all over the rug!”
Sure enough, my “blood” spills onto the corner of the carpet imported from Stratiss. When Boris finds out, he’ll lose his mind. The thought brings a smile to my face.
“Dead men don’t smile,” Rhainn mutters from the sofa, where he has been wallowing all morning. All my younger brother does is wallow.
I ease onto my elbow, sending a red glob tumbling onto the marble floor. “I don’t know. I figure some of them do.” Especially the ones who are relieved to be free of this world. I sit up fully, pressing my fingers to the sticky “wound” at my side and bringing them to my lips. Sugary sweet strawberries coat my tongue.
My baby brother Kyffin grins down at me, his wooden sword still aimed at my heart. “Do you yield?” he asks, his voice pitched with youthfulness.
“To you? Always.”
Rhainn lets out a heavy groan, flopping onto his side like a dying bird.
“What troubles you today?” I ask, even though I have a feeling I already know.
His strong sigh ruffles his black hair spread across the cushion. “I thought for certain I found my mate, but she claims she doesn’t love me anymore.”
His penchant for heartbreak would be worrisome if he didn’t fall in love with a different woman every other week.
Love—true love—doesn’t just last a week.
It lasts forever.
Beyond forever.
I bury the thought in the darkness where I keep such things, lest I end up next to Rhainn on the sofa.
Kyffin returns his sword to its scabbard, the blade reaching to the top of his high black boots. “Women are vile. I shall never fall in love with one.”
“You say that now, but you’ll change your tune,” Rhainn says with another sigh.
“I say that forever,” Kyff insists. “They don’t even know how to fight properly.”
I collect a serviette from beside the tray of leftover tomato and cucumber sandwiches to clean my sticky fingers. “That isn’t entirely true. In Stratiss, they train the women in their army the same as their men. They even have female generals.” That’s what Aeron said in his letters back when he used to write.
He and I were meant to refuse our arranged marriages side by side. Instead, my brother accepted his bride without so much as a word of defiance. A year later, the memory of his betrayal still leaves a bitter taste on my tongue.
Kyffin fiddles with the hilt of his sword, his chin-length black hair slipping from behind his pointed ear. “Female generals? Surely that cannot be true. They’re not strong enough.”
“Some would argue that females are stronger than males,” Rhainn counters, draping his arm over the back of the sofa.
Kyff glowers at him. “Are not.”
“Are too,” Rhainn shoots back. He may be twenty-four, but sometimes, he acts younger than Kyff. “Have you seen the size of a Scathian baby? And women have to push them out of their⁠—”
I ball up the jam-covered serviette, launching it at Rhainn. His indignant yelp echoes off the marble walls. “That is enough.” Poor Kyff only just learned he’s going to grow hair on his bollocks. He needs time to process that before we shower him with the ins and outs of reproducing. “Anyone can be strong just as anyone can be weak.” Before I can explain further, Boris stomps in.
Incredibly stompy, our king. Gives me an awful headache in the mornings.
Boris looks past us, his gaze falling to the stain on the carpet no bigger than my thumb. “Who got jam on my rug?”
Rhainn points at Kyff.
Kyff scrubs his palms down his leather breeches, his cheeks turning pink. “We were playing a game, you see, and⁠—”
I raise my hand. “It was me.” If I can save Kyff from our brother’s wrath, then I’ll consider this a good day. “Who knew my veins were filled with strawberry jam?”
With a snap of the king’s fingers, one of the maids lining the wall springs into action like a statue come to life. Her white skirts flutter as she twists toward one of the many warded doors leading to the bowels of the castle. A moment later, she returns with a rag and a bucket.
I push to my feet, motioning for the rag. “I made the mess. I will clean it up.”
The maid hesitates.
Boris growls, and I decide against pushing the issue. No sense letting an innocent person get into trouble for listening to me over the king.
“I shall be more careful the next time I get stabbed,” I whisper to her.
The mask she wears muffles her giggle. The pleasant sound makes me wonder what she looks like. The color of her hair, hidden beneath her white hood. Does she have a nice smile? What color are her eyes?
“It is almost dinnertime,” Boris announces, clasping his hands behind his back the way our father used to. Boris may look like our previous king, but the only other thing the two of them have in common is their infernal notion that a Vale prince should sit on every throne in the realm.
“I expect all of you dressed and on time,” he goes on, directing the warning at me.
Rhainn rolls off the sofa, grabbing Kyffin’s elbow. “We will be ready momentarily, my king.” He tows the youngest prince out the door.
I return to my room as well, but instead of hurrying, I take my time changing out of the soiled jerkin. When my fingers graze the top button on my stained shirt, I think about swapping it for a clean one, I really do.
But then I have a better idea.

FOR SOME REASON, the king insists on letting hordes of Scathian lords and ladies dine with us day in, and day out, throwing lavish dinners with at least ten courses—because who doesn’t like having to unfasten the top button of your trousers so you can breathe?
The only upside tonight is that there are more people around as witnesses to keep my brother from pinning me to the wall with his sword. From the way the vein in Boris’s forehead bulges the moment I set foot in the spacious dining room, I have a feeling that would’ve been my fate if we didn’t have so many “esteemed guests.”
The whispers that seem to follow me everywhere no longer leave me sweaty and anxious as I cross the long, rectangular room to the last remaining empty seat next to my baby brother. Tuning out muttered remarks and ignoring wide-eyed stares is the only way to stay sane in this cage.
Don’t let the white marble and floor-to-ceiling windows fool you. This castle is as much a prison as the infamous pit. Albeit it smells a lot better.
When Kyff sees me, his mouth falls open, and he pokes Rhainn in the side. Rhainn looks up, his eyes widening and his wine glass stilling halfway to his mouth.
It isn’t until I catch sight of the man wearing a black medallion at his throat sitting next to the king that I realize my eldest brother may actually kill me.
Boris’s face turns the same shade of deep red as his waistcoat.
It’s not my fault he forgot to remind me that one of the ministers from Nimbiss would be joining us for dinner, is it? Oh well. Too late to worry about it now.
Although I wouldn’t have changed my shirt, I may have worn a pair of boots with fewer scuffs.
The moment my ass hits the seat, a white-clad servant rushes forward, filling my wine glass. I thank him before taking a deep sip. If this is to be my final meal, I may as well make the most of it.
“He is going to proper kill you,” Kyff whispers with a frown and a worried glance toward the end of the table.
“He’ll have to catch me first.”
And Boris, for all his threats, is dreadfully slow. Unfortunately, his guards are the fastest in the realm. Something I’ve come to realize on more than one drunken occasion.
The servants serve the first course of rich tomato and basil soup, followed by a salad of fresh greens. I skip the palate-cleansing sherbet, take two bites of the veg served with the mains to make my mother happy—heaven rest her soul—and then tuck into the braised beef.
Rhainn eats in silence, his dour mood like a black cloud looming over his head.
Kyff keeps glancing at me, his brow knitting every time his gaze lands on my hands.
I nudge his boot with mine. “Everything all right?”
He presses himself back into the chair, his shoulders slumping. Parsley clings to his frowning lips. “My left hand is so dreadfully weak compared to yours.”
I give him his serviette, then tap the corner of my own mouth until my brother cleans his. “That is because I’m left-handed.”
“That isn’t fair. I want to be left-handed.”
“I don’t know why. Being right-handed is far superior. I can’t do anything with my right hand. Look.” I pretend to pick up my fork with my right hand and drop it with a clatter. The bit of potato on the end pops right off, landing near the flickering candles.
“You did that on purpose.”
“Did I?”
Kyff’s eyes narrow as he studies my hand. Then his spine straightens, and he gives a resolute nod, his hand falling to the wooden sword still hanging from his hip. “Don’t worry, brother. If your life is ever in danger, I will protect you.”
“Thank heavens. My weak right hand and I are in your debt.”
“Better ready your sword now,” Rhainn mutters from behind his goblet.
A throat clears behind me. “Senan? A word,” the king clips.
My chair scrapes against the floor when I push back from the table. The rest of the dinner guests fall silent, their eyes darting toward me before returning to their plates of half-eaten dinner and goblets of expensive wine that flows like the River Solace.
So much waste.
And for what? So the king can show all these people that our family is the richest in all the realm? Everyone already knows. Kumulus is the largest of the five kingdoms and sits in the dead center of all the others, giving us easy access to trade from everywhere. There is no need for such petty boasting.
Boris leads me into one of the alcoves lining the far side of the room. The masked servant posted there hurries past to afford us some privacy.
“Are you trying to make me look like a fool? Like I cannot control my own brother?” Boris snarls low enough that only I can hear. His gaze sweeps from my ancient boots that are, admittedly, a little too small, to my unbuttoned collar. “You look like a bloody beggar.” He opens his mouth to say more, but then the minister from Nimbiss decides to join us. I’m so happy for the interruption, I could kiss the man’s balding head.
“Pardon the intrusion, sire,” the minister says, giving me a pointed look down his beak-like nose, “but I was hoping to have a word with Prince Senan before I retire.”
The king gives the man a curt nod. “Of course, Minister Donnell. He is all yours.” Boris throws me a final warning glare before stalking out of the alcove.
I turn and offer the newcomer my undivided attention, even though his beady little brown eyes are quite distracting. “Minister Donnell, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” I stick out my hand, determined to be friendly despite the man’s scowl.
The minister glowers at my hand. “We met when you were in Nimbiss.”
Did we meet in Nimbiss? Surely I’d remember those teeny-tiny eyes. “Again, I mean. A pleasure to meet you again.”
He doesn’t seem swayed by my lie. No matter. I don’t give a shit what he thinks of me. As a matter of fact, the more he disapproves, the better.
His gaze seems to snag on the jam stain across my ribs. “Are your laundresses on strike, Prince Senan?”
“Not that I’ve heard. Is that what you wished to discuss? Our laundry?”
The man’s wispy eyebrows arch. “Why would I want to discuss your laundry?”
“You tell me. You’re the one who brought it up.”
A deep red flush creeps up Minister Donnell’s jowly jaw. “I have never experienced such insolence. When our princess arrives tomorrow, it would be inadvisable for you to greet her in such a sorry state and with such poor manners.”
“I shall endeavor to remember that, Minister Donald.”
“It’s Donnell.”
“Right. Of course. My apologies. If you’ll excuse me, I’m needed elsewhere.” If the man calls me back, I don’t hear. I’m too busy celebrating tonight’s victory.
One way or another, I will get out of this marriage.
The princess of Nimbiss deserves someone who can care for her, love her even.
I am not that man.
And I’m determined to do whatever it takes to save us both.
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ALLETTE


SHADOWS STILL CONSUME the darkened walls as I don my worn boots and tie the laces with frigid fingers. Downstairs, I use my last two coppers earned during my shift at the factory on salty ham, runny eggs, and a glass of orange juice.
Stepping out into the persistent mist, my heart sinks when I realize this is the best I’ll feel all day. After hours of stirring a boiling hot vat of dye filled with cloth, my arms will be limp as wet noodles and my feet will be swollen. Don’t even get me started on my back. In one day, the posture Aunt Marjory drilled into me has gone to pot. I’m not sure how much longer I can keep this up. The black stain on my fingers doesn’t bother me nearly as much as the blisters and splinters from the stick I use to stir for hours on end.
I worked hard in the human realm, but not like this. And for only a fraction of the wages.
My boots slip on the sludge-coated cobblestones, but I manage not to fall and ruin my dress. Not that there is much to ruin when the hem is already stained with mud. As I weave through men in caps, women pushing prams, and Tuath browsing shops, I notice a crowd near the market.
Although there isn’t much time to spare, curiosity gets the better of me, and I wedge myself between two women to see what’s caught everyone’s attention.
A line of Tuath stretches from the bakery, down the street, all the way to the bronze statue of King Taranis and beyond.
“What is the line for?” I ask no one in particular.
The woman next to me mutters, “Castle’s hiring.”
My heart kicks up speed.
Senan.
Last night, I dreamed of my mate glowing like a lantern, the ink on his skin creating the most mesmerizing shadows. He called my name over and over again, but the faceless crowd kept shoving me back until I fell into the portal. I would have drowned if I hadn’t woken up.
On the horizon, the factory’s tall smokestacks pump more darkness into the sky. There is probably a group of women already gathered at the gates, their faces haggard, shoulders stooped, and fingers stained.
More darkness waits inside that place. A day of misery for five pence.
But, if I can secure a job at the castle, perhaps I’ll be able to reconnect with my love. I should know better than to hope. What is the likelihood that I’ll actually run into Senan in a mammoth castle with so many towers? Still, there is no hope down here.
There is no guarantee I’ll even get a job, but I’ll never know if I don’t try.
I file in behind a short, silver-haired woman wearing a plain black dress.
“This is a bloody disgrace,” she grumbles, lifting to her toes so she can peer over the head of the young man in front of her. “You’d think those Scathian bastards would see how badly folks need work and provide a few decent jobs to us lowly Tuath.” Her gaze drops to my clenched fingers, and her scowl deepens. “Textile factory?”
I nod.
“Hate to say it, but there isn’t a hope of them hiring you if they see your hands. Have you experience working in a household?”
“Yes. I worked as a scullery maid.” In the human realm. “I’ve only been at the factory for a day. My…employer passed away, and I didn’t have anywhere else to go.” That sounds believable, doesn’t it?
The young woman’s hair sways when she nods. “Rotten luck, that. Happened to my friend Nancy. She’s working at the Black Hole now.”
The poor woman, to be driven to work in such a terrible, hopeless place.
We shuffle forward a handful of steps.
After the last few days I’ve had, I refuse to judge anyone for doing what they need to survive. I nod my chin at the line snaking toward the mountain beneath the castle. “Do you know how many people they need?”
“Not a clue. Doubt it’s this many, though.”
The longer we wait, the more people abandon the line, which bodes well for us. At least, I hope it does. When we stop next to a cart of fruit and veg, my stomach whines. “Does it pay well?” Stars, I’m hungry. If I had the coins to spare, I’d buy the loaf of bread sitting in the bakery window and eat the entire thing.
“My friend Jeston works there. Claims it’s the best job in the city—if you can get in. They offer room and board on top of fifty pence a day.”
Fifty pence is a bloody fortune. And they house and feed you? It sounds too good to be true.
The woman picks up a lemon from the cart and hands a coin from her pocket to the vendor. The tangy scent of citrus fills the air as she tears away the skin. “Here.” She holds the peeled lemon toward me.
Not sure what she expects me to do with a lemon. I love them in cheesecake, but on their own? No thank you.
“It’s for your fingers,” she explains, forcing the fruit into my hand. “Stick them into the flesh, and it should take that dye right off.”
At this point, I’ll try anything if it brings me one step closer to the castle. I press my fingers into the yellow flesh. The juice stings my blisters and cuts, but the pain is worth it when the dye comes off. I smile at the young woman. “Thank you.”
She grins back. “You’re welcome.” When she turns around, her smile vanishes. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.” She braces her hands on her hips, cursing toward a man stepping out of the cobblers to speak to two others in line. “The bloody nerve. Seriously. Can you believe him?”
The man offers the others apples from the pack slung across his chest.
“Did you see that?” the young woman hisses, her gray-tinted skin flushing pink.
“He gave them apples?” I’d kill for an apple right now.
“Not the apple. The bastard is cutting the line. Hey!” She waves her arms over her head. All three men twist toward us. I want to shrink away, but there is nowhere to hide and no way I’m going to risk losing my place in this line.
“No cutting, asshole! If you want to be here, get in the back.” She jabs her finger toward where the line curls around the brick postal office. The others behind us grumble in agreement.
Those who were there before him tighten ranks, pushing the man back out of the line. He stalks toward us, shoulders hunched and eyes narrowed. “Where do you get off, Braith? I was just talkin’ to some mates.”
“You have no mates, Daren.” She throws a hand over her shoulder. “Back of the line before I call the guards.”
“You two know each other?” I ask once he disappears around the corner.
“Unfortunately, he is my cousin.”
The revelation makes me chuckle. What I would give for a backbone like Braith’s.
The line begins to move faster, and my heart kicks up speed when a set of black gates come into view. Instead of continuing up the stairs where I went yesterday, we follow a second path that twists down toward a cavern cut into the rocks.
This is it. Almost there.
Four royal guards wait at the mouth of the cave, their wings spread as they scan our faces. The young woman, Braith, and I finally reach the beginning of the line. She steps through the small door cut into the bars, and I’m about to follow when the door slams in my face.
For a moment, I’m left stunned. Why did they let her in and not me?
I clasp the metal bars, letting go just as quickly when my hands start to burn. Iron. The black-clad guard on the other side barely spares me a glance as he turns a key in the lock. The Tuath behind me curse and shout, growing louder. Angrier.
This can’t be the end. It can’t.
“Please, sir,” I call. The man stops, but his flat expression doesn’t waver when his cold eyes land on me. “I need this job. My mother is sick, you see.”
Braith shoots a pitying glance over her shoulder before one of the guards urges her deeper into the cavern with a sweep of his arm. The man with the key leaves without so much as a word.
More shouts erupt at my back—vicious slurs against the king, his brothers, and all Scathians.
I understand their rage and frustration, have felt the same emotions clogging my veins the past couple of days. How exhausting it must be for them to have lived like this for so much longer—perhaps their whole lives.
I cannot believe I’ve wasted an entire day in this line instead of working. Tonight, I’ll hand over more money for yet another night at that inn and watch my funds dwindle away until I’m left with nothing.
This can’t be how today ends.
Please, I beg the sleeping stars. Please, let me inside.
It feels so selfish to plead with them on my own behalf when there are so many still waiting, yet I plead all the same.
I’m so close. So bloody close. One bit of good luck. Is that too much to ask? After all I’ve been through, don’t I deserve it?
A high-pitched scream pierces the sky, coming not from behind me but from the cavern, where two guards are dragging a woman in a soaked shift with sopping pink curls and wings from the mouth of the cave. The guard who ignored my pleas fumbles for the key to the gate, unlocking the door and yanking it aside, allowing the trio past.
The woman begs to be released, but her cries fall on deaf ears as the guards drag her through a gauntlet of cheering and jeering Tuath. They spread their wings and shoot into the sky, hauling the still-screeching woman into the clouds.
The remaining guard waves me forward. “Looks like it’s your lucky day. Hurry it on. Get inside with the others.”
I step inside, and the gates slam closed at my back.
It worked. I can’t believe it actually worked.
The dank smell of damp earth surrounds me as I descend a steep set of stairs cut into muddy brown stone that leads to a wide cave lit with flickering fae lights. My eyes take a moment to adjust to the dimness. When they do, I notice two separate lines have formed. Men to the left and women to the right.
Braith grins, waving when she sees me. “You made it.”
“By the skin of my teeth.” Perhaps the stars really are listening. “Do you know what happened to that woman they brought out?”
“They’re taking her to the pit, I imagine,” Braith says with a casual shrug.
What did she do to deserve being thrown into the realm’s most notorious prison?
We duck beneath a stalactite clinging to the brown ceiling. “She was Scathian, using a glamour to get into the castle,” Braith says under her breath, as if being born with wings is the worst fate imaginable.
My palms begin to sweat. “And the castle doesn’t hire Scathians?” I assume.
Her nose wrinkles. “Heavens, no. They say it’s to give the Tuath a chance at a decent wage, but I really think it’s to keep us from mixing with the lofty birds.”
Growing up Scathian, I never really thought of the disparity between Scathians and Tuath. And why would I? This has always been the way things were done. The Tuath are born without magic, destined to serve their winged employers. Wynn and our other servants seemed happy enough with their lot in life.
Living among the Tuath for only a handful of days has taught me otherwise.
Even I’ve started to resent the obvious wealth and lofty towers. The lavish parties I once attended. The lazy days spent lounging in the sun without a care in the world. But as much as I resent them, they’re still a part of who I once was.
I press a hand to the wall to keep from slipping down the steep slope and into the river at the bottom. “How did they know she was Scathian?”
One by one, those closest to the river strip down to their shifts before stepping into the water and wading toward a waterfall.
“The waterfall is enchanted, removing glamours from those who pass through.”
My breath stalls in my lungs. You’re not wearing a glamour, I remind myself. But what if the water removes the dye used to color my hair? What if someone sees my scars and asks what happened?
I didn’t make it back to Kumulus only to end up in prison. I’ll have to find some other way into the castle.
When I turn to leave, my face collides with the hard chest of yet another Scathian guard.
He sneers down at me, his dark eyes sharp as flint. “Going somewhere?”
“No. Of course not. Just admiring the scenery.” The scenery? Really? It’s a dark, damp cave. What is there to admire?
Too quickly, it’s Braith’s turn to enter the river. Before she does, she steps up to a table situated at the edge of the water.
A guard waits on the other side, hunched over a thick tome, an ink pen dangling between his thick fingers. “Name?”
“Braith Nightingale,” she replies.
He records her information in silver ink that instantly vanishes. “Age?”
“Twenty-one.”
“Birthdate?”
“July twenty-third.”
“Experience?”
“Four years with Lord Timothy Weatherby and another two before that with Lady Audrey Markham.”
After recording all of Braith’s information in the book, the man motions me forward.
Do I give my real name? With the way the ink disappears, the book clearly has some sort of magic. What if it somehow knows Allette Rittey has no work experience—at least, not in this realm. What if it knows I’m not Tuath?
“Name?” the man asks.
I’m going to end up in the pit. I just know it.
The man’s ice-blue eyes lift to mine. “Name?”
I need a name. Any name. Why can’t I think of a bloody name? I clear my throat. Just give him a bloody name! “It’s Wynn. Wynn Caelis.”
He scrawls my best friend’s name into the empty space. Just like with Braith’s information, the silver ink fades away.
It worked. It actually worked!
“Age?”
“Twenty-three.” At least, she would’ve been if she’d survived.
“Birthdate?”
“January fourth.”
“Previous employer?”
“Lady Marjory Rittey. She passed away.”
The man looks as if he couldn’t care less as he motions for me to join Braith at the river’s edge. Now to make it through the waterfall, and I’m in the clear.
Braith offers a hesitant smile as she strips out of her boots and stockings.
I bend to untie my laces with stiff fingers, slipping them off. My bare feet sink into the cold, silty sand. With my face burning, I remove my dress, knowing the thin shift beneath will do nothing to hide my nakedness once it gets wet. I ball up my things and adjust my hair to conceal the scars at my back, watching Braith disappear beneath the waterfall.
My feet slip into the icy water, and my thundering heart pounds louder than the torrent as I approach the freezing spray and step beneath the waterfall.
Water pummels my head and shoulders. I try to step forward, but the liquid has become a solid wall. I try to step back to no avail. My heart falters in my chest with blind panic. Somewhere, someone shouts.
This is it. This is how I die, drowned beneath Senan’s castle.
Let me through. Dammit. Let me through!
I’m not Scathian—not anymore. My wings are gone. My magic is gone. I am empty. Nothing. Please, please, let me through.
No matter how I shift, the waters refuse to let go.
More shouting erupts at my back.
Maybe this is just another punishment for binding myself to a Vale prince. For what happened to Wynn. For leaving Eason behind. For leaving my aunt. Maybe I deserve this fate.
Don’t give up, I swear Wynn’s soft voice whispers. You’ve come too far.
I squeeze my eyes closed and surge forward with every ounce of strength I possess. The water seems to part, and I fall through the liquid curtain, my knees slamming against the hard stones on the other side and my bundle of clothes spilling into the water.
Braith is right there, catching my arms and helping me to my feet. “Are you all right?” she asks, gathering everything I’ve dropped and handing it back to me in a sopping heap. “What happened?”
I clutch the soaked garments to my chest, peering back toward the water distorting the outline of three guards, their colorful wings wide and swords drawn.
“My…my foot. It got wedged between two rocks,” I lie, loud enough so the two women in white waiting on the shore with stacks of towels and garments can overhear.
“You’re lucky you didn’t drown.”
I glance back at those guards. Drowning was the least of my worries.
Together, we make our way to shore. It’s not until one of the Tuath women hands me a towel that I realize how badly I’m trembling. I wrap the dry linen around myself. Before we receive our uniforms, a burly man with a thick black mustache stalks out of one of the many passageways dotting the stone wall.
“Hands please,” he orders, removing a golden dagger from the sheath at his belt. Braith hisses in a breath when he pricks her thumb. A deep-red drop of blood wells from the tiny wound, which the man adds to a page in the notebook from his pocket. His hazel gaze slides to mine. “You’re next.”
Not wanting him to see my mating bond and start asking questions, I offer my right hand. The cut only hurts for a moment, and once he has collected my blood, the man disappears back through the same passageway.
I suck on my sore finger until the bleeding stops. “What is the blood for?”
Braith wraps her towel around her, tucking the end beneath her armpit. “It’ll allow you past the castle wards.”
Only the wealthiest Scathians can afford wards on their towers. Needless to say, we didn’t have any where I grew up.
The woman holding the garments shoves a white bundle into my arms. A mesh mask sits on the very top. When our gazes meet, she smiles and says, “Welcome to Castle Kumulus.”
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SENAN


ALLETTE’S sleepy snores tickle my cheek as she nestles closer. My older brother Aeron snores something awful. Every time he does, I feel like holding a pillow over his face. But for some reason, hearing Allette snore makes me want to squeeze her tighter. Love her longer.
I’ll miss Aeron and my baby brother Kyff. I suppose I’ll miss my younger brother Rhainn as well. Although he is an awful pain in my ass, always following me around the castle like a lost puppy. Boris, though. To him, I say good riddance.
My mate nuzzles my neck, murmuring something unintelligible. Her nose still feels like ice.
I blink up at the cobwebs clinging to the beams on the ceiling. Now that I think of it, my face is cold as well. The log in the fire—dammit. There is nothing left but gray ash. Why didn’t I go out for more wood right after I lit the thing? If we’re going to thrive down here, I need to get my head on straight. It’s not just my happiness and comfort on the line; I have my mate to look after as well.
The muscles in my back ache as I ease from beneath Allette and sit up. We need to find somewhere better than this to stay tonight. I shrug out of my coat and tuck it around my girl, then gather Allette’s hair back from her peaceful face.
Will she regret her decision when she wakes and realizes we’ve missed our chance to return to Kumulus for at least a year? Gods, I hope not. I probably should’ve given her more time to consider mating herself to me. I’ve known from the moment I first laid eyes on Allette that she was the one. That day, it felt as if the stars themselves had orchestrated our meeting. She must feel the same. My strong, independent girl wouldn’t have made this choice if she didn’t.
No sense dwelling on it now that the sun has started its trek over the sleeping world. Whatever comes, we will face it together. I press a kiss to Allette’s cheek before slipping into the dawn-soaked morning, where hazy streaks of sunlight glisten off the frosty branches and snow-dusted ground like some cosmic force dumped diamonds over the world.
I’ve never seen anything like it. If only it wasn’t so fucking cold. Rubbing my hands together for a bit of warmth, I circle the cottage, searching for things to burn, eventually finding an old shutter and another log. But when I add them to the hearth and try to light them, they’re too damp to burn, and my magic stores are depleted.
If I retrieve my pack, I can return to the village and buy some of those brown earthy blocks the humans burned in the smaller fires around the square. And matches. Loads and loads of matches.
For a split second, I consider taking back my coat, but Allette looks so warm and content beneath the heavy wool, I can’t bring myself to take it away. With my frozen hands shoved deep in my pockets, I start for the circle of stones where Allette and I left our bags.
If I’d planned this from the beginning, I would’ve brought more clothes—and some for Allette as well. Nothing I can do about it now. Besides, I brought something better: gold. Whatever we need, we can buy.
I’ll have to organize a place for us to stay besides that cottage. Somewhere with windows and a bed. And blankets. Piles of blankets. A whole closet full. And a bathing room with a tub big enough for us to share. Do homes here come with tubs, or will I have to purchase one separately? How much does a tub cost? Hopefully I have enough gold.
My stomach lets out a pitiful gurgle. We’ll need food as well. I packed a few snacks, but cheese and bread doesn’t sound very appetizing for breakfast. I’d love some of those sweet little pastries from last night. Although they were quite dear. Maybe I can find a cheaper alternative. Or maybe we can hire a cook to make them for us.
Actually, no. Cooks are probably far more expensive than buying food from a vendor. We can learn to cook them ourselves. Except I’ve never even set foot in the castle kitchens. Hopefully Allette knows something about cooking. If not, then we’ll figure it out together.
Together. That is all that matters.
I kick a stone down the path, my pride still wounded by the way she laughed when I suggested finding work. I’ve trained with the guards on occasion, perhaps I can do that. But being a guard could be quite dangerous. Wouldn’t want to get hurt and leave Allette to fend for us—or worse, get myself killed and leave her to fend for herself.
No, no. Not a guard. What about a farmhand? I don’t know the first thing about livestock, but I’ll muck stalls from dawn to dusk if I must. Mucking stalls will be an awfully smelly, dirty job. But I’ll do it for her.
I’ll do anything for her.
The sharp snap of a twig drags me from my internal struggle.
When I glance over my shoulder, I see only barren trees dripping with icicles and a curious owl returning my stare. Unease prickles through my gut—or it could be hunger. Maybe I’ll eat that cheese after all. What time does the bakery in the village open? Maybe I can stop by and get Allette something more palatable for breakfast. Maybe they’re hiring. Wouldn’t that be handy? Food and work.
There it is again. Another snapping noise. What is that?
A shadow darts in my peripherals, too large to be an animal.
I whirl right as something heavy strikes my back, knocking me forward. My boot catches on a twisted root, and my arms pinwheel, but there is nothing to grab. I go down hard, my face cracking off a stone. The coppery tang of blood fills my mouth. Slowly, I climb to my knees, trying to catch my breath. Something warm and wet slides down my cheek. Blood splatters on the snow and dead leaves beneath me.
The shadow returns. Larger. Faster.
Pain explodes in my skull.
I jerk forward, tasting dirt and blood. The world around me spins and fades as my eyes sink closed. A beautiful girl with blue hair and a wry smile holds out her hand.
And I take it.
MY EYES FLASH OPEN, meeting a canopy of white high above me. I scrub a hand down my sweat-dampened face, my body racked by shivers. Some would say the nightmares are an aftereffect of the stardust, but I would argue they’re a result of life as a servant of the crown. I may not wear white and stand silently in an alcove, but I’m under no illusions as to my purpose in this realm.
To marry a princess, produce Vale heirs, and eventually turn to dust.
The door slams against the wall, rattling the empty whiskey glass on my bedside table and flooding the space with light. Kyff sprints into the room with the force of a monsoon, his hair and the black feathers of his wings fluttering when he leaps onto my bed.
“Wake up! Wake up! Wake up!” He bounces so hard, it feels like my spine is about to snap.
I manage to catch his flailing leg, and he collapses at my side in a fit of giggles. “It’s a little early for an earthquake, Kyff.” My voice sounds like I smoked a hundred cigars. I didn’t, though.
At least, I don’t think I did.
“Early? Don’t you know it’s almost noon?”
No wonder I’m so hungry. I let go of my baby brother in favor of the bit of leftover cake I convinced Bell to snag from the kitchens last night. The fork is nowhere to be found, so I pick up the slice with my fingers and take a heaping bite.
Kyff watches with his mouth agape. “You really shouldn’t eat cake for breakfast.”
“And you really shouldn’t burst into people’s rooms without knocking.”
“I did knock. Twice.”
“But did I give you permission to enter?” I say around a bite. This cake is delicious. A bit stale, sure, but that doesn’t stop me from stuffing every last bit into my mouth.
His frown deepens, making him look even younger. “No, but it was important. The princess is coming. I saw her guards with my own eyes.”
That’s today? Dammit. That means I only have nineteen days left before that awful woman and I are wed. I wipe my hands on my trousers, wishing there was some way to wipe away the tiredness as easily. Where’d Kyff get all his energy? Can he loan me some? “Thanks for the warning, little lad.” Time to hide.
Forcing myself out of bed, I collect my clothes from the floor next to an empty whiskey bottle. Boris put a stop to my usual excursions, but I found an escape all the same. I draw my shirt over my head and fasten the buttons as quickly as possible while shoving my feet into my boots and snagging my jerkin on the way to the balcony.
Kyff jogs after me. “Where are you going? Don’t you want to meet her?”
“I’m sure she hasn’t changed since the last time I saw her.”
“Please, Senan.” Kyff balls his small hands into fists and stuffs them into his pockets. “The king told me to get you, and if I don’t, he said I’ll have no supper.”
Boris is such an asshole. Kyff has nothing to do with this, and yet our eldest brother wields him like a weapon against me.
I cast a longing glance toward the sky before accepting today’s fate. Tomorrow, I won’t be caught so easily.
Kyff gives me a hesitant smile, but then his frown returns as his gaze sweeps down my wrinkled shirt and trousers. “He also said you need to be clean.”
When I curse, Kyff’s cheeks turn bright pink. Muttering an apology, I drag fresh clothes from the wardrobe and change like a good little pawn. Heaven forbid the princess see a wrinkle, lest the fragile woman faint.
Some of my irritation subsides when Kyff takes my hand, and the bounce in his step lifts my mood a bit more as we head toward the balcony. He is excited by all this nonsense; the least I can do is pretend to be the same and keep my cynicism from ruining his day.
Together, we fly to the main gates, where a crowd of Scathians wait on the balcony as the first winged Pegasus touches down. The thumping of the beast’s hooves only exacerbates the pounding in my skull.
I glamour my wings and follow Kyff through the throng to where Boris waits next to Rhainn. When he sees us, he affords Kyff a rare smile.
My baby brother beams, making all this shite worthwhile.
I take a deep breath as a second Pegasus appears in the sky. And a third. And a fourth.
Why are none of the guards or dignitaries flying themselves? We have a few beasts in the stables but rarely use them. Is this a Nimbiss thing? Gods, I hope not. I don’t want to fly on a smelly animal when I have two perfectly good wings at my back.
As if he hears the direction of my thoughts, Boris nudges my shoulder. “Wings out.”
Although I roll my eyes, I loosen the glamour on my wings. The men standing behind me jump back, cursing.
Boris’s glower makes me smile. “You could’ve warned them,” he says.
“Whoops.”
When the next Pegasus lands with my betrothed perched on its back, the smile falls from my face.
Princess Leeri of Nimbiss inherited her violet hair and almond-shaped blue eyes from her mother, which is fortuitous because her father is a hideous little troll of a man. She is objectively beautiful, I suppose, not that it matters since I’m not going to marry her.
Rhainn’s mouth drops open as he watches the princess saunter across the balcony, Scathian leathers hugging her willowy frame. If he isn’t careful, someone is going to tear the heart on his sleeve clean off and throw it into a fire.
Even Kyffin, for all his self-professed hatred of women, watches with unveiled awe as the princess approaches, a coy smile playing on her ruby-red lips.
Leeri stops when she reaches us, curtsying low to my eldest brother. “King Boris, what a most glorious introduction to your kingdom.” She stands and folds her hands in front of her, looking ever the demure lady, fooling them all. But not me. I know what she is really like. Irritating. Infuriating.
“So many strong, handsome men in such finery,” she goes on. “I will be most disappointed when it is time to leave.”
Boris’s chest puffs up, making him look like a strutting pigeon in his light blue waistcoat. “Thank you, Princess Leeri. You and your guests are most welcome.”
Leeri’s gaze tracks to me, and her lips lift a little more. “Prince Senan. I see you are more colorful than the last time we met.”
I may have gotten a new tattoo or three since I was forced into her company for a week in the summer. “How observant you are, princess. It is a relief to know there is nothing wrong with your eyesight.”
Minister Donnell emits this terrible choking sound from where he stands behind Boris.
Boris kicks my ankle—which really fucking hurts. “Do you have anything else to say to your betrothed?” he grits through a terse smile.
The things I have to say to this woman could fill the sky. But I know better than to voice any of them aloud within earshot of our beloved king. “Your Pegasus looks strong.”
Kyffin snorts. Rhainn sucks in a breath, still doe-eyed, staring at my wife-to-be.
“How observant you are, my prince,” Leeri says. “Your eyesight appears in good order as well.” Smirking, she turns toward Rhainn. “I assume you’re one of the princes?”
Once Rhainn picks his jaw off the ground, he catches her hand, bringing it to his lips. “Prince Rhainn Vale, at your eternal service, princess.”
“Well, aren’t you charming?” she coos, making my younger brother blush like a fool. Her eyes flash to mine. “Perhaps you could teach my betrothed a lesson or two.”
Please. I could charm her right out of those leathers if I wanted to. Fortunately for us both, I have no desire whatsoever to endear her to me. Quite the opposite, actually.
Leeri gives Kyffin a full smile and braces her hands on her knees so the pair are level. “And you must be Prince Kyffin.”
Kyff’s pointed chin lifts. “That’s right.”
“Tales of your swordsmanship have reached all the way to Nimbiss.”
Kyff steps closer, gazing at Leeri as if she just knighted him. “Truly?”
All right. Maybe she isn’t completely awful. I’m still not going to marry her.
“Enough introductions.” Boris gestures toward the castle gates, glittering as if they’re made of crystal. “I’m sure you are quite anxious to become reacquainted with your betrothed after such a long absence. Senan, why don’t you give the princess a tour of the castle before joining us in the dining room?”
“I’d really rather not⁠—”
Leeri pinches the back of my arm, cutting off my protest. I bite back a curse.
“A wonderful idea, King Boris,” she trills, blinking up at me as if she is as innocent as a babe. “I would love to spend some time with my beloved Senan.”
I can’t very well ditch her in front of these people, can I? And from the victorious smirk on Leeri’s face, she knows it. I straighten and tow the woman toward the edge of the balcony so we can fly straight to the dining room. If she wants a tour, she can have one mid-air.
She digs in her heels. “I’d rather take the stairs if that is all right with you,” Leeri says loud enough for Boris to overhear. “After such a long journey, I am quite spent.”
“Of course, princess.” Boris nudges me toward the stairs with a hard look in his eyes.
Having no choice in the matter, I steer her that way instead. “Is your arse tired from all that sitting?” I mutter under my breath.
Her smile tightens. “Keep that up, and I’ll pinch you again.”
“Pinch me again, and you’ll regret it.”
Her eyes glimmer as she bats her thick lashes. “Will I?”
We pass by a line of servants on our way through the gates to a wide, winding staircase leading up to a breezy reception room large enough for at least a hundred Scathian men. Time to begin our “tour.”
“That is a window. And that is a door,” I say, indicating both. “There are a lot of them in this castle. Many balconies as well. Oh, and see that brown thing? It’s a chair. We sit on them.”
Her lips lift. “Do you? Fascinating. Perhaps I can examine this chair you speak of after dinner.”
Why isn’t she irritated? I’ll have to try harder.
Leeri peers up at me as we ascend the next flight of stairs. “I liked your hair longer.”
“Then I am glad it’s short.”
She giggles, a terrible, grating sound. “Still fighting your attraction to me I see.”
“It’s easy to fight that which does not exist.” I nod to the rooms on this level. “That is the parlor, and the solar. There are a lot of windows in there. More chairs as well, and something called a sofa. It’s like a chair but softer and larger. Another door through there, and some more windows.”
Leeri stills on the landing, an errant breeze from one of the slitted windows tangling her violet hair about her slender shoulders. I halt as well, waiting for her composure to crack.
Instead, Leeri waves a hand between us, not a hint of irritation on her face. “This thing we do, the back-and-forth, the flirting.” She steps forward, sending me back until my wings collide with the wall. Her voice drops into a seductive tone. “As much as I enjoy it, I cannot help but think it would be far more fun for us both if we gave in.” Her hands find their way to my chest, the flat of her palms skimming up and down my shirt. “Our wedding is just on the horizon, after all.”
She thinks I’m flirting with her? Stars above, what sort of men do they have up in Nimbiss? This isn’t flirting. This is genuine dislike. Disgust, even.
“Leeri?” My fingers slip around her slender wrists, stopping them from continuing to explore my body.
Her gaze lands on my mouth as I ease forward to whisper, “I’d rather leap from the top of the castle with my wings clipped.”
What does the woman do?
She laughs.
Tugging free from my grasp, she laces our arms once more. “Oh, Senan. You say the most ridiculous things.”
Since when is honesty ridiculous?
When we finally step inside the dining room twenty minutes later, a riotous cheer erupts. A giggling Leeri clings tighter to my arm while bile burns the back of my throat. When she lifts onto her toes and presses a kiss to my cheek, I fight the overwhelming urge to scrub the feeling of her lips from my skin.
I have nineteen days to make her hate me so much she’ll call off our engagement.
Hopefully it’s long enough.



Nineteen





ALLETTE


I WAKE in complete darkness with my face pressed against a damp stone wall. It takes some fumbling, but eventually I manage to tap the fae light on the stone ledge at my bedside. I’ve missed these small conveniences while in the human realm.
According to the clock on the wall, it’s nearly half four in the morning. The wake-up bell will ring in thirty minutes. Stars, what I would give to sleep until noon. Instead, I collect my uniform draped over the lone chair, bringing it and my towel to the bathing room at the end of the corridor.
Steam warms my cheeks when I step inside the blessedly empty space that stinks like rotten eggs. I hang my things on a hook inside one of the five stalls and pull the thin curtain, removing my sleeping shift before stepping beneath the steady stream of water spurting from a spout in the red stone wall. Showers. Another luxury I’ve missed. You never feel as clean in a tub as you do in a shower.
The tension in my muscles drains away, disappearing into the long trough carved into the stone floor. Closing my eyes, I imagine the water beating my wings. Cascading down my feathers. Collecting between my shoulder blades.
I miss them.
I miss a lot of things.
As good as this feels, standing here all day isn’t an option. I wash quickly, but the steam makes it impossible to get dry. With my towel wrapped around myself, I throw my hair over my shoulders to hide my scars and hurry back through the chilly corridor to my room.
Despite being underground, the space is infinitely nicer than the inn where I had been staying. The best part is, it didn’t cost me so much as a copper, which is handy considering I left my bag behind. I thought about returning to retrieve it, but why? Those garments were a constant reminder of my time in the human realm. A time I’d love to forget even happened.
After drying myself, I slip into the plain white undergarments they gave me. The knickers are a bit loose at my hips, and the bralette is a bit tight, flattening my breasts and making it difficult to draw in a deep breath. The white stockings and plain cotton dress fit fine enough, although my slippers are far too big. Still, I’ve worn worse.
I tuck my mask, hood, and gloves into my pocket and make my way to the canteen where we had dinner last night. The food hadn’t been good per se, but, again, I’ve had worse.
Conversations buzz as the trestle tables slowly fill with men and women all in white. I follow one of them to where a man slops milky glop into clay bowls. What is that? It looks vile.
Although I thank him for the food, I have a feeling I’ll be cursing him after the first bite. Braith waves at me from a table near the far wall, warm fae light making her pale skin glow.
I’m still not sure what to make of her. She seems nice and helpful, but trust can’t be earned in a day, and she has made her hatred of Scathians quite plain. If she finds out I’m one of them, there is no telling how she will react.
Keeping my head down, I make my way through the maze of tables to where she sits with three other servants, two brown-haired women and one silver-haired man, all wearing the same narrow-eyed expressions as they watch me approach.
Braith pats the empty bench to her right. “Everyone, this is Wynn. Wynn, this is Jeston, Mari, and Del.”
I nod to each of them, lowering myself onto the bench and setting my bowl beside Braith’s empty one. The women offer polite hellos and then return to their breakfasts.
“Your eyes are strange,” the man, Jeston, says around a mouthful of whatever we’ve been served. Pretty sure it’s supposed to be porridge.
“Jeston,” Braith hisses, her cheeks turning pink.
“What? They are. I can’t be the only one who has noticed.”
I dip my spoon into the bowl, my stomach grumbling with hunger. “Then I suppose it’s a good thing they’ll be covered by a mask, isn’t it?”
Jeston’s lips tilt in a smirk before he scoops another spoonful of glop and shoves it into his mouth.
Braith kicks him beneath the table. “I thought I told you to be nice.”
He curses and tries to kick her back but misses when Braith tucks her legs beneath her on the bench. The two other women giggle. “You’ll have to excuse Jeston,” Braith says. “He was born without a filter.”
Sounds like he was born without manners too. “You two know each other?” I assume.
She nods. “Most of us grew up together south of the city.”
“What about you?” Jeston asks, stacking the empty bowls together and glaring at mine like I’m delaying him.
The glop tastes like nothing at all. The only upside is that it quiets my hunger and warms my bones.
What about you?
That is a good question. What do I want my backstory to be? If I’m supposed to be Wynn, perhaps I should stick to details about her life so it’s easier to keep things straight. “My parents are originally from Nimbiss.”
Mari and Del exchange a look before turning toward where Jeston’s smirk has become a scowl.
“Let me guess: You’re looking for a free ride back home,” he clips, his jaw ticking. “You’re too late. They’ve already filled the household.”
“Leave it off, you dolt.” Braith kicks him again. “I told you she wasn’t like that, didn’t I?”
I don’t have a clue what they’re bickering about, but I’m not going anywhere without my mate.
Jeston rolls his eyes. “You only met her yesterday, how do you know?”
“I have no intention of leaving Kumulus,” I assure him and anyone else within earshot.
“Told you so,” Braith says with a curt nod. “With your mum being so sick, I figured you wouldn’t be going anywhere.”
My mum being sick? What is she—oh, wait. I did tell the guard yesterday that I had a sick mother. Heavens above, how am I to keep all these lies straight? “Yes, she is quite ill. Wasting sickness.”
The two other women, Mari and Del, start nodding.
“The wasting is spreading like wildfire in the burrows as well,” the one with blue eyes says. I’m not sure if she is Mari or Del.
“That’s right,” the woman with freckled cheeks adds. “My aunt says the grave diggers are having to cram four bodies to one hole down there.”
Those poor people. After losing both my parents to the horrendous disease, I know firsthand how devastating it is watching those you love waste away to nothing before your eyes. No one should have to suffer like that.
I manage a few more bites, but my appetite seems to have disappeared. The moment I put down my spoon, Jeston gets up and carries everyone’s dishes to the sink in the corner.
One of the bells attached to the wall lets out a high-pitched jingle, and the man with the mustache from the day before steps into the canteen. Everyone around me seems to rise in unison, the conversations dying as they all start for where the man waits at the bottom of a staircase. I go to follow Mari and Del until Braith catches my arm and tells me unassigned servants are in a separate line.
“Mari and Del work in the kitchens,” she explains as we join the other new hires across the room. “Best job in the whole castle if you ask me. Guess who gets the first pick of the food that comes back from the banquets upstairs?”
Anything has to taste better than what we just ate. “Do we get to choose our assignments?” The kitchens sound lovely, but what I really want is to figure out where Senan spends his days.
Braith’s short hair swings when she shakes her head. “They’ll put you where they need you. Jeston says most new hires start out in the guest chambers.”
“Just guests? Not the family?”
“Oh, no. You have to be here for years before you’re assigned to the family’s warded tower. If you ever get there.”
Damn. There goes that option.
“See those three with Jeston?” she goes on, tilting her chin toward a trio of beautiful women. “They’re all assigned to the family. They work on rotation.”
Looks like I’ll have to find another way to speak to my mate.
The canteen takes no time at all to clear, leaving only those of us who were hired the day before, along with Jeston and the man with the mustache Braith calls the House Master.
“Attention, new hires,” the House Master’s booming voice echoes around the cavern, “while you have been selected to serve in your king’s household, your position here can just as easily be filled by someone else. If I find out that you are causing trouble, depending on the severity of your actions, you will receive a strike. After three strikes, you will be removed and blacklisted against all future employment opportunities with the castle and the Scathian nobility.”
I shift my weight, nerves buzzing in my stomach. Not sure why. It’s not like I plan on being here for long or screwing up.
The House Master goes over the rules, all of them fairly obvious. Keep quiet. If you must speak, speak softly. Remain in your assigned area. Do as you’re told.
“And above all, remember.” The House Master points to the sign above his head.
Be invisible.
I’ve been invisible for the last four years, so that shouldn’t be a problem.
One by one, the House Master gives out assignments for the day, consisting of a list of duties as well as a set of numbers corresponding to a tower, a floor, and the rooms on that floor.
When it’s Braith’s turn, she gives the man a hopeful smile.
“Kitchens. South tower, room 201,” he says.
With a clap of her hands, Braith skips out the doorway.
It’s my turn to step forward.
The House Master frowns down at the notebook in his hand. “Guest rooms. North tower, fourth floor, rooms forty to forty-nine.” He looks past me and gestures toward the woman at my back. “Next.”
This is perfect. Thanks to my work in the human realm, I know how to clean a room. I’d be lost in the kitchens. I tug on my gloves and slip my hood over my hair as I head for the hallway.
To my dismay, Jeston waits at the bottom of the stairs.
When I step past him, he clears his throat. “Unless you want to make the trek twice, you’re going to need one of these.” He kicks one of the laundry baskets stacked full of linens.
They expect me to carry that thing all the way to the fourth floor? It looks heavier than I am.
I heave a basket into my arms and search the hallway for directions to the north tower.
Once again, Jeston clears his throat.
“What?” I snap.
The irritating man grins. “You forgot your mask, Goldie.”
Where did he get off, calling me that? “My name is Wynn.”
Jeston’s grin widens. “Not anymore.”
He can call me whatever he wants. It won’t faze me. Besides, I don’t have to answer to some silly nickname. I put down the basket to fasten my mask over my face. The mesh screen will take some getting used to, but I can see surprisingly well, all things considered.
Jeston lifts a basket as if it weighs nothing, propping it on his hip and waving toward the staircase. “Ladies first.”
I’ll give him a bloody lady. “No, you go ahead.”
“I insist.”
He can take his insistence and swallow it along with his infuriating comments. My irritation spurs me up the winding staircase, higher and higher, but by the second floor, that irritation is replaced by a different sort of burning in my chest. Thank heavens I’m only on the fourth floor. Imagine climbing all the way to the tenth. Talk about torture.
There is a numbered plaque above each door, which is handy because I can see myself losing count after a while. My over-large shoes leave me stumbling a few times on the way up, up, up.
“Were you this slow at your last job?” Jeston grumbles from behind.
“Are you always this annoying?” I shoot back. By the time we reach the fourth level, my heart feels like it’s about to burst, and my legs shake so badly, I’m afraid they’re going to give out completely. Why in the world do Scathians insist on living in towers, anyway? Tuath and human homes make far more sense.
Jeston’s grating chuckle reverberates off the stones.
If he wasn’t here, I would sink down on the ground and pass out. The man blows right past, not even breathing heavily as he speeds toward the upper floors.
The telltale brush of a ward tickles my hand when I reach for the doorknob at room forty. Stepping into the guest chambers feels like entering another world. One where the musty air from the caverns no longer exists. The room has been painted the same shade of crystal blue as the sky beyond the open balcony doors. Such luxury. Such opulence. I knew the castle would be stunning, but this is something else. And this is only a guest room. Imagine the family’s tower.
I wonder what Senan’s room looks like.
Maybe one day soon, I’ll find out.
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SENAN


REHABILITATION. The word they use for sad groups of people who’ve fallen into darkness and can’t seem to find their way out. I’m not saying I don’t need rehabilitation. It’s pretty fucking clear from the number of scars on my right hand that I need something. The problem is that it’s a useless waste of time. But when I told my brother that this morning, he’d threatened to ship Kyff off to boarding school if I didn’t attend a meeting.
So, here I am. Attending a meeting.
There are two new faces: a man with faded red wings and twitchy hands who is clearly still coming down, and a young woman with sunken eyes hugging herself next to the haughty prick in charge.
If this is supposed to fix me, then why am I looking at the same old dusters I’ve seen every other time I’ve come? Why aren’t any of them getting better?
I’ll tell you why: because rehabilitation doesn’t fucking work.
Our families stick us in here to feel like they’re doing something to help, when in reality, we’re too broken to mend. We’re all missing pieces of ourselves, but instead of stitching them up so they can heal, we dump dust on our wounds and escape among the stars.
After a brief introduction, the facilitator asks if anyone would like to go first. No way in hell am I volunteering. If Bilson, my day guard, weren’t watching me from across the room, I wouldn’t even be here. I sink lower in the stiff chair and cross my arms. The facilitator’s eyes glaze over me, and he nods to one of the regulars. The woman picks at the skin around her nails as she introduces herself. Maura. Seventy-four. Using for twenty years—ever since her mate was killed while stopping a riot in the burrows.
Johnson is next. He is a good deal younger, although it’s hard to tell beneath his scruffy orange beard and lanky hair hanging in his eyes. He has only been using for two years, since he lost his tower over gambling debts.
This is how the hour passes, with everyone sharing their depressing stories of tragedy and loss. It’s not that I don’t feel sympathy for them. We’re all struggling with the same addiction, so of course I do. I just don’t see the point in airing our grievances. This doesn’t make life better. Doesn’t bring anyone back. It only brings pain to the forefront when I’d rather feel nothing at all.
When it’s my turn, all eyes land on me.
I smile and say, “My name is Gerrard Tolken, and I’m a duster.”
The lilac-haired man next to me snorts into his fist, choking back his laughter.
The facilitator’s mouth pinches and eyes narrow. No doubt he’ll be running straight to my brother when this is over. “We all know that is my name and not yours,” he says.
My smile never falters.
“Fine.” He sighs. “Welcome, Gerrard. How long have you been using?”
“Not long enough.”
A few of the others chuckle under their breath. But not our darling facilitator. His jaw pulses, and the vein in his forehead bulges. “You need to take this seriously. Your rehabilitation has been mandated by the king himself.”
As if I need the reminder. “The king can take his mandate and shove it up his⁠—”
Gerrard stamps his foot on the ground the way Kyff used to when he didn’t get his own way. “That is quite enough. You cannot overcome this addiction if you do not do the work. I beg of you, Prince Senan, please try.”
“It’s Gerrard.”
Closing his eyes with a quiet curse, the man rubs his temples. Part of me feels sorry for him. Who wants to spend all day sitting around in a tower that smells like stale coffee with windows so tiny you can barely see the sun? If Gerrard wants people to recover, he probably shouldn’t bring us to such a depressing shithole in this crumbling tower that barely reaches above the clouds.
With another sigh, he closes the notebook on his lap, meeting my defiant gaze with his own. “Do you want to talk about what happened four years ago?”
The smile slips from my face, and my blood turns to ice. Who the fuck told him about that? Only two people in my family know the truth of what happened. One lives in a different kingdom, so it can’t be him. That leaves our dear king. “Absolutely not.”
Gerrard doesn’t get the fucking hint. Instead, he leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees, like we’re about to have a major breakthrough. “It will help to get it out instead of keeping all the pain and grief inside.”
“I said, I’m not fucking talking about it.” Everyone is staring at me with pity in their eyes. I don’t want their pity. I don’t want a fucking thing from any of them. “This is all a bunch of shit. You’re not fixing anyone. You’re sitting there judging us for being broken.” And I’ve had enough. I shoot to my feet and stalk toward the door.
“Prince Senan? Prince Senan!”
Not a fucking hope in hell am I going back. Do you want to talk about what happened four years ago?
Does that prick want to end up in the pit? Because I can make it happen. One word from me, and he’ll find out firsthand what it feels like to be consumed by darkness.
Bilson snaps to attention. He says not a word, but his dark blue wings appear as I stalk past. Together, we fly in silence back toward my cage.
I smooth a finger down the silver scar on my left hand, hidden beneath a glamour I wear every day.
I don’t need to be fixed.
I’d rather be broken.

THE MOMENT I arrive back at the castle, Boris is there waiting on the balcony outside his office, as if he knew I wouldn’t stay for the entire meeting. I don’t have it in me to speak with him—to speak with anyone. So I ignore his shout and fly right past. If I go to my room, he’ll only find me. I can’t go to the library or solar either—he’ll know to look there.
My gaze snags on a random balcony surrounding the north tower, where all the dignitaries and guests arriving from Nimbiss are staying.
I land on silent feet outside the guest parlor. Bilson remains in the air, no doubt anticipating me changing my mind. A few people I recognize from last night’s dinner mill around inside. I race through a gap in the sofas and around a tall table until I reach the hallway. Right or left?
Princess Leeri’s voice drifts from somewhere to the right.
Left it is.
A tickle starts in the back of my throat, and I have no choice but to cough to clear it, which of course threatens to give away my position.
The strangest sensation tightens my core, as if I’m being pulled by some invisible force. The closer I draw to the guest chambers, the stronger the pull becomes, until I reach a door that looks like every other door in the hallway and slip inside.
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ALLETTE


CLOUDS LINGER OFF THE BALCONY, a cottony white carpet that looks thick enough to step onto. My body longs to soar toward the deep blue horizon to see where it ends. Instead, I remain planted on two feet.
With a resigned sigh, I turn toward a bed big enough for three people. Even though the bedding appears unused, I change it anyway, trading the sheets for fresh ones and swapping one white duvet cover for another, just like back in the human realm.
After adding the sheets to the bottom of the basket, I wipe down the surfaces with lemon-scented cleaner and check the fireplace for ashes. Rooms forty-one and forty-two are equally as clean.
The same cannot be said for forty-three. Brown-speckled feathers litter the white sheets. Sourness hangs in the air, as if someone has gotten sick. Sure enough, there is a vomit-splattered sink in the adjoining bathing room. Gagging behind my mask, I clean and scrub the chunks from the sink and some suspicious stains from the floor in front of the toilet.
After scooping the ash from the fireplace and resetting the tinder and a single log, I collect the soiled linen and add it to my basket.
From the position of the sun outside the tower, it looks to be past noon when I throw the last pillowcase into the basket of the final room. This sort of work feels familiar, satisfying even. And knowing I’ll earn a decent wage lifts my mood. At least it’ll occupy my time until I reach Senan.
I’m about to collect the dirty laundry when the strangest sensation comes over me, like someone has fisted the fabric of my dress and yanked me toward the main door. It’s so unexpected, I stumble forward, completely knocked off balance. A split second later, the main door eases open. I’m too far away from the servants’ entrance to slip inside unnoticed, so I press my back against the wall and pretend to be invisible.
When a tattooed hand curves around the door, my breath lodges in my throat. I know who that hand belongs to without even seeing his face. I can’t believe it. Senan—my mate—is coming into this room.
After all these years, fate has finally smiled upon me. I could’ve been anywhere in this castle, and yet I’m here, and so is he. After so long apart, the stars have finally forgiven us for taking destiny into our own hands and brought us back together.
He is even more handsome than I remember, especially with all those colors painting his skin, highlighting the tanned, toned ridges of his forearms and the cut of his chest peeking from beneath the top of his white shirt.
So many words are on the tip of my tongue, and yet I’m rendered speechless when Senan’s head falls back against the closed door, exposing the length of his tanned throat.
As if he hears the air evacuating my lungs, the prince’s silver eyes find me.
Those eyes—how I’ve longed to stare into their shimmering depths once more.
And he is here. Here.
Out in the hallway, a deep voice calls my mate’s name.
Instead of leaving, Senan crosses to where I stand, bringing him closer and closer with each step. That cinching sensation around my torso grows tighter and tighter until it suddenly snaps and is no more.
I need to take off my mask, except my hands are shaking so badly where they wrench together.
He is so familiar and yet not. The lines of his face have sharpened with maturity, but the mischievous glimmer in his eyes hasn’t changed. His midnight hair is cut short at the sides and a little longer at the top, making his striking features stand out all the more. Handsome as a devil with star-kissed eyes.
He abandoned you.
There must be an explanation. There must.
He never came back.
He has a good reason. I know it.
Suddenly, Senan halts, whispers, “You didn’t see me,” and drops to the floor to shimmy beneath the bed.
The door flies open, slamming against the far wall, and a second man darts inside.
Same high cheekbones. Same strong jaw. Same silver eyes. He could’ve been Senan’s twin but for the lack of tattoos and the long black hair tied back with a leather queue.
The man snaps his fingers at me. “You there.”
Should I respond? I’m supposed to be invisible, but holding a conversation with someone who is clearly a member of the royal family is decidedly not invisible.
I settle on bobbing my head.
“Did anyone come into this room just now?” the man demands.
I shake my head, holding my breath when the man lets out a vicious curse. His stomps retreat, and he slams the door behind him.
“He appears to be in quite a sour mood today,” Senan drawls from beneath the bed in the same voice that used to whisper dark, secret promises against my bare skin.
Stars, I’ve missed his voice.
His left hand appears from beneath the bed, the word LOVE inked upon his knuckles. “Can you help me out? My legs appear to have fallen asleep.”
I take a fortifying breath and reach for him with a gloved hand. When his fingers clasp mine, heat surges through my veins. I’d forgotten the sheer force of this mating bond. Even with the gloves, its power is impossible to deny.
Senan manages to extricate himself from beneath the bed. His white shirt rides up, revealing the ridges of his abdomen swathed in more ink. How many tattoos does he have? I cannot wait to tear him out of those clothes and trace each and every one. First with my fingers and then with my lips.
He stares up at me from the floor, his brow furrowed. “Thank you.”
I try to say, “You’re welcome,” but what comes out is more garbled, and now I sound like a total dolt. Clearing my throat doesn’t help either.
Senan’s head tilts, his gaze falling to where my hands clench in front of me as he drags himself out the rest of the way and stands. Stars, he is even taller than I remember.
“What is your name?” he asks, dusting bits of fluff from his black trousers.
It’s me. The woman you love. Your mate. I open my mouth to tell him just that when the door swings wide.
A stunning young woman with violet hair that reaches all the way to her trim waist saunters into the room. Never in my life have I seen skin so flawless. “Senan, my love. What are you doing in here?” she asks with a coy smile. “We have a meeting with Minister Donnell about our wedding.”
Their…wedding?
That means⁠—
Oh, no. OH, NO. The truth crashes like that waterfall in the cave, drowning me where I stand. This woman must be the Princess of Nimbiss—Senan’s betrothed.
And she is quite literally perfect.
I may not know the reason Senan abandoned me in the human realm in the first place, but there is no denying why he never came back.
He obviously met this woman and forgot I ever existed.
I glance down at the palm of his left hand only to find no sign of a scar at all.
Somehow, he has managed to erase a bond that is supposed to exist for eternity.
The princess saunters across the room to press her mouth to my mate’s stubbled cheek.
I’m going to kill her.
I’m going to claw out her eyes and rip out her hair and wrap my hands around her throat until she draws breath no more.
“Wait for me in the hallway. I’ll be there in a moment,” Senan says in the most sensuous voice.
How can I tell him who I am now? He’ll think me pathetic for going to such lengths to find him again when he clearly had no intention of ever seeking me out. I can’t bear to let him see what I’ve become.
The princess hesitates, her gaze flashing to where I stand before she presses a final kiss to my mate’s cheek and quits the room.
When she is gone, Senan turns back to me. “Your name.”
You know my name.
At least, he used to.
If I tell him my false name, he may grow suspicious. Not that I think he’ll remember Wynn since he clearly doesn’t remember me. Still, I can’t afford to take the chance.
“Leni, sire,” I say with a terrible Nimbiss accent, worried he may recognize my voice.
He scratches his stubbled chin with long, tattooed fingers, the word LOST spelled out across the knuckles of his right hand. “And your family’s name?”
“I have no family.” I have no one. I am well and truly alone.
Senan’s thumb skims back and forth across his lower lip as he watches me. “Are you new, Leni?”
Why do you care? Why are you here with me when you could be with her?
I nod.
His thumb stills. “Well, I appreciate you keeping my secret from the king.”
My stomach sinks when my mate turns and walks away from me—from his past—to a future I’ll never be part of.
The door opens.
The door closes.
Leaving me with nothing more than the memory of his voice and the faint scent of sage and bergamot to haunt me.
When my knees finally unlock, I grab the laundry basket and hurtle for the servants’ door, falling out of the spacious room into the tight stairwell. The tears spilling from my eyes make it damn near impossible to see the steps. My foot slips, and I trip over my too-large shoes, tumbling headfirst down, down, down, spilling linen everywhere.
When I finally come to a stop on the next landing, I lie on the cold, hard floor, cursing fate and the stars.
My body may be beaten and bruised, but nothing hurts worse than my flayed heart.
Red blooms across the white fabric of my uniform, and when I sit up, the screen on my mask flaps open, ripped to bits.
And because I have the worst luck, I run into the House Master when I finally hobble to the bottom of the staircase. When he sees the state of me, his expression darkens. “What the hell happened to you?”
“My shoes are too big, and I slipped.”
His mustache twitches as he withdraws a pencil and a small notepad from his breast pocket, flipping open. “That is one strike. Your name?”
Seriously? Did he not hear me say that my shoes are too big? “My name is Wynn,” I grit out.
He jots down my name, then returns the notepad to his pocket. “Two more strikes and you’re gone. Go to the launderette and collect another uniform.”
Where is his empathy? His compassion? Biting my tongue, I turn away before I give him a piece of my mind.
Be invisible.
Those are the rules, and I shall follow them to the letter.
Right. The launderette. I remember seeing a sign for the launderette somewhere but can’t figure out exactly where it is in relation to where I am now.
“North tower, Room 104,” the House Master grumbles.
I don’t bother thanking him as I turn and walk away.

THE LAVENDER-LACED steam in the long room reminds me of the soap I used to use back when I lived with Aunt Marjory. I set the basket of laundry next to the others in a line and then flag down a woman to ask for a new uniform.
She takes one look at me and mutters under her breath about clumsy children even though she doesn’t appear much older than me. They keep the uniforms in a locked closet near the rear. She goes to hand me a stack like the one issued yesterday but then pulls back. “I’ll need that one first. It’ll have to be cleaned and repaired.”
This is where I draw the line. I’m tired, sore, mortified, and heartbroken. The last thing I need is this woman’s judgmental stare.
“I’m not stripping bare here.” There are men hanging sheets on the clotheslines right next to the women at the sewing machines, for stars’ sake.
The woman groans. “Fine. Just bring it back after you change.”
Why does it matter? It’s one bloody uniform. They have an entire cabinet full of them.
What if I fall again and need another replacement? That would mean two strikes. With no prospects and no way to reclaim my aunt’s tower, I can’t afford to lose this job.
Although I promise to return the uniform, I have no intention of doing so.
Instead, I change in my room and bring the soiled garment to the bathing room to wash it myself. If I get my hands on a needle and some thread, I can sew the small tears, and it’ll be good as new.
If only my broken heart was as easy to mend.
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ALLETTE


THEN
SENAN WILL BE BACK TODAY, and I can hardly contain my excitement.
Wynn drags a comb through my unruly waves, yanking my head in the process. This is my punishment for going flying earlier without tying it back. I had planned on sleeping in so I would look well rested for when the prince arrives but instead woke at the crack of bloody dawn.
Her black mask slides down from where it rests on her forehead, but she shoves it back into place. Her gaze catches mine in the mirror’s reflection. “What’s gotten into you? You can barely sit still.”
How I wish I could tell my closest friend about Senan. I almost did after that realm-shattering kiss last week but ultimately decided against it. This beautiful secret is one I want to keep for myself. For now, at least. I grab the pot of rouge, smearing my finger into the coral paste. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” With a few careful swipes, my cheekbones appear dewy and flushed.
From her suspicious hum, it’s clear she doesn’t believe me. What I need is a suitable distraction. “How is your mother?”
“She is mending quickly, thank the stars.”
Wynn’s mother works in our kitchens and makes the most glorious cheesecakes. A few weeks back, she slipped on a wet patch and caught herself on the edge of the hot stove. Burned her poor hand right up. Wynn has been so worried about her.
“That is wonderful news. Please tell her I was asking for her.”
Wynn bobs her head. “I will of course.” She trades the comb for a sapphire hair clip that used to belong to my mother. A few careful twists later, the front of my hair has been pulled back from my face, held in place by the shimmering clip.
Smiling, Wynn braces her hands on the shoulders of my teal gown. When I asked her to help me change into this after lunch, I thought she’d lose her life. I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t need someone to tie the laces at the back of the bodice. The stiff boning makes it almost impossible to breathe, but my waist has never looked as small.
Dresses aren’t practical for flying, so I rarely wear them. The fact that I have chosen this outfit today has already drawn far too much suspicion from my friend.
“You look like a princess,” she whispers.
If only that were true. If I had been born a princess, then perhaps there would be some hope of this crush going somewhere besides down in flames. Alas, my lot in life has been set. This time with Senan is only a reprieve from what is sure to be a very long and unhappy life with some terrible man who isn’t him.
“Thank you, Wynn.”
She takes one last look at her handywork, drags her mask back in place, and leaves me to my own nerves. I press a hand down my fluttering stomach and take a handful of deep breaths before getting up to lock the door behind her.
When I hear movement on the balcony, I slowly turn toward the white curtains swaying back and forth in the breeze. My heavy heartbeats mark the seconds until Senan steps through my doors. Should I greet him with a kiss? No, that would be delusional. A hug, then? No, that would be strange because I’ve never hugged the man before and to do so now might make things between us awkward.
Why isn’t he coming inside? Perhaps it isn’t him at all but someone else. Except, a caller would arrive at the main doors a few levels down, not at my private balcony.
The shadow on the other side of the curtain finally moves. Long fingers sweep the curtains back, and my prince steps inside.
Not my prince.
The prince. A man I barely know. A man who is only here to keep himself occupied on Tuesdays. A man who is…crying?
He looks at me through glistening, red-rimmed eyes. His typically windswept hair is matted to one side of his head and sticking straight out on the other.
I take a halting step forward, unsure whether to go to him or keep my distance. “Senan? What’s wrong?” It must be something terrible for him to have shown up like this.
His face crushes up, and those proud, strong shoulders seem to crumble. I cannot believe my own ears when he quietly whispers, “The king is dead.”
The king…his father.
“Oh, Senan…”
Death doesn’t care if you’re a revered king or a lowly commoner. When he wants to take you, there is no amount of money or power in the world that will stop him.
I might not know what to do, but my body does. My feet carry me to where he waits, one foot in my chambers and one foot outside, as if he himself cannot decide whether to stay or go. My arms do not hesitate to slip around his form and draw him close.
His strong hands capture my waist, sliding to the small of my back, clinging to me as a broken sob wrenches from his chest. Holding him as tightly as I can, I whisper words of reassurance that I’m not even sure he hears.
In this moment, I make a silent vow to be the person to help him pick up the pieces of his broken heart.
To be the one to help him mend it.
And to be happy for him when the time comes for him to give it to someone else.
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SENAN


I REST my elbows on the balcony edge, watching flashes of lightning spark in the clouds below, listening to the low rumble of thunder.
I miss you.
I love you.
I’m sorry.
Words whispered to the darkening horizon, meant for someone who will never hear them.
I’m not sure how long I loiter out here, but eventually the cooler evening air sends me back to my room. Inside, I find Bilson with his arms folded over his broad chest, towering over a servant dressed head to toe in white.
My boots make no sound as I cross the lush carpet. “What is happening here?”
The guard shifts his weight, directing his scowl at me. “Sergeant Bell said you requested all the servants called Leni be brought to your room. Don’t you remember?”
As a matter of fact, I don’t. Which isn’t exactly surprising since I had a lot to drink last night. For some reason, my thoughts have been consumed by the servant who helped me escape the king’s wrath yesterday, so it isn’t outside the realm of possibility.
“Of course I remember,” I say, turning my attention to the servant. There had been something so incredibly familiar about her. Which sounds silly considering she’d only recently been hired. But the way she’d wrenched her hands. The timbre of her quiet voice when she told me her name. The way my skin had buzzed for hours after she’d touched my hand.
Today though, nothing about this woman draws me in. “Is this the only one?”
Bilson exhales a frustrated breath through his nose. Not sure why. Of all the things I’ve asked him to do over the years, bringing a servant to my room is fairly tame. “The House Master assured me that this is the only Leni on record.”
That can’t be right. This woman’s hips are a touch too wide, and her chest is a bit too large. Then again, maybe I’m misremembering.
“Thank you, Bilson. You may leave us.”
Although Bilson’s jaw pulses, he stalks out the balcony doors.
Now, back to the matter at hand. Everything about this servant feels wrong, but since Bilson went through all this trouble, I might as well question her. “How long have you worked at the castle, Leni?”
Her masked face lifts. “Five years, sire.”
Her voice is different. No accent, for one. And higher, not as husky. Although I can’t see her face, the woman seems to shrink under my stare. It’s not her. Still, I need to be certain, just in case. “Where were you yesterday at noon?”
“In the launderette, sire. It’s where I work.”
It’s not her. Why does that fact disappoint me so much? “Thank you for your time, Leni. I apologize for the confusion. You may return to your duties.”
She bobs a curtsy and hurries back to the warded door leading to the servants’ quarters.
The maid yesterday must’ve given me a false name.
The way she’d clutched her hands in front of her, the very same as⁠—
I shake away the fanciful notion.
Still…
Why would the woman lie about her name unless she has something to hide?

AT DINNERTIME, Kyff retrieves me the same way he has the last two nights. With my hangover lingering, I don’t have it in me to put up a fight, so I shower and shave and wear clean clothes. On my way into the dining hall, I catch myself staring at the maids lining the wall and hiding in the alcoves. Is one of them the woman I met the day before?
Boris suggests I sit with the folks from Nimbiss instead of in my normal place between Rhainn and Kyffin. And look, there happens to be an empty chair right between my king and my betrothed. Isn’t that convenient?
I drop beside Leeri with a heavy sigh. Gods, I need a drink. As soon as the servant pours the wine, I drain the whole lot.
The servant returns, tipping the bottle back into my empty glass. I peer up at her, trying to imagine what hides beneath that mask. There is no pull from this one. When I look at her, I feel nothing at all.
“Is it customary in Kumulus for men to have their wings out at dinner?” Minister Donnell asks, slipping his spoon into his bowl of soup before bringing it to his flattened lips.
Boris clears his throat, throwing me a pointed look. “No, Minister, it’s not.”
If I want to have my wings out, then I should be allowed to have them out. What does it matter to either of them? It’s not as if I’m molting. Honestly. The things this fool complains about. I drain my second glass of wine before sending my wings away.
“I do hope my brother wasn’t as rude during his visit to Nimbiss,” Boris says with a slight grimace.
Leeri smiles across the table at him, the picture of grace and beauty and mindlessness. “Quite the opposite. He was the perfect gentleman.”
If by “perfect gentleman” she means that I spent the entire time holed up in my room, then yes, I was a perfect gentleman.
Unlike most nights, the air in here is close and still, not so much as a breeze coming from the open balcony doors.
I unbutton my jerkin and the top of my shirt. Leeri darts a look my way before reaching for her own wine glass. I drink more than I eat, and by the time they serve the final course, my head feels full of clouds. Unfortunately, there is no room in my stomach for dessert, so I push the plate of tiramisu aside in favor of more wine.
Boris clamps a hand over my thigh and then relocates my wine glass to the other side of his plate, just out of reach. “I think you’ve had enough, brother.”
I’ll be the one deciding when I’ve had enough, thank you very much. Holding his gaze, I reach for the bottle, bring it to my lips, and take a long, slow sip.
Boris turns toward Kyff and smiles. “Kyffin? How are your lessons coming along?”
My baby brother lights up as if he has been handed a vat of ice cream. “Very well, my king, I’m becoming quite proficient in fencing.”
I’m so proud of that lad. He has more determination in his little finger than I have in my whole being.
Although he speaks to Kyffin, the king’s gaze remains on me. “I believe it’s time you put your sword away and join us for meetings in the council chamber.”
Kyff’s face loses its rosy hue, and tears swim in his eyes when he nods. “Yes, my king.”
I slam the bottle back onto the table. How dare he bring our baby brother into this. Boris shouldn’t be taking out his frustrations on Kyff. He should be taking them out on me. Taking away the boy’s training is akin to stabbing him through the heart. Kyff lives for his time spent in the ring. He hasn’t missed a single day since he was allowed to attend his first session three years ago.
The sound of the bottle meeting the table makes one of the servants across the hall flinch. Average height. Thin build. She could be the same woman from the other day, but then again, so could the other two on either side of her.
Boris nudges my boot with his. “Did you hear the princess?”
Had the princess spoken? I was too busy watching that servant. “Sorry, no.” Ignoring the Nimbiss Minister oozing sneery-faced judgment, I turn toward the princess. “What did you say?”
Her deeply tanned cheeks flush bright pink. “I simply inquired about your day.”
My day is none of her business. “My day was fine.”
She smiles as if those four words are the most interesting words she has ever heard. “That is wonderful to hear. Your king says the gardens are lovely this time of year.”
I wouldn’t know because I haven’t been to the gardens in forever.
“Would you like to accompany me for a picnic tomorrow?” she asks.
“I despise picnics.” I’d rather bathe in boiling oil.
Leeri’s smile falters.
“You must excuse my brother, he is in a foul humor today,” Boris says to the princess with another nudge to my foot. “I am certain he will wake in a better mood tomorrow and would be delighted to accompany you. Isn’t that right, Senan?”
Can’t he give me a break for one fucking day? “It would be my honor.”
I nod dutifully to everything else the princess says, pretending a little better to be engaging in conversation with her when I’m really studying the servant across from me. Those masks are so inconvenient. How is one to know who is who? Do they wear them in the servants’ quarters as well?
When everyone at the table finishes, I watch the maid as she clears the dishes, carries them through the servant’s door, and then returns for more. She looks exactly the same as all the other servants, and yet…
And yet there is something different.
I can’t quite put my finger on what it is.
Boris orders me to join the other men in the drawing room for cigars and after dinner whiskies—although I’m certain he’ll withhold the latter. Probably for the best, all things considered. I don’t want to escort my darling betrothed to the gardens tomorrow with a hangover and end up puking in the roses. Although, that could work in my favor. If I disgust her enough, maybe she’ll call the whole thing off.
As much as I despise the princess, she does provide me with the perfect excuse to avoid joining the king right away. “If it’s all right, I’d like to bring the princess to her chambers.”
From the way Leeri’s face brightens, you’d swear I just confessed my undying love for her.
The king stands and tosses his serviette onto the table. “An excellent idea. We will see you shortly.”
He won’t see me at all, but that is a problem for tomorrow.
Leeri takes my arm, but shaking her off isn’t an option. We make it all the way to the door before something catches my eye. At the head of the table, a maid has stopped, presumably to watch us exit. Those damned masks. She isn’t the only one. She is, however, the only one wrenching her hands.
The guards hold open the doors, and we step into the breezeway. For some reason, Leeri insists on walking everywhere, which is incredibly irritating when one is in a rush.
“Are you exhausted after roaming around the castle today?” I ask. From her nattering over dinner, I learned that she spent the afternoon touring the rest of the castle’s five towers. Wonder if she saw all the doors and windows.
Her hand tightens on my arm. “I am quite weary. Although being with you invigorates me.”
And just like that, she gives me the perfect excuse to escape. With a click of my tongue, I say, “We can’t have that. You will need your rest for our exciting trip to the garden.”
Her eyes widen as realization seems to set in, but I’m already unhooking her fingers from my forearm. “Senan, I didn’t mean⁠—”
“Bell!” I call to the guard waiting at the far end of the hallway. “Would you mind escorting the princess to her chambers? She is quite weary.”
Leeri lets out a frustrated groan and stamps her foot, but I’m already back in the dining room before she can call me back.
I search the sea of white-clad servants, my gaze snagging on one in particular. As if she can feel my eyes on her, her masked face lifts.
It’s her.
It must be.
Did she just stiffen?
She did.
She stiffened.
My heart rate spikes when the maid grabs a stack of dishes and whirls toward the servant’s stairs. “You there,” I call with a wave that she completely ignores.
The other servants’ heads swing toward the one I called after. Her shoulders hunch when she picks up her pace.
If she reaches the servants’ door, the wards won’t let me follow. There is no telling if I’ll ever get a chance to see her again.
I don’t walk. I run, eating up the distance between us and skidding to a halt in the nick of time, blocking her exit. When she tries to skirt around me, I hold out my arms. “Stop. I must speak with you.”
The dishes in her arms rattle when her head swings this way and that, as if searching for another way out.
I don’t know what I think I’ll find, but there is something about this woman that feels too familiar to ignore.
“Everyone else out!” I order, waiting until only the two of us remain in the cavernous dining room. I swear I can hear my heartbeat echo off the coffered ceiling. The longer I stare, the more of a tug I feel toward this woman. As if she and I are tethered by some invisible cord.
You’re wrong.
There is no way it’s her.
Swallowing past the sudden lump in my throat, I take a tentative step forward. “You lied to me.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she counters, skirting backward.
The timbre of her voice is exactly the same. There must be hundreds of servants in this castle. I can’t believe I found her. “Yesterday, you gave me a false name.”
Her hood slips a little when she shakes her head, but the shadows are too dark to see what lies beneath. “I didn’t.”
“Do you really think lying to a prince of the realm for a second time is a good idea? If you do not tell me your real name this instant, then I will⁠—”
“Wynn?” a high voice calls from the servant’s entrance. “Do you need help?”
Wynn. Wynn. Wynn.
The name pulses through my skull as bitter disappointment settles in my bones.
“No. I’m…I’m fine,” the woman, Wynn, says, her voice trembling and Nimbiss accent gone.
Not only was she lying about her name, she has been using a false accent as well.
Could this be the same Wynn I met all those years ago? The one who knew Allette so well? When I returned to Kumulus, I’d sent Bell to Allette’s tower to try and find Wynn, but she hadn’t been there. According to the head of staff, the young maid had disappeared on Samhain.
If this is the same woman, that would explain why she lied.
Maybe she can tell me what happened to my mate.
There is only one way to know for sure.
I lunge, catch the servant’s hood, and tug it off.
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EVERYTHING HAPPENS AT ONCE.
Braith calls my name, and I respond automatically, completely forgetting about my false Nimbiss accent.
Before I can say anything more, Senan tears off my hood.
My mask slips, the tie at the back comes loose, and it falls right off. And now it’s lying on the ground between us, and if he raises his head, he’ll know the truth and⁠—
I shriek and throw my hands up, hiding my face. The dishes I’d been holding crash to the floor and shatter.
Senan can’t see me. Not like this.
Not after I was forced to stand in this dining room and watch him fawn over his princess. From my position in the alcove, I couldn’t hear their conversation properly, but from the way the beautiful young woman blushed, she clearly enjoyed every whispered word and stolen glance.
And who wouldn’t? To have the undivided attention of a charming, handsome prince is a dream come true.
Does he tease her the way he used to tease me? Does he love her laugh as much as he used to love mine? Does he love her more?
He must, otherwise he would’ve come back for me.
At least no one witnessed my horror when I watched Senan take the princess’s hand in his and lead her out of the dining room or the tears cascading down my cheeks as I bent over the place where he’d sat and cleared the goblet that had touched his lips.
He is a liar.
He abandoned you.
He is in love with somebody else.
Those phrases have become my mantra since I saw him in the guest room yesterday, and yet my heart still feels as if it has been shattered like these dishes all over again. For all those years I believed him dead, I never stopped loving my mate.
And love isn’t something that vanishes overnight.
“Your hair is black,” Senan whispers. He drops to his knees, keeping his head bowed as he collects my mask from between shards of broken porcelain. “I’m so sorry. I…I don’t know what came over me.” With his head still lowered, he holds up the mask. I twist away from him to replace the covering, fastening it tighter around the back of my head before tugging my hood back into place.
Only then do I manage to take a breath.
Senan stands, wiping a tattooed hand down his face, the word LOST inked on his knuckles. That is exactly how he looks when his eyes finally lift to mine. “I had no right to do that. Please accept my sincerest apologies. It’s just…” His gaze drops. “Your hands…”
I force my hands to my sides. “What about my hands?”
“The way you twist them. I thought…” He closes his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose. A mirthless chuckle escapes. “Gods…I thought you were someone else.”
The pain in his voice gives me pause. Gives me hope. “Who did you think I was?” Say my name. Tell me that you didn’t forget me. That part of you still cares.
“Someone you cannot possibly be,” he mutters, stumbling toward the balcony doors. His wings appear at his back, catching the door frame as he falls out.
Two hands land on my shoulders. “What happened? Are you all right?”
Braith. It’s only Braith.
No. I’m not. Not at all. Senan didn’t recognize me—is it any wonder? My hair is black. I’m a servant. He doesn’t remember you.
“Wynn?”
“I’m fine,” I whisper, even though it’s a damned lie. I’m not fine and I’m not sure I ever will be.
Braith turns her head toward the balcony, presumably to check for the prince. “Did you say something to provoke him?”
“Of course not.”
“I didn’t mean it as an accusation. I’ve just never heard of a member of the royal family attacking one of the staff like that. But he is an awful duster.”
I knew that, didn’t I? Saw the evidence myself the night I arrived back in Kumulus. Still, hearing her confirm it aloud makes me want to leap to Senan’s defense.
Only there is no need because Braith drops the subject and squats down to pick up broken shards, piling them atop the lone plate that survived. “Hurry. We must get this cleaned before anyone else sees.”
Stars, I made such a mess. I can’t afford another mark on my second day here. I kneel beside her to scoop up bits of food and porcelain, adding them to the pile.
“Be sure to throw all of these in one of the rubbish bins right inside the doors,” she says, returning to the table to collect a silver tray laden with goblets. I follow her through the servants’ door to where a handful of people are huddled together on the other side. Their harsh whispers cease the moment we enter.
So much for keeping this a secret.
A tall man dressed in all white pushes forward. “Why is everyone standing around?” Jeston clips from behind his mask. “Back into the dining room. Now!”
The servants jump and clamber for the door. I try to hide behind Braith, but Jeston catches my arm and pulls me forward. When he tugs down his mask, revealing his pinched, disapproving face, I have a sinking feeling this isn’t going to end well for me.
He picks up one of the larger shards, turning it over in his hands. “Did you break all of these dishes, Goldie?”
Braith steps forward, her rigid shoulder bumping mine. “Leave it off, Jes. It wasn’t her fault.”
His gaze flicks to my protector. “I didn’t ask whose fault it was. I asked if she broke the damned dishes.”
All I can do is nod.
“Jes—”
“Bring her back to her room,” he cuts in, taking the dishes from me and depositing them in the bin. “We’ll finish without you both.”
Braith keeps an arm around me the entire way down to the servants’ quarters, holding me close as I choke back tears. When we finally reach my room, I want to scream until my lungs give out, except this infernal bloody mask is cutting off my air. I rip the thing off and hurl it across the room.
“Why are you so upset?” Braith asks.
Because I am still hopelessly in love with a man who has fallen for another. “Because I can’t… I can’t be here anymore.” I was a fool for coming to the castle in the first place. If Senan truly loved me, he would’ve come back for me. The sooner I get out of this place, the better. I rush over to the dresser to find something to wear besides this damned uniform.
“Woah, woah, woah.” Braith closes the drawer before I can pull out my dress. “Wynn, you need to take a breath.”
How can I breathe when it’s all gone?
My love.
My friend.
My wings.
My magic.
I press the heels of my palms to my eyes, willing these blasted tears to stop. Braith’s hands fall to my shoulders, rubbing reassuring circles until my breathing calms. “Listen to me,” she says softly, soothingly. “I don’t know what happened, but I do know that if you leave, you will be replaced before the day is through. People would give anything for a chance to work here. The situation in Kumulus City is growing more dire by the day. Outside of the factory, there are almost no respectable jobs—and finding one that pays a decent wage is nearly impossible. The shelters aren’t safe for single women, so you’ll have to pay for housing as well. All I’m saying is that you need to really think about this decision instead of letting your emotions get the better of you.”
She is right. Of course she is. If I lose this job, there is no telling where I’ll end up. Although, if Jeston reports the broken dishes, I may not have a choice. “If the House Master finds out what happened, that will be my second strike. One more, and I’m gone.” Will they give me my wages before I leave or withhold them to cover the cost of the broken dishes?
Braith’s arms slip around my back, pulling me in for a tight hug. “You forget that I saw everything. I’ll make sure Jeston knows this wasn’t your fault. This won’t get back to the House Master, I swear it.”
Does she really have that sort of influence with Jeston? For all we know, he could be talking to the man right now.
She presses a hand to my hair. “I’ll go sort it out for you, all right? Will I come back and stay with you tonight?”
Yes. Please stay with me. I don’t want to be alone anymore. “No. I’ll be all right.” I can’t lean on her, not when I don’t know how long she’ll be around.
Braith gives my shoulder a final pat. “I’ll be right down the hall if you need me. Try to get some rest. Tomorrow will be better. I promise.”
While I appreciate her optimism, she doesn’t have all the facts.
Nothing can make this better.
Nothing at all.
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I LEAP OVER THE RAILING, letting myself fall toward the moon-kissed clouds far below, not bothering to count the number of balconies on my way down, down, down.
Everywhere I look, I see her.
And there is only one way to make it stop.
The thick clouds always feel like they should catch me, but they never do. Like everything else in this world, they let me fall. A dark blur speeds across my peripherals a split second before thick arms snap around my torso, jerking my whole body back up toward the disappointing clouds as Bell’s mammoth gray wings catch the updraft.
“I’ve had enough,” he snarls. “You don’t get to do this. Not on my watch.”
There is no point fighting. Bell is as strong as a fucking ox. “You should’ve let me fall.” At least then I’d be at peace.
“I like my head on my shoulders.”
How chivalrous, saving me only to save himself.
“Your brother is expecting you in the privy chamber with the advisors from Nimbiss,” Bell says, as if I need the reminder, landing on the lowest balcony ringing the east tower.
I’ve done enough for my king today. “That is too bad because I am going to the bar.”
“Sire—”
I hold up a hand, cutting off his protest. “You can either accompany me or leave me to my own devices. The choice is yours.”
Bell glances toward the tower where my brother and the advisors are meeting, then back to me. “Not tonight.”
“I’ll pay you ten gold coins for three hours.” That is twice as much as I usually give him to turn a blind eye.
His lips flatten, and he blows out a harsh breath, dragging his hand down the back of his neck. “Ten gold coins for one hour.”
Who cares if it costs me a hundred gold coins? I can’t stay another second in the castle.

THE BAR IS BLESSEDLY empty save the uneven chords from the lyre player in the back. I plonk down on the closest stool and lift my hand toward the bartender. “Two of your finest ales, please, Mikel.”
“I don’t drink,” Bell says, as if I don’t already know my pious guard abstains from everything enjoyable. It’s a wonder his wife is pregnant at all.
“Don’t worry. They’re both for me.”
A few minutes later, Mikel slams down two foamy pints. The coin I slide across the drink-splattered table disappears into his meaty fist. I drink deep, letting the frosty liquid numb the ache in my soul. Bell settles against the cushioned bench, his ankle thrown across his knee, scrubbing at a bit of dirt on his boot with his thumb.
He looks so fucking content. It’s been so long since I felt even a semblance of contentment.
I set down my empty glass but don’t bother reaching for the second. “What is wrong with me?” On paper, I have everything, and yet I feel so empty inside.
Bell drops his hand with a heavy sigh, watching me in that unnerving way of his. “You don’t want me to answer that.”
“Actually, I do.” Maybe his answer will be what finally makes me better.
Bell’s silver-clad shoulders rise and fall with another sigh. “You love a ghost, sire. And when you love a ghost, you become one.”
A ghost. That is what I am. My body and presence are required, but nothing more. Not my opinions or my feelings. I could be screaming, and no one would hear, like I’m already on the other side of the veil, just another specter watching life pass him by.
“You think I should stop fighting, don’t you?” I’m not sure why I ask. The answer is all but written on his face.
He shifts on his seat, his gray gaze searching mine. “I believe that continuing to deny your destiny will only lead to folly.”
My destiny is to marry a woman I do not love and live in a kingdom I have no fondness for, all for the sake of adding to my family’s “legacy.” At least in Nimbiss, I’ll be away from Boris. That is something, isn’t it?
My fingers slip around the second pint, and I take a drink.
At least Leeri is comely. And her personality isn’t that terrible. She has been nice to Kyff, hasn’t she? All I have to do is produce a few heirs and my duty will be done. A few more years, and I’ll be free.
Free.
The last time I felt free was four years ago, in another realm, with a woman who had the most beautiful laugh. I run my finger along the scar on my left hand that no one knows exists, aching all the way to my worthless soul.
This pain is too much to bear. I hate that I’m weak. That I need a crutch to get me through the long, lonely nights.
But there is no point in fighting the darkness because the darkness always wins.
“I’ll be right back,” I say, pushing to my feet.
Bell’s calloused fingers wrap around my wrist. “I want your word that you will not leave the privy glowing like a fucking lantern.”
“You have it.”
The fool lets me go.
Part of me feels guilty for lying to the man, but the drink hasn’t done a damned thing to take away this eternal ache. I need something stronger.
I head into the men’s privy, make sure the room is empty, and check the secret compartment only to find nothing there. Dammit. The dust should’ve been restocked by now. How many days has it been since I was last here? Three? Four?
I brace my hands on the edge of the sink, watching the blood from the fresh wound drip toward the drain. When I catch my reflection in the mirror, I barely recognize the man staring back. Gods, my face needs a shave. And the barber butchered my hair, cutting it so short on the sides that I can barely run my fingers through it.
In this light, the tattoos on my knuckles look stark against my skin as I scratch my throat. My body is marked inside and out by a woman I knew only a handful of months four years ago.
My mate.
A breath shudders out of me.
Bell is right. Only a fool would let the past wreck his future. I should pick up what pieces remain and try to make a life for myself.
But first, one final goodbye.
When I peek out the door, I see Bell speaking with the bartender, blocking the exit. Looks like I’ll have to find another way out. Back in the privy, I search the block walls and black ceiling. There, in the very back corner, is a vent. At least, I think it’s a vent. It’s hard to tell since it is blacked out like the rest of the walls in this place.
Either way, it looks large enough to fit through without my wings.
I call on my glamour, and my wings wink out of existence. Now to get up there without them. The radiator looks sturdy enough. I brace myself against the wall and lift one foot onto the edge. With a bit of finesse and only one minor slip, I manage to unlatch what is, indeed, a vent.
A stale breeze washes over me from the other side.
Now to climb through. My head isn’t a problem, but my shoulders are another story. No matter how I twist, I can’t get past them. When I try to abort the mission, I get even more stuck. Onward it is. I manage to get one arm out, but the second? Not a hope.
Isn’t this brilliant?
Bell is going to stroll in here and find my ass hanging out the fucking vent. Come on. I brace my foot against the wall and give myself one final shove. Heat scrapes down my arm. One more time. Nowhere to go but out. COME ON. My shoulder suddenly gives, and the force sends me tumbling face-first toward the stone path. I drop my glamour a second too late, and my wings and I both smash onto the unforgiving ground.
Blood dribbles down my arm from a gash on my shoulder and my chin feels like it’s been kicked, but I made it, so I consider the venture a success.
Two women in sheer shifts that barely reach the tops of their thighs lean against a doorway across from where I sprawl. They call out to me when I stumble to my feet, but I draw my hood over my head and turn toward the twisted alleys instead, keeping my sore arm tucked into my chest.
An old man in a patched hood hunches over on someone’s stoop, his red wings hanging unevenly from his back. The feathers at the bottom have turned black from grime. Although I’m not unsympathetic to his plight, his sorry state isn’t what catches my eye.
In his hand, he holds a glowing vial.
My footsteps slow, bringing me closer and closer to that spark of light. “You there,” I call.
The man’s empty eyes lift to mine.
From my purse, I withdraw a handful of gold coins—enough for three times the amount of dust in the vial. “Care to make a trade?”
The man’s gaze drifts to the coins, his expression so serious, you’d swear I asked for his first born. I hold the coins closer. “Go on. Take these. Use them for some food and a warm bed for the night. And maybe a bath as well.”
The man lurches to his feet, the remaining feathers at the bottom of his wings dragging through the muck. The stench that rolls off him is enough to make me gag. He stinks worse than that privy.
The stardust in the vial dances, always so beautiful.
The deadliest things in life often are.
He places the vial in my palm. “It’ll ruin your life,” he mutters through chapped lips, his voice cracking like he isn’t used to speaking.
I know that, and yet the moment he takes the coins and limps around the corner, I find the blade in my purse, cut my palm, and drain stardust over the wound.
Heat floods my veins, and light sparks like lightning striking the alleyway. A coppery tang fills my mouth, almost like blood but sweeter. So fucking sweet.
Life isn’t so bad when you chase away the darkness. I’d say I felt happy if I didn’t know what true happiness feels like. But this is close enough. At least now I have the strength to say goodbye.
Even high, I know exactly which streets to take. I’ve walked them over and over again in my mind. When I step into the square, the dead heart in my chest gives an answering thump. Tonight, no one waits by the portal. There is no silver light, only inky black.
I sink onto the portal’s edge and dip my fingers into the liquid, cold and black as tar, as if all the magic has been leached out. “I’m sorry, Allette,” I whisper to my dark reflection. “I’ve tried. But I can’t hold on anymore.”
Ripples spread across the mirrored surface. According to legend, if you enter the portal any day other than Samhain, you’ll be lost forever.
Would that be so bad? At least it won’t hurt anymore. Anything has to be better than this emptiness.
Boots thump on the cobblestones, and Bell shouts my name.
But it’s too late.
I fall into nothingness, a copper sinking to the bottom of a wishing well. As if throwing something so insignificant into a bunch of stagnant water would be enough to give us what we desire.
The liquid feels the same as it did that night long ago, slippery but not wet. I open my mouth to fill my lungs with it, ready to drown. Instead, icy air clogs my throat.
My wings snap out, leaving me trembling as I squint toward lights flickering in the distance. Smoke rises from cottages dotting the snow-blanketed hillsides.
Either I’m dead or I’m in the human⁠—
A hand shoots out of the cloud above, gripping my left wing. I barely have time to suck in another breath before being hauled back through the portal.
A portal that had worked.
How is that even possible? Everyone knows it only works on Samhain.
We fly out the other side, Bell’s vicious curse ringing through the square. The guard drops me like a sack of grain onto the rigid stones. “You gave me your word,” he snarls, his hand flying to the pommel of his short sword.
His deadly expression probably should worry me but I’m too confused by what happened. “It works.” The portal works.
Bell grabs my collar, dragging me to my feet.
He doesn’t look surprised by the revelation. Why doesn’t he look surprised? Unless… “You knew…”
He refuses to meet my gaze.
Fucking hell. He knew. He knew and he never fucking told me? “Who else knows?”
A shadow crosses his face before he shoves me between the wings. “I don’t have time for this. I was due back ages ago.”
When he goes to shove me again, I duck out of reach. “Does the portal work all the time? Every single day?”
He withdraws his sword, gesturing toward the sky. “That is something you must discuss with your brother.”
Boris knows. Of course he does. He is the fucking king.
That bastard.
And after he told me—Dammit.
I may be glowing like a shooting star, but I’ve never flown as straight as I do when I shoot into the sky, through the thick layer of clouds, and into the starry night toward the castle’s central tower. Bell and I land in unison, our boots thumping against the king’s balcony.
“You really should wait until morning,” Bell says, following me as I stalk toward the king’s bedroom. If he isn’t here, I’ll track down his worthless, lying carcass even if it takes all fucking night.
“And he should’ve told me the fucking truth!” He’d seen how distraught I was. Why hadn’t he said something?
Bell stops before we reach the fluttering curtains. When my face slams into an invisible barrier, I know why.
I clutch my throbbing nose. Specks of blood splatter down my shirt. “You could’ve warned me about the fucking wards!” Yes, the whole castle has them, but most let me straight through.
Although the corner of his lips lift slightly, Bell doesn’t say a word. I pound against the barrier, each bang like an explosion in the night. If Boris doesn’t let me in⁠—
The king emerges from the darkness, his black hair loose over his bare shoulders. “What is the meaning of—” His eyes seem to focus on me. “Senan?” Those eyes narrow into slits as he slips into a robe and cinches the tie at his waist. “How dare you show up to my room in the middle of the bloody night. And high as a bloody star! I swear, if you wake my wife, I will murder you.”
Oh, right. I forgot about his wife. It’s not my fault, though. The woman barely leaves their private level of the central tower. Not that I blame her. Being married to this lying, manipulative bastard must be exhausting.
Boris stalks out of the tower and grabs me by the elbow. “You have disappointed me for the last time.”
“You wish to speak of disappointment?” I tug free of his grasp and slam my fist into his lying face. Bell curses and lunges, but he is too late. I have my brother’s chin locked in an iron grip and the sharp edge of my blade pressed to his gullet.
No. Not my brother.
This prick is the king and nothing more. The razor blade may be small, but it’ll do the trick. They’ll kill me for this, but what do I have to live for anyway?
Boris gasps, terror shining in his bulging silver eyes.
“Imagine my disappointment when I went to the portal tonight and fell all the way to the human realm.”
The king’s long fingers snap around my wrist, scalding my skin with his fire element.
He thinks a little fire is going to deter me?
He can burn my hand clean off and I won’t budge until he tells me the fucking truth. “How is that possible when the portal is only open one day a year?”
“I can explain⁠—”
“You lied to me!” The acrid stench of my melting flesh twists my stomach and burns my eyes.
“Only those who need to know⁠—”
“I needed to know, dammit!”
His Adam’s apple bobs when he swallows. Blood dribbles down his throat.
Am I really going to do this?
Am I really going to kill my own brother?
Dammit. I shove him away and launch the blade across the balcony, cursing this world and everyone in it. I clasp a hand above the bubbled, aching flesh of my wrist, sending healing magic toward the wound. “You dragged me away, spouting shite about the portal closing even though it was a fucking lie!”
Boris falls forward, bracing his hands on his knees, his breaths sawing in and out. “You were expected to leave for Nimbiss at dawn.”
Nimbiss. Nimbiss. Fucking Nimbiss. The entire kingdom can burn for all I care.
Still gasping, Boris straightens, his face pale in the moonlight.
“You took me away from her when I could’ve stayed,” I cry. “Could’ve protected her. Saved her.” Died with her. “But you lied. This is your fault.”
“You want to blame me? Fine.” Throwing out his hands, he stalks forward. “Go ahead. Blame me. But I’m not the one who convinced her to stay in the human realm.”
Guilt swallows my anger.
It’s all my fault.
If I hadn’t been a fool and begged Allette to stay with me in that cursed realm, she wouldn’t be dead.
“Gods above, Senan,” Boris mutters, his face raised to the twinkling stars. “It’s been four years. You should be over this by now.”
Over it? He thinks I should be over it? “Just because you don’t understand my grief doesn’t mean I’m doing it wrong. You can’t possibly know how I feel. The guilt I wrestle with every moment of every day.”
I was the one who left my mate in that cottage. Me. No one else. I’d nearly died having to wait an entire year to return when I could’ve gone straight back to her. What happened when I finally made it still haunts my dreams.
A burned-out shack.
And inside…
I can’t even bear to think about what I found within that hollowed out shell.
That first year, I’d foolishly believed Allette had been living—maybe even thriving—in the human world. And my mate never even made it out of the cottage.
I sink onto the ground, clutching my head in my trembling hands. “I loved her so much,” I say, my voice breaking. Too much.
Boris sits down next to me. “I know you did. But Allette is dead.”
Allette is dead.
Dead. Gone forever.
Every time I search the shadows for my mate—every time I see her face—she isn’t really there.
Because she is dead.
The tightness in my chest refuses to ease. I’ve been torn in two, the other half of me cut out and stolen by fate. My thumb grazes down the thick silver scars on my palms. That is why I dust. Because I’m searching for an escape from this unending pain and grief and guilt that lives inside my bones.
Why am I still hanging on, waiting for someone who is never coming back?
Love a ghost, become a ghost yourself.
Boris goes to put his arm around me, seems to think better of it, and clamps a hand on my shoulder instead. “I am so sorry, brother. It breaks my heart to see you so distraught. But if you continue down this path, you will be left with nothing.”
I already have nothing.
“Just because the princess is not the wife you want does not mean she cannot make you happy,” he says, his tone guarded. “Open your heart to her. She is quite taken with you. I daresay her affections run deep.”
I doubt her affections are genuine, but who am I to judge? I was head over heels for a woman I knew for only a handful of months.
A resigned sigh pushes through my lips. “I will try.”
“I want your word, Senan.”
What good is that? I break my promises more often than I keep them.
“Swear to me that you will accept this alliance. That you will stop trying to defy your destiny and marry the princess.”
I drag in a ragged breath and manage to bury my heartache deep enough that I do not falter in my response. “I swear.”
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ALLETTE


THEN
I’M NOT NERVOUS.
I’m resolute. Steadfast. Unwavering.
Like the towers of Kumulus Castle or the spires of Polaris temple.
Oh, who am I kidding? I’m a bloody wreck. But as I catch a glimpse of myself in my mirror’s reflection, I decide there is no going back. I’ve had weeks to think this over.
Suitors keep calling to our tower despite my attempts to keep them at bay, and this life I’ve built for myself feels as if it’s slipping through my fingers. I’m losing control, and it’s only a matter of time before what little I still possess is stripped away as well.
Because my aunt has informed me that I have until Yule to find a husband. And since the man I yearn for is eternally unavailable, I have decided to do something reckless.
My fingers tremble as I cinch the belt on my silk robe a little tighter, waiting with eager anticipation for my prince to arrive.
My hair and makeup are as close to perfect as I can get them. The silver silk robe feels like liquid luxury against my skin. Candles flicker from my bedside tables, and incense fills the air with jasmine.
The stage is set. All I need is the final piece.
A shadow sweeps over my balcony. Senan lands silently, the silhouette of his mammoth black wings vanishing with his glamour. He parts the curtains with a smile on his face.
A smile that vanishes the moment he sees me waiting at the foot of my bed.
His widening eyes reflect the flickering flames on either side of me. He twists toward the balcony, then back again. “Is this a dream?” He gestures to where I stand, my heart slamming in my breast so hard, I wonder if he can hear it. “Because this feels like a dream.”
This does feel like a dream. A beautiful, wonderful, terrifying dream where I am confident and free to take what I want. Which is what I plan to do. “Shut the door and pull the curtains.”
He does so without hesitation, but when he turns back around, he makes no attempt to cross the room. The heat in his gaze as it trails along my silk-clad form down to where the hem grazes my knee ignites a fire within me that only he can stoke.
His right hand flexes into a fist, but in his left, I see an object glinting.
“What’s that in your hand?” I ask.
He inclines his head toward the candles. “Explain what’s happening here, and I’ll tell you.”
Now that he is standing within arm’s reach, all the things I had planned on saying seem so insufficient. Silly. Foolish even. What had I been thinking? I wrench my hands in front of me, wishing one of those candles would fall over and this whole tower would go up in flames. “You first. Please.”
He seems to understand my hesitation, and his expression softens. “When I left last week, I realized that I never gave you the present I promised.”
In light of losing his father and his brother’s ascension to the throne, I hardly expected him to remember some silly promise he made to me half in jest. Yet he did.
His boots make no sound as he crosses the room and catches my hand, placing the object in the center of my palm. A fluted white bloom suspended in glass.
“It’s a moonflower,” he says, as if I don’t already know exactly what it is. “You said they were your favorite, so I had one made that will stay open just for you, whether the moon shines or not.” The corners of his starlit eyes crinkle when he smiles. “Do you like it?”
A handsome prince just gave me the most thoughtful, beautiful gift I have ever received in my life. How could I not like it? “I love it.” Every time I look at this flower, I will be reminded of the moments I’ve had with him, however fleeting they may be.
His grin widens. “I believe it’s your turn now.”
Right. I suppose it is.
No turning back now.
I place the flower on my bedside table next to one of the flickering candles. My empty hands want to twist together, but I force them to my sides and meet Senan’s questioning gaze. “I want you to fuck me.”
The prince goes rigid, frozen like the beautiful flower he gave me. “I’m sorry?” His voice comes out all squeaky and strained. He coughs, clearing his throat. “What did you just say?”
It took all my courage to say it out loud once, and now he expects me to repeat it? “Never mind.” I whirl back to those damn candles and blow them out. Smoke twists and curls like the disappointment in my chest. First thing tomorrow, I’m moving to Stratiss and changing my name.
“Allette, stop.” Senan takes me by the shoulders, keeping me from blowing out the rest of those infernal flames. “Just… stop.” He drags his hands through his hair, leaving them there as if holding his head in place. “Shouldn’t you… Fuck… I don’t know… Don’t you want to wait for your husband?”
The frustration in his tone snaps me out of my spiral, replacing the flood of embarrassment with the heat of anger. “Why? Have you waited for your wife?”
A wince. “Well, no, but…”
“Exactly. You might not have chosen your betrothed, but you have chosen who to take to your bed. Don’t you think I deserve the same choice?” At one point, I had considered taking a lover, but the suitors who used to appeal to me no longer do. The worst part is, I knew this would happen the moment I met Senan. That all the other men in my life would pale in comparison. Now, it feels as if it doesn’t even matter which one I pick because none of them are him.
His hands slide down the back of his head, catching on his neck. “I’ve never slept with a virgin.”
“Good.”
“How is that good?” he scoffs.
“That means we can be each other’s firsts.” I catch the end of my belt and pull. The silk slides free, and a whisper of cool air dances across my bare skin through the gap in the lapels. When I shed the robe entirely, Senan lets out a choked curse.
Instead of averting his gaze like a gentlemen might, his eyes turn molten, drinking me in as if memorizing every inch of my naked form.
“Turn around,” he grits out.
I am powerless to do anything except his bidding, turning in a slow circle. When we’re facing one another once more, he is biting his knuckle, leaving tiny indentations on his index finger.
How is he able to hold back? Does he not like what he sees? Shouldn’t he be overcome with lust by now?
His hand drops, and he splays his fingers over his thighs. “I’m not going to fuck you, Allette.”
That isn’t what he’s supposed to say. Not at all.
“Why not?” My pride is too wounded for me to care if I sound like a petulant child. I will never be able to look him in the eye ever again. Might as well know what makes me so repulsive that he doesn’t even want to touch me.
His tanned throat bobs when he swallows. “Because I love you.”
Stars above…
Did he say he loves me?
“What are you doing? Why would you say that to me?” My words are barely a whisper because there is no longer air in my lungs. Clearly, I am more than willing to sleep with him without some false profession of love.
Senan’s brow furrows. “Because if I tell you afterward, you’ll think it’s only because we slept together.”
So we are going to sleep together? Didn’t he just refuse me? “You don’t love me.”
“Yes, I do.”
“Why?” I mean, I’ve loved him since the day he flew to my tower after his father passed. Senan Vale is impossible not to love. I dare any woman to spend any amount of time in his presence and not fall in love with him. But for him to love me, and to profess it so simply, as if we were discussing the color of the sky.
I am barely a lord’s daughter, and certainly nothing special. Why would he love me?
His hands slide down his toned thighs. “Because…”
I wait and wait, but that is where the explanation dies. “Because?” That’s the best he can come up with? One bloody word?
“There is a beguiling woman standing naked in front of me. Give me a moment to collect my thoughts.”
For the first time since I dropped my robe, a smile tugs at my lips. No one has ever called me beguiling before. Beautiful, sure. Pretty, of course. But beguiling?
I suppose I can wait for his explanation.
I sink onto the edge of the bed and fold my arms over my bare chest, feeling a little silly being the only one without my clothes on. How long is this going to take? If my nakedness is what is delaying him, perhaps I should put my clothes back on.
When I reach for my robe, Senan steps on the material, dragging it out of reach. “Did I say you could put that back on?”
The command in his tone sets me on fire, and I have to press my thighs together to stem the ache building in my core.
He squats down to collect the garment, rubbing the silk between his fingers. “For most of my life, I have been told how to behave, how to act, where to go, what to wear. I have fought against every edict, every rule, and yet they always manage to find some way to force me back into their cage.”
He drapes the robe on the back of the chair at my dressing table.
“The people in the castle play incessant games, always thinking three steps ahead, every move calculated, a pretty performance for their own personal gain. But you…” He erases the distance in three long strides, dropping to one knee in front of me. “You do not measure your tongue. You tell me exactly what you think without trying to spare my feelings. You do not go along with what I say simply because I am the one who says it.” His hands slide up my legs to my knees, but his eyes never leave mine. “You challenge me. You consume me. I dream of you far more often than I probably should considering the dumbfounded look you’re giving me right now. Dream of the life we could have if we were different people. If I weren’t a prince.”
This thing between us was never meant to be serious. My heart was never meant to be involved.
But a foolish heart wants what it cannot have.
And mine is the most foolish of them all.
I place my hands atop his where they rest on my knees and give Senan a confession of my own. “I love you too.”
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SENAN


WHOEVER INVENTED picnics must’ve been some kind of sadist. Why would anyone rather sit on the hard ground with flies buzzing around his head and the sun beating down on his brow instead of inside on a chair with a nice, steady breeze blowing through the windows?
Leeri strokes my forearm with her free hand, seeming unbothered by the flies and bees. “You seem distracted today, my love.”
Every time she calls me that, I want to scream. “I just have a lot on my mind.” Like trying to survive this raging hangover thumping in my skull. What I wouldn’t give to be back in bed. Although, after spending what remained of the night being terrorized by nightmares of fire stealing my world, robbing the woman I loved of her final breaths, I’m not certain bed is the best place for me either.
The princess smiles as if she doesn’t notice me splintering apart at her side. Or maybe she does notice and doesn’t care. Leaning back on her hands, Leeri lifts her face to the sweltering sun. “As do I. My father wishes for me to wear a white feathered gown to the wedding, but I would rather marry you in silver. Which would you prefer?”
I would prefer to not be marrying her at all. “The color of your gown doesn’t matter.”
She tugs my collar, her ruby lips pursing into a pout. “It matters to me. I want to look well for you.”
“You will be beautiful no matter what.” I may hold no fondness for her, but any man with eyes can see that she is stunning.
Leeri’s cheeks pinken as she traces the buttons of my shirt where they peek from beneath my jerkin. “What are you wearing to the wedding?”
I don’t know what I’ll be wearing to dinner tonight, let alone to an event seventeen days from now. I collect my wine glass from the wool blanket and mutter, “Whatever Boris tells me to wear,” before taking a sip. I am his minion, after all.
Leeri lets me go to swipe a hand across her glistening brow. “Is it always this warm here?”
“Most of the time.” Above the clouds, anyway. The same cannot be said for where the Tuath live. There, it rains more often than not. And if it isn’t raining, it’s still damp. “Is it not the same in Nimbiss?” I’ve visited a handful of times over the years, and the temperature always seemed mild enough.
With a shake of her head, Leeri untucks the hem of her shirt from her breeches.
“What are you doing?” And why is she unfastening the buttons of her shirt?
Wine. I need more wine. I take a large gulp, but it doesn’t calm my racing heart.
Her lips lift in time with her shirt. Up and over her head it goes, leaving her in a black bra and leathers. “I am going for a swim.”
“Where?” I choke. We’re in the middle of the bloody gardens. If someone comes outside, they’ll see her in her⁠—
Oh, gods. There go her pants.
Leeri stands, her black lace undergarments leaving very little to the imagination. How the hell did she go from discussing clothes to taking them off?
“In the pond, silly.” She saunters toward the blue-green water, her glossy hair swaying down her back with each step. “Care to join me?” she throws over her shoulder.
No, I don’t want to strip down and jump into a fucking pond covered in lily pads and with heaven-knows what sort of monsters lurking beneath the surface. “There are fish in there.”
“Don’t tell me you’re afraid of a few fish.”
Afraid? Hardly. I don’t have to be afraid of something to hate it. I grab the wine bottle from the picnic basket and take a swig right as Leeri dives into the water. Maybe I’ll get lucky and one of the vile beasts I absolutely am not afraid of will eat her.
I nearly faint with relief when Kyffin trudges around the hedge. With Rhainn in Allto visiting his betrothed, our baby brother has been at a loose end all day.
Kyffin’s head snaps up when he hears Leeri splashing. His nose wrinkles as he watches her backstroke toward the weeping willows on the far bank. “Does she know there are fish in there?”
“She doesn’t seem to care.” Maybe she has never seen a fish and doesn’t realize how disgusting they are. With their slimy bodies and bulging eyes and gaping mouths. Shuddering, I take another swig of wine. With each drink, my hangover subsides that bit more.
Kyffin’s shoulders seem to curl as he watches the mad princess. I nudge his knee with my elbow. “What has you down, little brother?”
His silver eyes fill with tears that he quickly swipes away. “I’d rather not say.”
Strange. He usually confides in me. I study him for the longest time, trying to figure out what could be bothering him. That is when I notice the empty scabbard on his belt. The only time I’ve ever seen it empty is when he has his sword in his hand. The boy sleeps with the thing. “Where is your sword?”
His brow tightens. “Boris took it.”
What a heartless prick. Boris knows that sword is Kyff’s favorite thing in the world. I take another sip of wine to try and calm myself. Doesn’t work. “Why did he do that?” I ask through gritted teeth.
“He says I can’t have it back until I master my element.”
“You’re only nine.” I know for a fact that Boris couldn’t even light a candle until he turned fourteen. Where did he get off, putting that kind of pressure on a child who just got his wings?
Kyff lets out a heavy sigh and starts digging the toe of his boot into a clump of grass. “I told him that, and he said I wasn’t trying hard enough.”
Complete and utter nonsense. If the king were here, I’d tell him that to his face. Since he stayed in the castle with the rest of the intelligent people, it would have to wait until later.
I give Kyff another nudge. “Don’t worry. I’ll help you.”
He looks at me with such hope, I feel guilty for not taking the time sooner. It’s not as if I have anything better to do.
He darts a glance at Leeri, where she’s spinning in the middle of the pond like she hasn’t a care in the world. “Are you sure you won’t be busy with your princess?”
“She has had me all afternoon. Tonight, I’m all yours.”
Kyff catches my hand and gives it three squeezes like our mother used to. I love you. I squeeze him back four. I love you too.

KYFFIN SHIFTS his weight from one foot to the other, scowling down at the palm of his hand.
“You’re trying too hard,” I say from where I sit on the end of my bed. “It should come naturally. This isn’t a fight. It’s more like…a dance.”
Kyffin shoots me an irritated look. “I despise dancing.”
“That is unfortunate. Dancing would really help your footwork in swordplay.” I stand and offer him a dramatic bow before extending my hand.
“I’m not dancing with you,” he spits, stepping back and nearly colliding with the settee.
“You sure? I’ll let you lead.”
That brings a reluctant smile to his face. “Stop messing about. You’re supposed to be helping me.”
I wiggle my fingers. “Give me your hand, and I will.”
Groaning, he takes my hand in his.
Now that we’re connected, I draw from the well of magic deep inside me, summoning my element to my hand.
Kyff’s wide eyes dart around the empty bedroom. “You’re not supposed to share,” he hisses, trying to pull away.
“It’s my magic. I can do whatever I want with it.” That isn’t true, but Kyff won’t tell anyone. And as I always say: What Boris doesn’t know won’t hurt me. “Hold out your other hand.”
Heat collects in my chest, growing, spreading through my veins. I will my magic toward my brother and feel it leave me. His eyes grow wide when he finds a flame no bigger than a lit match flickering in his free hand.
“How does that feel?” I ask.
His lips curve into a grin as firelight dances in his wide eyes. “Amazing.”
“I meant in your hand. Your body. Can you feel it connected here?” I tap his chest, right above his heart.
“I think so.”
“Brilliant. I’m going to let go now.” His teeth dig into his lower lip. “Don’t worry. Just try to keep that same amazing feeling alive using your magic.”
His brow furrows as he stares at that flame, the tip of his tongue peeking from between his teeth. Slowly, I slip my hand out of his. The flame flickers, then winks out.
Kyff blinks rapidly, as if trying to hide the tears glistening in his eyes.
My heart breaks at the defeat on his little face. I never would’ve learned to control my element if Aeron hadn’t helped me. And I know for a fact that he helped Rhainn as well. What the hell had Boris been thinking, expecting the boy to do this all by himself?
I clap Kyff on the shoulder. “You did so well.”
He blinks up at me through watery eyes. “I…I did?”
“That was two whole seconds. Weren’t you counting?”
He shakes his head, sniffling a little and dragging his sleeve under his nose.
“Let’s try it again. This time, we’re going for five, yeah?”
Kyff gives me a hopeful smile. “I think I can go for five.”
“I know you can.”

SEVEN SECONDS. Kyffin can hold a flame for seven whole seconds.
His bark of laughter echoes around the room when I tackle him to the mattress and tickle him until he begs me to stop. Kyff still can’t conjure a flame on his own, but I have faith that he’ll have it mastered in no time at all.
We fall onto our backs, both of us gasping for air. When my throat starts to tickle, I cough into my fist to clear it. Gods, I hope I’m not coming down with a fucking cold. Then again, if I’m sick, I can stay in bed all day and avoid Leeri.
My heavy eyelids drift closed, and my mind begins to empty, leaving room for memories of her to flood in.
I remember her sleeping, the thickness of her lashes resting on her cheeks, the soft air of her deep, even breaths against my neck. The weight of her tucked against my body as if we were one. The feeling of her luxurious waves the color of the sky.
I loved her. Gods, I loved her.
Love a ghost, become a ghost yourself.
If only there were some sort of potion that would make me forget the way it felt to love and be loved.
“Senan?” Kyff whispers. “Can I stay with you tonight?”
“At your own risk. I snore louder than Boris.”
He shifts and lifts the quilt so he can slip beneath the covers. “I don’t mind. At least I’ll know I’m not alone.”
He was only three when our mother passed, and five when he lost Father. Since then, Boris has been too busy ruling the kingdom, and Aeron has been busy training with the army. I’ve been too busy⁠—
My throat tightens.
I’ve been too busy losing myself.
“Can I tell you a secret?” Kyff whispers. “But you have to promise not to make fun of me.”
“As your older brother, it’s my sworn duty to make fun of you. However, I will concede this time and promise to make fun of you only twice.”
His teeth scrape his lower lip as he peers at me through wide eyes. “I’m scared of the dark.”
I remember being scared of the dark. Some nights, I would sleep beside my balcony doors so I could see the stars. Of course, that was before I knew how vindictive those celestial beings could be.
“How can you be scared with so many nightlights just there.” I point to the quilt of winking stars hanging outside my room.
Kyff snuggles closer. “You’re like a nightlight sometimes.”
Well, if that isn’t a punch to the bollocks, I didn’t know what is. “Sometimes,” I say with a sigh, my stomach sinking as I roll onto my side to face him.
“Boris says you’re an addict.”
I’d love to know why the king thinks it’s appropriate to chat about my habit with a child. “Boris is a knob.”
Sniggering, Kyff flops an arm across my stomach, hugging me tight. “I don’t want you to leave.”
I don’t want to leave either. But I gave Boris my word and won’t go back now. Not that he’d let me even if I wanted to. “Here is a thought. After I get settled, maybe you can come and visit. We can duel to the death in Nimbiss. I bet they have a lot of rugs for us to smother in jam.”
“Do you think Boris will let me?” He sounds so hopeful.
“Maybe.” It all depends on what kind of mood our king is in when I ask. Maybe I can suggest it to Leeri and have her put in the request instead since Boris would be more likely to say yes to her.
Kyff yawns. “I bet you’re excited. When you’re king, no one will be able to tell you what to do.”
His innocence makes me smile. If anything, a king has even more people making demands. Advisors, subjects, councils, generals, his wife. “Ah, but I won’t be king. I’ll be the prince consort.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means the queen will have all the power. I’ll just be there to look good on her arm, like a pretty handbag.”
Kyff snorts, but then his seriousness returns. “Can you take me with you? Boris is terribly cross all the time.”
“Maybe when I’m gone, he’ll be in better form.”
“You do cause a lot of trouble.”
“Do not.” I poke him in the ribs, sending him squealing to the other side of the bed.
“Do too,” he laughs, reaching for my hand. “Love you, Senan,” he murmurs, already half lost to dreams as he squeezes my hand three times.
I squeeze him four, mumbling, “Love you too, Kyff,” before following him into darkness.



Twenty-Eight





SENAN


I USED TO BE CHARMING, didn’t I?
Wooing females in my younger years had been a game. The thrill of the chase. The high of winning a smile. A laugh. A kiss.
A game that ended when I met her.
When I first saw Allette’s smile in the market, I craved more. When I first heard her laugh, the sound had breathed life into my careless heart. When I kissed her on the first day of spring, gods, it felt like I’d died and transcended to a higher realm.
Being with her had been effortless. Simple. Inevitable.
Being with Leeri is none of those things.
I glance sidelong at the violet-haired princess wandering through the library’s shelves, racking my brain for some sort of compliment to give her, each one that comes to mind more terrible than the one before.
Your eyes are…very blue?
Your hair is…dark? Long?
Your smile is…straight?
Your wings are so white?
I scrub a hand down my freshly shaven cheek. Those aren’t compliments, they’re statements of fact. Whatever spark used to live within me has been snuffed out entirely.
When I look back at Leeri, I find her watching me, her brow furrowed. “Are you all right, my love? You look confused.”
I really wish she would stop calling me that. I may have been with other women since Allette, but I haven’t loved any of them, and I certainly don’t plan on starting with this one. “I’m fine, princess.” I grab the closest book to give my hands something to do. Say something else. “How…ah…how are you today?”
Those ice-blue eyes of hers widen. “I am well, thank you for asking.”
Like the mindless fool I am, I hold out the book. “Do you like to read?”
Her face brightens. “Very much. You?”
“No. Not really.” I return the book to its slot on the shelf. When I was Kyff’s age, I read, but the moment I discovered women, I began filling my days with a different pastime.
Her smile falters as she rubs idly at her silk skirt. “Oh…Well, what do you like to do?”
Drink, get high, and fuck my pain away. Probably not the best thing to say aloud to the woman I’m supposed to wed. I stuff my scarred hands inside my pockets. “Lately, I’ve been training my youngest brother to control his fire.”
“That is very sweet of you.”
I suppose it is.
The side of her white wing catches on a shelf when she steps a little closer. “I assume you wield fire as well?”
I conjure a flame to my palm, shaping the orange and red flickers into a blazing rose.
Leeri claps her hands beneath her chin, bouncing on her toes as the flames reflect in her dancing eyes. Her feathers flutter with the movement. “Oh, that is beautiful!”
Maybe there is still a little charm left in me after all.
She reaches for a petal, but the fire flickers and dies out. “I suppose fire and wind don’t mix,” she murmurs, her smile slipping into something tighter.
My hollow soul shrinks away from the memories of the way Allette could make my fire dance like a flaming hurricane.
From between the shelves, I catch a glimpse of Rhainn strolling into the room, his hands stuffed into the pockets of his deep green trousers.
Relief spills through my chest, which isn’t a normal reaction. Of all my brothers, Rhainn and I have spent the least amount of time together. We have basically nothing in common besides our black hair and silver eyes. “Brother!” I shout far too brightly.
Rhainn’s head snaps up. When his gaze lands on Leeri, that is where it stays. “Senan. Princess Leeri.” He offers the princess a low bow.
She waves her hand. “Just Leeri, please.”
I clap him on the back before pulling his stiff frame into an exuberant hug. “Welcome home. How was Allto?”
When I let go, Rhainn gives me a narrow-eyed scowl as he straightens his jerkin and smooths back a piece of his black hair that fell out of its queue. “Entirely miserable. And I’m afraid I am destined to be the same for all of eternity.”
He is wallowing. Perfect. I usually discourage his melancholy, but today, I’ll make an exception. Rhainn is long-winded on the best days, but when melancholy, he takes monologues to a whole new level.
I press a hand to both their backs, corralling Rhainn and Leeri toward the settee. Leeri sits and adjusts her wings, giving me a hopeful look. I practically shove Rhainn down next to her. His brows come together, but he doesn’t say anything when I drop onto the coffee table and lean forward. “Go on. We’re listening.”
Rhainn’s face floods with suspicion until Leeri’s hand falls to his knee. “Yes. Tell us why you’re so miserable.”
Pink climbs Rhainn’s neck all the way to his ears. “Their kingdom is so exceedingly dull,” he says, seeming transfixed by Leeri’s hand. “No one sets foot outside the towers after sunset. The castle is small. And their clouds are so thin, you can see the streets and Tuath villages below, so when you look down, everything is gray. I swear, the sun isn’t as strong there either. Just look at me.” He shoves his sleeve toward his elbow. I see no difference in his usual bronzed tone but nod as if I do. Anything to keep him talking.
“And don’t get me started on their princess.” He sighs toward Leeri, and now it’s her turn to blush. “She doesn’t hold a candle to some…others I’ve met.”
“Beauty can be on the inside,” Leeri says.
“Well, that woman’s insides are black and rotten. I heard her berating the servants, and she threw her dinner across the hall because it was cold. Like a bloody child.” He drags a hand along the back of his neck. “She treats her own mother like dirt, and even though she acts differently toward me, I know it will only be a matter of time before she shows her true colors. Count your blessings, Senan. Your match is most agreeable compared to the woman our king has chosen for me.”
Leeri’s hand flies to her chest. “That is kind of you to say, Prince Rhainn.”
His answering smile radiates such unfiltered adoration, I find myself rolling my eyes. “Just Rhainn, please. You are to be my sister, after all.”
Now they’re both blushing.
Wouldn’t they make the perfect pair?
Hold on…
If the two of them were to marry, Boris would have his alliance, and I’d be free and clear. Sure, that left no alliance with Allto, but it would fix the immediate problem, wouldn’t it?
I jolt to my feet, hope growing in my heart. “If you’ll excuse me for a moment, I will return shortly.” I quit the room, heading straight to the privy chamber where the king spends most of his days. Winged guards stand on either side of the doorway. When the men see me, their wide eyes track my movements, but they do nothing to try and stop me from entering.
I knock first—despite my brother’s low opinion of me, I’m not a complete animal. Boris’s deep voice calls from the other side.
Sunlight streams through the windows, hitting the king’s bare torso where he sits at the end of a long table, his discarded shirt and jerkin draped over one of the free chairs. Despite not training as often as he used to, he is still in decent shape. Although his middle is getting a little soft. Not that I’d tell him that.
“Shouldn’t you be with your betrothed instead of in here bothering me?” he asks, barely sparing me a glance as he drags a finger down a mammoth map of the fae realm.
“I spent the morning with her.”
He arches an eyebrow, his lips pressing flat. “Truly?”
I nod. “I left her in the library to come speak to you.” I need to be tactful. Make him think this is his idea. “I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but Rhainn has returned.”
Boris reaches for a glass of brandy sitting at the corner of the table and eases back in his chair. “I know. He arrived late last night.”
“And you’ve spoken with him?” I assume from the pinched look on his face.
“I have.”
“Then you know he is—” How do I put this without pissing him off?“—disheartened by his visit.”
Sighing, Boris finishes the drink and returns the glass to the table. “He will learn, as you did, that his duty is to his king, not his foolish heart.”
Boris is some man to talk about foolish hearts. Since he was destined for the Kumulus throne, he had his pick of the high-born ladies in our kingdom. Heaven forbid he gives us the same courtesy.
“Why are you so set on matching Rhainn with Allto?” I ask.
“You know our father’s plans.”
Our father wanted his sons to unite our realm; his descendants to hold thrones in every kingdom; his legacy to touch every corner of our world. Why it matters when he will never see it come to fruition still makes no sense to me. But I could argue with Boris until I’m blue in the face, and he’d never budge.
“But why Allto? Why not Nimbiss? He seems quite smitten with Princess Leeri.”
With a humorless chuckle, Boris withdraws the stopper from the decanter and pours himself a second glass. “Rhainn is smitten with every beautiful woman he encounters.”
“True, but they do seem to share the same interests. And they’re both wind elementals.”
Boris’s glass stills halfway to his lips. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“Nothing, I suppose.” I’m reaching. Still, I owe it to my younger brother to try. Just because I must be miserable doesn’t mean he has to be miserable as well.
“And you would have no issue with your brother stealing your betrothed?” Boris asks, his brows high.
“Why would I? I hold no affection for the princess.” She has grown on me since her arrival, but so has my fondness for sprouts. I may eat sprouts, but they’re still my least favorite vegetable. I wouldn’t choose them if I were to pick my own menu, just as I wouldn’t choose to marry Princess Leeri. “If the two of them could be happy together, don’t they deserve that?”
Boris watches me for the longest time, sipping and staring until a spark seems to light in his eyes. The glass slams against the tabletop, rattling the decanter. “I see what you’re doing.”
“Trying to ensure my brother’s happiness?”
He stands slowly, collecting his shirt and shoving his arms into the sleeves. “You are trying to get out of this arrangement. After you promised—no, you swore—that you would marry that girl.”
“I’m not⁠—”
“Enough! You will be the one to go to Nimbiss, and I will not hear any more discussion on the matter.”
Since when is ranting and raving a fucking discussion?
“Remember your promise, Senan. If you continue to cause trouble, I will be forced to take action.”
For once, I’m not trying to cause trouble. I’m trying to help. Why can’t he see that?
I stalk out of the room, straight to the library, but my brother and fiancée are nowhere to be found. After ten minutes of searching, I stumble upon them laughing on a settee in the solar, a stack of books on Rhainn’s lap. When they see me, they both clamber to their feet as if they’d been caught doing something more scandalous.
No sense letting Rhainn dream of a different fate.
Dreams only lead to heartache.
I cross the carpet and slip my hand to the small of Leeri’s back. Rhainn’s face crushes up before he hides his pain beneath a wide smile. “I’ve imposed long enough,” he murmurs, clutching his books to his chest as he backs toward the balcony.
Leeri smiles up at me, her clear, blue eyes dancing with something akin to happiness.
Maybe if I close my eyes and pretend she is someone else, I can survive. It worked for the other women I’ve been with, didn’t it? I brush the flyaways from her face before nudging her chin higher with my finger, my gaze dropping to the bow of her mouth.
Allette is gone.
Just close your eyes.
“You’re going to kiss me, aren’t you?” Leeri whispers, a tremble in her voice.
“If that is all right?”
She bobs her head. “I would like it very much.”
Swallowing past the sudden lump in my throat, I lean down and press my mouth to hers. Leeri’s hands slip to my collar, clinging there. When I run the tip of my tongue along the seam of her lips, her body stiffens, but she doesn’t open her mouth.
I draw back, taking in the delicate blush staining her suntanned cheeks. “Have you ever been kissed before?”
Her lashes flutter open, and her brow furrows. “We’ve been betrothed since I turned five. Who else would I have kissed?”
Part of me feels guilty for throwing myself away these past few years. Not for what transpired between Allette and me. I will never feel guilty for loving her. But the others…
I should’ve been stronger. Shown more restraint instead of giving in time and again. But getting lost is what I do best.
When I kiss Leeri again, her mouth parts on a sigh, allowing my tongue to meet hers in one careful, tentative sweep. She makes a noise low in her throat that I don’t mind so much.
My body doesn’t seem to mind either.
Maybe Rhainn is right.
Maybe this isn’t the worst fate imaginable.



Twenty-Nine





ALLETTE


THE MOMENT I step into the solar, the smooth, honeyed timbre of Senan’s voice caresses my soul. Long, gauzy white curtains flutter on either side of an open window, and sunlight leaks through the leaden panes, highlighting the couple sharing an intimate embrace.
I watch, transfixed, as Senan stares into his princess’s eyes, as if he couldn’t tear himself away if he tried. She murmurs to him, the words too low for me to hear.
His response is a whisper.
And then he kisses her.
The moment their lips touch, my heart implodes. I want to scream, “He is mine!”
Even the pain of losing my wings pales in comparison to watching Senan’s beautiful hands gather someone else’s hair. Seeing his lips claim hers before tugging into the same smile that used to belong to me.
The feather duster in my hand clatters to the ground. I stretch my fingers across my ribs, trying to force air into my lungs.
I’m wingless, powerless, and working as a servant in his castle. What did I honestly expect?
They were always meant to be together. I was always meant to be forgotten.
I just never thought I’d be forced to witness it firsthand.
Choking back a broken sob, I collect the duster from the marble tile. When I stand, I find a pair of silver eyes trained on me. Senan’s brow furrows, as if he can see straight through my mask to the broken wreckage hidden beneath. I clasp the knob at my back and practically fall through the door, escaping into the tight hallway on the other side. I stumble on leaden limbs down two flights of stairs until the pain in my heart becomes too much to bear.
I need…
What do I need?
Fresh air. Fresh, clean air that doesn’t smell like damp earth. I catch the handle on the closest door and ease it open. An empty parlor waits on the other side. My gaze snags on the sun-soaked balcony.
I don’t just need air. I need sunlight to remind myself of another time—another life.
I cross the room, slip outside, and sink onto the cool marble. Since removing my mask isn’t an option, I do the next best thing. I tug off my gloves, shove my long sleeves as high as they’ll go, and extend my arms toward the sun.
I’d forgotten the warmth of its kiss. Forgotten the sweet perfume that lingers in the air this high above the clouds. I’d forgotten so many things.
I stretch my hands toward the sky, letting the sun’s rays fill my empty palms until the tears on my cheeks become nothing more than salty streaks.
In a little over a fortnight, Senan and his princess will be wed, and then they’ll leave for Nimbiss. I’ve no choice but to survive until then. When he is gone, I’ll find a way to rebuild my life. Make myself stronger, reclaim my future.
“That is illegal, you know,” a small voice announces from behind me, where a little boy waits in the doorway. Black wings. Black hair. Starlit eyes. This must be Senan’s youngest brother.
The boy frowns at me as I push to my feet. “I should turn you in.”
Turn me in for what? I didn’t do anything wrong.
The small prince withdraws a dagger with a glittering hilt from his belt.
Stars, he is serious.
Senan appears on the edge of the balcony, his wings casting a shadow that touches the tips of my slippers. When he sees us, his expression turns serious, but all I can do is stare at the red smears on the corner of his perfect lips. “What do we have here?” he asks.
The boy gestures toward me with the blade. “I caught this servant stealing our sun.”
Is he mad? No one owns the bloody sun.
Senan’s wings tuck in tight as he crosses toward us, stopping when he reaches my side. “I’m not sure her pockets are deep enough for an entire sun, Kyff.”
The littlest prince catches my skirt. “This isn’t funny, Sen. We must bring her to the king.”
“Must we?” Senan unlatches his brother’s hand. “All I see is a woman who got a little turned around and had to step outside to find her bearings.” His smiling eyes fall to my wringing hands. “This one has an awful sense of direction. Isn’t that right, Wynn?”
How does he always know who I am when I look the very same as every other maid in this bloody castle?
The youngest prince’s eyes narrow as his lips purse. “I don’t know…”
Senan nudges him toward the door. “Well, I do. Just because the king gave you a fancy new dagger doesn’t mean you need to show it off every chance you get. Now, get back inside. We’ve another lesson in thirty minutes.”
The boy’s face brightens as he returns his dagger to its sheath. “I thought you were spending the day with your princess.”
Your princess.
Those words are like a knife to my back. Perhaps I would’ve been better off letting the child stab me.
With a warm smile, Senan ruffles his brother’s hair and says, “I’ll always have time for you.”
The little prince skips back inside, seeming to forget I’m still standing here. Senan doesn’t forget, though. No, he stares at me, his brow furrowing and head tilting.
“Thank you for that,” I whisper, unable to keep the emotion from my voice. Why does he have to be so kind? Why can’t he be an evil bastard instead? And seeing the way he treats his brother, the love in his eyes and in his tone when he interacts with him, makes me want to sob. He will make a great father someday.
A great father to someone else’s child.
Oh, stars. I’m going to cry.
Emotion climbs my throat as I turn and start for the door.
“Wait,” Senan calls, his boots clicking on the marble as he hurries after me. The familiar scent of his cologne finds its way through my mask, filling my head with so many wonderful memories. What I wouldn’t give to be that girl again, the one he loved for a little while.
“I want to apologize for the other night,” he says, golden sunlight highlighting his sharp cheekbones as he glances down at his boots. “I swear I don’t make a habit of attacking women.” When his eyes return to my masked face, I consider dropping the barrier. Consider telling him everything despite him loving someone else. But sometimes, when you love someone, you need to know when to let them go.
I had my time.
He belongs to the princess now.
Telling him the truth will only make this harder on both of us. And I’m not sure I can bear to have him know I’m here and still choose her.
The smallest wrinkle appears between his dark brows. “Is there anything I can do to make up for behaving so abominably?”
Leave her.
Love me again.
I shake my head. “You just saved me. Consider us even.”

BRAITH CLASPS her hands beneath her chin, her dark eyes wide as saucers as she begs at my door. “Please, Wynn. You must come with us. You’ll go mad if you don’t get out of this cave.”
Tomorrow will be our first proper day off since we were hired, and apparently, that means heading into the city for drinks tonight. Which sounds brilliant, except, “I can’t afford to go out.”
Every coin I earn will go toward starting a new life far from this castle. From this kingdom. Frivolity will not help me reach my goal.
She waves off my perfectly valid excuse. “Oh, none of us can afford it. Luckily, Jeston’s uncle owns a pub, so he and his friends drink for free.”
I highly doubt Jeston would consider me a friend. “Who else is going?”
“Jeston, of course. And Mari, Del, maybe Paulie and Des. We’re going to listen to some music, dance, and get a little drunk.” She pinches her thumb and forefinger together. “It’ll be the most fun you’ve ever had. I promise.”
Let me see… I can either stay in this room and stew over losing Senan or go out on the town with my fellow servants. Not much of a choice, really. Besides, if the drinks aren’t free, I don’t have to have any, do I?
But there is one other problem. “I don’t have anything to wear.” The nicest thing I own is this uniform, and the dress doesn’t even belong to me.
“Don’t you worry about that,” she says. “I’ll sort you right out.”
Braith leaves, only to return a few minutes later carrying a black dress with a corseted bodice and full skirt, similar to the gray one she has changed into, along with a small bag of makeup. After I’ve changed, she helps me apply cream to conceal the dark circles beneath my eyes and rouge for my cheeks and lips. There is kohl to darken my lashes as well, and by the time we finish, I barely recognize the woman in the mirror staring back at me.
I haven’t felt this pretty in years. Even my black waves look glossy after Braith works her magic.
It’s time, I think. Time for me to put my past behind me and look forward to my future. A future of my own making.
We meet Jeston and the others in the hallway outside his room. While everyone else exchanges greetings, he leads us down the corridor toward the south tower that eventually leads to a stony courtyard. The two Scathians in black leathers standing guard at the gates let us through without issue.
On the long walk to town, Braith tells me about her family, and by the time she stops talking about her two sisters and three brothers, we’ve reached a building of black marble.
I watch in horror as everyone goes inside The Black Hole, even Braith. Aren’t they nervous about entering the realm’s most notorious establishment? I can’t go in there…can I?
“Aren’t you coming, Wynn?” Braith calls over her shoulder, holding the door open for me.
Jeston appears in the doorway, his smile mocking. “Told you we should’ve left her behind.”
Braith shoves him into the pub. Her gray skirts sway as she crosses the cobblestones to where I stand. “It’s really not as bad as everyone says. Trust me.” She reaches for my wringing hands, lacing her fingers with mine. “Just stick with us and you’ll be grand.”
Would it really be so terrible to go inside and see what the place looks like? I can always leave right away if I don’t feel comfortable. Besides, if Braith says it’s fine, it probably is.
With a deep breath, I follow her into all-consuming darkness. After a few steps, we emerge into a room with flickering fae lights hanging over short tables. There are alcoves with pillows on the floor and black velvet curtains that can be pulled for privacy. Sickening sweetness clings to the thick air. Strange music from the musicians in the far corner fills my ears, hitching and falling in time with my unsteady breaths. A man slumps on a bench, pint glasses scattered across his table, his skin glowing like the sun.
Braith brings me to a table where Des and Mari have already taken seats. A man with a scraggly black beard comes by, and Jeston orders a round of pints. To my dismay, he takes the free seat directly beside me, while Braith slips onto the stool to my left, a giddy smile lighting her face.
Besides the duster, this place doesn’t seem so terrible. Not that I have much to compare it to. My aunt frowned upon casual drinking and never let me go out with my friends. Wynn and I went to a pub once…
Oh, how I miss Wynn.
If she could see me now, what would she think? I’d give anything to hear her advice on my dire situation. She always had a way of making even the darkest nights seem brighter.
The barman returns with a tray full of drinks. Everyone grabs for the glasses as if there aren’t enough for all of us. Jeston slams one in front of me, a clear challenge in his pale blue eyes.
A challenge I’m more than ready to accept.
Tonight, I am going to drink until I forget my problems.
Who knows, maybe the world won’t look so bleak through the bottom of a glass.



Thirty





ALLETTE


THE DRINK in the glass smells rotten, but I take a deep gulp to prove that I belong here as much as anyone else. Oh, stars… It tastes like fizzy bog water. And somehow, the men at our table have already drained their first pints.
When I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, Jeston’s lips quirk into an approving smile. I don’t want or need the man’s approval, but having it feels good all the same.
I drink mostly in silence, listening to the others exchange horror stories about working at the castle. Apparently, the king has not one mistress but two, and his wife enjoys the “company” of her personal guard. The most interesting thing I have to share is about the disgusting mess I cleaned on my first day. According to Del, the Nimbiss minister assigned to that room leaves it that way almost every morning.
Braith chimes in about her time in the kitchens, saying she saw a steak hit the floor before being thrown right back on the plate and served to the king himself. All the stories make me wonder if the staff in my parents’ tower or my aunt’s had traded similar tales.
What had they thought of me? I’d befriended Wynn but none of the others. Had they talked about how I always left my clothes on the floor instead of in the hamper? How I rarely finished all the food on my plate? How they had to wait until well past noon to clean my room because I was too lazy to get out of bed?
Before I know it, I’m already through the first pint and working on a second.
Braith throws her arm around my shoulders, damn near knocking me clear off my stool. “I’m so glad you came with us.” Her words almost get lost in the raucous laughter coming from everyone else in the bar. When did all these people arrive? The place is packed.
“Me too.” What’s more, I mean it. If I’d stayed, I would’ve wallowed, and I’ve done enough wallowing over the last four years. “I’ve been lonely for so long. I don’t want to be on my own anymore,” I confess.
Jeston leans in, and I realize too late that he must’ve been eavesdropping. “Goldie, Goldie, Goldie. There is no sense in being on your own when you’re surrounded by such brilliant company.” He holds his pint glass toward mine.
He really isn’t so bad—when one is a few cups deep. I smile and clink my glass against his. “Exactly.”
Jeston turns back to speak with Del, and Braith lets out a wistful sigh, her head falling to my shoulder. “Isn’t he magnificent?”
“Who? Jeston?”
“Shhh!” Her finger presses to my lips. “He’ll hear you.”
“Are you sweet on your friend?” I manage around her finger. Her bright red blush is all the confirmation I need. “Good for you.” She deserves to find someone who makes her happy.
“It’s not good. He barely even looks at me. I swear, I could be standing right in front of him, wrapping my arms around his beautiful neck, kissing his face, and he still wouldn’t see me.”
“Beautiful neck?” I snort.
She tilts forward on her stool, watching Jeston with a furrowed brow. “Do you not think he has a beautiful neck?”
I glance at Jeston from over my shoulder. “His neck is fine.” You know who has a beautiful neck, though? Senan Vale. Stars. I could kiss that man’s neck forever. And his neck always smelled so good. Probably still does.
“Whose neck smells good?” Braith asks.
My hands fly to my loose lips. Oops. Definitely didn’t mean to say that out loud.
She pokes me in the side. “Have you been smelling Jeston’s neck?”
I catch her hands to keep her from poking me again. “No! I swear! I swear I haven’t. His neck is all yours.”
We both collapse in a fit of giggles. Stars, this drink is strong. You know who else is strong? Senan Vale. Those arms of his…I could lick them.
I have licked them.
Maybe if I ask nicely, he’ll let me lick them again.
Someone taps my shoulder. “Would you like another pint?” Jeston asks, his face a little bit blurry.
“Another drink sounds wonderful.” You know what sounds even better? Dancing.
The bass pulses like a heartbeat; the melody spins like a siren’s song, calling all within earshot to their doom. The dance floor is filled with people, their arms lifted and twisting toward a black ceiling. Men and women, Scathian and Tuath. Here, it doesn’t matter who or what you are. All that matters is the dance.
As if she read my mind, Braith catches my hand. “I need to dance.”
When I stand, I have to steady myself against the edge of the table until the room stops swaying.
A bunch of stools clatter to the ground, and a horde of women swarm—not to the dance floor but over to the doorway. Braith and I squeeze between them and their cloud of floral perfume, our laughter falling into the void as we melt into the writhing crowd.
Jeston isn’t so bad when he isn’t being an ass. I don’t hate the idea of he and Braith falling in love. If it makes her happy, isn’t that all that matters? Happiness isn’t that easy to find in this world. “You know what you should do?” I shout over the music.
Braith’s eyes go so wide, I can see myself in her blown-out pupils. “What? What should I do? Tell me. Tell me.”
“You should tell Jeston how you feel.”
Her silver hair slaps her face when she shakes her head. “Oh, no. Nope. Can’t do that. He’ll avoid me for the rest of our days. I’d rather drown myself in the Solace.”
She can’t drown herself. I would miss her far too much. Yes, we barely know each other, but she is the first friend I’ve had since Wynn.
Stars, I miss Wynn. She would’ve loved Braith.
“You should tell him,” I insist. “Men aren’t nearly as intelligent as they think they are. When I met Sen—” Damn this loose tongue of mine. “When I met Simon,” I amend, “I had to tell him flat out that I wanted him to kiss me.”
Braith bumps into a woman dancing with another, their arms intertwined as their hips swing to the music. “This Simon you speak of. Is he the one who has you so down?”
“Yes.”
“What happened between the two of you?”
“He left me behind to marry another.”
“That bastard. He sounds like a right prick, if you ask me,” she shouts in my ear.
If Senan had been a prick, getting over him would’ve been a lot easier. “No. He was perfect.” Even now, even knowing he abandoned me, my stomach still flutters when I think of him. How pathetic is that? I’m pathetic.
Braith snorts. “Oh, please. If he was perfect, he wouldn’t have left you behind.”
After being in the castle, seeing his glamorous life and the woman he is to marry, I’m starting to understand. Senan must’ve realized I wasn’t good enough. I only wish he would’ve told me that he changed his mind instead of running away like a coward. Then again, if he’d stayed, maybe he would’ve lost his wings and magic too.
And as devastated as I am over what he did, no one deserves to suffer the way I have.
But all of that is in the past. Tonight…tonight is for the future.
A future that doesn’t feel as bleak as it did a few hours ago.
Our bodies swing and sway in time with everyone else’s until we become one living organism, an anemone beneath the sea, undulating with the tide of sensual song. I lift my hands, rolling and rocking my hips while Braith spins around in circles, a wide grin on her upturned face. My lashes grow heavy, and I close my eyes, letting the music take me away from this terrible world.
Calloused fingers trace mine; a solid body presses to my back. I don’t look to see who it is. It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters but the music as one song bleeds into another and another. The man’s hands fall to my waist, holding me as we move in time. I press back into him, feeling heated breath tickling my ear. The sharp bite of stubble.
It feels good to be held. To be touched. To dance. To be free.
As I peer through my lashes, the world slowly comes back into focus. Jeston has his arms around Braith, holding her the way the man at my back holds me. The smile on her face brings one to my own. I’ve never seen my friend look as happy.
My partner slides his hand to cup my hip bone. “Is this all right?” he whispers breathlessly against the shell of my ear.
It’s more than all right. Stars, it feels like I’ll die if he lets go. I reach behind me, clasping his neck with one hand, urging his lips down until he kisses my exposed throat, his hands scalding a path from my hips to my ribs and back again. The music swells. With each rapid beat of my heart, my legs grow weaker, my breaths more ragged.
Suddenly, the man’s hands still.
His lips lift from my skin.
I fight the urge to drag him back. To turn and find their soft wantonness with mine.
Then a voice so close I can feel its deep, rich tones vibrating across my skin says… “Allette?”



Thirty-One





SENAN


THE WOMAN’S eyes snap open. Until the moment I saw her golden irises, I couldn’t be sure. But now I know. I know this
is the same woman I lost all those years ago.
Tonight, I came to lose myself in the handful of women cloistered behind the curtains. But something about the music called to me. It’s been years since I wanted to dance without being forced at some event or another, and I’d been powerless to resist the song’s call.
The last thing I expected was to find myself dancing with a ghost.
Only she isn’t a ghost.
My Allette, my love, my girl, is standing here, blinking up at me through wide eyes. Only her hair…it’s no longer blue. It’s black.
I must be hallucinating. That is the only explanation. I guzzled a few drinks back at the castle, but not enough to make me see the face in front of me as clearly as the sun at noon.
She is alive.
I curl my arms around her form, praying she doesn’t vanish. The unending ache deep within me subsides, and I can finally breathe without hurting. “Gods. Allette. You’re here. You’re really here.” How is this possible?
Her palms flatten against my chest, and she pushes. “Let me go.”
Her smoky voice cuts through the noise around us, more beautiful than the most perfect melody. I can’t let her go. Not when I finally found her after all this time.
The last thing I expect is for Allette to shove me again. My hold loosens, and she slips away. I shout for her to stop, but she doesn’t. She shoves through the crowd on her way to the door.
I knock people aside, step on toes, and dodge elbows, my focus on her and her alone.
A man with silver hair catches Allette’s hand. From the pale, grayish tone of his face, I assume he’s Tuath. When his gaze locks with mine, his expression hardens.
“Are you all right, Goldie?” I hear him ask Allette.
Why is she letting him hold her hand? That fucking bastard. If he doesn’t let her go this instant, I’m going to tear out his throat.
She’s my mate.
She’s my mate.
She’s my mate.
I shove two men aside, rip his hand off hers, and introduce his eye to my fist. Fuck,
that hurt, but it’s worth it when the man stumbles back and falls into a table, knocking a slew of drinks to the ground. Shouts and cries erupt. Guards flood toward us. The man reaches me before the guards, landing a solid punch that rattles my teeth. He lunges again, but the guards grab him by the arms and hold him steady.
I’ll deal with him later.
There is someone far more important I must speak with first. I take Allette’s hand, but her fingers don’t lace with mine. When I try to guide her toward the closest alcove, she stumbles along like she doesn’t want to come with me. Which makes no sense. We haven’t seen one another in over four years. Surely she has missed me as much as I’ve missed her.
When we’re finally away from the fray, I draw the curtains tight, cutting out all light except for the sconce on the wall.
I can’t help but stare at her, memorizing the frown lines of her face in case she disappears again. She looks the same, but different. Her skin is far too pale. Her perfect mouth is pinched.
Gods, I still can’t believe she is alive.
“What the hell was that about?” Allette—my Allette!—hisses, her beautiful face fixed in a scowl.
Hold on. Is she angry with me? She shouldn’t be angry. She should be elated. “Why did you hit him?” she demands.
“You’re my mate, and he put his hands on you.” The bastard is lucky I didn’t take his fucking head.
Tears trail like ink down Allette’s pale cheeks as her stunning golden eyes fill with the same despair that lives in my very soul. “I haven’t been your mate since you abandoned me in the human realm.”
She thinks I left her by choice?
Why wouldn’t she? It’s not as if she knows the truth of what happened that night. I’ll set her straight, and then she’ll understand.
My hand squeezes hers. “The king’s men came for me. Knocked me unconscious and dragged me back to Kumulus. By the time I came to, it was too late to return through the portal.” Or so I thought. King Boris and his fucking lies. “For a year, I waited in agony to return to you.” I’d been so lost, pivoting from boiling rage to endless sorrow and back again. A feral beast pacing its cage until the moment that silver light shot into the sky.
Her head shakes, more tears spilling free. “You’re lying. You must be lying.”
I brush my thumbs beneath her eyes, catching every tear. “It’s not a lie, Allette. I was the first person through the following Samhain, but you weren’t there. I didn’t know where to start, so I returned to the cottage where we hid. The place had burned to the ground and there was a…” My racing heart thumps louder. “A body inside. A body with blue wings.”
Just saying those words is like a leaden weight crushing my chest, suffocating me.
Allette’s delicate brows come together, her eyes searching mine. “Senan, I waited at those stones every single year. No one ever came through.”
What is she talking about? The number of Scathians using the portal has doubled in the last few years. What the hell is going on?
Does it even matter? For too long, I’ve been broken, and now I’ve finally found my missing piece.
“I’m so sorry, my love.” Those words feel insignificant compared to the depth of my anguish and sorrow. I brush a curl from her face, longing to hold her close. To love her. I’d believed her dead. Gone forever. But she isn’t. She is alive and so desperately beautiful that I can hardly breathe. “Gods, I’ve missed you so much. Not a day has gone by that I haven’t thought of you. Dreamed of you. Wished you were in my arms.” And now she is here. Here.
“You must think me a fool. I’ve seen you with your princess. The way you look at her. The way you whisper in her ear.” She draws back, and her throat bobs when she swallows. “The way you kiss her.”
How is that possible? I haven’t left the castle with Leeri. If Allette has seen the two of us together, that means⁠—
Oh, shit.
Her hair.
It’s not blue…
It’s black.
Does that mean⁠—
“It was you all along…” All this time, I thought I was mad, that this intense pull toward a stranger must be all in my fucked-up head. But Wynn really was Allette.
And she has been hiding in my home all this time. “Why didn’t you tell me?” She has had plenty of chances, and yet she chose to hide behind a mask instead.
“Because you’ve clearly moved on—erased all traces of me.” She takes another step away and lifts her palm, revealing the silver scar marking our bond.
I drop the glamour I’ve worn for the last four years and stretch my scarred hand to hers. “How can I erase what is written on my heart? On my soul?”
She opens her mouth to respond, but then the curtains flutter and a woman with short, silver hair steps into our alcove. “Are you all right, Wynn?” the woman asks, casting me a wary glance.
I grab Allette’s hand. My girl was separated from me once, and I will not let it happen ever again.
“I’m fine, Braith,” Allette says, her hand limp in my grip.
Braith’s brow furrows, but she nods and says she’ll wait for Allette outside. Before the curtains fall back into place, I catch a glimpse of the man I struck. Blood oozes from his nose, dripping down his lips and chin.
Who is he? Are he and Allette just friends? Maybe distant relatives? Gods, tell me they aren’t lovers. Not that I have a leg to stand on after throwing myself away for so long.
“Senan, the last four years have been hell.” Allette’s voice rings with resignation as she slips her hand from mine. “I’ve finally found a semblance of happiness and purpose. We both knew this had to end—we were fools to believe otherwise, for trying to defy the stars.” She retreats a step. “You need to let me go.”
How can she bear to say those words? All I want is to hold her. To breathe her in. And yet the barrier in her eyes feels more impossible to overcome than any realm keeping us apart. “Allette, please. Don’t leave me.” I won’t survive losing her a second time.
“I’m sorry.” She turns and pushes through the curtains, falling into the arms of her female friend. The two of them squeeze through the crowd and run toward the door, disappearing into the night. It takes every ounce of strength I possess not to sprint after Allette and spend the rest of my days begging her to reconsider.
The stars must be laughing at me now. How pathetic I must seem to them. To her. Pining all these years, ruining my life over a handful of precious memories.
This cursed bond between us is nothing more than a fallacy.
Even as the thought drifts through my mind, I know it’s not true.
What I feel for Allette is as real as the scar on my left hand.
I recall my glamour, hiding my mating bond where the world cannot touch it. When I emerge from the alcove and find the guards still detaining the man I struck, bile boils in my gut. Singes my throat. Drips like acid on my tongue.
All it takes is a word for them to drag the man out of the bar. A few Tuath protest and shoot accusatory looks my way, but I pay them no mind. They can hate me all they want, curse me as well. Nothing hurts as much as knowing Allette is alive but no longer mine.
I retrieve the vial of stardust from the privy and fly straight to the castle. The moment I step inside my room, I drag a blade across my palm and dump dust over the wound.
For the first time since I started using three years ago, the light doesn’t clear the shadows from my mind. Instead, the darkness morphs into my love’s tear-streaked face the moment she told me to let her go. And then I see the silver-haired man touching not just my mate’s hand but her body as well.
I slam my fist into the marble wall over and over again, until blood splatters across my cheeks and my hand feels like minced meat.
And then I sink to the floor and cry.



Thirty-Two





ALLETTE


HE FOUND ME.
Not once did it cross my mind that Senan and I might run into each other tonight. Yes, I’d seen him stumble out of the infamous bar the night I returned from the human realm, but I’d hoped that wasn’t a regular occurrence. Now I’ve seen him, and he has seen me and… Stars. I don’t know how I had the strength to walk away. I make it to the other side of the square and down the next street before this invisible tether that binds me to my prince refuses to let me take another step.
What have I done?
You’ve protected yourself.
I already lost Senan. Grieved and mourned him. Moved on.
I almost laugh. “Moved on” is a bit of a stretch, but I have found a semblance of peace and learned how to live with a broken heart. If I’d thrown myself at him the way I longed to do, I would’ve been right back where I started four years ago.
Because loving Senan Vale doesn’t equate to keeping him. He is destined for Nimbiss, and there isn’t a damn thing either of us can do about it.
Still, his words in that alcove course through my mind.
“The king’s men came for me…”
My mate didn’t leave me by choice. He was stolen away.
“For a year, I waited in agony to get to you…”
I’d believed him dead from the very beginning, so I can’t imagine the anguish he must’ve felt holding on to hope for an entire year and then being faced with such a terrible truth.
Only, it wasn’t the truth.
I wasn’t dead.
“I found a body. A body with blue wings.”
Whose body had he stumbled upon?
The moment the question enters my mind, I know the answer. He’d found Wynn. And the wings hadn’t been hers. They’d been mine.
But who had burned them? The men who had attacked me were killed by Eason.
Eason.
“I was the first person through the following Samhain, but you weren’t there.”
I had been there, but no one came through.
Either Senan had just lied to my face or…
Eason had been lying to me for the last four years.
I don’t want to think the worst of the man I lived with for so long, but the more I let myself consider it, the harder it is to believe that Eason had gotten the wrong date by accident. If he lied once, who is to say he didn’t lie the other times too? Eason is the only other person who knew about Wynn and my wings. I’d passed out from trauma and loss of blood, and by the time I woke, we were inside a room at the inn. Eason told me that he’d buried Wynn.
Stars… Had he thrown her body and my wings into the fire instead?
Warm hands land on my shoulders, tearing me out of my spinning thoughts.
Braith watches me with a wary expression. “Are you all right?”
All I can do is shake my head.
If Eason lied about the date and Wynn’s body…he could’ve lied about Senan too. Did he know the king’s men had come for my prince? He had been a member of the royal guard, after all. And those men who’d attacked me—they knew exactly how to break my glamour. They knew about my wings. They knew everything…
It’s like the fog has lifted; the puzzle pieces have clicked into place.
I never questioned anything Eason told me. Why would I? He kept me safe and took care of me for years. He wasted the last of his magic healing me—Stars, is that even the truth?
Where do the lies end?
Braith says my name again, wide eyes searching mine. “What just happened, Wynn?”
Nothing. Everything.
“That is the second time the prince has cornered you. What did he want?”
It’s a case of mistaken identity.
He was drunk and didn’t realize what he was doing.
What is the point of hiding this truth? I’m tired of lies. So damn tired. Tears spill down my cheeks, and there isn’t a damn thing I can do to stop them. “I love him, Braith.”
Her quiet gasp echoes in the silence. “You’re in love with the prince?”
All I can do is nod.
“Heavens above, Wynn. How did this happen? You’ve only been at the castle for a few days.”
“Senan and I met before I worked at the castle.” Once the words find their way to my lips, I can’t keep the truth from breaking free. “We were desperately in love, but then fate stole him from me. Now he is to marry another, and it feels as if my heart has been ripped from my chest. I’ve tried to stop loving him, but I can’t.” Even after all this time, Senan Vale is more precious to me than the sun.
Someone calls Braith’s name.
I scrub at these infernal tears, wishing for a mask to hide my shameful feelings. It’s one thing to break down in front of someone I’ve come to trust and another thing entirely to let the others see how broken I really am.
Mari’s dark skirts sway and swish with each hurried step she takes. “Thank the stars I found you,” she gasps, her freckled cheeks flushed from exertion.
Braith catches the woman’s shoulders. “Why? What is wrong?”
“It’s Jeston,” Mari says. “Prince Senan ordered him sent to the pit.”
No… Not the pit.
“...he put his hands on you.”
Is this my fault?
Mari swipes her sleeve across her glistening brow. “Can you run back to the caverns and ask Jeston’s uncle to help? Del and I have our hands full trying to talk the lads down. They’re picking fights with every blasted Scathian they see. They’re going to start a bloody riot.”
Are they mad? They’ll all end up in the pit. We must put an end to this before it gets any worse. “I thought Jeston’s uncle owned the bar?”
Braith’s lips press flat. “She means his other uncle. The House Master.”
Talk about connections… Does the House Master have that sort of sway? Perhaps I can speak to Senan on Jeston’s behalf. Convince him to see reason. Would he deny me out of spite because I walked away?
This is such a bloody disaster.
Braith darts a glance at me before agreeing. “Of course. We’ll go straight away.”
Mari thanks her and races back around the corner.
Braith’s hand finds mine. “If Jeston has been sent to the pit, the House Master won’t be able to do a damned thing. Do you think you can use your relationship with the prince to help Jeston?”
“I can try.” The man certainly doesn’t deserve to pay for my mistakes.

BY THE TIME we reach the cavern gates, we’re both drenched in sweat and gasping for breath. The guards must recognize us because they let us straight through. I have no idea when Senan will return to the castle but decide to go to his room straight away, before I lose my nerve.
First, I’ll need to change into my uniform to keep from rousing suspicion.
Braith follows me into my room and sinks onto the edge of my bed, her puffy eyes fixed on the floor. Despite running all the way here, her cheeks aren’t flushed but pale as the dress I drag from the drawer. “I think I’m going to be sick…” She bends forward, resting her head on her knees.
If only I could reassure her. But there is no telling what Senan is going to say when I go to him. I quickly untie the laces and slip out of the dress she let me borrow, trading the black garment for my white uniform. “Lay down on my bed. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” My sleeves catch on my shift, pulling the undergarment down with it. With my useless hands trembling, it takes far too long to get the material to lay right. “I don’t suppose you know which room is Senan’s?”
“Central tower. Twentieth floor, room one. But it’s warded, so you’ll need permission from the House Master. His apartments are in the back of his office, off the canteen.”
I leave my friend in my room and hurry to the dim canteen to pound on what I hope is the House Master’s door, but no one answers. It’s the middle of the night, so he is probably sleeping. I pound harder.
Come on.
Come on.
I raise my fist a third time when the door swings aside.
The House Master’s fierce scowl sends me back a step. The hem of his white shirt is half tucked into a pair of dark trousers, and his black hair sticks straight up on one side. “What the hell do you want?”
Here goes nothing… “Your nephew was in an altercation with Prince Senan. They’ve brought Jeston to the pit.”
His eyes widen, and he dashes his hands through his hair, making it stick up even more. “Shit.”
“I’ve come to request access to the family’s tower so that I might plead with the prince on Jeston’s behalf.”
Uncertainty flickers across his face. “What makes you think that fucking addict will listen to a word you say?”
Heat blazes through my chest. Don’t call him that. Senan is so much more than whatever addiction he may be struggling with. “The prince and I…” I wipe my clammy palms on my skirts. “What I mean to say is, we have a rapport.” A rapport? Really, Allette? “The point is, I believe he will take my request into consideration. Jeston is my friend.” Sort of, anyway. “If this doesn’t work, he’ll be no worse off. But if it does, then your nephew will be free.”
The House Master’s thick mustache twitches when his lips purse. After a few tense moments of scowling, he motions for me to follow him into his dark office. With a quick tap on the corner of his desk, fae lights flicker to life. From the top drawer, he withdraws the same gold dagger he used the day I arrived. All it takes is one drop of blood added to the correct page in his notebook for the wards to allow me access.
He looks at me with such seriousness, I find myself holding my breath. “Good luck, Wynn,” he says.
“Thank you.” I’m going to need it.

TWO GUARDS WAIT at the base of the staircase leading to the family’s central tower. When they see me, they exchange confused glances but allow me past without a word. Stepping through the ward feels a bit like walking through cobwebs. When my slipper meets the first stair without resistance, a fortifying breath blows through my lips as I pull on my mask and begin to climb.
By the time I reach the twentieth floor, a strange steadiness has filled my veins. All those other times I’ve run into Senan have been outside my control. But this meeting is all my doing. I’m prepared for his stunning silver eyes to meet mine. I’m ready to speak to him, to control the conversation.
I can do this.
When I grip the cold knob, my hand does not tremble. When I push the door aside, my steps do not falter. When I step into the quiet room, my heart does not break.
But then I see my prince slumped against the wall, staring blankly toward the ceiling with light pulsing through his veins, and I shatter.
“Senan?” He doesn’t turn my way. Doesn’t blink. Doesn’t move. “Senan!” My knees slam against the hard marble. Tell me he is okay. Tell me he isn’t gone.
I tear off my mask and clutch my mate’s shoulders. Even through his thin shirt, I can feel how cold his body is. “Senan, wake up. Please. Please wake up.” My thumbs smooth over his rough five o’clock shadow. Nothing. I press two fingers to the base of his strong jaw. His pulse flickers against my fingertips, but it’s too faint.
“Senan, please.” How do I bring him back to himself?
My lips find his, but they’re so bloody cold. I whisper his name over and over as tears stream down my cheeks. I can’t lose him again. Even though he is meant for another, at least I’ll know that somewhere in this realm, his laughter will still grace the air. That his smile will brighten the darkness.
But if he is gone…
Something presses against the small of my back. 
Senan’s hands.
I open my eyes only to find a pair of star-kissed eyes staring back.
“You’re alive,” I whisper.
When I try to pull away, he urges me closers until our lips graze once more. “No… I’ve died. This is heaven,” he murmurs, his lips slowly warming as they brush over my own.
If he is dead, then I am too. And if we’ve both passed beyond the veil, then nothing matters but this moment.
Losing him.
Finding him.
Almost losing him again…
It’s all too much.
The stars have ripped us asunder, wedged worlds and years and other people between us, and yet here we sit, embracing each other.
Resisting this bond from afar has been torture. Now that I’m in his arms once more—now that he is holding onto me as tightly as I cling to him—I know I’m about to do the one thing I swore I wouldn’t.
Senan’s hand slips to the back of my head, those eyes I’ve dreamed of for so long searching mine. “Allette?”
Hearing the way his lips caress each syllable shatters my resolve, and I give in, letting my mouth claim what will never truly be mine.
For too long I’ve been dead inside, but his kiss brings me life. The way his tongue tangles with mine is so much better than in my memories. Because this…this is real.
His possessive hands lost in my hair. Real. The heat of our bodies molding as I climb onto my mate’s lap and my knees fall to either side of his trim hips. Real.
He isn’t yours.
He tastes like mine. Feels like mine.
You can’t keep him.
I want to. Stars, do I want to.
“We can’t,” I protest, even as my tongue searches for his, stroking and tasting.
Senan’s fingertips dig into my scalp, his lips punishing yet reverent, claiming me once more. “We can.”
“You’re betrothed.”
“I’ve been betrothed since I turned ten,” he whispers, his harsh breaths matching my own.
That may be true, but this isn’t like the first time we were together. I’ve seen him with his princess. Recognized the adoration shining in her eyes and the love in her perfect smile.
Senan deserves someone like her. Someone better. Someone whole.
For that reason alone, I find the strength to pull back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t come here for this.”
Senan’s hands fall to his sides. That is when I see the blood coating his swollen knuckles and remember…
“You sent my friend to the pit.”
His mirthless chuckle puffs against my cheek. He falls onto his back, giving me a glorious view of his taut abdomen peeking from beneath the hem of his shirt. “Fucking brilliant. You’re only here because you need my help.” Sighing wearily, he drags his palm over his face. “I should’ve known this was too good to be true.”
“Senan, please. If you want to punish someone, punish me. I’m the one who kept my presence a secret from you. Me. No one else. Jeston has done nothing wrong.”
His jaw flexes beneath his stubble. “He hit me.”
“You hit him first.”
“Because he touched what is mine!”
Rage and regret collide in my chest, sparking a fire I haven’t felt in years. Yes, Jeston caught my hand. But Senan kissed her. Held her. Is marrying her.
“And I saw you kiss her!”
Senan jerks back as if I’d struck him, his eyes growing more guarded with each blink. The starlight dancing beneath his skin flickers, becoming fainter. It’s like watching a star burn out and die.
“What you saw was a lie,” he says softly as his tattooed hand glides over his chest, his breaths coming quicker than before. “When I kiss her, I have to pretend she is you. Every moment I am forced to spend with that woman, I can feel myself fracturing. And when I try to put these broken pieces back together, none of them fit.
“If I’d never met you, maybe I would’ve been able to accept this fate. But I did meet you, Allette. I met you, and now your memory haunts the very air I breathe.” His throat bobs when he swallows. Still holding my gaze, he says, “I may have kissed her, but I love you.”
Words can be truth, but they can also be lies.
I’ve been lied to before. Who is to say that Senan isn’t lying to me now? After what happened with Eason, I would be a fool to trust a man at his word even though I wish with all my heart that what he says is true.
“How can you expect me to take your word for it? To believe that you came back for me when I waited at those stones on four different occasions and saw not one fae fly through the portal?” That is the truth I know. The truth I can trust.
Senan stumbles to his feet and over to his bed. From his bedside drawer, he withdraws something, holding whatever it is in the palm of his hand as if it were made of glass.
Only, it’s not glass.
It’s a handful of cerulean blue feathers with the tips of the vanes singed and black.
“Is this enough proof for you?” He drops my own feathers into my hand and sinks down next to me.
He isn’t lying.
He came back for me…
And I wasn’t there.
I should’ve been. I would have been if not for having blindly trusted someone I thought I knew.
Senan’s fingertip drags along my cheek, tracing my tears before tucking a strand of dyed hair behind my ear. “There hasn’t been a day since we met that I haven’t loved you. My soul aches for yours. This pain in my heart never goes away. I still love you.”
And I love you.
But sometimes, love isn’t enough.
Secret confessions in the dead of night cannot change what comes at dawn.
Tomorrow, I’ll wake in the bowels of the castle, homeless, destitute, and bound by gravity, while my prince does his duty to his family and to his kingdom.
“I am sorry for the pain my absence has caused you,” I say, dropping my feathers back into his scarred palm. Something to remember me by when he weds his princess. “I beg you, please do not make an innocent man pay for my mistakes.”
Senan pulls back and looks away. My feathers flutter to the floor between us.
I leave him there, not knowing if I’ve made things better…
Or made them worse.



Thirty-Three





SENAN


IF SOMEONE WOULD’VE TOLD me yesterday that this morning I’d be strolling past a line of pikes topped with rotting heads and no eyes, I would’ve laughed my ass off. But here I am, strolling away, doing my best not to breathe through my nose so the foul stench of the grayish skin melting off the skulls doesn’t leave me in a heap on the silty black earth.
After I let this “friend” of hers go free, Allette will be so relieved that she’ll come to my room to thank me. Then I can say all the things I didn’t last night.
If only I hadn’t dusted.
If only I could’ve convinced her to stay until I sobered up.
If only…
I can’t blame her for leaving. After seeing me in such a deplorable state, she must think me pathetic. If I could exhume the man I once was, the one she loved, maybe I could convince her to choose me again.
There must be some way to remind her what we once had. That we are two halves of the same whole.
When I explained to Bilson my plans for today, he’d questioned my sanity. I’d told him that I was perfectly capable of coming here on my own, but he did not agree.
Centuries ago, my ancestors carved a prison into the black cliff face of an active volcano, fondly referred to as “the pit.” My boots sink into the sand as we climb toward the pit’s entrance. I would’ve flown straight here, except the wards around this place keep anyone from flying too close.
Sweat trails down my brow as we trade the barren wasteland for a set of steep stairs. A shirtless guard in black leather trousers leans against a wall behind the prison’s barbed gate, picking at his nails with the tip of his dagger. He is built like a brick tower, muscles stacked on top of muscles. Wouldn’t want to meet him in a dark alley. When he sees us, he pushes off the wall and snaps to attention. “Your highness,” he says with a bow. “We weren’t expecting a visitor from the castle.”
That is because only one other person knew I would be coming—the one breathing down my fucking neck.
I withdraw a heavy purse from my pocket, telling the man this isn’t an official visit. Can’t have the king finding out that I’m poking around and start asking questions. “I’m here to speak with one of your prisoners.”
The purse disappears into the man’s pocket, and he unlocks the gate using the heavy ring of keys hanging from his belt. “Of course, sire. What is the prisoner’s name?” he asks, crossing to a desk with a thick ledger on top.
“I’m not sure of his surname, but his given name is Jeston.”
The guard drags his thick finger along the names scribbled on the page and then taps one of the last entries. “Right this way.” His keys jangle with each step as he leads us down into the bowels of the mountain. It’s hot as a fucking furnace down here. Feels like I’m melting.
Bilson and I end up waiting in a small room with a table and two chairs across from a wooden stool. The iron fittings attached to the stone wall on either side of the stool have gone red with rust. Or blood. Hard to tell from here.
I wipe my brow, half tempted to remove my shirt. But then the guard hauls in the man from the Black Hole and it feels like I’ve been doused in ice. Not fun, by the way, especially when you’re hungover.
The man’s black eye looks sore. But not as sore as the deep gash running along the length of his pale cheek.
If I were a better man, I would feel guilty for losing my head last night.
But I’m not a better man.
I turn to find Bilson scowling at the prisoner. “Can you give us a few minutes alone?”
Bilson’s dark gaze snaps to mine. “You want me to leave you by yourself with a prisoner? You can’t be serious, sire.”
Do I not look serious? “That is generally what ‘alone’ means.”
Bilson’s jaw creaks beneath his stubble, but he says no more as he stalks toward the door. The prison guard locks the iron manacles around Jeston’s wrists and ankles, chaining him to the floor. I remain on the other side of the table, my thoughts racing as I wait for the guard to leave.
The prison guard comes to a stop next to me, swiping a hand across his brow. “Just so you know, sire, the lad has had quite the dose of barmite.”
Isn’t that fortuitous? When ingested, barmite acts as a truth serum. Meaning any questions I ask will be answered truthfully whether Jeston is feeling forthcoming or not.
The door closes with a heavy clang.
I fold my hands atop the table. “I trust they’re treating you well?”
Jeston blinks at me, squinting his eyes. “The food is shite, and the mattress could use an upgrade.”
Something that feels a lot like humor floods my chest. Too bad I’ve decided to hate this man on principle alone. I drum my fingers against the tabletop, arranging my features into a mask of boredom. “I’ll be sure to file your complaint with the guards.”
For a moment, I forget about the stench in this place and suck in a deep breath. My stomach lurches, and I nearly lose my breakfast right on the stones. If I vomit in front of this prick, I will never forgive myself.
It takes some effort, but eventually I clear the bile from the back of my throat. “I have questions. If you answer them to my satisfaction, then I will see what I can do regarding your sentence.”
Jeston’s laughter hinges on maniacal as his head falls back against the stones. “You expect me to believe that? You’re the reason I’m here.”
I don’t give a shit what he believes. Allette’s happiness is my only priority. “How do you know the woman from the Black Hole?”
The cut on Jeston’s cheek splits wider when he grins. Fresh blood dribbles down his chin, splattering on his dirty trousers. “Which one?” he slurs.
My hands ball into fists beneath the table. “You know damn well which one.”
His grin grows. “Oh, you mean Wynn?”
Does this mean he doesn’t know her real name? “Yes, Wynn.” I’m sure she has a good reason for using a false one.
So she can avoid you.
My heart breaks a little more.
She won’t avoid me now, will she?
Jeston’s head lolls forward, like that of a baby whose neck is too weak to hold much of anything. “Wynn and I work together in your brother’s castle.”
They may only be friends now, but they’re going to be spending all their time together, growing closer every day, while I’m stuck in a far-off kingdom married to a woman I cannot stand. “Are you interested in pursuing her?”
His brow furrows for a split second before his eyes expand. “Oh, I understand now. You saw a pretty Tuath and thought she’d fall at your feet. But she turned you down, didn’t she? And you think I’m the reason why.” Cackling, he shakes his head. “Did it ever cross your mind that she might not want to fuck our duster prince?”
My nails bite into my scarred palms. It’s the drugs talking. He wouldn’t dare say such things to me if he were sober.
I screw my eyes shut, doing my best to rein in my anger. He is only speaking the truth, but it’s a truth I don’t want to face. Allette saw me glowing like a star last night; she knows what I’ve become. Who could blame her for not wanting someone so weak? So broken.
“Tell me, Your Highness,” Jeston giggles to himself, “have the hallucinations started yet?”
When I open my eyes, I find him smiling up at the ceiling. “What hallucinations?”
“The hallucinations,” he repeats, as if I didn’t just say the same damn thing. “The dreams. I hear the dust makes them so fucking real.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I have had vivid dreams of late, but that has nothing to do with the dust…does it?
Jeston snorts. “Liar.” His smile grows, a malicious, wicked thing. “You see, the problem with ingesting illegal substances is that you’re never sure exactly what they contain.” His barked laugh echoes off the stone walls, rattling my eardrums. “There have been sooooo many addicts found dead due to an unknown poison infused in recent stardust shipments.”
Did he say poison? Boris hasn’t mentioned any unusual deaths in the kingdom. Does he even know?
Jeston must be bluffing.
Only, he can’t be bluffing. With barmite in your system, you speak only the truth.
Time and again, I’ve dusted to help me through the worst years of my life. Boris begged me to quit, as did Aeron. Why didn’t I cop on and listen to them?
“You needn’t worry about me. I’m never dusting again.” Not after seeing the disappointment and devastation in my love’s eyes. I’ll be better for her. Prove that I can be the man I once was.
“Has the cough started?”
“What cough?” I’ve been coughing a little, but only when exerting myself. Surely that isn’t what he means.
Jeston’s head falls forward once more. “If it has, you won’t live to see spring.”
“How do you know?” He and I have never met before. How could he possibly know all these things?
With his head still down, he mumbles, “All those nights you spent glowing like a star are about to take their toll.”
That isn’t a fucking answer. My fist slams against the table. “How do you know, dammit!”
He doesn’t respond.
I spring to my feet and press my palm to his damp brow, forcing his head upright. His eyes roll behind closed lids, and his breaths wheeze. Dammit. How much barmite did they give him? I shake him by the shoulders. One eye opens, then the other, his pupils nothing more than pinpricks.
“Can the damage be reversed?” There must be some sort of potion or tonic to cure me. I don’t want to die—at least not now that I know Allette is alive and there is a chance for reconciliation.
“You need five doses of antidote, all taken…” His eyes roll back in his head.
“Dammit, Jeston. Wake up!” I shake and shake him until he focuses on me. “Five doses of antidote all taken when?”
“At the same time, on the same day of the week, for five weeks. That should be enough to rid your body of the poison.”
“Should?”
Blinking one eye first, then the other, he shrugs. “The odds are far better than zero. Because that is what you have if you don’t take anything.”
“How do I get my hands on the antidote?”
“I can get it.” His lips crack when he grins. “But first, you have to let me out.”



Thirty-Four





ALLETTE


TODAY IS our first day off and I honestly wish we had work to do. I would’ve gone to the House Master to ask for an assignment if it weren’t for Braith spending the night in my room. I barely got any sleep in the tiny bed but didn’t have the heart to kick her out.
Hopefully Senan didn’t forget my request to free Jeston. With the state I left him in last night, there is no telling what time he woke this morning.
After a quick shower, Braith and I go to breakfast together. The dining hall is full of the normal chatter, but our table remains silent. The spot where Jeston usually sits is empty.
I can’t bring myself to attend lunch, choosing instead to spend the rest of the afternoon trying to get the stains out of the uniform I kept. When the dinner bell rings, my hollow stomach won’t let me skip another meal. Down the hall, I catch a glimpse of Braith exiting her room as well. My guilt over this entire situation grows like a vicious weed, overtaking everything else. I wrap my arms around her thin frame. Perhaps Senan did forget my visit after all. Perhaps he’ll listen today. I’ll make the trek to the twentieth floor a hundred times if I must.
Hand in hand, we enter the canteen. No one seems to pay us attention as we collect plates of chicken, lumpy mashed potatoes, and wilted broccoli. When we take our seats, Mari and Del glance our way, their pinched expressions matching our own. As soon as I finish eating, I’m going straight to Senan’s room and begging him to⁠—
“Why the long faces?”
How strange. I could’ve sworn I heard Jeston’s voice.
Braith’s head snaps up. Sure enough, Jeston is there, a crooked smile on his cracked lips and his eye black and swollen.
“Jeston!” Braith launches to her feet and throws herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck and squeezing tight.
Jeston stumbles back with a gruff laugh. “Easy, Braith.” He pats my friend’s back. “My side is a bit tender.”
He’s back. I can’t believe he’s really back.
Mari and Del’s hugs aren’t quite as exuberant. I don’t know whether to hug him or not. I’m relieved he is all right, but we aren’t that close. From over their heads, Jeston’s gaze finds mine, and he nods his chin in silent thanks. I nod back, and that is that, all is forgiven.
Braith rushes over to where the food is being served, collecting a plate for Jeston while he settles into his place, putting the world to rights. Although Jeston thanks Braith when she sets the plate in front of him, he doesn’t meet her hopeful gaze. If it weren’t for Mari and Del pinning Jeston in, I’ve no doubt Braith would’ve been glued to his side for the remainder of the meal—and maybe even the night.
Braith’s smile falters as she sinks down next to me, and I give her knee a reassuring squeeze.
You’d swear Jeston hasn’t eaten in days from the way he shovels food into his mouth.
“Well?” Del nudges him with her elbow. “Tell us all about the pit. Is it as awful as everyone says?”
Jeston’s hand trembles as he reaches for his glass of water. “Worse.”
We all wait for more details, but he doesn’t explain further. Is it any wonder? Why would he want to relive such a traumatic experience?
Mari props both elbows onto the table, resting her chin in her hands. “How’d you get out?”
Jeston’s eyes dart to mine, then back to his dinner. He scoops a forkful of mashed potatoes into his mouth and mutters, “Prince Senan himself ordered my release.”
Everyone at the table starts talking at once.
Everyone but me.
Senan came through for me after all. I shouldn’t be so happy. It’s not as if this changes the future. Still, knowing the prince was willing to rectify this makes my broken heart soar. I should probably thank him, shouldn’t I? That would be the right thing to do.
Del pokes holes in what is left of her potatoes with her fork, sighing wistfully at the stalactites on the ceiling. “I know we’re meant to hate the prince after what he did, but I can understand why all the women swoon over him. He really is quite dark and dashing.”
Mari leans around Jeston’s back to give her friend a shove. “You always were into the bad boys.”
Del shoves her back with a giggle. “And you aren’t?” Her head swings toward me. “What is he like, Wynn?”
My hand tightens on my fork. “How should I know?”
Del wiggles her eyebrows suggestively. “There is no need to play coy with us. We all saw you dancing with him.”
Heat climbs my throat to my jaw.
Mari starts nodding. “Oh, yes. I completely forgot about that. What was he like?”
What I wouldn’t give for my mask right about now. My face feels like it has caught fire. “I…um…I didn’t even realize it was him.” Yet I should’ve known who he was the moment his hands met my body.
“Poppycock. The two of you disappeared behind that curtain for quite some time. Tell us, is he hung like a Pegasus like Darcy claims?”
Who the hell is Darcy and how does she know such intimate details about my mate? When I find the woman⁠—
Braith squeezes my knee, but her gaze remains pinned on the two women across from her. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re awful gossips?”
Jeston rolls his eyes, and I don’t find the gesture nearly as annoying as I used to. “Can we please stop talking about this? Personally, I’d like to forget last night. Let’s talk about something pleasant. Anyone have plans for later?”
After all that’s happened, no one feels like leaving the caverns, so they decide to meet in the great room for a game of cards at nine. After some prodding from Braith, I reluctantly agree to join them.
It will be good to talk and laugh with friends. At least, that is what I tell myself. In reality, all I want is to see Senan again. That shouldn’t happen, right? I should leave well enough alone. Besides, if he wants to see me, he knows where to find me. Seeking him out will only make me look even more desperate.
A mammoth guard in silver leathers appears in the canteen’s entrance, his dark brown hair cropped short and navy-blue wings folded tight at his back. What is a royal guard doing down here?
My stomach starts fluttering. I wonder what is in the brown paper package tucked beneath his arm.
Conversations fall silent as he scans the room.
“Stars, I think I just fell in love,” Mari whispers from behind her hand.
Del’s lips purse into a pout. “Why do we get stuck with all the homely guards?”
The newcomer stalks into the room and pounds on the House Master’s door. The House Master answers with a dark scowl until he sees the guard. The two disappear inside his office, only to reappear a few minutes later.
From across the room, the House Master’s gaze finds mine. “Wynn? Would you come here for a moment, please?”
“Lucky,” Mari murmurs. Del snorts her agreement.
I rise from the bench and cross the room on trembling limbs.
The guard is even larger up close—and infinitely more intimidating when he looks down his straight nose at me, his scowl deepening. “Your presence has been requested by Prince Senan Vale.” The entire room seems to suck in a breath when he hands me the package. “Change into this and meet me by the south gates.”

TURNS OUT “THIS” is a stunning gown of cerulean silk with a corseted bodice edged in gold lace. Never in my life have I worn a garment as luxurious. It feels like liquid starlight against my skin. Mari and Del linger in the hallway, asking a hundred questions about what is happening. All I can do is answer honestly and tell them I haven’t a clue. Before I reach the cavern exit, Braith pulls me aside and asks how I’m feeling.
The answer is complicated. I’m nervous. I’m excited. I’m irritated about being excited. So I go with, “I don’t know.”
“You do not have to go if you don’t want to,” she says. “He may be a prince, but he does not own you. Remember that.”
The problem is, Senan does own me, heart and soul. Still, I thank Braith for her concern. It’s nice to have a friend looking out for me. She hugs me, whispers good luck, and off I go.
The guard waits out in the gray day, his stern frown never wavering as he steps forward to meet me. “Are you comfortable with me carrying you?”
“I suppose that depends on where you’re carrying me.”
His brows raise, but he says nothing.
“If you don’t answer, then I am going to return to the caverns.”
“You dare to defy your prince’s wishes?”
I fold my arms and wait.
With a curse, the man shakes his head. “I am bringing you to the royal solarium.”
“That wasn’t so hard, was it?” The royal solarium houses the queen’s gardens. Senan’s mother herself used to tend to them back when she was still living. Everyone who has been there says their ethereal beauty is unmatched in all the realm. “Now, to answer your question, yes, I am comfortable with you carrying me.”
He sweeps me into his arms as if I weigh nothing, and his navy wings stretch wide. He pushes off the earth, shooting into the sky. I squeal at the unexpected swiftness as we climb toward the puffy clouds and burst through to where bright sunlight streams down upon us, warming me to my very core.
My arms draped around the man’s neck tighten as I squint against the harsh light. Wind twists and tears at my hair, and my eyes start to water from the sheer speed. We fly over towers of all shapes and sizes. The cityscape up here has changed so much over the last four years. I search for my aunt’s tower on the horizon but don’t recognize a thing. We soar over the parks built on mountain peaks. The sun glints off Polaris Temple and the blue-black waters of Sheer Falls.
After no time at all, the guard lands atop a balcony ringing a building made almost entirely of glass. Black frames separate each pane, coming together like something out of a storybook. Arched doorways drip with ivy, topped with colorful stained glass that paints rainbows on the marble floor within.
I’ve never seen anything as beautiful. Even the rooms at the castle pale in comparison to this sanctuary. I smooth my clammy palms down my skirt. My hair probably looks a fright, but there isn’t much I can do about it now.
My worries fade away when I step into the balmy room to find a handsome prince waiting for me.



Thirty-Five





ALLETTE


SENAN’S STARLIT eyes find mine and do not stray, as if he doesn’t even notice the paradise surrounding us. When he takes a step forward, my heart leaps and stomach swoops.
“You’re here,” he says, a little breathless. “I was afraid you wouldn’t come.”
The guard remains in the doorway, watching us. While I would love nothing more than to run to my love, my slippers remain firmly planted. “Who am I to refuse a request from Prince Senan himself?”
His lips flatten. “Indeed.” He takes another step closer, seeming oblivious to our audience.
“You shouldn’t have sent a royal guard to collect me,” I say quietly.
“Bilson is a steel trap, aren’t you Bilson?” Senan murmurs, his gaze dipping to my mouth even as his tongue wets his own lips.
The guard’s deep voice rumbles from the doorway. “Yes, sire.”
“Won’t tell a soul, will you, Bilson?”
“Not a soul, sire.”
As if that matters when the entire canteen watched a member of the royal guard come for me and overheard him mention the prince’s name. Mari and Del saw me in this gown that must’ve cost a fortune, and I’m certain the entire staff will hear about my run-in with Senan last night.
Senan inches closer, eyes locked with mine, like we’re both caught in each other’s thrall, loath to look away. “You can go now, Bilson.”
The guard turns on his heel and slips silently through the glass door.
“Why am I here?” I ask.
Senan holds out a hand. “Because I want to show you something.”
My fingers find his, and it feels like coming home. He leads me through a maze of vibrant blooms, past a burbling stream, over a small wooden bridge, to a patch of grass in front of a wall of climbing moonflowers. The snow-white blooms are only open a fraction, waiting for the sun beating through the glass to fall and the moon to awaken from its slumber. I touch the soft petals, so delicate and ethereal.
“Moonflowers are my favorite.” They were my mother’s favorite as well.
Senan plucks a bud from the vine, twirling the stem between his tattooed fingers. “I remember.” He steps closer and tucks the flower behind my ear.
My lips lift. “Liar.” Long ago, I mentioned it in passing, and he did give me that paperweight, but so much has happened since those moments we shared.
His fingers catch the buttons of his white shirt, and he begins to unfasten them one by one. I’m about to ask what he is doing when I notice the intricate tattoo curving across his tanned shoulder.
Moonflowers climb on vines, silently claiming his skin. My throat locks up as I take a hesitant step closer. There, on his chest, is a name. My name. As if he’d branded himself for me. I can’t help but trace the delicate letters. Senan’s hand folds over mine. His heart beats strong and steady beneath my palm. “Do you believe me now?”
“I believe you now.”
Senan’s free hand skims along my jaw, applying the slightest pressure, until I’m no longer studying his tattoos but his face.
He isn’t yours.
I give myself a mental shake, somehow managing to look away. Behind him, a basket sits on a plaid blanket stretched between two bushes. “Is that a picnic?”
He glances over his shoulder, his brow furrowing, as if he hadn’t remembered the picnic at all. “Perhaps.”
“But you hate picnics.” I remember him ranting about having to go on one with his brothers back when we were first together. Went on and on about it for hours.
“I only hated picnics because none of them were with you.”
Still as charming as ever. Silver-eyed and silver-tongued. A threat to any woman’s willpower. “And by a burbling brook, no less. For a man who is scared of fish, you certainly are pulling out all the stops.”
Although he grimaces at the water, he holds up a finger and says, “I am not scared of fish. They simply disgust me.”
What a liar. He’d told me he used to hate baths as a child because he was afraid a fish would get into the tub and “nibble his bits.” His words, not mine.
I kneel on the bank and dip my fingers into the cool water.
“What are you doing?” He drops down next to me at the same time a small goldfish darts from beneath a lily pad.
“I am catching a fish to prove my point.”
“Come now. You don’t want to get slime all over your fingers, do you?” He inches closer, peering into the stream. A little closer. A little closer…
I catch a handful of water and throw it in his face. The sound he makes is somewhere between a yelp and a squeal, although it’s difficult to hear him over my own laughter. The righteous indignation on his face as he swipes a hand to clear the drops clinging to his chin only makes me laugh harder.
“Not scared of fish, my arse,” I manage between gasps. Stars, my sides are starting to hurt.
His teeth gleam when his lips curve into a mischievous grin. “You will pay for that.”
“Save your idle threats, sire,” I tease. Drying my hands on my skirts, I push to my feet and start for that picnic basket.
Senan leaps in front of me and snags the basket, clutching the thing protectively against his chest. “Ah, ah. No food for you. I do not dine with monsters.” Still holding the basket, he sits cross-legged on the blanket.
“But I’m hungry.” I ease down next to him, giving my most pleading look. The food in the canteen tasted like chalk. I want what he brought.
“You should’ve thought of that before you covered me in fish urine.”
“It’s clean water.”
Senan arches a dark brow. “So you’re telling me they defecate elsewhere?”
He does have a point. Not that I will ever admit it. I clasp my hands beneath my chin, prepared to beg for one of the plump strawberries in the bowl he withdraws from the basket. “Please, Senan.”
A bowl of grapes still on the vine, a wheel of orange cheese, and crusty bread follows. “First, you must apologize for acting like a heathen. And then you must tell me how fearless I am.”
“I am dreadfully sorry. And you are so fearless—and so strong as well. You could fight a hundred goldfish and come out the victor.”
“That is much better.” His lips twitch as he pours two glasses of wine and hands the first to me. “It’s a good thing you apologized. I would’ve hated to keep you from having some of this.” He withdraws a silver tray with what looks like⁠—
“Is that cheesecake?”
“Still your favorite, I hope?”
“It is.” First the moonflowers and now this? “I can’t believe you remember.”
His head tilts, sending a lock of onyx hair falling across his furrowed brow. “I remember everything about you, Allette.”
And I remember everything about him as well.
The problem is, the people we were back then are not the same people we are today.
This Senan is shrouded in four years of mystery.
And me?
He doesn’t know the woman I’ve become. I’m not sure I want him to. It would be better for us both if he forgot me entirely.
So instead of asking what else he remembers as my heart yearns for me to do, I switch to a safer topic. “Thank you for letting Jeston go.”
His soft smile slips into something sad, and he looks away, toward the feast he brought. “I had no right to attack your friend.” He takes a deep drink from his glass, glancing up at me for a split second before plucking a grape free to roll between his fingers. “Do you think the two of you will keep in touch when you leave?”
I set down the wine in favor of a plump strawberry. Ripe, juicy, and oh so sweet. “Why would I leave?”
He blinks at me. “Despite your monstrous behavior with the stream, you are a member of the Scathian nobility. You don’t belong in the caverns, cleaning up after others.”
That was before. Back when I was whole. Now, I don’t know where I belong. All I know is that I need to be able to take care of myself because, in the end, there is only one person I can rely on. And unfortunately, it isn’t the prince sitting across from me. “Maybe I like my job.”
“Do you?”
No, but that isn’t the point. “I like the people I work with. And it’s nice having a purpose.”
“Did you not have a purpose before?”
Oh, I had a purpose, all right. One I loathed with the fire of a thousand suns. “You mean to marry and become some rich man’s wife? I’d rather scrub toilets than tie myself to someone I do not love.” If there is one positive outcome to the disaster that is my life, it’s that I will be able to choose my own path.
The muscles in his jaw flex and pulse. “You already have a husband.”
“You and I both know those vows we exchanged aren’t legally binding.” No one would believe that a prince of the realm would marry the orphaned daughter of a lowly lord.
“They’re binding to me.”
My mind immediately jumps to Darcy. “And yet you’ve been with other women.”
He looks away, his jaw still working beneath his stubble. “I was faithful to my vows for the first year. When I found that body…” He scrubs a hand down his face. “If I’d known you still drew breath, I never would’ve sought the company of other women.”
Given the circumstances, it’s unfair of me to hold him to his promises, but knowing he has been with others kills me all the same. That they’ve been lucky enough to hold him—to love him—while I was so far away.
He clears his throat. “Have you…um… Have you been with anyone else?”
I hate the truth, and yet I tell him all the same. “Yes.”
His breath hitches, and devastation paints his handsome face. It takes him a few moments to respond. When he does, his question is no more than a trembling whisper. “Did you love him?”
At least I can say with absolute certainty, “I have only ever loved you.”
Our love isn’t the kind you read about in sonnets. Our love doesn’t bring light and happiness. It brings pain and devastation. And yet I wouldn’t change it for the world because as tragic as it is, this love is ours.
He falls onto his back and presses the heels of his palms against his eyes. “We truly are cursed, aren’t we?”
I ease down beside him, resting my weight on my elbow, drinking in the way the golden sun plays on his form. “I don’t know what we are.” We are two lovers who share a haunted past and dreams of a future that will never come true.
His hands lower, and he rolls to face me.
That is the reality of us, and no amount of wishing will ever change it.
His fingers slip around my wrist, and he brings my hand to his lips, pressing a kiss to my pulse. My heart beats a little faster.
Looking into his hypnotic eyes is like staring into liquid moonlight. A portal into his thoughts and desires. And from the way his gaze rakes down to my mouth, it’s clear his desires match my own.
“Cursed or not, we are two halves of the same whole,” he says. “Two souls made to dance among the stars. Two hearts that beat as one. We are mates.”
We may be all of those things, but the world insists that none of it matters. That the plans and whims of others will always win over our own.
His fingers lightly graze my cheek as he tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. The flower he placed there drifts to the blanket, wilted like the heart in my chest. “Did you kiss me last night, or was that a dream?”
It does feel like a dream. A beautiful, tragic dream. “I thought you were gone and didn’t know how else to bring you back.”
He flops onto his back and falls still.
A startled laugh bubbles up inside me. What is he doing? When I nudge his shoulder, he doesn’t budge. “Get up, you loon.” When I poke his ribs, nothing happens. I even threaten to throw fish on him, but Senan refuses to acknowledge me.
He has lost his mind.
I didn’t know how else to bring you back.
“Oh, dear. The prince is clearly unconscious. How will I ever revive him?” The smile on my face feels foreign as I lean down and let my lips whisper against his. His hands lock around my waist, lifting and tugging until my knees fall to either side of his hips, mirroring our position from the night before.
“Much better,” he murmurs, sliding his hands up my spine, tangling in my messy hair, keeping me in place until his breath becomes my breath.
“Senan,” I whisper. A warning. A plea.
He adds the slightest pressure to the back of my neck, urging me down until our foreheads brush. “Before you protest, hear me out. I don’t want you to remember me like that—for our last kiss to be tainted. I want your memories of me to be fond. To replace all the bad with good. To make you smile for as long as I’m able.” His thumb presses against my mouth, dragging down, toying with my lower lip. “Say you’ll let me.”



Thirty-Six





ALLETTE


SAY YOU’LL LET ME.
I want to. Despite knowing all I know, despite our past and our future, stars, do I want to. But I worry. About me and my broken heart, yes. But more than that, I worry about Senan. What happened all those years ago may have broken me, but it shattered him. How will he fare when we’re ripped apart once more?
And how can I take this moment for myself without telling him the truth of what I’ve become?
He doesn’t even realize I’m no longer Scathian. That those humans stole the only things that put us on a semi-even footing.
My head and my heart are at war, but my heart has been broken for so long, weakened by seams stitched haphazardly back together.
“So, what? We just pretend you’re not about to marry someone else and move to another kingdom?” So simple. So logical. It’s going to hurt, whispers my heart.
Warm hands brush my hair back from my face, the dark dye concealing its true color the same way I hide my scars. “That is exactly what we do. I have too many regrets in this life. I don’t want one of them to be that we didn’t steal every last drop of happiness when we were given the chance.” His tongue darts out, swiping along full lips that I ache to kiss. His eyes plead and beg, and yet he says, “But what I want doesn’t matter if you no longer feel the same. Last time, I didn’t give you much of a choice. This time, I will follow your lead.”
The lust clouding my mind is making me waver. The longer I stare at my long-lost love, the louder my heart whispers, until I hear it as clear as a bell: It’s going to hurt either way.
Senan’s dark brows rise in silent question, and I answer the only way I know how.
By dropping forward and crushing my mouth to his. His grip on my neck tightens almost painfully, but nothing hurts as much as my heart knowing this isn’t a joyous greeting but a stubborn attempt to ignore goodbye. His tongue glides along the seam of my lips, and when I open for him, sweeps inside to meet mine, tasting and teasing.
My hips start to move, seeking friction, rocking and grinding, dragging a curse from his lips as Senan’s body hardens beneath the softest parts of mine, stroking where I crave him most.
Hips lift. Holds tighten. Tongues conquer.
“That’s my girl,” he murmurs between wild kisses, hands untangling from my hair, gliding down my arms, anchoring on either side of my rolling hips. “Just like that. Not too fast.” He sets a less frantic pace, moving me deeper. “There you go. Nice and slow. We’ve waited far too long to rush.”
My elbows rest on either side of his head, caging him in, keeping him for myself.
His mouth consumes mine just as he has consumed my heart, wholly and without reservation. Teeth nip my lower lip. My chin. My jaw. Devouring with a frenzied sort of hunger, as if we are starved for each other. Nails sink into skin, grasping at every piece of flesh we can reach.
I yank on the soft fabric of his shirt, desperate to see how the years have honed his body. “Take this off.”
His grin flashes, and he rolls me onto my back, taking charge. He reaches behind his head to tug his shirt up and off. His body has always been beautiful, but seeing the man he has become leaves me aching with want. With need.
The lean muscles of his chest and abdomen look as if they have been carved in stone by the finest sculptor in all the realm. The deep cut of his hips creates the perfect V.
My name covers his heart. My flowers climb his arms. Our story has been inked on his knuckles. My gaze falls to an intricate tattoo of a cage stretching across his ribs. At the bottom lies a prone blackbird, tiny talons raised, curled around nothing.
Goosebumps lift beneath my fingers as I trace the creature’s black wings, knowing in my heart who it represents. My prince is the blackbird. The castle is his cage. In this piece, he isn’t alive. He is dead.
Oh, Senan…
His fingers wrap around mine, bringing them to his lips. His soft, warm mouth touches my fingertips as he watches me with such tenderness in his eyes. “I love the way you look at me.”
“And how is that?” My chin lifts, desperate to feel his mouth against my throat.
“The same way you always have. Like you see me. Not my crown. Not my mistakes. Me.”
I trace the indentations below his hip bones until the tips of my fingers tuck into his waistband. “I do see you. Although, I’d like to see more of you,” I confess, giving his waistband a tug.
The corner of his lips lift into that cheeky grin I love so much. “You first.”
My pounding heart skitters to a halt.
Your scars!
He’ll love me anyway.
Are you certain?
Senan’s betrothed is the picture of perfection, a princess with an entire kingdom at her disposal. How could he possibly want me after he learns the truth?
I can’t do this. I can’t.
I shove his left knee, setting him off balance. He seems to understand that I need space and falls to the side, letting me escape from beneath him.
Everything is happening so fast. I didn’t come here to be seduced. I don’t even know why I came. Didn’t I decide to let him go? What am I thinking?
“Allette?”
I stumble away, but then I see the picnic and the moonflowers and I’m so twisted up inside, so sick of indecision and second guessing, that I freeze, suspended in time, neither coming nor going.
When Senan’s hand lands on my back, I flinch. He jerks as if he’s touched a hot coal, his eyes shuttering. I hate that I’ve put distance between us, but I’m struggling and cannot pretend otherwise.
“I’m sorry, Allette. I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable.” He adjusts his thick erection inside his trousers. “Being near you again makes it difficult to discern the past from the present. I shall endeavor to control myself better. Please don’t leave me yet.” His eyes glisten and he starts blinking rapidly. “You haven’t even had any cheesecake.”
“I’m not uncomfortable.” If anything, I am too comfortable, lulled into a sense of rightness I have only ever experienced with the man standing a breath away. Everything with Senan is too easy—and that is what makes this so bloody hard.
His brow furrows. “Then tell me what I have done so that I might fix it.”
I want to tell him that nothing is wrong. But I can’t lie, not to him. So I draw in a fortifying breath and tell him the truth. “I don’t want you to see how broken I am.”
His gaze softens, and his quiet sigh fans against my cheek as he holds out his hands. For the first time, I realize how many scars track across his palms. Not just our mating bond but others, small and large, mangled and straight. He must’ve been glamouring them.
Hiding his pain the way I’ve been hiding mine.
And I love him anyway.
Senan holds them out toward me, open and empty. “Let us be broken together.”
He is giving me the choice, and he deserves the same. Slowly, I turn, allowing him access to the laces at my back. My voice hitches when I tell him to take off my gown. Those scarred hands gather my hair, lifting the heavy waves over my shoulder, tracing the square back of my dress to the laces.
The gown loosens and falls away, leaving me in a thin shift, white undergarments, and a body riddled with scars.
He draws one sleeve down my shoulder, replacing the cotton with kisses that linger. Kisses that warm. Kisses that heal. My body yearns to melt into his, and yet I remain rigid. Waiting. Terrified. Hopeful.
He does the same to the other sleeve, but then he stops.
His harsh intake of breath leaves me cold. “Allette…”
He has seen them… He knows… The tears burning my eyes spill free, slipping silently down my cheeks.
I feel him touch the top of my scar, where the base of my wing used to rest between my shoulder blades. “Who did this to you?”
His voice is low. Lethal.
I step out of his grasp and turn, but I’m too mortified by the hideous marks to look at his face. “Humans. Those wings you saw in that shack were mine.”
And now he knows the devastating truth.
“Allette, open your eyes.”
I shake my head. “I can’t.”
“Please.”
The brokenness in his plea gives me the courage to peer through my lashes.
Tears spill from Senan’s eyes, making them glitter all the more. “I need you to understand something,” he says, his voice catching. “There is nothing you can say, nothing you can show me, that will make me love you any less. You have no wings? I will give you mine. You have no magic? I will give you that as well.”
I press my hands to my eyes in a useless attempt to clear the dampness there. “You don’t mean that.” He can’t possibly.
Warm fingers slip around my wrists, pulling my hands away. “I do.” This time, his voice does not catch or waver. “I gave you my heart the day we met. What makes you think I wouldn’t give you everything else as well?”
Time. Distance. Change. Her.
“Do you remember what I said to you the night we exchanged our vows?” he asks.
I remember everything. Every single word and promise we made to each other.
“I said, ‘I will love you⁠—‘”
“‘Until the sun implodes and the stars stop shining,’” I finish.
“And last I checked, the sun still rules our days, and the stars still decorate our night.”
As if the sun itself hears our words, the light in the garden seems to brighten.
I raise my lips to his and whisper, “I love you, Senan Vale. Whole or broken.”
“And I love you, Allette Vale. Whole or broken.”
To the world, I may be Allette Rittey, but here, in this magical place, I am Allette Vale, wife of Senan Vale, third son of the late King Taranis of Kumulus.
Senan takes me by the shoulders, his thumbs sweeping along my bare skin. “Turn around.”
I do as he says, my stomach clenching and breathing shallow. His warmth presses close as his mouth meets my scar. “You are as beautiful today as you were in that market. These are not marks of weakness but proof of your strength.” Another kiss. Another promise. “And if I were in the human realm, I would carve out the heart of every last man who hurt you.”
Those men are dead, and ruminating on their terrible deeds only exhumes them from their shallow graves. This is no longer a day for looking back. No longer a day for looking forward.
This is a day for now.
So I turn to face my love, lace my hands in his hair, and tug him down. I don’t know who falls first or how it happens, but we end up on the softest carpet of grass, Senan hovering over me, silhouetted by the sun that does, indeed, shine. My legs lock around his hips, dragging him against my aching center. My hammering heart pounds when I feel him swelling once more, straining against his trousers.
My nails bite into his shoulders each time his teeth nip along my jaw. My throat. My collarbone.
This isn’t about making love. This is about taking for ourselves what fate and the stars stole from us. There is still so much left unsaid, but my desire for more drowns out everything else.
Senan lets go to slip his hands up my thighs, catching the waistband of my undergarments and tugging them off. Bracing my weight on my heels, I lift my hips, making it easier for him to drag the white cotton down my thighs and toss them next to our abandoned picnic.
Senan’s hair tickles my cheek, my chest, as he trails burning kisses down to my breasts. “More beautiful than I remember,” he murmurs, capturing one stiff peak between his lips.
I claw at his hair, wanting him closer. Needing him inside me.
His playful tongue teases one breast, then the other. One hand envelopes mine above my head as he braces his weight on his elbow. His other hand locks around my hip, holding me in place as he grinds into me until I’m sure to combust.
His trousers are still on. Why are they still on? “Remove your trousers.”
“I seem to recall promising to make you pay for a certain splashing incident.” Those lips trail lower, and his tongue dips into my navel on his way down, down, down.
“Senan, please.”
His eyes fill with dark promise as he looks up at me and his scarred palms meet my knees. “Show me how wide these go.” He urges my legs apart, leaving me bare and spread for him. “That’s my girl.”
I expect him to remove his trousers and give me what I crave. Instead, he eases forward and flattens his tongue against where I ache most. Something between a moan and a gasp falls from my lips. My hips buck involuntarily. I don’t know if I want to press him closer or shy away until my mate finds my core with a very, very insistent tongue and blackness swarms the edge of my vision.
He is a man possessed, never straying, wholly focused, until my legs, still splayed, begin to tremble and I’m about to burst. I don’t want to fly alone. I want to fly with him.
“Stop,” I breathe. He keeps going and my eyes roll back in my head and— “Stop.”
His mouth departs from my flesh, his gaze lifting, brows arched.
“I need you inside me.”
He drags a hand across his mouth, clearing the wetness from his lips, and smirks down at me as he unfastens his trousers and shoves them down his strong thighs covered in a light dusting of dark hair.
His stiff cock springs free.
A Pegasus, indeed.
His eyes stay locked on mine while he fists himself and strokes. “Is this what you want, wife?”
I replace his hand with my own, curling my fingers around his solid shaft. “Yes. Don’t make me come alone.”
A deep, feral growl rumbles in his chest when I urge him forward, swiping the head of his cock against my soaked folds. With one long, slow thrust, he is fully seated, stealing the air from my lungs and every thought from my head.
“A perfect fit,” he rasps against the shell of my ear, sending tingles down my spine.
He spoke those exact same words the first time we made love, before I understood how my body could accommodate the sheer size of him. “A perfect fit,” I agree, the final word becoming a moan when he starts to move, hitting deep over and over. Our bodies collide with reckless abandon, filling the perfumed air with an orchestra of whimpers and moans.
“Yes.” I cling to his shoulders, holding on as he sets a demanding pace, taking and giving, pleasure with pain. He finds my clit with his thumb, flicking and pressing, bringing me ever closer to the sky. “Senan….”
His eyes become molten, dark and dangerous. “Louder.”
“Senan,” I moan, begging for the fiery release building in my core, coiling in my stomach.
“Louder,” he rasps, sweat beading on his brow, the muscles in his stomach flexing with each demanding thrust. “Let the stars that have damned us hear you screaming my name.”
I call his name until my throat grows hoarse and the breath evacuates my lungs. When stars burst behind my eyes, Senan follows me into bliss, crying mine.
He falls forward, chest heaving and body shuddering. Here, in his arms, I feel wanted. Loved. Safe. When he rolls onto his back and pulls me into him, my head falls to his chest, and I commit to memory the sound of his heart pounding against my ear.
“That was far better than I remember.”
His chest rumbles beneath my cheek. “How dare you criticize young Senan’s lovemaking.”
“I’m not criticizing young Senan. I’m praising old Senan.”
“You did not just call me old,” he scoffs, giving my hair a hard tug.
“Sire?”
Senan’s head snaps toward the sound of his guard’s call. In a blink, my face is no longer pressed to skin but to grass. Senan grabs his discarded shirt, draping it over my naked form. “Step through that door, Bilson, and your head will be on a pike by nightfall.”
The soft white cotton smells like him. If I could wear this instead of my dress, I would. “You really should be nicer to him.”
There is no trace of amusement on my love’s face when he looks down at me. “No man sees what is mine.”
I would love to express the same sentiment, but now that the fog of lust has cleared, reality is beginning to seep into our peaceful, sunny bubble. Another woman will see what is mine. Senan’s actual wife.
“Sire, it’s almost dinner time. You know what the king will do if you do not return.” Bilson sounds quite exasperated. And who could blame him? Surely he must’ve heard what just transpired in this solar.
My cheeks warm, and it has nothing to do with the sun beating through the glass.
“I don’t want dinner.” Senan glances sidelong at me, those eyes making a slow, careful drag down my body. “Perhaps I’ll tell the king I’ve already eaten.”
He is ridiculous…and I wouldn’t have him any other way.
By the time we dress and pack up our forgotten picnic, the sun is sinking below the far-off horizon. The thought of returning to those dark caverns fills me with such dread. But since that is my fate, I must accept it.
Senan catches my hand. I can’t bring myself to look at him lest he see the misery on my face. “Come to my room tonight.”
And wait in his bedroom like some shameful secret while he dines with his betrothed and the rest of the nobility? I know that isn’t what he means by the offer, but that is how it feels.
I slip my hand from his. “I’m afraid I have plans.”
His face falls, but he does not push. “When will I see you again?”
“I will come to you when I can.” Tomorrow, perhaps. Once I’ve had time to sleep and sort through all these conflicting emotions invading my heart.
Although he looks like he wants to protest, he nods and presses a kiss to my chest, right above my heart. “I will be counting the minutes until then.”



Thirty-Seven





SENAN


BY SOME MIRACLE, I’m going to make it back to the castle on time. Yes, my shirt has grass stains, and I smell as if I’ve been rolling around in a field, but I can see the towers in the distance, silhouetted by the falling sun. And for the first time in four years, I feel genuinely hopeful. I may be soaring through the darkening sky, but my mind is still in that sunny room made of glass and dreams, my body wrapped in Allette’s, a cocoon of heat and skin.
The euphoria vanishes when I remember what the humans did to my mate. My blunt nails carve crescent moons into my scarred palms. How could anyone be so evil? To maim and destroy an innocent woman. She is lucky to be alive.
That body in the shed very easily could have been Allette’s.
And there isn’t a fucking thing I can do about it.
I wasn’t there to help her. To save her from the trauma she endured. I may not have held the weapon, but my decision to remain in the human realm led to this. How can she stand to look at me? Why isn’t she blaming me as well?
A small crowd gathers on the dining room balcony. I spot Leeri’s white wings where she stands with her slender arms folded over the balustrade, watching the sunset. With a quick change of direction, I land instead near my brothers. The moment my feet meet marble, there is a second thump at my back. Bell gives me the same steely glare I’ve come to know and loathe, no doubt wondering where the hell I’ve been since his shift started twenty minutes ago.
The lords and ladies gathered continue their chatter, mostly about the beauty of the sunset and my upcoming nuptials. How easy it was to forget this reality when I was with my girl.
Kyffin’s face brightens, and he throws his arms around my waist. “You made it.”
At least someone is happy to see me.
Rhainn takes one look at my current state and rolls his eyes.
Kyffin steps back, his nose wrinkling as he gives my sleeve a tug, right above a large green smear. “Have you been training?”
“Sort of.”
Snorting, Rhainn sets the glass of champagne dangling between his fingers onto the balustrade and slips out of his black dress coat. It isn’t until he shoves the garment into my chest that I understand. He has never covered for me before. Why now?
“I’ve a headache and don’t feel like listening to Boris snarl,” Rhainn mutters, collecting his champagne once more.
The jacket is a bit tight around my arms and shoulders, but the length works perfectly. And if it saves me and my brothers from Boris’s wrath, then we all win.
The dinner bell rings, and I find myself staring at the masked servants on my way to the table even though none of them could be Allette. I’ve always likened this castle to a cage, but now that I know my girl lives, these marble walls feel as if they’re closing in, suffocating me.
I asked Bilson to bring Allette straight to the caverns and ensure she made it inside before he went home for the evening. If the servants’ stairs weren’t warded, I know exactly where I’d be spending my night.
I’m almost to my chair when someone touches my elbow, and I hear a feminine voice say my name. My smile is as brittle as glass as I turn to face my darling betrothed. “Where have you been?” Leeri hisses. The silken gown she wears matches her narrowed eyes.
I don’t see the point in answering. It’s not as if I’m going to tell her the truth anyway.
Her sharp nail needles my arm. “Have you nothing to say to me?”
“About what?”
“Stars, Senan.” She presses her fingers to her temples. “We were to sit for our portraits today.”
To be fair, I’ve had a lot happen in the last twenty-four hours. Sitting for a portrait wasn’t at the top of my list of priorities. “We can get portraits in Nimbiss.” Not that I plan on being there either.
“I don’t want to get my portrait in Nimbiss.”
“Yes, well, we don’t always get what we want, do we?”
The king takes his seat at the head of the table, meaning the rest of us are allowed to sit as well, which is fucking brilliant because I’m hungry enough to eat every single one of the ten courses.
Rhainn is back to glaring at me as he pulls out Leeri’s chair for her. She thanks him and settles in next to me, Kyff on my left and Rhainn on Leeri’s right.
Her hand lands on my thigh beneath the table. “Where have you been all afternoon?”
I remove her hand from my body and place it on her own chair. Hurt fills her eyes. I should probably feel bad for treating her so terribly, but there really is no other way for me to get out of this marriage. Not after I foolishly swore to Boris that I would go through with it.
Leeri is the one making the decisions now.
A servant leans between us to set a silver platter of salad greens on the table.
Normally, I’d skip the salad, but today I scoop out extra. Must keep my health up however possible. Oh, tomatoes. I love tomatoes. “I went to the solarium,” I say.
Leeri’s fingers brush mine when I hand over the tongs. “I’ve heard the solarium of Kumulus is most stunning. Is it true that it’s made completely of glass?”
The solarium had been a wedding gift from my father to my mother. It is one of the most beautiful places in this kingdom, although, seeing as I’ve been to no other solariums, I really have nothing to compare it to. “That is correct.”
“I would love for you to take me there.”
And taint the memory forever? No, thank you.
“We could go tomorrow,” she suggests.
“What about your very important portrait?”
“It’s our portrait. And the artist cannot return until the following day.”
“I’m afraid I’m busy tomorrow as well.”
“With what?”
Hopefully, spending time with my girl. And if not, I’ll be doing anything and everything that will keep me away from my fiancée.
“Do I need to speak with the king? Have him clear your schedule?” she presses.
This argument feels tiresome. “What will you do when we move to Nimbiss and you can no longer go to him for assistance?”
Anger snaps in her glacial eyes, and her hands ball into fists in her lap. “My father will not stand for you treating me with such disrespect.”
Her father won’t have a choice because I’m not marrying this woman.
I catch Boris watching us from over his golden goblet, so I am sure to reply with a smile. “I am not a child and will not be treated as one. If you wish to marry a pliable, spineless man, then by all means, I will not stop you. I’m certain you can take your pick.” I gesture toward those gathered, knowing any one of them would happily wed a beautiful princess—even those who already have wives.
“What has gotten into you? Why are you treating me so horribly?”
This isn’t entirely Leeri’s fault. And I’m taking all my anger with Boris out on this poor woman. But I need her to be the one to put an end to this arrangement.
“Senan?”
When she reaches for my hand, I reach for my wine, and her hand falls away.

DESSERT HAS BEEN SERVED, but I can’t possibly fit another bite into my stomach. The moment we’re dismissed from this table, I am going straight to my room and passing out.
Rhainn has thankfully kept Leeri occupied, talking about some book or another, leaving me free and clear to drift into memories of my evening spent with Allette.
That is until Boris stands and tosses his serviette onto the table.
Before he turns to leave, I hear him say something to the Nimbiss Minister about our brother Aeron. Since he’s been gone, it’s almost as if he no longer exists.
Aeron used to write, but I haven’t received a letter from him in three months. Last I heard, his wife wasn’t well, and he wasn’t sure he would make it to the wedding.
As much as I hope there will be no wedding, having Aeron here could actually help. He always excelled at devising brilliant plans to escape this castle for our adventures. Perhaps he could assist me with my current predicament.
The legs of my chair drag when I scoot back. I toss the serviette from my lap onto the table and hurry to catch Boris before he disappears into a cloud of cigar smoke and whiskey.
“King Boris? If I might have a word?”
Although his eyes widen, he quickly hides his surprise beneath a tight-lipped smile and gestures toward the nearest alcove.
The boisterous conversations from those who’ve had too much wine are muffled when we step behind the heavy drapes. I remember hiding in these when we were children. So much has changed since then. “Were you talking about Aeron just now?” I ask.
Groaning, Boris closes his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose. “Of course you would choose today to start paying attention.” With a heavy sigh, he meets my gaze once more. “Aeron has sent word that he will be coming to Kumulus for the wedding.”
Finally, a stroke of good luck. Heaven knows I need it.
It’s been almost a year since I’ve seen my brother, and it would be rude to let him arrive without a proper welcome.
Boris holds up a finger, and I do my damndest to keep my elation from showing on my face. He never likes it when I’m happy about something.
“But hear me now, brother,” Boris says. “You are to be wed in just over a fortnight. I do not want the two of you up to your old tricks. The moment I catch wind of even a hint of mischief, our brother will no longer be welcome here.”
Please. He is hardly going to ban a foreign leader from his ancestral home. Wars have been started for less. Although I swear to him that no mischief will occur, it’s a promise I have no intention of keeping.
I wait until Boris leaves the room to head out into the hallway.
Bell looks at me with such disdain, I almost laugh. The poor man has been through the wringer thanks to me. At least he knows what to expect. “Come, Bell. We must visit the apothecary.”
His scowl deepens. “For what?”
“I need to buy my brother a present.”



Thirty-Eight





ALLETTE


THE FLIGHT back to the castle is mostly silent. I hate that I must rely on someone else to bring me home instead of being able to fly on my own. It’s like when I was a child before my wings grew and my parents had to carry me everywhere. Bilson lands outside the gates, his boots crunching on the gravel. The men standing guard spring to life, grabbing keys, unlocking the door, and standing at attention as the guard escorts me through.
Once we’re out of earshot, I give the man a hopeful smile. “Thank you, Bilson.” He may have only been acting under Senan’s orders, but I appreciate it all the same.
The man inclines his head and leaves me to return to the caverns beneath the mountain. If I’d thought ahead, I would’ve brought my uniform to change into before anyone else saw me in this gown, but since I didn’t, I keep my head down as I hurry through the twisting hallways past the great room.
My friends are huddled at two of the many sofas spread around the cavern, colorful playing cards covering the low table between them. Braith sees me, and her eyes widen before she nods her chin toward the hallway leading to our rooms. Thankfully, everyone else seems too engrossed in the game to notice me slip through.
A moment later, Braith meets me in the hallway beneath one of the flickering fae lights. She grabs my hand and tugs me forward. Until this moment, I didn’t realize how much I was looking forward to speaking with her about all that has transpired. Otherwise, I’d probably be up all night tossing and turning.
“Everyone is talking about your affair with the prince,” she whispers, a smirk playing on her lips.
I despise that word: affair. Like what my prince and I share isn’t beautiful but dirty and sinful. “Senan and I are not having an affair.” If anything, the princess is the one having the affair. Yes, the two of them have been betrothed for years, but he is my mate.
From her hum, it’s clear she doesn’t believe me. No matter. The truth is the truth, whether one believes it or not. We hurry down the hall, around the corner, and⁠—
I slam into a bloody wall.
Only it’s not a wall. It’s one of the guards. I mutter an apology, rubbing my sore nose. Thank the stars it’s not broken or bleeding.
The guard clasps my arms, keeping me from toppling backward from the force of the hit. “Careful, now. The floors are slippery tonight. Wouldn’t want anyone falling and getting hurt.”
His hands feel clammy against my bare arms, like he slid them along the damp walls before catching me. I step out of his grasp even as I apologize for not being more careful.
The guard’s green-eyed gaze drags down the length of my silk gown, and his lips tug into a lazy sort of smile that makes me want to put even more distance between us.
Thankfully, I’m saved from whatever irritating comment he makes under his breath when Braith guides me down the hallway, away from his leering gaze. “Scathian pig,” she mutters so that only I can hear. “As if you would stoop to rutting with some lowly guard when you’ve caught the eye of a prince. I swear, these men down here have far too high an opinion of themselves.”
I have to agree.
He wasn’t the only guard I’ve caught leering—and not just at me but at the other maids as well. The other day, two of them were standing guard outside the bathing rooms, as if there would be trouble in there.
We make it to Braith’s room around the corner and escape into darkness. Giddiness bubbles inside of me. I’m so happy, I can hardly breathe. Braith taps the fae light beside her bed, drenching the room in an orange glow.
Her room looks almost the same as mine. One chair and a ledge carved into the rust-colored stone that serves as a tiny table. A small chest of drawers and a bed built into the wall. But unlike my plain reddish walls, someone has painted an exquisite rose garden mural above the bed.
Braith whips toward me with a smile so wide, she looks like she is ready to burst as well. “Tell me everything.”
I reach out to touch a painted petal, so realistic, it looks as if it should feel soft. “I don’t even know where to begin. He is so…stars, he is so wonderful.”
“Where did he bring you?”
“To the royal solarium. We had a picnic.” At least, we tried to.
She wiggles her brows, a gleam in her eyes. “Is that all you had?”
She is far too intuitive for my own good. And my flaming cheeks certainly don’t help either.
“I knew it! I could tell the man was besotted the moment I saw the two of you in that alcove.”
“Truly?” I mean, Senan said he still loved me, but words mean nothing without truth behind them.
“Cross my heart and dare to fly.” Braith kneels on the ground beside her bed and reaches for the corner of the panel at its base. The wood pops off, and she slides it aside, revealing a dark space underneath. “I’ve never seen someone as far gone as your prince. The man set a prisoner free because you asked it of him, for star’s sake. Look at the gown you wear—I’ve never seen a garment as fine.”
She is right. I really shouldn’t be questioning Senan’s love or loyalty, but it’s so difficult to come to terms with still being enough for him despite all I’ve lost.
From beneath her bed, Braith drags out random items. Notepads. Charcoal. A small sewing kit.
I snap it right up, checking for needles and white thread. “Can I borrow this?” I still need to mend the mask and uniform I secretly kept.
“I don’t care.” She flings a paint brush next to the books.
Hold on. Is that a paint set? I tap a rose at the corner of the mural. “Did you paint this?”
Braith flops onto her stomach so she can reach even farther under her bed. “I have trouble sleeping at night. Painting helps calm my mind.”
“You’re incredibly talented.”
Snorting, she slides out a stack of books. “If you say so.”
Despite being near the bottom of the social ladder, my family owned some fine paintings, including one of the Folly Sea by a famous artist whose name I can’t remember. Those paintings don’t hold a candle to Braith’s.
I’m about to ask if she has had any formal training when I catch sight of the book at the top of the stack. I ease forward to trace my fingers along the soft leather spine where faelight dances over the delicate gold inlay.
The Many Lives and Loves of Lady Farley
Braith stands and dusts off her white skirts, a bottle of wine and two mugs in her hand. “Isn’t it beautiful?” She nods her chin toward the book. “It’s from the king’s library. I was assigned there earlier in the week.” She sets the mugs down on her tiny table and works the bottle’s cork free with her teeth.
“You stole this from the king’s library?”
“Not stole. Borrowed. There are so many, I figured they wouldn’t miss two or three.” She fills the mugs almost to the brim and replaces the cork. “When I’m up there again, I’ll put them right back, and they’ll be none the wiser.”
I flip through the pages, the smell of ink and parchment bringing back memories of the books I used to borrow from the library in the city. “Is it any good?”
“It is quite scandalous. The things she has written will curl your toes in the best way.” Braith holds out one of the mugs for me to take. “You’re welcome to borrow it if you’d like. Men on paper are better than the ones in this world anyway.”
I don’t know. Senan Vale could give any fictional man a run for his money. I set the book aside in favor of the wine. After everything that has happened over the last twenty-four hours, I need this drink more than she knows.
The mattress dips when Braith sinks down next to me. She clinks our mugs together and smiles. “Now, tell me about your prince.”
I take a fortifying sip of wine and do just that.

FOR THE FIRST time in forever, I wake with a smile on my face. That smile stays in place during my shower and breakfast. For the record, it is incredibly difficult to eat scrambled eggs while grinning like a fool. I get more egg on my lap than in my mouth. Everyone seems to be in a wonderful mood; even Jeston is back to his smirking self, teasing Mari and Del about being hungover. Apparently, they stayed awake drinking until all hours and are planning on doing it again at the end of the week for Del’s birthday.
Braith giggles at everything the man says. If he didn’t know she had feelings for him before, he certainly does now. The problem is that he seems to have distanced himself from her, smiling politely but no longer being overly friendly.
No doubt she will be overanalyzing every blink and nod the way she did last night after I finished gushing about Senan. Speaking of Senan, I cannot wait to see him today. It feels as if we’re back in those early days of being in love, when everything felt fresh and new and hopeful. As long as I block out reality, all is right in the world.
The House Master emerges from his office, head bowed, reading the stack of papers in his hands. Those who have yet to clean their dishes all rush over to the sink before lining up for assignments.
Braith pokes my back and whispers, “Do you think you’ll be in the family wing?”
Stars, I hope so. “Perhaps.”
When it’s my turn, the House Master looks me up and down and assigns me to the bloody library.
That cannot be right. Surely he’s mistaken.
Before I can ask, he looks past me to Braith. “Guest rooms, east tower, seventy to seventy-nine.”
Together, we leave the canteen and head toward the hallway.
“Maybe the prince is busy,” she says with an encouraging smile.
“Perhaps.” What did I expect? That Senan would spend the day with me? He has duties and a life outside of this…whatever it is we’re doing. And a fiancée. I cannot possibly expect him to drop everything for me.
So, up the stairs I go, feather duster in hand, prepared to spend the day climbing ladders and cleaning shelves, my smile nowhere to be found. Until the prince leaves for Nimbiss, this will be my life. Work, stolen moments, and then loss.
Perhaps this is the dose of reality that I need to get my head out of the clouds.
I ease open the door only to find my prince waiting on the other side.
A cautious smile lights his face, like he knows exactly who I am despite my mask. In the blink of an eye, all my worries vanish into thin air. I leap into his arms and pull him close. “You’re here.”
The wrinkle between his brows deepens. “Where else would I be?”
He says it so simply. So matter-of-fact.
With her.
But he isn’t with the princess. He is with me.
Voices from the hallway grow louder and louder, and Senan pulls me deeper into the library. We run, hand in hand, all the way to the very rear, where heavy drapes cover the windows and the bouquet of ink and leather permeates the air.
Senan lets me go and meanders over to the closest shelf, gesturing toward the gilded spines. “Pick one.”
I draw down my mask so I can see him more clearly. “What do you mean?”
“You always loved books. I want you to choose one to read.”
As brilliant as that sounds, “I need to clean the library.”
“No, you need to sit and read.”
“Senan, I cannot lose this job.” Perhaps if I clean quickly, though, there will be a little time left over for exploring this beautiful place. The shelves are so high, I have to squint to see the tops. Not a problem for winged Scathians, but for those of us without wings, it is quite the climb.
Senan folds his arms across his chest and looks down his straight nose at me. “I am your prince, and I have ordered you to sit down and read. If anyone takes issue, send them my way and I will deal with them however I see fit.”
That commanding tone makes my stomach flutter like a humming bird’s wings. He knows what that voice does to me. I give his arm a soft smack with the duster. “You can be an awful brute when you want to be.”
“And don’t you forget it,” he says with a wink.
There are so many options, but eventually I find a book that looks intriguing and carry it over to the settee, where Senan has laid out a tea set and a tray of dainty little biscuits shaped like flowers. Never in a million years did I think I would be lounging in the king’s library about to read a love story. “What are you going to do?” I ask, flipping to the first page.
He pulls a random book from a shelf and throws himself down next to me. “I am going to see if I can figure out why everyone loves these things so damn much.” He catches my legs and drapes them across his lap as he settles back against the settee cushions.
“Are you sure you don’t have duties to attend to?”
“My dearest Allette, believe me when I say there is nowhere else I would rather be.”
That is how our morning passes: me stretched across my prince, him pouring us tea whenever our cups are empty, lost in our books. At least, I’m lost in the book. Every time I glance up, I catch Senan watching me instead of reading. By the time I reach the halfway point, my eyes need a break. I roll my shoulders and lift my hands over my head for a long, luxurious stretch.
What time is it? I’m starting to get properly hungry.
I tuck a serviette between the pages of my book and set it on the low table next to my empty teacup. “How is your book?” I ask, plucking a biscuit from the tray. Crumbs tumble onto my lap when I take a bite. Mmm… almonds.
Senan darts a glance at me before flipping to the next page. “Best story I’ve ever read.”
If it is so good, then why is he still at the beginning? I take another bite, then swipe the crumbs onto the floor. “What is it about?”
“It’s a love story. She is a maid in the prince’s castle, and he is completely enamored with her.”
“Oh, really?” I reach for the cover so I can see the title.
He slams the book closed and tucks it behind his back before I get a good look. “Ah, ah. No peeking.”
I am almost certain the title is A History of Swordplay, but if he wants to be ridiculous, who am I to stop him? “Go on, then. Tell me what happens next.”
He snags a biscuit for himself. “So, I just got to the part where they meet in the back of a library where no one can find them.”
My eyes widen with feigned shock. “Isn’t that a coincidence?”
“I couldn’t believe it myself,” he says around a bite.
“I can imagine you were quite surprised. Is that where their story ends?”
“No, Allette. Their story does not end in a library.” He rolls his eyes like that is the most absurd question in the world. “In this chapter, the very dashing hero is plagued with indecision. He loves watching the heroine’s face whilst she is lost in a story, but he also enjoys watching her face when the two of them get lost in each other.”
My thighs press together and chest warms at the intensity of his molten gaze. I lick my suddenly dry lips. “Whatever will he do?”
His fingers swipe idly against my shin, which should be an innocuous touch, yet when he does it, I swear my skin feels as if it’s been lit ablaze. “I was wondering the very same thing. Because not only is the hero plagued with indecision, he is also quite worried.”
“Oh dear. That sounds serious.”
“It is. You see, the handsome prince and stunning heroine just found each other, and he doesn’t want her thinking that he only wants her for one thing.”
“Because that isn’t the case?”
“Not at all. He wants her for everything.” His hand slides a little higher to trace my knee. “But his steely restraint is undone by the way she licks her finger before she flips a page and the way her perfect lips move a little as she reads. He is also quite jealous of the way her fingers skim along the pages. And it isn’t fair that the book gets to sit in her lap while the prince is all the way at the other side of the settee.”
“It sounds like you weren’t reading at all.”
His gaze drops to my lips and lingers. “In my defense, it is incredibly difficult to read when one is distracted.”
“Incredibly,” I agree. “What happens next?”
Senan lets me go to collect his book and flip to a random page. His finger drags down the words as he pretends to read. “It says here that the maid is so overcome by her own desire for the prince that she ravishes him.”
“Strange. In all the romances I’ve read, usually the heroes are the ones doing the ravishing.”
“Look, I’m as shocked as you are, but that is what the book says.”
“If that is what it says…” I grab the book, toss it onto the ground, and climb onto Senan’s lap. My knees fall to either side of his hips, and his hands fall to mine. My lips graze across his, tasting the sweet almonds from the biscuit. “Are you ready to be thoroughly ravished, prince?”
His hold tightens, fingers digging into flesh as he urges me to roll my hips. “Take whatever you need from me, maid. I am but your humble servant.”
Right. A ravishing. Let me see…
I catch the front of his shirt in both hands and yank. Buttons pop right off, zinging through the air and landing with loud pings across the marble floor. The shock on his face is almost too much to bear. Laughter bubbles inside me until he does the same bloody thing to my uniform and my shift. He just tears right through them, baring my breasts to the cool air.
I gape down at the shredded material, aghast. “You brute! I need this for work.”
He chuckles to himself, his grin oozing male pride. “Then I shall write you a note.”
“What is this? Primary school? The House Master will not care if I have a bloody note, even if it is from a prince.”
His eyes widen with false innocence. “This feels more like a scolding than a ravishing.”
I tug his hair until his head falls back. “Why can’t it be both?”
He groans when I begin moving again, rocking and grinding against his hard length while his hands roam and knead. Our mouths meet and melt. Skirts are gathered and lifted. Trousers are unbuttoned and drawn down.
Scarred hands glide down my scarred back as I ease myself onto him until he fills me completely. Senan’s hum of pleasure vibrates against my skin when he captures my breast in his mouth. The way his tongue swirls and teeth tug is the most beautiful torture.
We steal breaths and steal time as I rise and fall, riding and ravishing until the strength in my legs begins to wane.
“Gods, Allette...” The wonder and awe in Senan’s eyes as he watches me makes me feel beautiful. Cherished. Loved. “You are a sight to behold.” The taut muscles of his abdomen flex as he thrusts his hips upward, meeting me halfway.
When we find our pleasure together, our heart-rending kiss muffles my cry and Senan’s deep moan. It’s a good thing this library is so large, otherwise we would’ve surely been found out.
My head falls to the crook of his neck, and I can feel the pulse at his throat pounding against my cheek. I trace the moonflower on his shoulder down to the twisting vine, wishing I could stay here for the rest of my days. “How do you think their story ends?” I ask. “The prince and the maid from your book?”
Senan gathers my hair back from my sweat-dampened face and whispers softly against my temple. “The way all stories should end. With happily-ever-after.”



Thirty-Nine





SENAN


THEN
TUESDAY.
The only day of the week that feels worth living.
The only day I spring from my bed and dress before the peach light of dawn washes over the clouds below the castle balconies. The only day the smile on my face doesn’t feel forced or placating. I break my fast in my room, as has become my routine on these glorious mornings. No sense letting anyone interrupt and ruin what promises to be a wonderful day. I shower and shave, taking more time to select my clothes than I would for one of the many trivial “grand” events my brother insists on throwing. He has slipped into his role of king seamlessly, which is a blessing, I suppose, since it means he has been far too busy ruling the kingdom to worry about my comings and goings.
An impatient rap rattles my door right as I’m about to step onto the balcony.
Do I answer or slip outside and pretend I didn’t hear?
The person knocks again. When Boris calls my name, my stomach twists. What could he possibly want at this hour? Not that I intend to find out. I told Allette I’d meet her by eleven and don’t plan on being late.
The balcony it is.
The moment I step outside, Sergeant Bilson lands with an ominous thump, the shadow of his navy wings stretching over me like a storm cloud. Why is he here with me instead of tailing Aeron?
Bilson offers no word of greeting, polite or otherwise, only a clipped, “The king wishes to speak with you.”
Unlike the other guards, this one refuses to take a bribe, which is damned inconvenient. “The king will have to wait.”
“Is that so?”
Hearing Boris’s voice from behind me leaves my heart sinking. The smile I offer him is nowhere near my normal Tuesday smile. “King Boris. What brings you to my room?”
His hair is tied in its usual leather queue, and his black-on-black attire is impeccable as always. “A representative from Nimbiss arrived late last night. Seeing as he is from your future kingdom, I thought it would be prudent that you join us for our meeting.” His slashing brows arch as he lets his graze rove over my plain clothes. In my defense, it’s far easier to blend in when one is not dressed like a prince. “Unless there is somewhere more pressing that you need to be,” he finishes through pursed lips.
This feels like a test. Unfortunately, I’ve never performed well on exams. “As much as I would love to, I have a meeting already scheduled this morning. Can the representative be put off until after dinner?”
The way his nostrils flare belies his friendly tone. “Why don’t I go check for you? I am but your humble servant, after all.”
Sure, the snide comment is laced with a healthy dose of sarcasm, but it really would be brilliant if Boris could do me this favor. “That would be wonderful.” Now to lose Bilson and get my day back on track.
I start for the balustrade, dropping the glamour on my wings and letting them stretch at my back. In no time at all, I’ll be losing myself in Allette’s embrace, sampling the jasmine perfume on her skin, this castle and these infuriating people nothing more than a distant memory.
Boris clears his throat. “I don’t suppose this meeting of yours is taking place across the river.”
Shit. My footsteps still. When I glance over my shoulder, his expression gives nothing away. “Of course not. Why would you say that?”
“Because one of the guards reported that he saw you leaving a tower there last Tuesday.”
I could’ve sworn I lost my guards at the temple. Had one of them stumbled upon my whereabouts accidently, or had I been followed? Not that I can ask my brother outright. Is that why Bilson is here? Has he been reassigned to me?
“I told him he clearly must be mistaken,” Boris goes on, oblivious to the panic squeezing my lungs. “My brother wouldn’t be foolish enough to become entangled with anyone living on the city’s west side.”
Shit. Shit. Shit.
“But we can continue this conversation at a more convenient time. Have a good meeting. I’ll see you at dinner.” He twists and starts for the door.
I can’t very well go to Allette now, can I?
What will she think when I don’t show after I promised I’d be there? What if she wrongly believes I am no longer interested in her company after bedding her?
Of all the days for this man from Nimbiss to arrive…
There is only one thing for me to do. Glamouring my wings, I return to my room. “Boris, hold on. It would be rude to ask the man from Nimbiss to wait, especially after he traveled all this way. My meeting can be rescheduled.”
Although Boris smiles, the look doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Excellent.”
The door swings wide, but before I step through, I glance back toward the western horizon.
I’m coming, Allette.
Don’t give up on me.

THE MEETING TOOK all fucking day and a good part of the evening. If you were to ask me what it was about, I couldn’t tell you. Every hour felt like a year, and when Boris requested I join him and the representative for after-dinner drinks, I didn’t have a good reason to refuse.
So I drank and stewed and worried until I could stand it no more, and then I returned to my room only to find two guards on the balcony, neither of whom I recognized.
It’s late, and Allette is probably asleep, so there is no sense going to her now. I flop onto my bed and try to rest but end up tossing and turning until dawn. By the changing of the guard, I’m already dressed and in the solar, ready to sneak away.
When the coast appears to be clear, I leap off the lower balcony and disappear into the cottony clouds, flying faster than I’ve ever flown before, bypassing the market and taking a circuitous route to Allette’s tower.
But when I reach the river, the reality of the situation strikes like lightning.
If that guard knows exactly which tower I’ve been visiting, who’s to say that Boris doesn’t have another man or two watching her tower now?
How can I go back?
How can I not?
The thought of never seeing her again robs me of my next breath. What the hell am I going to do?
The answer to all my problems comes on creaking hinges.
When I glance across the street, a single beam of sunlight falls upon the sign for the Nag’s Head Inn.
The proprietor within takes one look at my purse full of gold and hands over two keys.
When I ask to borrow an ink pen and a piece of parchment, he produces both from his desk drawer. I write Allette a note and tuck the key inside, and the man agrees to have his son deliver both.
I climb the creaky stairs, hating everything about this place. Allette deserves more than dark hallways and musty bedrooms, but at present, my hands are tied. This is only a temporary solution. After a good night’s sleep, I’ll come up with something better.
I sink onto a bed with sheets the color of rust and wait, hoping Allette gives me a chance to explain.

AN HOUR PASSES before the door to the adjoining room eases open.
I launch to my feet, my heart in my throat as Allette steps into the room and lowers the hood she wears that conceals her cerulean waves.
“You came.” In hindsight, asking her to drop everything for me wasn’t fair, but my innate selfishness won out, as it always does.
Her hands fall in front of her, twisting and wrenching her littlest finger. After all that has transpired between us, I’d hoped she would have moved beyond her nervousness. “I wasn’t going to. But I know what it’s like to be left hanging and wanted to give you more courtesy than you gave me.”
Nothing like getting straight to the heart of the matter. Her anger and irritation, while warranted, cut like a serrated blade. “I’m dreadfully sorry for yesterday. I was called into an unexpected meeting that I couldn’t escape.” Boris and I have never been on what I would consider “good” terms, but if that meeting costs me Allette, I will never forgive him.
“Apologies aren’t necessary. You are not beholden to me. You took your pleasure and gave me mine. Our arrangement has come to a natural conclusion.”
“You don’t mean that.” She can’t. The only conclusion that seems natural is the two of us being together for eternity. “When I said I loved you, I meant it.”
Her pursed lips flatten, as if my love is not a joy but a burden. “You only think you love me.”
Could this need in my bones be driven by lust and nothing more? No. I’ve tasted lust—drowned in it. The moment I’d spent myself, I hadn’t wanted anything to do with the women I’d been with. Nothing against them, they were all lovely in their own right, and I wish them well, but I haven’t spared any of them a second thought.
Unlike Allette.
My desire—my need—for her consumes me.
My head shakes even as my heart swells with confidence. “No, Allette. I know I love you as surely as I know I will never love another.”
Still, she does not smile. If anything, it looks as if she is on the verge of tears. “I’m certain the feeling will fade.”
“Then I shall fade with it.” Without her, I’d wilt like a flower without the sun. “Stay with me. Please?”
She drags her fingers beneath her eyes, clearing the tears limning her lashes. “Even if I wanted to stay, I’m no good to you today. My quarterly cycle has begun.”
No good to me? Gods, what a fool I am.
Allette believes I am only interested in her body.
And why wouldn’t she? I literally rented a room for us to share for an hour. I should’ve asked her to come to the royal solarium so we could spend the morning lounging beneath the flowers, conversing over trivial things. Should’ve asked her to meet me at Polaris Temple so I could worship her.
Because as much as I love her body, I love her mind and her heart even more.
She holds out the key I sent, but instead of taking it, I pat the mattress next to me. “Sit with me.” If only she would step closer so I could smooth the wrinkle between her brows. “I haven’t seen my girl in over a week, and I am dying to hear how she fared.”
“Your girl?”
“Mine.” Simple as that.
She sinks down next to me, still too rigid, leaving too much space between us for my liking. I slide an arm under her, dragging her to my side. After a moment of hesitation, her head falls to my shoulder, her hair tickling my chin.
After a little prodding, Allette tells me about a new dress that her aunt purchased which she loathes and afternoon tea with two of her classmates. By all accounts, they’re mundane stories, yet I am enraptured. I could listen to her voice forever and never tire.
“How was your week?” she asks when she finishes a particularly enchanting story about her visit to the mountain park.
“My week was dull.” And speaking of life in the castle only reminds me of the cage to which I must return. I want to learn more about her, to know Allette Rittey better than anyone else in this realm. What she likes, what she loathes, all her hopes and fears.
When she shifts her weight, one of her silken curls falls over my hand, and I coil the luxurious strands around my finger. “When you dream at night, what do you dream of?”
Her short nails click against my shirt’s buttons. “Mostly about the future.”
I’ve never seen the point of dreaming about my own future when it has been set in stone since I was a child.
“What about you? What do you dream of?” she asks, peering up at me through thick lashes, her eyes wide and wishful.
That’s easy. “I dream of you.”
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ALLETTE


LOUD BANGING from the hallway startles me awake, but it takes a moment to remember where I am.
In Braith’s room, her still form pressed to mine in the single bed. My body feels stiff as a bloody plank. All that wine we drank swims in my stomach. This morning, Senan sent a new dress and his guard to bring me to the Folly Sea. We spent the entire day lounging in the sun, laughing and reminiscing like old times. The moment I returned, she dragged me into her room to gush about Jeston. After years of holding affection for him, she has finally decided to tell him how she feels.
Apparently, my tale of lost love has inspired her.
I slip from beneath the covers as quietly as possible and stretch my arms to the ceiling. It’s so dark in here, it’s impossible to tell the time. That is one of the things I miss most about living above the clouds. I always used to know the time based on the position of the sun or moon. Down here, there is nothing but darkness and dirt. Quietly, I pad over to the door. Out in the hallway, the guard with green eyes braces both hands on the wall opposite Braith’s room.
When he sees me, he straightens and offers a glassy-eyed grin. “Hello there, Tuath.”
Lovely. A drunk man. Just what I want to deal with tonight. Although I barely spare him a glance, I know better than to ignore him completely. Scathian men have very fragile egos, especially the ones with small wings. And this man’s wings barely rise over his head.
“Hello,” I say on my way past.
From the corner of my eye, I catch a glimpse of his grin widening before he jogs to catch up. “Where is a pretty little thing like you going at this hour of the night?”
If he is aiming for charming, he probably shouldn’t be leering at my chest. “To my rooms.” Not that it’s any of his business.
“That is a fine dress you’re wearing.”
Does he not notice me scowling? Do I really look like I want to have this conversation right now? “Thank you.”
Clearly the man is too drunk to realize he has been dismissed. If we were on the street, I’d demand he stop following me. But since he is a “lofty” guard and I’m a “lowly” servant, I say nothing.
“Looks awfully expensive,” he slurs, still yammering on about my dress.
Only a few more steps to go. Then I can escape to my room, lock my door, and get a few more hours of sleep before the bell rings. I wonder where I’ll be assigned today. Perhaps Senan will whisk me away somewhere fantastic instead.
“I wonder how a Tuath servant has the money to buy such a fancy frock,” the guard goes on. “Unless she didn’t buy it at all. Did she steal it?”
How dare he accuse me of theft. I whirl on him, my ire sparking like fireworks in my chest. Braith was right the other day. This man is a pig. “I didn’t steal anything. The dress was a gift.”
His lips curl higher, a malevolent gleam in his too-green eyes. “Wouldn’t happen to be a gift from our duster prince, now, would it?”
I hate hearing people speak about Senan in such a demeaning way.
The man steps so close, I can smell the mead on his breath when he leans next to my ear to whisper, “Did he give you the dress before or after you fucked him?”
“How dare you⁠—”
His hand clamps over my face like an iron vise; his other arm snakes around my waist, dragging me against him, banding across my ribs so bloody tight, my lungs have no room to expand.
His wings may be small, but he is a head taller than me and built like a damn tower. I do my best to fight him off, but there is no use. I flail and kick for doors as he drags me down the hallway, but they’re too far out of reach. Surely someone will hear my struggle and come to my aid. Some early riser will stumble upon us and call for help.
But the halls remain empty save for the two of us. I claw at his hands, try to stomp on his foot. He only chuckles. Every time I try to take a breath to calm my mind, the stench of alcohol and sweat chokes me once more, drowning me in waves of panic.
He drags me to a darkened doorway, but I’m so turned around in this maze, I don’t know where it leads. His arm leaves my waist long enough for him to withdraw a key from his pocket and unlock the door.
Warm, lavender-laced air blows through the gap. He brought me to the launderette. Why? What is he going to do to me? Even as the question crashes through my mind, the answer spins in its wake. He wants to hurt me even though I’ve done nothing wrong. Not a blessed thing. And now I’m being shoved into the silent room where white sheets hang on clotheslines like phantoms floating on a breeze.
I whirl and try to duck and dodge his hulking form, but he has already closed and locked the door. “Let me out,” I demand.
He catches my arm and throws me back against the wall, knocking the wind out of me.
I gasp and gasp but can’t catch my breath to call for help. Not that anyone could hear me down here. I am on my own. No one is coming to save me.
Falling forward, I brace my hands on my knees, still struggling to breathe.
“You forget your place, Tuath,” the guard spits, freeing the hem of his shirt from his trousers and reaching for his belt. “Your job is to serve your Scathian masters.”
“You’re not my master⁠—”
His hand snaps out, slamming into my cheek. Pain explodes behind my eyes. Coppery blood fills my mouth.
“Talk back again, and I’ll take your tongue.” His belt buckle jingles as he yanks the leather strap through. “You Tuath make me sick, fucking your way up the tower till you get to the top. Wonder what the duster prince will do when he learns his little whore’s throat has been slit?” His dark chuckle pulses through my ears. “Probably just find a new one.”
Everything falls away.
The panic, the fear, all of it. I’ve been a victim once before. Never again will I lay down and let someone hurt me without a fight. I’m not foolish enough to believe I can beat this bastard outright or that I can outrun him. There must be another way.
I feel around for something—anything—to help me. My hand meets something hard. Wooden. Heavy. A laundry paddle like the one I used in the factory.
The guard’s trousers drop to his ankles. “On your knees, whore.”
Only one of us will be on our knees, and it won’t be me. My hand tightens around the paddle’s handle. I spring to my feet and swing with all my might.
A sickening crack echoes through the room. The guard curses, stumbling toward me. “I am not Prince Senan’s whore,” I seethe, adjusting my grip while the pathetic man struggles to right himself. “I am his mate.”
Wide eyes fly to mine, pleading and tearful, but I do not give this man the chance to beg.
I lift that paddle once more and bring it down on his skull, striking him over and over again. How dare he try to take me from my mate. How dare he try to take my life. I cannot let him hurt anyone else the way he tried to hurt me. I cannot let him live to tell this tale.
It’s either him or me, and I choose me.
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ALLETTE


THE PADDLE SLIPS from my fingers, clattering to the floor, splattering the dark liquid pooling around my feet.
So much blood.
My hands vibrate, and my heartbeat roars in my ears. As the adrenaline coursing through my veins slowly subsides, reality strikes with a vengeance.
I just murdered a man.
Not just a man, a royal guard.
What the hell do I do now?
We really are cursed…
Senan’s words become a chant in my mind as I kneel beside the man’s limp body to search his pocket for the key so I can escape this place. When I go to stand, I slip. My hands fly out to catch me, landing in warm, wet blood.
I have to get it off. I have to. I can feel it seeping into my beautiful silk skirt.
Panicking will only make this worse. I need to breathe, but every time I do, all I smell is the coppery tang of blood. I push to my feet and back away from the body. Everything will be all right. I just need to think.
I’ve been in this room before. This is where all the castle’s laundry is washed, dried, and pressed—including our uniforms.
They keep the uniforms right over there. My blood-soaked skirts stick to my legs as I hurry for the cupboard, only to find the damn thing locked. It’s a long shot, but I try the key the guard used to get in here.
Of course it doesn’t work. That would be too easy.
If I remain in here with the man’s body, someone is going to find me, and I’ll end up rotting away in the pit for the rest of my days.
Let me see…
There are plenty of towels. If I remove my gown and wrap myself in one, I can pretend to be coming out of the bathing room. That’ll work, right?
I grab a towel off one of the lines and hurry to the sink only to realize the blood has soaked all the way through to my undergarments. I need to strip out of everything, but there is nowhere for me to hide this gown where it won’t be discovered. If I leave the thing behind, everyone will know it’s mine. Maybe my bed has a hidden panel like Braith’s, and I can hide it there until I can burn it.
I twist the knob on the faucet, and hot water sprays from the tap, smelling like rotten eggs. At least it’s not blood. I scrub my hands clean and wrap the towel around me, adjusting my long hair so that the scars on my back are covered.
My bare feet make no noise as I cross the cold stone floor, clutching my bundled dress and slippers against my chest. Thank the stars the hallway is empty.
Even though I feel like sprinting away, I don’t run. I walk, slow and calm, the picture of nonchalance, down the hall, around the corner, and almost to my room when Braith steps out of the bathing room.
“Stars, Wynn. What happened to your face? It’s covered in blood.”
When my fingers graze my cheekbone, it’s like the man hit me all over again. Stars, that is sore. The cheek I can excuse, but blood?
Braith grabs my elbow, urging me into the steamy bathing chamber. I swipe a hand across the foggy mirror above one of the sinks. Sure enough, a bruise darkens my cheek. But that isn’t what makes me gasp.
At some point after hitting the guard, I must’ve wiped my face, painting my forehead deep red.
Stars… I killed someone.
Not only did I kill him, I bludgeoned him to death. These hands trembling in front of me are the hands of a killer.
I need to get to Senan, explain what happened. He’ll help me. But first, I need to give Braith some sort of excuse. I open my mouth, but the words refuse to come.
Say something, dammit.
You must save yourself.
“A guard… He tried to… He locked me in and said he was going to⁠—”
Understanding lights her eyes, and she takes me by the arms. “Shhh…it’s over now. You’re safe. I won’t let anything happen to you.” Braith takes my bundle and nudges me toward the closest shower. My whole body begins to shake, my hands trembling so badly that Braith has to help me unhook the towel. I lurch forward beneath the stream of steaming hot water and scrub at my face and hair and hands. The water at my feet turns deep red. Stars…
I must get to Senan. I must.
Braith lets out a low curse. “Wynn… Your back.”
Shit. My scars. I completely forgot about them. Dammit. How did such a perfect day end so terribly? “P-please don’t tell anyone.”
Braith’s expression hardens, but she says nothing as she draws the dividing curtain. No matter how hard I scrub, I can still feel the guard’s blood like a layer of oil painting my skin.
Everything will be fine. Braith is my friend and will keep my secret. I just have to get to my prince before⁠—
A screaming bell rings from the hallway.
Shit.
Braith yanks the curtain aside and throws me a clean towel. “Get this around you. Quickly!”
I hate myself for dragging her into this. She is innocent. I’m not. “I should turn myself in.” Perhaps if I explain what happened, they won’t punish me too harshly.
Braith shakes her head, her silver hair sticking to her flushed cheeks. “You can’t tell a soul. If they find out, you’ll be executed.”
Executed? At least in the pit, Senan would have a chance to save me. But if I’m executed before the sun even comes up, I could be dead before he wakes.
“He tried to force himself on me. I was only defending myself.” Surely, I have a right to do that.
“Doesn’t matter. Attacking one of the king’s guards is considered an attack on the king himself.”
What have I done? How am I going to get away with this? “If they take me, you must get word to Senan as quickly as you can.” He is my only hope.
The door bursts open, and two Scathian guards stalk into the room, the short swords in their fists gleaming. Braith and I both shriek, and I hide my nakedness using the stolen towel.
“You two,” the taller guard roars, not bothering to avert his gaze. “Get dressed and get into the hallway. Now!”
We truly are cursed.
This is it. The end of the line. The price I must pay for taking what was never meant for me.
Braith tugs the towel higher over my back and pushes me toward the door.
Tuath in various states of dress fill the hallway, backs pressed to the walls, hands fisted at their sides as the House Master paces between them, his steely eyes scanning their tired, confused faces.
He comes to a halt where I stand, the ends of his boots bumping my bare toes. “Why aren’t you dressed?”
“I was having a shower when the alarm sounded. The guards said to come straight away.”
“At three o’clock in the morning? Seems an odd time to shower.” He scans from my dripping black hair to my bare feet. “What happened to your face?”
Oh, right. My face.
Your guard struck me, so I killed him.
“She fell, sir,” Braith lies, calm as day. “We had a few drinks tonight, and she tripped on a stair and fell.”
The House Master’s eyes narrow on both of us.
“It’s true,” Jeston says from down the hallway, his chin lifted and eyes straight ahead. “She fell.”
Beside him, Mari nods in agreement. “I saw her as well.”
What have I done to deserve such loyalty? That they would lie for someone they barely know. If I get away with this, I will owe these people my life.
Although he doesn’t appear convinced, the House Master clicks his fingers and gestures toward the bathing room. NO! Don’t go in there! They’re going to find my dress and then they’ll know it was me and I’ll be dead before dawn. I hold my breath until my lungs burn, my eyes welling with tears.
When the two guards return empty-handed, I don’t understand. What the hell has Braith done with my dress?
The House Master curses and shouts that there will be a mandatory search of all the rooms. The guards start throwing open doors. The Tuath murmur and exchange angry glances, but no one tries to stop the men from entering.
A few moments later, screaming erupts down the hall.
A guard grips Del by the arm while she curses and pummels him with her free hand. “It’s not mine!” she shrieks, her face as red as the man’s wings. “I swear! It’s not mine.”
Two vials of stardust glow in the man’s clenched fist.
“At least now we know where he’s gettin’ it from,” one of the guards at my back mutters to another before throwing open Braith’s door.
My friend chews on her lower lip, scrubbing her hands down her shift.
The books. Dammit. They’re going to find her stash of stolen books.
Sure enough, a guard emerges with three books in hand, holding them up for everyone to see. “Whose room is this?” he bellows.
The man next to Braith shies away from her, pressing himself into the wall. Sniffling, Braith steps forward. Jeston’s jaw pulses as he glares at her back.
Another guard catches her arm and hauls her down the hallway as well.
What if they throw her into the pit? She doesn’t deserve such a fate. She didn’t do anything wrong. Stars, this is all my bloody fault. I have to do something.
“The books are mine!” I shout, running after them, still clutching my towel.
The guards escorting Braith stop and turn, pinning me with their dark scowls.
“They’re not,” Braith insists with a shake of her head. “I took them. Punish me.”
Doesn’t she realize that I’m trying to save her? “She’s only trying to protect me. I borrowed them from the library and asked her to keep them in her room until I could return them.”
The House Master looks fit to explode until Jeston steps forward to whisper in his ear. The older man’s shoulders stiffen. With a curse, he calls back the guards. “Continue searching for the assailant. I will handle this.”
Jeston catches our arms, towing us into the House Master’s office. The mahogany desk gleams beneath the tall fae lights on the back wall. “Don’t say a bloody word,” he hisses under his breath before letting go.
The House Master stalks in after us, the door slamming in his wake. “Do either of you understand the position you’ve put me in? First, we have a guard murdered, then they find stardust, and now this?” He kicks the chair; the wood slams against the wall and splinters.
Jeston steps forward, his hands clasped at his back. “Sir, if I may speak on behalf of these incredibly naïve women.” He shoots us a deadly look. “They did no more than borrow a few books from a library.”
“The king’s library,” the House Master grits out.
“A library all the same. They had every intention of returning the books, didn’t you?” Jeston says, directing his question toward us.
Braith and I both nod.
“As if that will matter to the king.” The House Master curses again, rubbing his eyes and shaking his head. “You will each receive a strike for the headache you’ve caused.”
That isn’t so bad, all things considered.
“And five lashes,” he adds.
Did he say lashes? They’re going to beat us over bloody books? Braith’s hands fly to her face, and she starts to sob.
The older man levels a thick finger at us. “But if either of you breathe a word of this, you’ll both be gone. Do you hear me?”
The House Master lifts a black cane from behind the desk. Never in my life have I been beaten for breaking a rule, and this man is actually going to hit us.
Only, he doesn’t.
He hands the cane to Jeston, ordering the younger man to take care of it. Then he stalks past, throws the door aside, and leaves us in silence.
Heaving a sigh, Jeston twists toward Braith, shaking his bowed head as he taps the cane against his boot. “For books, Braith? Really?”
She scrubs her tear-stained cheeks, her throat bobbing as she stares down at her white slippers. “I know. I’m so sorry.”
Muttering, he leans the cane against the wall to unfasten the buttons at his wrists and roll up his sleeves.
After what she has done for me, I can’t let Braith take the fall for this. “I’ll take her lashes.” Five or ten? What is the difference?
Jeston’s head tilts, and he gestures toward me with the cane. “Why are you so insistent on saving her?”
“Because she is my friend. And when your friends are in trouble, you do everything in your power to save them.” Unlike him, siding with the bloody House Master. If he was a friend at all, he wouldn’t do this.
“I’ll have you know, I saved you both from a fate far worse than this.” The muscles in his forearms flex as he adjusts his hold on the cane, reminding me of the way I held that paddle. “And Braith will take her own lashes. If my uncle decides to check and finds her unscathed, we’ll all be out on our asses.”
Glistening tears dribble down Braith’s cheeks. “He’s right, Wynn. I shouldn’t have taken those books.” She drags her fingers beneath her eyes, drawing in a shuddering breath. “Is it all right if I get it over with first?”
At this stage, I’ll give her anything she wants. “Of course.”
She turns away to unbutton the top of her shift. Keeping a hand across her chest, she bares her back and rests her forehead against the stone wall.
Stepping forward, Jeston stares down at the pale gray of her skin. For a moment, I think he’ll change his mind. But then the cane whips through the air, cracking off Braith’s back, painting an angry red stripe across her unblemished skin.
Tears blur my vision as I watch him hit her again and again.
After the fourth strike, the cane clatters to the ground. Jeston reaches for Braith’s arm but hesitates before letting his hand and head fall.
“That was only four,” she whispers in a watery voice against the stones.
The reverent way he brushes her hair back from her face is like something out of a storybook. “I’ll tell him I lost count.”
Perhaps Braith’s affection isn’t entirely unrequited. Although, in light of what has happened tonight, I’m not sure if this has brought them closer or driven a wedge between them. Only time will tell.
When Jeston says my name, the warmth in his tone has evaporated. “It’s your turn.”
I take Braith’s place facing the wall and let my towel slip to my waist, exposing my back.
“Fucking hell,” Jeston breathes. “What happened to you?”
As if I’d tell him a thing. “Get on with it.”
The first crack brings tears to my eyes. The second leaves my legs wobbling. The third makes them give out. The fourth tears across the others. Blackness claws at the edge of my vision, haunted with memories from the darkest day of my life. The pain. Stars, there is so much pain.
I try to fight against it, but it’s impossible to win when there is no breath in your lungs and anguish swallows you whole. I know I’m not in the human realm. I know it, and yet amidst the blackness, I can see those men stealing a part of me that can never be replaced.
“My wings,” I sob, tears dripping hot and wet like the blood down my back. “I can’t feel my wings.”
Voices call my name, but I’m all alone, writhing in agony.
They’re gone. They’re really gone.
“I can’t feel my wings!” My voice cracks. Breaks. Shatters.
Darkness comes for me…
And there is nothing I can do to stop it.
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SENAN


I STARE up at the ceiling, woken by terrible nightmares. They’re getting worse, and I don’t know if it’s the poison or the fact that my time with Allette is running out.
In two weeks, I’ll be on my way to Nimbiss.
How will I survive without her?
You won’t survive. If Jeston doesn’t come through with the antidote, I won’t have to worry about any of it. I would’ve suggested leaving this cursed castle the moment she came back into my life, but without that antidote, I’m paralyzed.
What will happen to Allette when I’m gone? She has a means of earning a wage now, but how long will she be happy working here? What if they lay off workers and she is one of the unlucky ones to get sacked? She will need somewhere else to stay. A backup. A choice.
Unlike the last time, I need to ensure that my girl is provided for whether I’m around or not. That starts with reclaiming her aunt’s tower. She’ll require funds to maintain the place as well.
With my mind on fire, I roll out of bed and cross to my desk to make a list of all the things I need to do come morning.
First, I’ll meet with the registrar to have the title from the tower transferred to Allette. There will likely be some fee involved and back taxes to be paid.
The current resident will need to be contacted so that he and his staff have time to vacate the premises.
I should probably speak to⁠—
The servant’s door bursts open, slamming against the wall. I stumble to my feet, still clinging to the ink pen as I peer out into the dim hallway. Has Allette changed her mind and come to me after all? My heart soars at the thought. But then a masked man steps into the room cradling a woman in his arms.
The ink pen tumbles to the floor.
Not just any woman.
Allette.
Not only is some strange man carrying my girl, she is all but naked, wrapped in nothing but a towel. Where the fuck are her clothes? Is that blood on his uniform?
My pulse roars and vision swims as I sprint across the room. “Allette? Allette, can you hear me?” I caress her pale cheek. “Why isn’t she responding?” I demand.
“Who is Allette?” the man asks.
I recognize his voice. Jeston is the one holding my girl. “What happened?”
“She passed out.”
Shit. The blood isn’t his. It’s Allette’s. No… My love. Please, no… I urge him toward the bed. “Put her down.”
“But the sheets⁠—”
“I don’t give a shit about the sheets. Put her down and tell me why the fuck she is bleeding.”
He lays her gently onto my bed before lifting his mask. Sweat drips down his face, the paleness of his skin making his dark eyes look more haunted. “She was whipped.”
Did he say someone whipped my girl? What sort of sick, twisted person would order a woman to be whipped?
Not that it fucking matters. Whoever did this is dead.
Allette whimpers when I sink down next to her on the mattress. She’ll need to be healed, and fast. I brush a dark lock back from her impossibly pale face only to discover a mottled blue and purple bruise painting her delicate cheekbone. Did someone strike her as well? Rage fills my chest, a fiery inferno. When I go to peel back the stained towel, I realize Jeston is still watching. “Turn around.”
He doesn’t budge. “Most of the wounds are on her back. You’ll need to turn her over.”
“I can see where her wounds are, now turn the fuck around.”
He does so with a huff. Only then do I find the courage to roll Allette onto her front. Gods…
Angry welts drip dark blood onto my pristine sheets from where my girl’s back has been torn to shreds.
Someone is going to pay dearly for this.
I call on my magic, pressing my hands to a small patch of unmarked skin near the base of her back, sending healing power toward my mate’s wounds. I’ll have to spend a good deal of time in the sun to make up for draining myself, but it doesn’t matter. I’d drain myself dry if it meant healing her. I don’t stop until those marks are nothing more than faint silver lines.
The scars marking what happened in the human realm don’t fade at all. Although I saw them in the solarium, tonight they’re yet another terrible reminder of the pain she must’ve endured, all because I made the foolish mistake of leaving her in that cottage. All because I failed to protect her. And now I’ve failed her again.
“Tell me exactly what happened. Spare no details.” I need to know the name of the person who did this.
Jeston starts telling me about a dead guard and stolen books and lashes—lashes. My love and her friend were beaten over borrowing books? I listen to every word, my anger simmering until it boils over.
I want to scream. To cry. To take the head of the man who took a cane to my love’s back.
Jeston wipes his hands down his white trousers, his head tilting as he looks at me. “She was crying for you. I wasn’t going to bring her, figured you’d be”—his gaze drops to my clenched fist—“otherwise occupied. But Braith insisted. Said Wynn asked her to get you the moment she realized she needed help.”
Even after I’ve let her down so many times, Allette still looks to me for help.
And yet, I couldn’t save her. Not from what happened in the human realm, and not from this.
I am the worst of fools, thinking maybe fate would let us find happiness in this life after suffering for so long.
“Senan?” Allette’s voice is like a whisper in the silence.
I kneel next to the mattress, afraid of disturbing her even though her wounds have been healed. “I’m here, my love. I’m right here.”
“I need your help…”
“I know, my love. I’ve healed you.”
The tears swimming in her eyes spill onto my pillowcase. “No… I… I killed a guard. He was drunk, and he tried to force himself on me. H-he called me your…your whore.”
If she hadn’t killed him, I would have gladly melted his flesh from his bones and let the wild beasts of the Nether Forest tear his limbs asunder. “I am sorry I ever let you return to those caverns. I have failed you once more, but I swear it will not happen a third time.”
Her glittering eyes cling to mine, searching until they flutter and drift closed once more.
Jeston watches in rapt silence as I stand, prepared to fight the whole fucking world and the stars if I must. “Get her things. She will not be returning to the caverns. Have Braith bring them here.”
His eyes widen. “Braith doesn’t have access to the family wing.”
“Then tell whoever is in charge to give her access.” Honestly, how hard is it to figure out? “Who ordered the lashes?”
“The House Master.”
Looks like I’ll be paying the House Master a visit. I glance back toward Allette. Unsure if she is listening, I keep my voice low. “Did you get the antidote?”
His dark brows slam down over narrowed eyes. “I’m still working on it.”
And I’m running out of time.
“If you speak a word of this to anyone, I will take your head.” I don’t care if it’s signing my own death warrant. If anyone hears the truth of what Allette has done, I’m not even sure my influence can save her.
With a nod, Jeston leaves me to my chaotic thoughts.
As much as I want to visit the House Master immediately, the thought of leaving Allette here on her own makes me physically ill. What if she wakes only to find me gone? No, no. I can’t leave.
Nor can I sleep. So I pace, my anger only growing with each step I take.
First, I’ll deal with the bastard who did this to my girl. Then, I’ll have Bilson go to the registrar about Allette’s tower. There will be training later that I won’t be allowed to miss, but some extra time in the sun will help replenish my power.
Once Allette is back on her feet, she can move in to her tower and be far away from this place and these people. I still can’t believe anyone in his right mind would consider corporal punishment a proper response to taking books.
The servants’ door creaks open, and a maid slips into the room with a small bundle clutched to her chest. She hesitates before lifting her mask, and I recognize woman with silver hair from that night at the Black Hole.
Did Jeston not tell her to bring all of Allette’s things? “Where is the rest of it?” I ask.
Braith glances down at the bundle, then back to me, her brow furrowing. “This is all she had in her room, sire.”
These are Allette’s only possessions? What sort of life must she have lived down in the human realm? I’ve been so caught up in reconciling with my mate that I never even thought to ask about her time there. To have gone down to that festival four years ago so full of life and hope and love only to return emptyhanded, without her wings…
All because I asked her to stay.
If I hadn’t been so fucking selfish⁠—
Braith whimpers when she sets the bundle onto the corner of the bed. “You’re in pain.”
“I am fine, sire.”
If she sustained the same wounds as Allette, there is no way her back is fine. Clearly, this woman is as stubborn as my girl. I cross to my bedside table to collect the ointment I use to heal my hands when my magic runs low. My guilt over what happened to Allette returns tenfold, so heavy, my shoulders bow. Do I even deserve her? All my love seems to do is rip her asunder.
“Sire?”
Braith’s clear voice tears me from my darkening thoughts. I grab the ointment and slam the drawer closed. “Here. Take this for your wounds. It should help ease the pain and reduce scarring.”
“I can’t accept⁠—”
“You can and you will.” I force the small tin into her hand.
She watches me, the slightest wrinkle forming between her delicate brows. “Why would you do this for me? You don’t even know me.”
“You matter to her. Which means you matter to me.”
After a few moments, she tucks the tin into her skirt pocket and nods toward Allette. “Has she woken?”
“Briefly.” And she appears to be sleeping soundly for the moment. I draw the light sheet higher, covering her thin shoulders before pressing a kiss to her temple. She doesn’t even stir. “Will you stay with her until I return? There is something I need to do, and I don’t want her waking up alone.”
With a nod, Braith sinks onto the end of the bed.
I stalk over to the balcony, draw the curtains aside to open the double doors, and slip into the cool morning air. Bell and Bilson speak in low tones at the far side of the balcony, silhouetted by the rising sun. Both turn at the same time, their eyes widening when they see me.
I can’t even remember the last time I was awake for the changing of the guard.
Bell throws up his hands, his gray wings flaring as he takes a retreating step toward the balustrade. “I’m officially off duty. He is all yours.”
Groaning, Bilson’s head drops, and his navy-blue wings fall in disappointment. “Don’t tell me you’re going out. It’s half five in the fucking morning.”
Bell lets out a gruff chuckle. “Have fun.”
He takes off toward his tower in the north of the city, where his wife is undoubtedly waiting for him in their bed. What must it be like, having such freedom? To come and go without anyone following you, reporting your every move.
“Sire?” Bilson watches with a furrowed brow, his hands planted on his hips, looking like an angry mother about to give out to her bold child.
“Save your scolding, Bilson. You and I are going to the caverns.” I drop my glamour, and my wings appear at my back. I take off with a singular focus in mind, flying straight down, through the dark clouds and into the murky gray that lives in the world far, far below.
Two guards wait at the servants’ entrance, their eyes closed and heads drooping. Dozy bastards. I kick the iron gate, and they scramble to attention.
“Your Highness,” the younger one with a patch of fuzz over his thin upper lip scoffs. “What’re you⁠—?”
“Do you think you are in any position to question a prince of the realm?” I clip.
The man has the good sense to look terrified. “N-no, my prince.”
That is what I thought. “Bring me the House Master.”
With a bob of his head, he takes off running toward the caverns, his feet slipping and sliding as he stumbles for the dark entrance.
Bilson’s thick fingers clamp around the pommel of his short sword. “Sire? May I speak with you about something quite urgent?” He nods his chin toward a large boulder a few feet away. Knowing better than to make a scene, I reluctantly follow him.
“What do you want with the House Master?” Bilson asks under his breath, casting a wary glance back toward the remaining guard before turning that serious stare on me.
“He has committed heinous atrocities and must pay for his crimes.”
“If that is true, why isn’t the king handling this?”
“Because I am handling it for him.”
“This is not your place.”
“The hell it isn’t. He beat her.”
“Beat whom—?” Before he can even finish the sentence, his words fade and understanding lights his dark blue eyes. “What is your plan?”
“You’re going to let me borrow that.” I motion toward the sword at his hip. “And I’m going to run him through.”
He twists slightly, putting the hilt of his sword farther from my reach. “And risk your brother’s wrath? King Boris hired the House Master himself.”
He did? But Boris delegates everything. He has an advisor in charge of selecting his attire and someone to seal his private documents. He has a man who helps him fucking dress. He makes it seem like a king’s job isn’t to rule but to delegate. So why would my brother hand-pick the head of the household when there is a man in charge of castle hiring? Not that it matters. Bilson is right. If Boris finds out I murdered the man, he will have my head on a silver platter.
But I cannot stand by and do nothing.
A middle-aged man with inky black hair, stark against his pale gray face, stumbles from the caverns, escorted by a lone guard. His billowy white shirt hangs to his knees over a pair of dark trousers. “What is the meaning of this?” he huffs. “I’ve been up all night dealing with⁠—”
I step out from behind the boulder. The man’s dark gaze flies to mine, and he falls silent.
It takes every ounce of control I possess not to call fire to my palms and watch the skin melt from his bones as the bastard burns to ash.
With the guard still restraining his arms, he dips his head instead of offering a proper bow.
“I hear a guard was attacked,” I say. No sense mincing words.
Bilson’s boots crunch on the gravel as he shifts his weight. Probably should have told him that part. Oh well.
“That is correct, Your Highness,” the House Master says. “Darius Porter was bludgeoned by someone in the launderette. Sadly, he succumbed to his wounds, but I can assure you that we are searching tirelessly for the perpetrator.”
Part of me mourns the fact that I won’t get to kill the bastard myself, but that is neither here nor there. “I also heard that you ordered two maids to be whipped.”
His dark brows come together. “Because they stole from the king.”
“They didn’t steal anything. They borrowed books from a fucking library—and with my permission.” Let him choke on that little lie. My hands flex into fists at my sides. If it weren’t for the wards keeping me out, I would’ve already skewered the bastard. Fuck the consequences.
“Neither of them told me that, sire.”
“How many lashes did they receive?”
His throat bobs when he swallows. “Five a piece.”
I snap my fingers, and Bilson stalks forward, coming to a halt at my side. “This man is to be given ten lashes, and he is to be relieved of his position in the castle immediately.”
The House Master scoffs. “You jest.”
“Do I look like I’m fucking jesting?”
“You have no authority here. I was hired by the king himself.”
I saunter toward the gate, look the bastard straight in the eye, and say, “I don’t give a shit if you were hired by the gods themselves. I am a Vale prince. I can do whatever the fuck I want.” I nod, and the guards drag the man toward Bilson.
The House Master does not struggle when they force him to his knees. The sound of ripping fabric screams through the air. His eyes meet mine, his dark gaze rife with violent promises. I only wish he’d try something. Give me an excuse to stab Bilson’s sword into his narrowed eyes. Another guard appears, whip in hand, and hands the thing over to Bilson.
My guard shoots me a steely-eyed glare, his muscular forearms flexing as he adjusts his grip on the handle. The leather rope whizzes through the air, cracking off the man’s back. The House Master falls forward with a vicious curse, bracing his hands on the damp ground and taking every single lash.
I hope every time he sees the scars, he thinks of me.
And if he ever comes near my girl again, I will be the one to deliver the killing blow.



Forty-Three





ALLETTE


MEMORIES DANCE like shadows at the edge of my vision. Panic and fear. Murder. Pain.
So much pain.
Blood on my hands. My face. My back.
And yet I know I’m safe, surrounded by Senan’s warmth and scent. When I open my eyes, darkness remains from Senan’s wing draped over me, cocooning us from the world like a shield of black feathers.
My prince’s even breaths sing to me in the silence, our hands locked tight. Even in sleep, we cling to one another. If only daylight would be replaced by eternal night, so the two of us could remain together.
But a new day has dawned, and it’s only a matter of time before someone comes in and finds me in his bed. I need to get up and return to the caverns, but the thought of going back down those stairs fills me with such dread, it feels like an entire tower has been built upon my chest, crushing me.
So instead of rising, I lay here, watching the dawn peek through those inky feathers, playing like mischievous sprites on my love’s golden-brown skin. His impossibly long lashes rest above the sharp rise of his cheekbones. Faint lines bracket the corners of his eyes. From laughter, I hope. Our time apart has been hard on us both, but the thought of the world being deprived of his laughter makes me impossibly sad.
I settle deeper into the most comfortable bed I’ve ever slept in. It’s like being enveloped in a cloud.
Did he spend the whole night like this? Sleeping with one’s wings out is dreadfully uncomfortable. It’s a wonder he is resting at all.
Eventually, I try to slip my fingers from his. Senan’s hold tightens, and one silver eye pops open, followed by a second.
His deep voice is a silken caress. “Good morning.”
“Good morning. I’m sorry for disturbing you.”
His wings vanish, and the cooler air outside our sanctuary rushes straight in. He props himself on his elbow while rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “I wasn’t asleep.”
“Then whose snores did I hear?”
“Probably your own.”
“Excuse me. I do not snore.”
He starts making loud, obnoxious noises like a bloody pig, but when I go to shove his arm, I’m too stiff to move.
“You’re still hurting,” he says with a wince, as if he can feel each and every ache and pain in my body. “I’ll bring you straight to the royal physician.”
“You will do no such thing. I must go to work.”
“You’re not going back down there. I never should’ve let you return to the caverns in the first place.”
“You didn’t ‘let’ me do anything. I chose to return to work.” I chose to leave Braith’s room in the middle of the night. I chose to engage in conversation with that blackguard instead of screaming for help the moment he cornered me.
“Allette, please.”
He can say “please” all he wants; on this, I cannot sway. “I need a way to support myself, Senan.” I cannot go back to living in inns and working for a pittance down at the factory.
“I will give you whatever you need. Just say the word, and it will be yours.”
“For how long? You are to be married in thirteen days. What then? I highly doubt your wife will be quite as accommodating.”
His eyes harden as he brushes my hair back from my face. “Let’s not worry about that today. For now, your job is to rest and heal,” he says in that voice that allows for no argument.
Too bad I’m in the mood to argue. I’m about to give him a piece of my mind when someone pounds on the door.
“Senan!” a young voice calls. “We have training today, remember?”
“I’ll meet you there, Kyff!” Senan shouts back. “Bollocks.” He kicks the duvet aside and climbs out of the bed. “Of all the fucking days…” His trousers have slipped low, revealing the deep cut of his hips leading down to a very obvious bulge. “My eyes are up here, minx.” Senan taps the corner of his smiling eyes before adjusting himself.
It’s not my fault he is so irresistible when he is all bed-rumpled and grumpy. How important is training? If he needs a workout, I’d be more than happy to give him one this morning.
“Braith should arrive shortly with breakfast,” he says. “Eat, have a long, hot soak in my tub, and relax.”
Like that, all the wicked thoughts running through my mind vanish.
I cannot let my only friend wait on me like I’m some high and mighty princess when she knows the truth.
Still, arguing with him seems futile. Once he goes, I will make my own plans.
He drags what looks like a roll of black bandages from his bedside drawer. “Promise me you will not return to the caverns.”
I nod to appease him.
“I mean it, Allette. I’m not above binding you to the bed.”
“You wouldn’t.”
“Test me. I dare you.” My breath catches when he eases forward, his soft, luxurious mouth trailing kisses down my jaw to my neck. “Those wrists of yours would look glorious tied to my headboard.” The sheet slips, revealing the tops of my breasts. He captures one stiff peak between his lips, flicking with his tongue. “I really need to go…” he groans, pulling back to stare at my damp flesh.
“Or you could stay and let me help you with this.” Smirking, I grip him over his trousers.
His head falls forward, a growl of frustration rumbling against my naked flesh. “Walking away from you naked and in my bed is hard enough.”
I stroke him nice and slow. “Very, very hard.”
“If you don’t stop, I won’t be able to walk.”
With a heavy sigh, I let him go and fall back onto the pillow. But because I’m feeling cheeky, I tuck my hands behind my head and let him drink his fill of my naked form. “You are no fun.”
He covers his face with his hands but still takes a peek through his fingers before retreating a step. “I despise the king.”
My smile fades as he turns and walks away. “So do I.”

LOUNGING AIMLESSLY in bed gives reality a chance for vengeance, and once the questions begin, they don’t stop.
What am I going to do when Senan leaves?
More urgent than that, what am I going to do today? If I do not return to those caverns, my position will likely be filled by the end of the day, and I’ll not have another chance. It’s not that I don’t trust Senan to take care of me. I believe that he has the best of intentions, but intentions don’t always matter. Look at what happened four years ago.
I kick away the sheets and right myself, feeling guilty all over again when I find bloody red smears all over the pristine white fabric. They need changed and replaced, and there is no sense in waiting for someone else to do it when I am perfectly capable of handling the task on my own.
So I strip the soiled linens, setting them next to the servants’ entrance. On my way back to the bed, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror next to the armoire. I look as if I’ve been in a bloody war. Not only is there blood smeared across my chest, but the smudges beneath my eyes have never been as dark. Of course, it doesn’t help that my hair is matted to the side of my head.
Before I can bring these sheets downstairs, I will need a bath. When I step into the bathing room, I nearly expire. Stars above, this room is nearly as large as my chambers back in my aunt’s tower. The tub doesn’t rise from the floor but sinks down into it. I kneel next to the tap to run the water, watching it fill with my knees to my chest, telling myself not to get used to this.
When I’m on my own again, I won’t be able to afford such luxuries. I really shouldn’t indulge now, but I must make myself look presentable in case anyone sees me.
Decision made, I step into the water, letting the heat soak my weary limbs. I could live in this tub, make it my home. I’m certain the king wouldn’t mind.
The thought makes me laugh. Imagine the king himself learning his brother is housing his mate in the tub. What a scandal that would be.
Movement from the doorway startles me out of my reverie. A masked maid stands beneath the arched opening, a stack of towels clutched to her chest.
I jolt upright, embarrassment spreading like flames across my face. Is it my friend, or has some other maid come to clean the room? If it is someone else, does she recognize me?
Wordlessly, the woman drapes the towel over a hook, leaving me to my own devices.
Perhaps it isn’t Braith at all.
Remember your place, Allette. You were never meant to be here.
I focus on washing myself using Senan’s luxurious soaps, lathering my hair, and rinsing clean. When I emerge from the bathing room, the maid has the sheets and duvet changed.
“The prince had me bring your things from the caverns,” she announces. I recognize Braith’s voice, but her tone is as cool as the water left in the tub. “They’re in a room one level down, along with more dresses than you could wear in a year.” She picks up one of the pillows and fluffs it with sharp, jerking movements.
“And he sacked the House Master for beating you,” she goes on, pulling and dragging at the duvet to get it to lay just right. “Jeston has taken his place for the time being.”
So much has happened in the last few hours. What else have I missed? “Braith, stop for a few minutes and talk to me.”
She breezes past to let the water out of the tub.
“I can do that,” I call.
“There is no need.”
“Braith. Please. Take off your mask and look at me.”
She freezes but makes no move to unfasten her mask. I catch her gloved hands, but her fingers remain stiff in mine. “How is your back?” I ask.
“It’s fine.”
Even without seeing her face, I know she isn’t being truthful. “Please don’t lie to me.”
She rips her hands away, her humorless chuckle crunching like broken glass. “You wish to speak of lies? Shall we start with yours, Wynn. Or should I call you Allette?”
She must know everything then. Part of me is relieved to have the secret out. “Yes, I lied about my name, but that doesn’t change anything.”
“It changes everything,” she snaps, whirling and stalking out the servant’s door without so much as a glance back in my direction.
Perhaps I should let her go, leave her to her anger. When she calms down, hopefully she will realize that I had no choice but to lie.
You know what? No. She needs to hear the truth from me. If she still chooses to hate me afterward, then that’s on her.
Still wrapped in my towel, I follow her into the servants’ stairwell, ignoring the way the dampness on this side of the wards invades everything. I stalk down the stairs, not caring who sees me or if they think I’ve lost my mind. Braith throws open the door to the room below Senan’s.
It’s not as large or as opulent as his, but is still beautiful in its simple elegance. There will be plenty of time to explore, but right now, my friend needs me. “Why, Braith?” I demand. “Why must this change everything?”
“Look at this place. Look at it!” She throws her hands wide. “Not only are you living in a bloody castle, you had wings, Allette. You’re not one of us. You’re one of them.”
The venom in her tone hits like a slap to the face. “I’m sorry, Braith. It was foolish of me to believe you liked me for who I am, not what I am.”
Her hands fall to her sides, but she has no response.
“And I am sorry for lying to you, but I needed this job.”
“No, I need this job. You have a prince to look after you, to sweep in and whisk you away. Some of us have to fend for ourselves.”
I only fended for myself for a handful of days, and it did not go well. I cannot fathom how it must be to live with that sort of fear day in, day out, with no end in sight.
How could I think this wouldn’t change things? Even knowing she might end up hating me more, I continue on, committed to trading lies for the truth.
“Wynn was the name of my best friend. She was a servant in my aunt’s tower. Four years ago, I convinced her to come through the portal with me.” I drag a finger beneath my lashes, clearing the dampness there.
“Senan came too, but he wanted us to stay in the human realm, to escape together. Humans killed her. They killed my best friend.” I try not to think about her because it hurts so much. But the grief is always there, a heavy shadow dragging behind me every step of the way. “And then they broke my glamour, held me down, and sawed off my wings. I may have been born Scathian, but now I am neither Scathian nor Tuath. I am nothing.”
And it is only a matter of time before I lose everything all over again. I am terrified of returning to the caverns, and after what has happened, there is a good chance I wouldn’t be allowed back anyway. After all, it’s my fault Jeston’s uncle was sacked. I may be in this castle now, but the day my prince marries the princess, this will all be over.
Braith finally lifts her mask, and I see tears glistening in her eyes. “I’m sorry, Wynn.” She takes a hesitant step forward. “I mean, Allette. What I said was awful. I didn’t mean any of it. I am only jealous of your good fortune when I should be happy for you.”
Good fortune? The thought is laughable. “You’re right to be angry. I never should have gotten the job over a Tuath.”
“Who are we to question fate? After all, without this position, you never would have met me.”
A reluctant chuckle escapes. “And what a tragedy that would’ve been.”
“Exactly.” She offers me a watery smile. “And if you weren’t here, you might not have reconnected with your long-lost love.” Her shoulders rise and fall with a heavy sigh. “So, all’s well that ends well. Jeston has already filled your spot with another Tuath, and you have a chance to live the life that was stolen from you.”
A life that will end the day Senan marries the princess.
Her shoulder nudges mine. “Do you think you’ll move to Nimbiss with your prince?”
Considering a future without Senan leaves my heart in ribbons, but I fear watching him marry someone else will leave me even more broken. “I don’t know.” Senan hasn’t asked me to move with him. He has only ever spoken of here and now. “At the moment, we’re pretending the wedding isn’t happening.”
Braith’s dark eyebrows come together. “But it’s going to happen.”
“Unfortunately.”
“So you intend to be his mistress?”
“Of course not.” Although, that is what I’ll be, isn’t it? A prince’s mistress. The other woman.
Sighing, Braith crosses to the armoire and withdraws a cornflower-blue silk gown from a hanger. “After my grandfather passed, my grandmother had an affair with a Scathian lord. He wasn’t a prince, but he was wealthy. When his wife found out…” Her head shakes
My throat feels as if I’ve swallowed a load of stones.
“She was miserable until the day she left him,” Braith goes on, her eyes swimming with sympathy as she extends the garment toward me. “She deserved better than a man who could only give her a piece of his heart. A man who could only love her in private. And so do you. Don’t settle for shadows, Allette. Everyone deserves to be loved in the light.”
When Senan and I were younger, sneaking around had added to the excitement of our forbidden romance.
Would I be content with all the secrets now? Even if I move to Nimbiss, I will always live in the shadow of Senan’s wife. If she finds out about me, there is no telling what she’ll do. He’ll be living with her, presumably sleeping with her as well. And if they have any offspring, I know for a fact that he would never abandon them. His first responsibility will forever be to his wife and their children.
Whereas if Senan and I were ever blessed with little ones, our offspring would be scorned by society, outcasts among their own kind. If Senan suddenly decided he was finished with me, where would I live? How would I support myself?
“There is no happiness to be found in such a relationship.” Braith tugs a corset and pair of undergarments from a drawer. “Keep that in mind when making your decision. I understand why you love him; I see the depth of your feelings for one another. I just don’t want you to get hurt again.”



Forty-Four





SENAN


THE METALLIC CLASH of swords rings through the air, punctuated by grunts and curses. Guards and soldiers fill the balcony, some with their wings out, some with them glamoured. All of them bare-chested. Bell fights off three at once, swinging his broadsword as if it weighs no more than a dagger. Behind him, Bilson and another man spar with fire and wind. Even my bones are weary as I swipe sweat from my eyes.
Kyff kneels down to tie his loose laces, but something behind me catches his eye. “The women are looking.”
I glance around to find a horde of women watching the display. My betrothed stands at the front of the swarm, leaning heavily on the balustrade, her dress the same color as the champagne in the flute dangling between her fingers.
Audience or not, we need to focus. I knock Kyff’s back arm where his elbow has dropped nearly to his waist. “Then you’d better get that elbow up, huh?”
Scowling, he lifts his hands in line with his eyes, separates his feet, and lowers into a fighting stance. I match his position, but instead of fists, my wrapped hands remain flat.
Kyff swings a right hook, the thwack against my palm ringing in time with the swords. He is getting better every time we practice. One day, he’ll give our own guards a run for their money.
“Good strike. Now the left.”
Like most fighters who favor their right hand, his left hook isn’t nearly as powerful. “You’re not twisting your body enough. Watch.” I show him the way his torso should move while extending my arm. “Remember, the power comes from here.” I pat my stomach. “Try again.”
He twists the way I showed him, his small fist colliding with my palm. “Better. Give me ten more.”
By the time he finishes, his right hand has dropped again, leaving him open for a smack on the head. “Arms up, Kyff.”
His face flushes and eyes narrow. He shifts his stance, swinging as hard as he can with his right hand. When I sidestep the blow, he lets out a growl and launches himself at me, his fists flying with no form whatsoever.
I twist, catching a graze on my hip before hauling him into my arms. He may squeal like a piglet, but the lad bites like a feral cat.
“Put me down! C’mon, Senan. You’re getting me all sweaty!”
“Good. Maybe it’ll teach you to keep your head instead of throwing a tantrum.”
A flailing heel slams against my shin. My grip loosens, and he manages to wriggle free. Wily little git. He throws himself down on the marble and rips a water flask from the pile with a curse.
Biting back a smile, I fall beside him and give his ear a flick. “You shouldn’t use that sort of language.” It may be inevitable with all the time he spends training with the foul-mouthed guards, but still.
He side-eyes me. “You curse all the time.”
“Yes, but you’re far better than me.” I lock his head beneath my arm, dragging him in for a sweaty hug.
“Ew! Let me go!”
“Make me.”
The little heathen needles his bony finger right into my side. “That hurts, you little shit.” I let him go with a hard shove.
He jabs his finger at me, a victorious smirk on his lips. “Language, Senan!”
“Oh, fuck off.”
He laughs so hard, he falls onto his back. I lay down beside him, my skin baking under the sun’s unforgiving rays. My magic stores swell like my lungs as I inhale a deep breath. After healing Allette, heaven knows I need it.
Every time I think of those wounds ravaging her skin, a fresh swell of rage rises like a fiery tide. The House Master got off far too lightly. At least this session has given me an outlet for all this pent-up anger waging war within me.
I can’t wait for training to end so I can return to my room and spend what little time I can with Allette before being forced to leave once more.
What if I can’t convince Leeri to call off the wedding? Am I really going to marry her? If I had that antidote in hand, I’d steal away into the night and escape to some far-off kingdom. But since that can’t happen yet, I must bide my time. Play my role. Hope that I can convince Leeri that she’d be better off without me.
Rhainn stretches his legs where he leans against the armory wall, surrounded by swords, maces, and axes, with a book in his hands. When the king ordered him to attend training, I doubt this is what he meant. I cup my hands around my mouth and shout, “You’re next, Rhainn!” Maybe the princess will see him training and fall desperately in love with him instead.
The thought makes me chuckle. Rhainn is about as coordinated as a fish out of water.
He doesn’t spare me so much as a glance. “Pass.”
Kyff sips from his flask, his eyes trained on my torso. “I’ve been thinking of getting a tattoo,” he says, bringing my attention back to him.
I hook a second flask in my fingers and twist the lid free. “Oh yeah? What do you want?”
“A pink lily. For Mum.”
I should discourage him. I really should. But the idea of him wanting our mother’s favorite flower somewhere on his skin makes my heart swell.
He scrubs his wrapped hands against his trousers. “What do you think?”
“That depends.”
“On?”
“Whether or not you’ll let me get the same thing.”
Kyff’s eyes light up like I told him I’d buy the puppy he has always wanted. “When? Tomorrow?”
“Gods, Kyff. Are you trying to get me killed? You can get a tattoo when you turn eighteen.” Maybe I’ll give him one as an eighteenth birthday present.
Except…if things go to plan, I won’t be around to see him turn eighteen.
If things don’t go to plan, I may not be around at all.
Something loud thumps at my back. Kyff’s eyes widen. Before I can turn to see who has arrived, a hand wraps around my throat.
Kyff’s warning shout echoes through my skull. I roll, using my attacker’s own weight to flip him over my head, onto his back.
A feral growl erupts as my brother Aeron scrambles to his feet and drops down into a fighting stance. His black hair has been trimmed since the wedding, and he looks fitter, broader across the chest. Good for him. So many men let their stomachs go round when they find a wife.
I mirror his position, unable to hide my smirk. “I take it you found my gift?”
Aeron lunges like a snarling beast. I sidestep and stick out my foot at the last second, sending him headfirst onto the marble. Gods, I love beating him.
“Remember what I said about letting your emotions get the better of you?” I throw over my shoulder toward Kyff. Aeron always was the hot-headed one, and I used it to my advantage every time we sparred.
Aeron’s fist slams into my gut, putting an end to my gloating. “My bed is fucking ruined!”
Oh please, it’s not ruined. All I did was leave a few leaves of Toxicodendron under his sheets. He’ll be itching himself, bathing in oats, and walking around covered in pink healing ointment for days.
Aeron tackles me to the ground. His fist smashes my jaw. Fuck, that hurts. “You’ll be drinking dinner tonight, little brother.”
I spit blood onto the ground. It feels like I’ve been kicked by a fucking Pegasus. “Worth it.”
Aeron rolls off me and flops onto the marble, a reluctant grin tugging his lips as he stares up at the cerulean sky. “Gods, I’ve missed all of you.” He gives Kyff a brotherly knock on the knee, and the little boy beams. “Stratiss is so fucking dull.”
At the mention of his new kingdom, my frustration at this whole situation returns tenfold. How easy it is to fall back into routine and forget his betrayal. I catch the end of my hand straps and tug, unraveling the black material. “Then maybe you shouldn’t have gotten married.”
Aeron’s smile falters.
He promised we’d refuse our marriages together. He promised, and he’d failed me. I toss the wrap onto the ground between us and unravel the second one. Together, we could’ve talked sense into Boris. Alone, I have no chance. Aeron let me down, and now I’m in a bigger mess than ever.
I toss my second wrap next to the first and have to help Kyff find the ends of his so he can do the same. A shadow stretches over us, stealing my sunlight. I blink against the brightness until Princess Leeri’s face slowly comes into view. Rhainn launches to his feet, his book falling away, tumbling onto the marble.
“You must be Prince Aeron.” Leeri holds out a hand to my older brother. “I’m Princess Leeri. Senan’s betrothed.”
Aeron stands and takes her proffered hand. “It’s a pleasure, princess.” He gives me a wide-eyed, startled look. Fucking brilliant. Yet another brother smitten with the woman.
Leeri turns to me and props her hands on her slim hips, her friendly smile slipping into something harsher. “If you boys are done playing, I would like to borrow my fiancé.”
“For what?” Anything she has to discuss can be said in front of my brothers.
She gestures to the guards who’ve stopped to gawk at her—and there are quite a few. Why can’t she fall in love with one of them instead? Run off, get married, and leave me the hell alone.
“Come with me, and I’ll tell you.”
I roll to my feet and follow her like a good little dog. It’s hard not to notice the way her eyes flick down my bare torso or the way her cheeks flush as she tucks a strand of glossy hair behind her ear. “Do you… um… Do you train often?” she asks, her skirts swaying with each step toward the castle doors.
“Often enough.” Training keeps the darkness at bay and gives me a foe I can actually defeat. Plus, it gets Boris off my back about “hiding” in my room.
She stops suddenly, right in the middle of the balcony. “I’m sorry. I just…” She reaches a tentative hand toward me, tracing the line of my bicep to my elbow.
Bile inches up my throat as she draws her fingertip along the vines creeping up my shoulder interlaced with silver-white blooms. As much as I don’t want her to touch me, embarrassing her in front of so many people isn’t an option. “These are stunning,” she says, her eyes flicking up to meet mine. “Why moonflowers?”
Because they’re my girl’s favorite. “No reason.”
“You must like them to have them inked on your skin.”
“They’re the same as any other flower.”
She touches the bars on the birdcage that stretches from my ribs to my spine. “And this?”
“It’s a cage.” Clearly.
“I can see that. But what does it mean?”
It means I’m dying inside this castle and no one seems to notice. “Why does it have to mean anything? Why can’t it just be a cage?”
Leeri stares up at me for the longest time before sighing. “What has happened, Senan? You were beginning to open up to me, but now you’re more closed off than ever. Have I done something to anger you?”
“No.”
Her lips flatten as she pushes her hands through her hair. “I wish you would tell me what I did so that I may fix it. I don’t wish to enter into this marriage as enemies.”
This “marriage”—if one would even call it that—isn’t about growing close. It’s about a political alliance. Why can’t she see that?
Her finger trails along my collarbone, dipping into the hollow at my throat and continuing to my chest. Leeri taps the name tattooed across my heart. “Was Allette your mother?”
I want to reach into her mouth and rip the precious name from her tongue. “No.”
Her eyes sparkle when she peers up at me through the curtain of her lashes. “Was she your lover?”
“That is none of your business. I’m not… I’m not discussing this with you.” I’m finished with this conversation and finished with her. I drop my glamour; my wings spring from my back.
“Where are you going?”
As far from her as possible. I figure she’ll get the hint when I fly away.



Forty-Five





SENAN


ALLETTE ISN’T in my room.
She promised to stay, but when I step inside, I know instantly that she is gone. It’s like the warmth inside this place has been replaced by cold emptiness.
Where could she be? Surely not back in those caverns. I’ll get Bilson to go down straight away⁠—
Then I remember asking Braith to organize a room for her directly below mine. She is probably there. Hopefully. Bilson casts a baleful glare my way when I emerge back onto the balcony. He drapes the towel he was using to dab his sweat across his shoulders and follows me to the balcony’s edge. But when I leap down to Allette’s balcony, he does not follow.
As much as I want Allette to share my bed, my brothers have this terrible habit of coming into my chambers without knocking, and I’m not the most diligent about locking my door.
I cannot wait for Jeston to give me the antidote so I can get the fuck out of here.
Because he will give me the antidote. We’ve come too far, lost too much, to not be together now. I refuse to die. Simple as that. Death cannot have me yet. Even as the thought crosses my mind, air catches in my throat, and I cough into my fist. I quickly swipe the bloody splatters on my trousers so Allette doesn’t see.
Her room is bright and airy, all whites and delicate pinks. She stands next to her armoire, blue silk hugging her form and a rainbow of fabric peeking from within. Hopefully the gowns the clothier sent are to her liking. If not, I can commission more.
She glances over her shoulder, and our eyes meet. All my worries and fears fade into the background.
If I were a selfless man, I would put an end to this now, before we fall further into this chasm. But when it comes to this woman, I’m as selfish as they come. I don’t know if it’s the power of our mating bond or some other cosmic connection, but I know in my heart that there is no fighting this. I will give in every time, and so will she. The only way to resist is to put a world between us once more.
If that were to happen again, I wouldn’t survive.
“There’s my girl.”
She whirls toward me, and a smile brightens her face. I will never tire of this view, more beautiful than any sunrise or sunset I’ve ever seen. She runs to me, throwing herself into my arms. My hands come around her lower back, holding onto her for dear life. You’d swear from the way our lips crash and our mouths devour that we’ve been apart for decades instead of only a few hours.
“I’ve missed you so much,” I murmur against her trembling lips.
“I’ve missed you too.” She pulls away, her nose wrinkling. “But you’re covered in sweat and blood. You need a bath.”
I do need a bath. And would you look at that? There is a bathing room right there. I drag her into the smaller room, but there is no tub, only a standing shower. Guess that’ll have to do. When she realizes my intentions, she tries to fight me off, but it’s too late. I already have the tap twisted. Water spills from the showerhead, spraying over us both, as cold as the waves in the Folly Sea.
“Senan!” Allette shoves me back, her sopping hair like heavy black curtains on either side of her scowling face. The silk clings to her curves like it’s been painted on.
“What?” I push my dripping hair back from my forehead. “You told me I needed to bathe, so I am.”
“I’ve already bathed, and look!” She peels the side of her skirt from her thigh. “You’ve ruined my dress.”
Personally, I think it looks far better this way. I grip her hips, keeping her in place so I can lap the droplets clinging to the slender column of her throat. “Then we will just have to take it off, won’t we?”
Her back arches as I peel down the front of her gown, exposing the rosy tips of her breasts. I’m enthralled, watching the water droplets cascade between them, glistening over the soft swells and stiff peaks.
Her hips nudge against mine, grinding her center over my aching cock.
“Your belt is digging into my stomach,” she whispers, breathless.
“So take it off.” Because my hands are far too busy cupping the soft globes of her chest.
Her golden eyes gleam as she reaches for my belt, sliding the leather strap free of the buckle. But she doesn’t stop there. She pops the button and unfastens the zip, dragging the leather down my thighs until my very eager cock springs free.
Allette pauses for a moment, and I hold my breath, waiting to see what she’ll do. Her soft hand wraps around my length, and the fire in my blood ignites. With her eyes pinned to mine, she drops to her knees and takes the head of my cock between her pillowy lips.
A groan falls past mine, and I brace both my hands against the wall, shielding her from the stream of water flowing down my spine.
She works me slowly, taking as much of me as she can, until I feel myself hit the back of her throat. My hips start to move, and I drop one hand to catch the tangled mass of her hair, setting a steady pace. I want to fist her mane and buck forward but manage to resist the urge.
“Use your teeth,” I rasp. When her teeth scrape along my length, I nearly expire on the spot. “That’s my girl. Let them drag. Mark me as yours.” Inside and out. Forever and always.
Each time she pulls back, I can’t help staring at those red lines her teeth leave on my cock.
“You have no idea how fucking good you look with my cock in your perfect mouth.” To see this woman on her knees for me nearly brings me to mine.
And to think, if I hadn’t been weak and gone to the Black Hole that night searching for an escape, we might never have been reunited. I never would’ve found out about the poison in my veins. Would’ve married the princess, moved to Nimbiss, and died a young man.
Fate, for as cruel as she has been, has given us this chance to be together. To find a way forward. To live and love once more.
Tension ratchets up my spine, and I can feel my balls start to tighten. I pull out with a curse. Allette looks up at me, damp lashes framing wide golden eyes. “Stand up.”
She holds onto the shower wall as she rights herself. “That’s my girl.” My thumb skims over her puffy lips, swollen from my cock. “Now, turn around and bend over.” With her back to me, I gather her sopping skirts, peeling them up her thighs until they hang in heavy folds around her shapely waist. I notch myself into her slick entrance and thrust the way I wanted to while in her mouth. Allette cries my name as I pump into her, our bodies slamming together beneath the water.
Her body was made to cradle mine. Being inside her is better than any high I’ve ever experienced. My zenith. I lean forward, my chest slipping against Allette’s back and hand sliding around her hip, between her thighs to toy with her clit. “Are you going to come for me, Allette?”
“Yes… Keep doing that. Faster…” Her breathless plea ends in a moan, and I can feel her legs start to tremble.
To think, not long ago I was convinced that this was all in my mind. That what I had with this woman couldn’t possibly have been as sacred as I remembered. Now I can say, hand on heart, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that this sort of connection cannot be replicated. My mate and I share a bond like no other; her soul sings, and mine answers in perfect harmony.
I must find a way to save her—to save myself.
My fingers work faster, my hips punch harder, until the entire room fills with my mate’s cries. “There she is. That’s my girl.”
The sheer bliss of her body pulsing with pleasure helps me find my own. The water washes away any evidence of our coupling.
Allette turns, catches either side of my face, and kisses me, slow and deep, as if we have all the time in the world. The thought of leaving my love to attend yet another fancy dinner with people I loathe rips me in two.
The only thing that could make tonight bearable would be if she came with me.
My hands lock together at the small of her back. I try to lean my face away, but she chases my mouth, nipping playfully at my bottom lip. “Come to dinner with me,” I murmur between kisses.
She draws back, her brow furrowed. “But then everyone will see me.”
I would dine in here if I could, but Boris would never allow it. And the thought of leaving Allette behind makes me physically ill. More and more people arrive for the wedding every day. Who is to say she didn’t come from Allto? Or from Stratiss.
That’s it. Surely Aeron will be willing to help out. After all, he does owe me.
“I have a plan.”
“Do you remember what happened the last time you had a plan?”
By the gods… “I know you’re not making light of me leaving you in the human realm.” Her lips twitch into an almost-smile. “Careful now, minx. I’m not above putting you back on your knees to keep that smart mouth of yours occupied.”
Her hand grips me, and I feel myself twitch. “You say that as if it’s a punishment.”
If she keeps talking like that, neither of us will make it to dinner, and then I’ll be in even more shit than I already am. “You can pretend to be one of my brother’s courtiers.”
Allette’s brow knits and hand stills. “But won’t the king know I’m not a courtier?”
“Not a courtier from Kumulus. From Stratiss.” I’m not that much of a fool. Boris has an uncanny memory, being able to recall names and faces of people he has only met once a decade ago.
“You have far too many brothers,” she murmurs with a roll of her eyes. “Which one is Stratiss again?”
“Aeron.”
“And have you spoken to Aeron about this lie you wish for me to tell?”
“Not yet. But he will agree. I’m sure of it.”

I REALLY DIDN’T THINK this through.
Not only am I dripping wet, but I have no clothes to change into. Either I fly back to my room soaked or wrapped in a towel. At this point, I’m not sure which is worse. Of course, Allette thinks my predicament is hilarious. Her laughter makes the awkwardness worthwhile. When I suggest she take the servants’ stairs to my room to retrieve my clothes, she tells me that I got myself into this mess and that I need to get myself out.
After some deliberation, I decide to err on the side of caution and keep my clothes on.
Bilson is sitting on the edge of the balustrade, swinging his feet as he munches on what looks like a turkey leg. I don’t ask him where the hell he got it, and he doesn’t ask why the hell I look like a drowned rat.
I change as quickly as possible and run a towel over my damp hair before heading to Aeron’s room. He is already dressed for dinner and fastening the final buckle on his tall black boots. The look he gives me oozes wariness, which, to be fair, I deserve after the welcome gift I left for him.
I step inside, closing the door behind me. “I need a favor.”
He stands and adjusts his trousers before stalking toward the balcony. “Probably should’ve thought of that before you covered my bed in poisonous leaves.”
He can’t be that upset. It was only a prank. “It’s important.”
His shoulders rise and fall with his sigh. “What is it?”
“Come to the solar, and I’ll tell you.” Allette is meeting us there once she finishes getting ready.
“It better not be another ‘surprise.’”
“It isn’t. I swear.”
We fly down together, but there is no sign of Allette yet. Which is good. I need a bit of time to explain some things to my brother without the circling guards overhearing us. If they catch wind of this, I won’t be able to bribe my way out.
The moment we step into the room, Aeron grabs my hand. In my haste to get to him before dinner, I completely forgot about pulling my glamour.
“Dammit, Senan. You said you’d stopped.”
I tear out his grasp, tucking my hands into my pockets so he doesn’t keep staring at them. “I did stop.”
“Oh, really? How long has it been since you touched the stars?”
This isn’t how our conversation is meant to start. I need him in a good mood. “I don’t know? A week?”
“A fucking week. Senan, that shit can kill you.”
It is killing me, but that is neither here nor there.
“Boris said in his letters that you were getting better. That you had accepted this union and were looking forward to a fresh start in Nimbiss.”
Boris said what? There are so many things to unpack in that statement, but for some reason, my wounded pride takes precedent. “You were writing to Boris and not me?”
He presses a hand to his forehead, as if everything about me exasperates him. Guess what? The feeling is fucking mutual. We used to be so close, and then he fucking left me to deal with all this shit on my own.
“Of course I wrote to you. Every fucking week. You’re the one who stopped writing.”
“I only stopped because you never responded.” And after months of nothing, it felt like a colossal waste of time—not to mention pathetic. If he didn’t want to be in my life, then I didn’t want him in it.
His hands fall to his sides. “I wrote to all of you, Sen. Sent them in the same envelopes and everything.”
“I haven’t heard from you since the spring Equinox.” Fucking Boris. Why withhold letters from me? They were my lifeline for so long, the only thing keeping me from drowning. “It doesn’t matter,” I tell him—and myself. “You’re here now, and I need your help.”
His eyes harden as he watches me with tight lips.
“I’ve invited a friend to dinner tonight and need you to say she came with you from Stratiss.” It kills me that I won’t be by Allette’s side the entire night, but knowing she is there will have to be enough.
His dark brows arch. “Your friend is a woman?”
I nod.
Cursing, he closes his eyes and starts massaging his temples with his fingertips. “Let me get this straight. You’ve invited a woman to dine with us thirteen days before you are to marry another.”
Now for the part he really isn’t going to like. I steel my spine and draw in a fortifying breath. “I am not going to marry the princess.”



Forty-Six





ALLETTE


AFTER MY CONVERSATION WITH BRAITH, I had every intention of asking Senan his plans for after he weds, but then he returned all shirtless and glistening, and I threw myself at him like some rabid beast. On a positive note, at least this allows us to pretend for a little longer.
When dinner is over, we will discuss plans for our future, but for now, I will simply bask in the excitement of attending a grand event at Kumulus Castle instead of just serving at one. Part of me wonders what the other servants might think. Then again, our relationship became common knowledge the day Senan sent his guard to retrieve me.
Braith helps me into a black silk gown with long sleeves that gradually fades to silver at the hem. The crisscrossed pattern over my chest and waist accentuates my small breasts and the flare of my hips.
At first, I feel beautiful. But the longer I stare at myself, the less confident I become. “Are you certain you can’t see my scars?” It’s difficult to tell from this angle.
“I’m certain,” Braith says with a sigh of exasperation. “I chose this dress specifically for the higher neckline.”
The neckline is high, but there are other dresses that go higher. “Perhaps I should change into the red one.”
“This dress is perfect, Allette. Just like you. Now, stop fidgeting and let me finish your hair.” She twists the pieces at the front back from my face and fastens them at my crown with a silver clasp.
I don’t know about perfect, but it’s nearly dinnertime, so there really isn’t time to change. Plus, the kohl she has skillfully applied along my lashes and the silver shimmer on my eyelids wouldn’t suit the red dress at all.
“All finished.” Braith steps back to admire her handywork and gives me a nod of approval. She truly is a miracle worker. With the subtle touches of makeup and rouge, I don’t look as if I’ve spent the last four years far from the sun.
I press a hand to my stomach, willing the flutters to calm. Although I look the part of the noblewoman I once was, I still feel like a servant. “I’m not sure if I can do this.” With Senan by my side, it feels as if I can take on the world, but the moment he leaves, my doubt returns tenfold, screaming with a vengeance.
To step out of this room all alone is to expose myself to a world that will shun me if it finds out who I am—what I’ve become. A Tuath in Scathian clothing. An imposter.
“Look at all you’ve been through. All you’ve survived. You deserve to be out there among your people,” Braith says, straightening a wrinkle along my silken sleeve. “Do not let them make you feel less than what you are.”
I need to be strong, to take charge of my own destiny. To stand by my word. “I don’t suppose you’d like to come with me? There are plenty of dresses to choose from.”
She laughs. “I don’t think the Scathian nobility is ready for what I have to say. But if you need a bit more time, we could always take the servants’ stairs.”
“That would be brilliant.” I’m not even sure how to get to the solar from here.
Together, we step through the servants’ entrance and into the musty hallway. I grasp my skirts in my fists, lifting them high enough so that I don’t trip as we descend flight after flight of stairs until we reach the corridor that connects the towers. Down more stairs, through another tight hallway, and up another set, and we’re emerging into a room lit by the falling sun, where Senan’s voice pierces the silence. “You owe me.”
“Do not speak of what you don’t know,” a deep voice returns.
“What do you think they’re talking about?” Braith whispers in my ear.
“I don’t know,” I mouth back. Together, we tiptoe into the room until we reach a set of high shelves filled with stone sculptures.
When I peer around the shelf, I find my prince speaking to a man who looks about the same age, but broader in the shoulders and not quite as lean. His black hair skims tight at the sides, showing off the rings along the points of his ears. This must be his brother Aeron. Braith peers around the shelf as well, and I hear her harsh intake of breath.
Senan’s hands flex and stretch at his sides as if he wants to strike his own brother. “I know all I need to. You were meant to deny Boris and yet you caved like a deck of fucking cards.”
“That isn’t what happened⁠—”
My hip accidentally grazes the shelf, and the bloody sculptures start to rattle.
The two princes whirl toward me. Aeron scowls, his lips drawing back with derision. He looks at me with such disdain, I feel like a tiny ant about to be crushed beneath his boot.
His head swings toward Senan. “You’re going to regret this.”
Senan’s eyes darken. “Will you do it or not?”
“She’s here now, isn’t she?” Aeron waves at me as if I’m a Pegasus to be auctioned at market. “I’m hardly going to say no.”
I have no clue what is going on between these two, but whatever it is makes me want to turn and run in the opposite direction.
Senan gestures me forward, and I step into the light. “Lady Wynn Simon, this is my brother Aeron Vale, Prince of Kumulus and now of Stratiss.”
He is using a false name, so Aeron must not know everything. And from the way they were arguing, he clearly isn’t on board with bringing me to dinner.
“I am truly sorry for putting you in this position,” I say, meaning every word. “I don’t mind returning to my rooms.”
Aeron shoots Senan a stern frown, then turns back to me. He doesn’t quite smile, but at least he no longer looks like he wants to commit murder. “Nonsense. I’d rather escort a beautiful woman to dinner than spend the evening chatting with a bunch of preening pricks.” He offers me his arm, and I take it.
“You don’t have to do this,” I say under my breath so that only Aeron can hear. Senan knows how it feels not to have a choice. Aeron should be allowed to refuse if he wants.
Aeron shakes his head, and what sounds like a resigned sigh pushes through his lips. “Senan is right. I do owe him.”

“LADY WYNN SIMON,” Aeron says, introducing me to the tenth dignitary of the night. There are so many people stuffed into this dining room, it’s difficult to move without bumping into someone else. Even when I was serving, there hadn’t been this many. I can only imagine how full the room would be at one of the grand balls.
Or a wedding.
“I assume your wife is back in Stratiss,” the man whose name I’ve already forgotten says to Aeron with a smirk.
When Senan suggested I accompany his brother, he failed to mention that Aeron was married. Not one person I’ve met has batted an eye at the idea of a married man swanning around the dining room with a woman who is not his wife. Like this is an everyday occurrence.
Fae lights dance in golden sconces between wide windows and in candelabras along the longest table I’ve ever seen. Each place is set with delicate porcelain dishes edged in gold. Champagne and white roses spill from ornate centerpieces. Clearly, they are already preparing for the wedding celebrations at the end of next week.
What are we going to do?
Don’t settle for shadows, Allette.
Everyone deserves to be loved in the light.
Braith’s words are a haunting melody playing in my mind.
From across the crowded room, my gaze meets Senan’s where he stands next to his fiancée, arms clasped at his back, black wings tucked in tight. The bond between us urges me to go to him, but I must resist.
My gaze drifts to the woman on his right. Her glossy, violet hair contrasts beautifully with her silver gown and white wings.
Aeron lifts his champagne flute to his lips, muttering, “If you do not want the entire room to know you’re fucking my brother, then you need to stop staring at him.”
My own glass trembles in my clenched fist at his crude language. “I am not staring at him.”
“I’ve caught the two of you making eyes at one another at least ten times, and we’ve barely been here an hour.”
When Senan had offered Aeron as my escort, I had been under the impression that the man would be as charming as his brother. It would seem that is not the case. Aeron is curt and clipped and downright rude. And he definitely doesn’t like me, which is fine, I suppose, because the feeling is quite mutual.
Contempt rolls off his body, seeping into mine.
What was meant to be a whimsical evening has turned into a downright slog. Yes, the dining room is beautifully decorated, and the colorful gowns and ornate hairstyles are stunning, but that is where the pleasantness ends.
No wonder Senan never wanted to attend castle events all those years ago. The women come off as vapid and vain, and the men gawk or sneer. It’s awful.
Aeron glances sidelong at me, his silver eyes hard as steel. “I love Senan, but he has always been such a fanciful fool, believing any of us have a choice in our fates. If you know what is good for you, you’ll leave tonight and forget you ever met him.”
I am a grown woman, capable of making my own choices. If I choose to leave when Senan marries, then it will be because it is what I believe is best for me, not because some man who doesn’t even know me tells me to. “And if you don’t want this champagne poured over your head, I suggest you keep your opinions to yourself.”
I slip free of his gasp and guzzle what remains in my glass. Somehow, I manage to keep my false smile in place as I move between couples and groups of men toward the servant carrying a tray with more champagne. The only way I’m going to survive this dinner is to arm myself with alcohol.
Perhaps this night is a blessing in disguise. A much-needed dose of reality. Do I really want this to be my life? It’s clear that everyone we meet believes I’m sleeping with Aeron, and my escort has done nothing to alter the narrative. The men we meet leer at me, probably because they assume I’m a woman without morals. The women glower, likely wondering if I’ll set my sights on their husbands next.
This is much worse than feeling like an imposter. I’m a bloody pariah.
I discard my empty glass on one of the many high-top tables scattered around the room and catch up to the servant when he slows to avoid running into an elderly gentleman’s cane. I snatch a glass like a lifeline. Champagne in hand, I inhale a deep breath and drown my sorrows with a bubbly gulp.
It’s impossible to pretend when Senan’s future is literally unfolding in front of me like a play on a stage.
“Allette?”
It’s loud in here, so I cannot be certain, but it sounded like someone said my name. Not wanting to give myself away, I take a few more steps before turning casually and finding none other than Lord Philip Windell staring straight at me. It’s so absurd, I almost laugh. Of course fate would choose this moment to intervene.
He hasn’t changed a bit. Same mousy brown hair. Same thin, slightly crooked nose. My gaze falls to the paunch testing his waistcoat and trousers. Well, most of him hasn’t changed.
Lord Windell takes a halting step forward. “By the gods, it is you.” His nose wrinkles. “What have you done to your hair? It looks dreadful that color.”
His face looks dreadful that color, but you don’t see me saying that out loud, do you? Still as much of a pretentious pig as ever. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”
He presses a gloved hand to his chest. “Lord Philip Windell. Don’t you remember?”
“I’m afraid you must be mistaking me for someone else. I’ve never met anyone with the last name Withell.”
“Wind-ell,” he corrects. “Wind, like a breeze.”
If I still had my elemental magic, I’d breeze him right out of this room. “I’m sorry, sir, but I do not know you.”
His eyes narrow, and he shifts closer. His thick fingers lock around my wrist, keeping me here. The stench of cigar smoke assaults my nose when he speaks again. “Are you playing me for a fool?”
“I see you still have trouble keeping your hands to yourself, Windell.”
Philip drops my hand like it’s on fire. Excitement floods my stomach when I find Senan standing behind me. That is until I realize he still has his perfect fiancée in tow.
I’ve never seen a smile as false as the one Philip offers my prince. “Ah, Prince Senan. Always such a pleasure to see you.”
“Such a pleasure,” Senan drawls, silver eyes sliding to mine. “Are you enjoying yourself, Lady Wynn?”
Philip’s gaze bounces between us, his brow tightening. Stars, this is like deja-vu. Except instead of my best friend Wynn at my side, there is a Nimbiss princess.
The princess glances at me through curious eyes, her ruby lips slightly pursed, before she turns to Philip. “Princess Leeri Eadrom of Nimbiss,” she says in a velvety voice with the slightest accent, holding out her hand. “And you are?”
“Lord Philip Windell, your highness.” Philip makes no attempt to hide the fact that he is leering at the princess’s chest as he takes her gloved hand and presses a kiss to her knuckles.
The princess watches me through eyes so pale, they look almost glacial. “And you are?”
I curtsy, keeping my head bowed. “Lady Wynn Simon.”
Senan’s eyes sparkle. “It is good to see you again, Lady Wynn. My brother has been singing your praises.”
I smooth my hands down my skirts even as my face warms under his hypnotic gaze. What game is he playing?
When he turns back to Philip, all hints of humor vanish. “I didn’t realize you would be joining us, Lord Windell. How is the new wife?”
Philip got married? That poor, unfortunate woman. I bet he gave her a rabbit pelt as a wedding present. Hopefully she likes pistols.
“She is quite well, sire. Thank you for asking.”
The princess clutches Senan’s arm like she owns him. “Come, my love. Let us take our seats. They’ll be announcing dinner any time now.”
Senan’s smile turns wolfish. “Walk with us, Windell. I would love to hear all about life in Gallus.”
Although he looks as if he wants to protest, Philip follows Senan over to the table. Thank the stars the prince intervened. That interaction could’ve been so much worse.

SENAN JOKES and laughs with his littlest brother while Prince Aeron and I sit in stark silence across the table. He is so enigmatic, how could you not love him? I try to focus on the food, really I do, but my gaze always finds its way back to Senan.
Masked servants come and go, refilling wine glasses and clearing one course before returning with another. One maid wedges herself between Aeron and me, her hip ramming my shoulder so hard, I drop my fork, splattering red sauce all over my bodice. She doesn’t apologize either, carrying away a tray as if nothing were amiss.
My bad luck doesn’t end there.
Out of nowhere, a candle tips over, and I scorch my fingers on hot wax trying to right it. I burn my tongue on the tuna and corn salad—a dish meant to be served cold—and my bowl of potato and leek soup is cold as ice.
There are mealworms squirming in my slice of brown bread, and I nearly break a tooth on what looks an awful lot like a stone inside the sherbet.
No one else appears to be having any issues with their food, which makes me believe this is deliberate. My fellow servants have turned against me, and I can’t even blame them. What must they think of me, sitting here in this gown, pretending to be something I’m not?
This dinner cannot end soon enough.
Before the dessert is served, a servant brings us a fresh bottle of wine, but when he goes to set it down, the bottle slips and spills red wine all over my place setting and my skirts.
The whole table gasps, and a few guests titter behind their napkins, like watching me try to clean up the sopping mess is the most entertaining part of their night.
The man beside me starts to offer his serviette, but then his wife catches his hand and pulls him back.
With my cheeks ablaze, I search for my own serviette, but it must’ve fallen somewhere⁠—
A clean white cloth appears in front of me. Prince Senan extends a handkerchief across the table, his initials embroidered on the corner. The princess watches him with a look of abject horror on her face.
The room goes so quiet, you could hear a pin drop.
I take the cloth with a quiet word of thanks and dab my skirts. What I wouldn’t give to be hidden behind a servants’ mask right now.
“Are you all right?” Aeron asks under his breath. The question would have made me feel better if he didn’t sound so bloody irritated.
No, I’m not all right. I feel humiliated and foolish. Why didn’t I take his advice and leave when I had the chance? “I think I need to go back to my rooms to change…”
He doesn’t appear to care either way when I rise from my chair and quit the room. The guards outside snap to attention, but none of them seem bothered by my presence. Without wings, it takes far too long to reach the central tower. When I finally make it to my room, all I want is to strip out of this dress and crawl beneath my covers. The thought of returning to that dining room makes me want to scream.
But then I step inside, and my heart stops dead.
All the gowns Senan gifted me are spread across the floor, the colorful fabric shredded and torn. Above my bed, someone has written the word “WHORE” in bright red paint that drips like blood down the pristine wall.
I don’t belong with those awful people in the dining room.
I don’t belong in the caverns.
It’s beginning to feel like I don’t belong anywhere.
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SENAN


ALLETTE WHISPERS SOMETHING to Aeron and then slowly rises from her chair. The wine has soaked the entire front of her skirt, no doubt ruining the fragile fabric. Heat floods my chest as I watch her walk toward the hallway. As much as I want to follow her out of the dining room, I know better. People would talk, and I don’t need to give them any more fodder. So I remain rooted to my chair next to my unwanted fiancée, who looks as if she ate something sour, and Lord Philip fucking Windell.
The servant who knocked over Allette’s wine doesn’t seem the least bit repentant. Usually when something like that happens—which, admittedly, isn’t often—the servant rushes to correct the error. This one simply walked away as if he had done nothing wrong.
Not even my own fucking brother had helped her. Aeron and I will be having words after this, and he is not going to like what I have to say.
How long must I wait until I can leave as well? This charade is so fucking tiresome. If I had my way, I’d climb onto the middle of this table and shout so loud the stars could hear me declare that Allette is mine.
The longer it takes for her to return, the clearer it becomes that she isn’t coming back. And with the way she left, I have a sinking feeling that she is going to do something foolish, like try to run away. She can’t leave yet. Not without me. And I cannot go until Jeston gives me that fucking antidote. What a disaster.
I suppose the time has come to explain the truth of my dire situation so she understands why I haven’t stolen her away to safety.
I take a deep drink of wine and set my glass aside, but when I try to swallow, the bitter liquid goes down the wrong tube, and I end up spluttering. I steal Rhainn’s serviette to cover my mouth. Leeri pats my back, her brow tightened in concern. When I’ve finally finished making a spectacle out of myself, I ball up the serviette, drop it to the ground, and give it a kick under the table so no one notices how much blood is splattered over the white cloth.
When I push back from the table, my head starts to swim.
It takes a moment to get my bearings and stumble for the door. But of course, my luck is shit, and Boris catches me, gripping my arm and escorting me out into the hallway.
“Have you lost your fucking mind? First, you sack the House Master, and now this?”
I knew I wouldn’t get away with firing the man but had hoped to be long gone before Boris found out.
From his pocket, the king removes a glowing vial and slams the stardust into my scarred palm.
What the fuck is he doing? “Why the hell are you giving me this?” While I like to think I have control over my vices, my hands start to tremble. He knows I struggle, and yet he just handed me the only thing besides Allette that I can never seem to resist.
“Because it’s yours.”
“No, it isn’t.” Every vial I’ve purchased has been consumed. Probably not the sort of information that would be very helpful right now, though. Is this vial tainted or pure? Not that it matters since I’ve sworn off the stuff for the rest of my days—however few they may be.
Boris paces to the window and back, his shoulders curled and face set in anger. “I found this in our brother’s room.”
“Rhainn doesn’t dust.” At least, I don’t think he does. Gods, I hope it’s pure. It kills me to think of my younger brother going down the same dark, deadly path I’ve chosen.
Boris shakes his head. “Not Rhainn.”
My heart stutters. “Aeron?” And he gave me shit about dusting. Hypocrite.
Again, Boris shakes his head.
We only have one brother left, but…
No. No. Kyff would never do something so foolish. He is only a child.
“That boy looks up to you. Heaven knows why,” Boris mutters, pinching the bridge of his nose.
Kyff looks up to me because I give him the time of day. Genuinely enjoy his company. Love him.
When Boris’s eyes finally lift to mine, I see the weariness there. He is only in his mid-thirties and already the hair at his temples is showing signs of sliver. The small creases bracketing his mouth aren’t from smiling but from frowning. “When I asked him about it, he said he got it from your drawer.”
That can’t be right...
“This is the last straw, Senan. If you won’t stop for yourself, stop for him.”
“I have stopped.” Even as I say the words, my fingers tighten around the sparkling vial. “I swear, this isn’t mine.”
His silver eyes flash. “Are you saying he lied to me?”
“I don’t know.” But I plan to find out. “I’ll talk to him and get to the bottom of this.”
Boris catches my arm, positioning himself so that he is blocking the entrance to the dining room. “Oh no you don’t. I have allowed you to influence Kyffin for far too long. I should’ve put an end to your interactions the moment you chose dust over your duty to this family.”
He cannot be serious. “I would never hurt Kyff.” That boy has been the only good thing in my life for far too long. Without him, I don’t even want to think about where I’d be now.
Boris jabs a finger at the stardust. “What the hell do you think that is?”
“Boris, I⁠—”
“No. I’ve had enough of your lies. There is too much darkness in you, Senan, there always has been. I thought I could help you, but it’s clear you are too far gone to save. Now it is my responsibility to keep you from tainting anyone else.”
All I can do is stare at his rigid back as he turns and stalks into the dining room.
There is too much darkness in you…
I need to speak to Kyff, but maybe Boris is right. Maybe my baby brother is better off without my influence. I’ll either be dead or gone soon anyway.
…keep you from tainting anyone else.
Maybe disappearing is the best thing I can do for Kyff.
I should get rid of the dust. Dump it into one of the potted plants or throw it off the balcony.
Instead, I stuff the vial into my pocket and go after my girl.
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ALLETTE


THERE IS ONLY one salvageable dress still hanging in the armoire, made of serviceable gray cotton with buttons that climb all the way to my neck. I change quickly and then go to Senan’s room to wait for him to leave his fiancée and return to me. The longer it takes, the more my heart breaks.
Don’t settle for shadows, Allette.
Everyone deserves to be loved in the light.
Braith was right. For too long, I have lived in shadows, settling for less than I should. I want all or nothing and must be willing to walk away if the prince cannot give me what I deserve.
The balcony doors open, and Senan steps through.
Our gazes collide, and from the broken look on his face, it’s clear he knows what I’m about to say before I utter a word.
I stand from his bed and force my wrenching hands to my sides. “Senan, I am sorry. But I cannot do this. I cannot be your mistress.” That terrible word painted above my bed rings through my mind. I cannot be your whore.
“My mistress?” His long strides eat up the gap between us. “Allette, you are my wife.”
“Not in the eyes of the world. Not according to the law.” In a handful of days, a princess will be waiting for him at the end of an aisle…unless I can convince him to choose me. “For too long, I have settled for pieces of you. That ends tonight. It’s all or nothing.”
The toes of his boots brush my silk slippers. His rough, scarred hands cup my jaw, lifting my face until our gazes lock. “Wherever you go, I will follow. You are all I have ever wanted, Allette. Until the sun implodes and the stars stop shining.”
I cannot believe my ears. “You’re choosing me…”
“I will always choose you.”
Part of me believed this castle, its riches, and the power of his crown would sway him, but he doesn’t even hesitate or balk at the thought of giving all of this up for a penniless, wingless daughter of a lowly lord.
Our lips collide like a desperate supernova. A sky full of glittering, burning stars. Our tongues sweep together, tangling and dancing, sealing our fates.
“I need you.” More than my next breath, more than the next beat of my pounding heart. “Prove I’m the only one.”
“On my life, Allette, there will never be another,” he vows, unbuttoning and tugging down the front of my dress, freeing my breasts, his tongue tasting, tracing, toying with the hardened peaks, dragging a broken whimper from my throat.
My back arches, giving him what he desires. His low growl vibrates against my skin, and his hands constrict on my backside as he lifts me, wrapping my legs around his waist. His hips rock upward, dragging his rigid length against my most sensitive spot.
“More,” I beg the night, grinding myself against him as he thrusts, giving me what I crave.
His forehead drops between my breasts, his breaths sawing in and out. “Allette⁠—”
“I need you inside me. Please, Senan.” I need him like magic needs the sun. To replenish me, restore me, bring me back to the woman I used to be.
He drops me so quickly that my legs nearly give out. I lift my skirts to my waist as he yanks at his belt, our hot, frenzied kisses catching skin as we fight to free ourselves for one another.
He draws my undergarments to the side at the same time I clasp a hand around his rigid length. Our broken moans become one sound, his fingers sinking deep as I stroke. He kisses me again, thrusting into my hand as he curls his fingers inside me, teasing and drawing out this delicious torture. Filling me before pulling out to graze along my seam. Confident and slow, as if we have all the time in the world to explore one another instead of a few stolen moments.
We’re thieves in the night, taking whatever we can, consequences be damned.
“Hurry,” I moan even as I writhe under his touch.
“No.”
“Senan—”
He drops to his knees and pulls my undergarments farther to the side so he can find me with his tongue. We need to hurry, we really do. But…stars. I’m not going to rush this. If anyone catches us, I’ll gladly spend the rest of my days paying for this so long as Senan keeps flicking his tongue like that. A whimper falls from my lips. He buries his head deeper between my thighs, and I’m helpless to stop him from dragging on the threads that bind me together until I’m teetering on the edge of release.
With a muttered curse, he stands and lifts me once more. My spine slams against the rigid wall; my legs lock around his lower back.
He positions his length at my entrance and rocks his hips once more, nudging against my slick folds. Then he clasps my chin in his tattooed fingers, lifts my head until our gazes meet, and thrusts into me.
Starlight bursts behind my eyes, and I can do nothing but hold on for dear life as he gives and takes and gives and gives. Never again do I want to live without this feeling.
Being loved by him.
Destroyed by him.
Cherished by him.
My hand slides down his neck to the top of his spine, tracing his vertebrae until I reach the small ridge between his shoulder blades and press firmly. Senan shudders as his wings emerge, somehow managing to keep his rhythm. I caress his beautiful, inky feathers, tugging at the base of his wings, relishing the way he jerks inside me.
“There’s my wicked girl,” he murmurs, nipping my ear.
The love we made all those years ago is nothing compared to this. Beautiful. Brutal. Broken. Each pounding thrust breaks me apart. Each “I love you” whispered against my lips pulls me back together.
The feel of him. The taste of him. The utter devastation of our joining leaves me whimpering and pleading against his neck.
We’ve loved. We’ve lost. We’ve found each other once more.
This prince is meant for another—kingdom, woman, destiny. While I was always meant to be left behind. Those were our fates ,and yet here we are, gripping each other, defying the very stars that insisted on ripping us apart.
Senan pins my wrists above my head beneath the hand spelling out “LOVE.” His other hand falls between us, making me well and truly lost as he flicks his thumb against the bundle of nerves above where we’re joined. Teasing. Taunting. Driving me out of my mind with pleasure.
When I fall apart in his arms, he captures my cries with his mouth. Only a moment later, I watch him break, his tears raining down on our sweat-slickened skin. We cling to each other, our harsh breaths falling in time as madness subsides.
“Oh, shit,” someone gasps.
My hammering heart stops. Senan’s wings curve around us, shielding me from view.
“I…um…I’m sorry,” a man stutters. “I didn’t mean to intrude but⁠—”
“Spit it out, Rhainn,” Senan snarls, his eyes darkening to a dangerous hue.
How long has Senan’s bloody brother been standing there? How did we not hear him? Even as the question crosses my mind, the answer is so bloody obvious: We didn’t hear because we’ve been rutting and tearing into each other like feral animals.
“Your…um…fiancée is waiting for you,” the younger prince says. “In the dining room.”
He isn’t yours.
He isn’t yours.
He isn’t yours.
Senan curses again. “Tell her I am indisposed.”
“I’m afraid she was quite insistent.”
Senan sets my feet on the marble and drags my skirts back into place. “Leave us, Rhainn.”
“Right. Yes. Sorry.”
“Not a word of this, do you hear me, Rhainn?”
Rhainn says nothing as he stalks out the door.
“Rhainn!”
The door slams in his wake.
“Dammit…” Senan yanks his breeches from around his ankles, cursing while he fumbles with the leather strap on his belt.
“You’re leaving…” What am I saying? Of course he is leaving.
He is done with you and going to her.
He clasps my jaw in his scarred hands. “Don’t do that.”
I blink back burning tears. “Don’t do what?”
“You think I can’t see you pulling away from me? Swear to me that you will be here when I get back.”
“Senan—”
“Swear it!”
“I swear.”
“We leave together, do you hear me?”
I nod, trying my best to hold onto his promises as I watch him turn and walk away.
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SENAN


“RHAINN!” My shout echoes off the empty hall walls and windows. Dammit, where is my infernal brother? “Rhainn?”
“He went that way, sire.” Bell points down the hallway toward the study. Surely he wouldn’t go straight to the king. And yet, the solar and the dining room are in the opposite direction.
I run as fast as my legs will carry me, catching up to Rhainn right when his fist lifts to knock. “Stop!” I bellow. All the exertion ignites a fire in my lungs, and I begin to wheeze and cough. There is no hiding the blood that spills from my mouth as I drag my sleeve across my lips and try to catch my breath.
Rhainn whirls, his face a mask of fury, flushed all over, and eyes narrowed into slits. “How could you do this to her? Don’t you know how fucking lucky you are? She loves you, and yet you’re off rutting with our brother’s whore⁠—”
I lunge, catching him by the collar, stilling the insults on his tongue. “Speak ill of her again, and you will regret it. She is everything.” My beginning and my end. My one and only. My all. “I have loved her for years. Fate stole her from me, but now she has returned, and I will not let her go.” If anyone understands being hopelessly in love with someone, it’s Rhainn.
When I let him go, my brother’s eyes expand, his gaze dropping to the edge of the scripted letters peeking from beneath my unbuttoned shirt. “Allette?”
Nodding, I cover the most precious word inked across my heart. “All this time, she has been stuck in the human realm. And now that she has returned, I am in an impossible situation.”
I’m to marry the princess in thirteen days, and I’ve given Boris my word. I cannot so much as set foot outside this castle without at least one guard trailing behind. Yet I promised Allette I would leave with her. And the antidote…
Rhainn folds his arms across his chest, giving me a stern look. “I’ll keep your secret on one condition. I want to marry your princess.”
I snort. I can’t help it. Sure, he has made his affection for the princess clear on multiple occasions, but being attracted to someone isn’t the same as tying yourself to that person for all of eternity. “Boris will never allow it.” I’ve already tried that avenue and been shot down hard.
“He will if she wants to marry me too.”
If the princess chose to wed Rhainn, then Boris couldn’t do a damn thing about it, could he? The king will still have his alliance, and I’ll be free.
If I can find a way to escape the castle. Which brings me to yet another hurdle. Where will we go?
Allette has proven that we aren’t safe in the human realm. Clearly, we cannot stay in Kumulus, and I’m not familiar with any of the other kingdoms. Stratiss could work, but only if Aeron stops being an asshole and agrees to give us refuge.
I glance sidelong at Rhainn. “So you mean to seduce my betrothed?”
“That isn’t what I… Gods, Senan, I would never… What I meant was…”
I clap him on the shoulder. “It was a joke. Seduce away, little brother. You will hear no objection from me.”
He rubs his hands down his thighs, straightening his trousers, and says, “I won’t let you down.”

RHAINN OCCUPYING the princess leaves me free to plot our daring escape. Since Allette still has access to the servants’ wards, I’ll need her to return to the caverns to retrieve Jeston. Hopefully, he’ll have no qualms about sending the antidote to Aeron at the castle in Stratiss. Now to find my brother and speak to him about helping us get the hell out of here.
Or at least, that was the plan before Leeri storms down the hall, rage blazing in her narrowed eyes. “Where the hell have you been?”
I take a step back, putting distance between me and the irate woman charging like a fucking bull. “I was speaking with Rhainn.”
“I bet you were,” she sneers as her gaze drags down my disheveled state.
“Did you need something, or…?”
“I love you,” she says like it’s a curse, no warmth or affection in her tone.
I almost laugh but don’t because she looks as if she wants to slap me. “You don’t love me.”
“I do,” she insists, bunching her skirts in white-knuckled fists. “And since we are to wed in less than a fortnight, I see no reason why we should wait to consummate our relationship.”
She did not just suggest consummating our relationship in the middle of the fucking hall. I glance over her shoulder to find the guard stationed at the end of the corridor with eyes wide as saucers.
“We are not going to”—Gods, I cannot believe I’m about to say this out loud— “consummate our relationship, Leeri.”
Her delicately arched eyebrows come together. “Why not? Your king thinks it is a fantastic idea.”
“You spoke of consummating our relationship with the king before discussing it with me?”
“If you would have returned to the dining room as I requested, then I would have spoken to you.”
I take Leeri’s hand, bringing her out onto the balcony, where the full moon paints the gleaming marble a rich silver, coming to a stop well out of earshot of the guard. There are more hanging around, circling the tower on patrol, but I’m fairly confident none of them will hear what I have to say next. “I do not want to marry you.”
She doesn’t so much as flinch. If anything, her lips seem to tilt up at the corners. “We don’t always get what we want, do we?”
Hearing my own words thrown back at me is like a slap to the face.
“Would you not consider a marriage with my brother Rhainn instead?”
The lines on her brow deepen as her small smile morphs into a frown.
“I believe you and Rhainn would be very well suited. If you opened your heart to the idea, the two of you might even find happiness together.”
Her frown remains, and for a moment, it appears as if she seriously considers the idea. But then she shakes her head and opens her mouth, ruining all hope of this being simple. “How could I marry your brother when I love you?”
For far too long, I have danced around the truth. I really ought to maintain the lie until Rhainn can intercede, but desperation makes us do stupid things. “My heart has already been spoken for. If we wed, I would be doing so out of duty and nothing more.”
Despite her gasp and gawking look of horror, I continue on, needing her to understand the reality of our situation. “I do not love you, Leeri. I never have and never will. If I ever sleep with you”—kill me now—“I would be imagining someone else’s face, someone else’s eyes, someone else’s body. I would give you none of what you deserve. I am begging you, please, choose someone else as your husband. I cannot give you what you need.”
“No.” Her dark locks fall across her chest as she shakes her head. “That isn’t true. You’re just being stubborn. Boris warned me of this. He said that I may have to work for your affections.” She lunges, catching the back of my neck and dragging me closer.
I’m caught off guard but manage to twist my head so that her lips land on my cheek.
“Kiss me.” Her long nails bite into my neck as she struggles to press her mouth to mine. “You did before.”
Only because I believed Allette was gone forever. Now that I know she is alive, I will not betray her. I catch Leeri’s wrists, prying myself free of the princess’s possessive hold.
She jerks out of my grasp to stomp around in a huff, her dark violet hair falling forward, shielding half of her face in shadows. “Why must you be so bloody obstinate?” Leeri’s palms slam against my chest, sending me back a step. “It is your duty to marry me. Your king demands it.”
My duty is to Allette alone. My king can take his demands and choke on them. Leeri shoves me again, harder, and the backs of my legs collide with the balustrade.
When she tries to catch my collar, I manage to dodge her outstretched hands. Leeri’s knees knock against the balustrade; the force sends her falling forward. Her arms flail as she topples right over the edge. A scream wrenches from her throat, piercing the purple twilight sky. By some miracle, she manages to catch the marble ledge.
I drop my glamour, ready to fly to her rescue until I remember that the princess can save herself.
Except, from the terrified look on her face as her feet dangle helplessly below her, she certainly doesn’t look able to save anything.
I fly behind her, just out of reach, folding my arms over my chest as I watch her struggle.
She swings her body toward me, trying to hook my leg with hers. “Help me, dammit!”
“Help yourself.”
“I…I can’t. My magic is depleted. I can’t conjure my wings.”
She has spent more time in the sun this past week than me, and I still have plenty of magic. There must be something else going on here. When I run my fingers down her spine, she tries to grab me, but I pull back in time.
I find nothing.
No telltale bump.
No shiver.
Not a fucking thing.
Come to think of it, have I ever seen her fly? She rode into Kumulus on a Pegasus. The times I visited her in Nimbiss, we were always inside the castle. She insists on taking the stairs everywhere she goes. I’ve seen her with wings, though. Has she ever glamoured or recalled them in my presence? Could it be… “You don’t have any wings.”
“I do!” Her feet kick, but there is only air beneath her slippers. “They’re just…they’re glamoured.”
Liar. If she doesn’t have any wings, that means, “You’re Tuath, aren’t you?” A Tuath princess hiding in plain sight. Finally, after all this time, fate has smiled upon me. Boris would never uphold an alliance with Nimbiss if he knew their princess wasn’t Scathian.
Leeri swings herself in a pitiful attempt to hook her foot around one of the balustrades. “I’m not Tuath,” she screeches. “My parents are both Scathian, I swear it.”
“If you’re Scathian, then where are your wings?”
One by one, her fingers come unlatched. Her eyes bulge when she realizes there is nowhere to go but down.
“I can do this all night, Leeri.” I nod toward her white knuckles and fingers that must be cramping by now. “But the same cannot be said for you. Tell me the truth, and I will help you.”
Her forehead presses against the marble; tears glisten on her pale cheeks. After a few unladylike curses, she finally breaks down. “I-it’s true. I-I was born without w-wings,” she gasps through a broken sob.
Yes. Yes. Yes. “And your element?”
Her right hand slips, leaving her dangling by the left. I should probably feel bad about torturing her, but she brought this upon herself. If she’d been honest with me from the beginning, maybe we could’ve found a way out of this together.
Leeri tries to catch the ledge once more, but her arm must be too weak. “I-I wield none,” she cries.
Her hold finally gives way. A terrified shriek rips from her throat as she plummets toward the clouds far below. I catch her easily enough and bring her trembling form back to the balcony, keeping a hand on her elbow until she stops shaking and can stand upright on her own.
Thank the fates or the stars or the gods—whoever is looking out for me tonight. “I believe it’s time to discuss a new arrangement.”
Leeri’s gaze remains pinned to her slippers, her shoulders curled and vibrating. Gone is the confident woman who first arrived at this castle, replaced by a meek, demure ghost.
“I will not be marrying you,” I say, my tone as unyielding as the marble beneath our feet.
Her head snaps up, panicked eyes searching for a break in my resolve that doesn’t exist. “Please, Senan. You don’t understand. If I do not wed a Vale prince, my father will—” She bites her lip, cutting herself off.
I shouldn’t feel bad for her, and yet I do. Perhaps all of this love nonsense she spouted was her way of hiding her true feelings. Because what I see in her eyes right now isn’t love—it’s contempt.
I should know. I’ve looked at myself the very same way for the last four years.
If she needs to marry a Vale prince, then perhaps I can help her with that. “I was not lying when I said my younger brother holds some affection for you. However, in light of this new discovery, I don’t think it would be fair to expect him to uphold this alliance in my stead.”
Tears tumble down her cheeks, and a strangled sob wrenches from her chest as she seems to shrink even smaller.
“Unless…”
Her eyes lift to mine, filling with something akin to hope.
“Unless you tell Rhainn the truth.” I would love Allette no matter what she was—Scathian, Tuath, noble, servant, her position in society makes no difference to me. My soul and hers are bound together, destined to collide. Maybe my brother will feel the same about the princess.
“Rhainn deserves to know that you possess neither wings nor magic,” I say. “If you choose to keep your secret, then there will be no alliance. I will make sure of it.”
Leeri nods, using her sleeve to wipe her cheeks. “You won’t tell the king?”
I won’t be telling Boris a damn thing. “Not unless you choose to play false with my brother.”
I leave her there with a decision to make.
Her future may be uncertain, but mine has never been more clear—or more hopeful.
I cannot wait to tell Allette the glorious news: The wedding is off.
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SENAN


AERON ISN’T in his room or the dining room. He isn’t anywhere. When I ask Bell, he says my brother was with the king the last time he saw him. Which doesn’t bode well for me. Boris could have the man tied up for hours, and I need to get back to Allette. I just don’t want to go back empty-handed or with more questions than answers.
So, I sit and wait. And wait. And wait some more.
Around midnight, Aeron finally emerges from the confines of our brother’s office with sunken eyes. There is liquor on his breath and cigar smoke wafting from his unbuttoned shirt. When he sees me, he startles but recovers almost immediately, grabbing my arm and dragging me out on the balcony.
“You shouldn’t be here.”
“Leave off.” I shake free of his grip. “I am not a bold child who needs to be escorted to his room.”
“Are you sure about that?”
If I didn’t need his help, I’d punch him in his smug face. I nod back toward the king’s study. “Why were you in there for so long?”
“Boris was asking about life in Stratiss.”
“For two hours?” I can’t imagine life being that interesting.
His lips press into a thin line. “Yes, well, Mills is pregnant.”
“Oh, shit. You didn’t waste any time there.” No wonder Boris is pissy. He has been married for almost a decade and still hasn’t given Kumulus an heir of his own line. “Congratulations, brother.” It wounds me that he didn’t share the news straightaway, but then again, I haven’t really given him the chance to speak of his life since I’ve been so caught up in mine.
Although Aeron thanks me, he looks miserable at the prospect of being a father. “Is this not good news?” I ask.
“I’ve done my duty for Kumulus and Stratiss. That is what matters.”
We are nothing more than studs being farmed out to neighboring kingdoms for our “pure” Scathian blood. It’s a load of bollocks, if you ask me.
“Have you found any happiness in Stratiss?”
His baleful glare is all the answer I need.
“I bet you wish you had fought harder.”
“Not this again,” he mutters, rubbing his temples.
“Yes, ‘this again.’ I refuse to let my life end up like yours.”
“You speak of what you do not know.”
“I know that if I marry that woman, I will be as miserable and dead inside as you.” We were inseparable growing up, joined at the hip. Training, fighting, drinking. Whatever it was, we did it together. At least until I met Allette.
Aeron is the one who helped me survive that first year. Told me to keep my faith. The one who dragged me home following night after night of drinking, ensuring I always made it back to the castle alive. I wanted to fight everyone—fight the world.
He was the one who found me in that privy the night I learned of Allette’s fate. The one who carried me home, glowing like a fucking star. Who nursed me through the worst hangover, and the fevers, and the nightmares. He slept in my room every night that first month. But then Boris started giving him more responsibilities. Sent him to Stratiss to court his betrothed, driving this wedge between us. I clung to our vow to refuse our marriages, and yet he stood in front of Boris and nodded—fucking nodded—when our brother told him that he was to wed Mills Abernathy six weeks later.
I can still remember the abject horror of watching him bend to Boris’s demands.
I will not make the same mistake.
The king dragged me away from my mate once before, and I swear upon the very stars that have cursed me that he will not separate us ever again.
“I’ve convinced the princess to call off the wedding.”
Something dark flickers across Aeron’s expression. He grabs me by the shoulders and shakes me. “For the love of all that is holy, Senan, do not push the king. You cannot imagine the lengths he is willing to go to in order to secure these alliances. You will regret it dearly if you do.”
If I didn’t know better, I’d say my brother sounded scared. Which makes no sense. He is the most fearless of us all. “What happened, Aeron?”
He turns from me, his mouth thinning into a flat line as he curses at the twinkling stars. “Do you remember Madelynn?”
The name sounds vaguely familiar, but Aeron had a lot of women through the years. “Is she the woman from Barnacle Bay?”
He nods.
Aeron met a merchant’s daughter the same week I met Allette. The two of them saw one another when she would accompany her father to Kumulus City. He rarely spoke of her, but I always knew when he’d been with Madelynn because he seemed genuinely happy. And for Aeron, that is no mean feat. My older brother is wonderful once you get to know him, but at first, he can come off a little rough around the edges.
He heaves a heavy sigh. “During one of our trysts, she fell pregnant.”
So my brother has gotten not one but two women pregnant that he didn’t tell me about. What else don’t I know? Does he have a secret family down by the bay? Is he really my brother at all? Where do the lies and secrets end?
Not that I can blame him for keeping his cards close to the vest. I wouldn’t have confided in me either back then, not when I was so lost to my own grief that I’d become a liability.
“I went to Boris the day I found out and told him that I would not be marrying the princess.”
He had refused…
“Three days later, Boris brought Madelynn into the throne room. Guards forced her onto the floor at knifepoint, pinned her to the marble, and sawed off her wings right in front of me.” A silent tear rolls down his stubbled cheek. He dashes it away with his fist. “I can still hear her screams in my head. Even after all these years, they haunt me every night. Boris refused to let me heal her, saying that if she wasn’t strong enough to heal herself after being exiled, then she deserved to die. I lost both Madelynn and the babe.”
My heart thrashes wildly in my chest, flooding my ears with relentless pounding.
Suddenly, everything in my star-cursed life makes sense.
Allette hadn’t been discovered by humans.
She’d been exiled by the king.
All because of her relationship with me.
If Leeri goes to Boris and calls off the wedding, there is no telling what our brother will do.
I was a fool for bringing her to dinner. I was a fool for thinking this castle would be safe. I was a fool for underestimating my own brother’s capacity for treachery.
There isn’t time to wait for the antidote.
We must leave the castle tonight.
“I am truly sorry for what you have lost and that I was too selfish to realize you were hurting,” I say, knowing those empty words cannot possibly make up for what happened in the past. “But I am in desperate need of your help. The woman you escorted to dinner? Her name isn’t Wynn. It’s Allette.”
Aeron’s jaw drops. “Your Allette?”
I nod.
“If the king finds out, he’ll kill her too.”
“He has already tried.” But my girl was strong enough to survive. If Boris learns that she still lives, he will not fail a second time.
Aeron rakes his hands through his short hair, swearing once more. “Why the hell didn’t you say so in the first place? What do you need?”
“I need to find a way out of this castle without the guards tailing me.” Why didn’t I spend the last few years earning everyone’s trust instead of breaking it at every turn? Then I could fly right off this balcony without anyone batting a fucking eye. Now, I need a miracle. Not only that, but, “When we get out, we will need a place to hide.”
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ALLETTE


SENAN SWEEPS INTO HIS ROOM, holding a small black rucksack to his chest. “Gather your things, we’re leaving.”
I jolt to my feet from where I’ve been dozing on the bed. “Tonight?”
He throws open the armoire, drags out an armful of shirts, and stuffs them into the bag. “Tonight.”
I take him by the elbow, turning him toward me. “Take a breath. Talk to me.”
His eyes meet mine, and I see fear there. “Humans didn’t attack you. It was the king’s guards.”
That can’t be true. If the men had been sent by the king, surely Eason would’ve recognized at least one of them. “Are you certain?”
He bobs his head, snatching another handful of shirts. How many shirts does one man need?
“He did the same thing to Aeron’s lover.”
Stars above…
If that is true, then we really must leave straightaway. “Let me do that.” I take the bag and nudge him aside. If we are to escape, it will presumably be on foot, so we will have to travel light. Only a few shirts and trousers, some extra socks and pants.
Senan holds his head in his hands as he watches me. “I’m so sorry, Allette. This is all my fault.”
I close the bag and shove it into his chest. “Stop that right now. I chose to love you, Senan Vale.”
“Are you certain? Because even when we first met, I always felt like I’d convinced you to love me.”
Is he mad? From the first moment I saw him, I felt an immediate pull—and that was long before we marked our hands. I was the one who told Senan to kiss me. I was the one who pushed for him to take me to bed. If anything, I am the one who convinced him to love me.
“Even after everything that has happened, if I were given the chance to do it all over again, I would still choose you.”
His throat bobs when he swallows. “You should know that I have written to the magistrate about reinstating your ownership of your aunt’s tower. It will take a few weeks, but if you choose to, you can make it your home once more and forget I ever existed.”
I love him even more for giving me this choice. For letting me know there is an out. Although it is an out I will never take. “You are my home.”
He kisses me then, frantic and full of longing and fear. I cling to him until I can no longer breathe.
“If you and I stay together, we will never be safe,” he whispers.
The reality of this forbidden love is like an iron gate slamming closed. We might never be truly free, but freedom means nothing when you cannot be with the one you love. “Then we’ll run forever.”
His eyes glitter as he nods. “Aeron has agreed to offer us safe passage to Stratiss. We’re to meet a member of his guard at the stables behind the Nag’s Head in three hours.”
The Nag’s Head—the same inn where we used to meet all those years ago. It feels poetic to be ending this chapter where we began.
“We cannot be seen leaving together,” he says. “You take the servants’ stairs, and I will come as soon as I’m able. Speak to no one unless you must. When you arrive at the inn, book a room. I don’t want you hanging around the streets at this hour of the night. Take this.” From his belt, he withdraws a purse full of coins. Stars above, it feels like a bloody fortune.
“How will you get out?” Every time I’ve been with Senan, he has been followed by one guard or another.
“Aeron is in my room right now, changing into my clothes. He will leave at the top of the hour and fly into Kumulus City. We’re hoping most of the guards follow him. I’ll leave from his balcony and do my best to lose any stragglers who remain.”
If I am to use the servants’ stairs, then I’ll need to change into the uniform Braith left at the bottom of my chest of drawers. Hopefully, the person who destroyed my gowns didn’t destroy that as well. I kiss him once more. “I will see you soon.”
“You will. I love you, Allette.” Senan cups my face, presses his lips to my forehead, and grabs the rucksack before slipping out the main door.
I head back down to change into my uniform and then escape using the servants’ stairs with the purse tucked into the pocket of my skirts. When I finally reach the bottom of the staircase, the guards seem to pay me no mind. On and on I go, each step bringing me closer to freedom. Braith is in the great room with Mari and Jeston, a bottle of wine sitting on the table between them.
Although I’m in a rush to leave, I take a few minutes to tell them goodbye. Jeston’s brow furrows, but he gives me a hug. Mari tells me goodbye, and then they both leave me to speak with Braith alone.
“Where are you going?” she asks, as if she recognizes the urgency in my tone.
“Away.”
“Be safe.” She hugs me fast, whispering, “I shall miss you,” in my ear before letting me go.
I long to say more, to ask her to come and visit me. But the only way for this to work is to leave our old lives behind.
So that is what I do, turning away from my friend and this castle, traversing the damp corridors one last time, climbing the stairs leading to the outer courtyard. A breeze whips across the barren ground, tangling my hair around my face. Why didn’t I wear a bloody cloak? This is what panic gets you. I should’ve brought extra boots as well. Too late now, I suppose.
Down here, there is no starlight, and the moon doesn’t light my path.
To think of all that has happened in the last few weeks. I’ve gone from living on the streets to escaping from a castle filled with more wealth and luxury than I could’ve ever imagined. And yet I couldn’t be happier to leave it all behind.
I only hope Senan makes it out all right. If not, I’ll wait for him—forever, if I must.
“Wynn?”
I turn back toward the familiar voice to find Mari standing at the mouth of the cave, her mask pulled up to her forehead, clutching something dark to her chest.
“Yes, Mari?”
A guard in silver leathers slams down in front of me with a startling thump. Thank heavens it’s only Bilson. He has always been kind to me. Perhaps Senan sent him with a message.
A second thump sounds at my back, another guard landing in front of the gates.
“You’re certain this is the one?” Bilson throws over his shoulder toward Mari, his dark brows drawn over narrowed eyes.
“I’m certain,” Mari returns, handing what is in her hand to the guard closest to the gates. He unrolls the bit of fabric, his low curse lifting into the night as he swings the bloodied dress toward me.
The same dress I wore when I killed the man who had attacked me.
How did they find it? How could Mari betray me like this? My voice trembles as I take in the woman staring blankly at me. “Why would you do this?”
“Me?” She scoffs. “You are the reason Del is gone. Not only did you kill that guard, the prince rewarded you for it by moving you into the fucking castle to be his whore!” Her hands flex at her sides, her shoulders vibrating with rage as she spits each accusation. “Did you really think you were going to get away with it?”
Bilson withdraws his sword with a pained wince. “Wynn Caelis, you are under arrest for the murder of Officer Darius Porter.”
What am I going to do? Perhaps I could plead my case. “I can explain⁠—”
Unforgiving hands grip my arms. Something sharp digs into my lower back.
The man who holds me snarls in my ear, his voice as dead as his eyes, “Save your begging for the warden at the pit.”
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SENAN


THE HANDS on the clock above Aeron’s mantle move at a snail’s pace. It feels as if I’ve been waiting forever for the clock to strike the hour, when in reality, it has only been twenty minutes.
My heart breaks at the thought of never seeing Rhainn or Kyffin again, but saying goodbye isn’t an option. If Allette and I are to be safe, we must make a clean break from our old lives and start anew somewhere far, far away.
It’s almost time. Only a few more⁠—
The door bursts open, the wood cracking off the wall, rattling the framed paintings.
An impenetrable wall of guards waits on the other side. They part, and the king steps into the room.
“What have you done, you selfish fool!” Boris catches the edge of the door and slams it with such force, the boom is sure wake those in the farthest tower.
I need to placate him until I can get out of here. Allette will understand if I’m a little late. She will wait for me.
Boris stalks forward, a vein in his forehead pulsing. “Princess Leeri came to me, claiming that she no longer holds any affection for you. Can you believe that?”
Yes, I can. Still, I say nothing.
“So I ask myself, what has my brother done that is so reprehensible that this woman would go from loving him to hating him in less than twenty-four hours?”
“I haven’t done anything⁠—”
“Quiet! I know this was you.” He jabs a thick finger toward me. “I know it was.”
So much for letting Rhainn make a match with the Nimbiss princess in my stead. I have no choice but to save myself. “You don’t understand, Boris. Princess Leeri has no wings.”
He drags on his hair, his eyes snapping with rage. “I know!”
“She—Wait… You do?”
“Of course I bloody well do. Why else would I insist on matching her with my most useless brother?”
He knew…
“That woman has no wings, no magic, and no prospects,” he snarls. “I thought: not even a duster can fuck this up. And yet you found a way, didn’t you? You found a way to fuck it all up. And for what? Some Tuath whore?”
My stomach twists. He knows.
“That’s right. I know you’ve been fucking some maid—even went so far as to bring her into the towers and have her pose as one of Aeron’s subjects.”
How the hell could he possibly know? Did Aeron tell him the truth? No. My brother wouldn’t have betrayed me like that.
But Boris betrayed me, didn’t he? Why wouldn’t Aeron?
Boris jabs me in the chest. “Until I fix this, you are not to leave the castle.”
No…
Please, no…
He gestures toward where Bell stands at the balcony door. The man I’ve known for years refuses to look my way as he marches forward and clasps a hand around my elbow.
“Do not let him out of your sight, Sergeant Bell,” the king orders. “If anyone asks, my brother is sequestered until the wedding.”
Bilson stalks into the room a split second later, avoiding my gaze.
“Is it done?” Boris asks.
Bilson nods. “Yes, Your Majesty.”
His lips twist into a malicious smile. “Good.” The king leans in close to whisper in my ear. “If you do not cooperate, your little Tuath whore will meet the wrong end of a blade—and I’ll do it right in front of you so you can watch.”
He must be bluffing. Allette is long gone by now. Isn’t she?
Boris’s dark chuckle sends chills racing down my spine. “Next time, hide your mistresses a little better.”
“You’re bluffing.”
“Am I bluffing, Bilson?”
The guard finally looks at me. “No, sire. We have taken Wynn Caelis into custody. She is being escorted to the pit as we speak.”
No no no no…
“You fucking traitor!” I lurch against Bell’s hold, but the bastard is too strong.
What am I going to do? With me locked up in the castle, I won’t be able to save Allette.
The king gives me one last malevolent smile before quitting the room, his guards trailing close behind. Bilson pauses for a moment, then follows as well.
“I trusted you! You scheming, lying bastard! I trusted you!”
The fucking traitor doesn’t spare me so much as a glance as he follows the king into the hallway. If anything happens to Allette, I will never forgive myself.
Think, Senan.
There must be something I can do. I refuse to accept that this is the end, yet as I stare out the wide bay windows toward those vengeful stars, all hopes of escape vanish. If it’s the only way to ensure Allette’s safety, then I’ll marry the fucking princess.
Bilson said Allette was sent to the pit. That means there is still a chance for her. My life may be over now, but hers doesn’t have to be.
My head snaps up, meeting Bell’s narrowed gaze. “I need your help.”
He shakes his head. “I’m sorry, sire. But you must marry the princess.”
“I know. I know I must. I have accepted my fate.” I will marry the woman and move to Nimbiss where I will die without the antidote. But I will do so willingly as long as I can be assured that Allette will be safe and cared for. In a matter of weeks, she will have her tower back, and I have already transferred funds into an account reserved for her alone.
I just need to get her released from the pit.
“What I need is for you to save her.”
His brow furrows.
“To save Allette.”
Bell’s eyes close and his head starts to shake. “When are you going to let the past go? You saw her body. Allette is gone.”
“She isn’t gone. She has been stuck in the human realm all this time.”
Bell’s jaw drops, his gray gaze searching. “You’re certain?”
“Yes.”
“Where is she now?”
“If the king was telling the truth, they just arrested her and threw her into the pit.”
The color leaches from his face as he stands there, staring at me as if I’m speaking ancient Scathian.
“You must help Allette escape,” I beg. “She has done nothing wrong. There is no one else I can trust with this. Please, Bell.”
He remains still as a statue. I hold my breath, expecting him to deny me.
Instead, he nods. “I want gold. An entire chest full. And I will need to resign my post. After defying the king, I can never return.”
“Does that mean you’ll help?”
He nods once more. “Don’t worry, sire. I’ll save Allette.”
A broken sob tears through my chest. He is going to save her. She will be all right. “I’ll have someone bring your gold to the Nag’s Head. Do you know it?”
“I know it well.”
My guard stalks toward the balcony, but before he crosses the wards, I call him back. My eyes burn with tears as I take one last look at the man who will save my girl. “You’re a good man, Eason Bell.”
“Thank you, sire.” He tips his head, offers a farewell salute, and then disappears into the night.



Fifty-Three





SENAN


PRINCESS LEERI OF NIMBISS and I are married by special license at dawn. Besides the sunken-eyed priest, Boris and Minister Donnell are the only two witnesses present. The circumstances surrounding the ceremony are bound to cause an uproar, but none of them seem to give a shit. Leeri and I stand at the end of the aisle in the temple’s tallest tower as the sun rises above the pastel clouds on the horizon. The gold ribbon the priest uses to bind our hands together feels heavy as lead draped around my wrist. My vows never falter, lies spoken in earnest, a game I realize I cannot hope to win.
Not while men like Boris Vale hold all the power.
Instead of sharing a meal as is customary after such a “joyous” occasion, we are flown straight back to the castle and locked inside my chambers. There is no point trying to escape via the balcony. There are guards posted at every exit.
I draw the curtains with heavy hands, and when I turn back around, I find Leeri starting to unfasten the buttons at the front of her white-feathered gown laced with silver.
“Come, husband. Let us get this over with. We travel to Nimbiss in a few hours.”
How can I leave without knowing whether or not Bell was successful in retrieving Allette? Maybe I can convince her to delay our departure. “We’ve both been up all night. Wouldn’t it be better to wait until later today, or even tomorrow?”
Her lips press flat. “You cannot fault me for being anxious to return home. This visit has been most disappointing.” Her gown slips to the floor, revealing a set of lacy white undergarments beneath. I avert my gaze, staring instead at the patterned rug.
“If we are to consummate our relationship, you will need to disrobe as well,” she says matter-of-factly, no affection whatsoever in her clipped tone.
My wife is such a romantic. How did I get so lucky?
I clamp a hand over my belt buckle. She’ll have to pry it from my cold, dead fingers before I remove a stitch. “I’m too tired.”
Leeri lets out the most unladylike groan I’ve ever heard. “Why must you fight me every step of the way? Do you think I want to be here with a man who cannot stand to look at me? We are bound by duty to our kingdoms. Let us get this over with so that I can leave this awful place and return home.”
She catches my wrist and pulls me toward the bed.
The thought of fucking this woman makes my body go soft as butter left out in the sun. I won’t be able to rise or shine even if I try. “I can’t.”
Ice frosts over her tight expression. “Need I remind you what is at stake?”
Even with Allette’s life at stake, my body recoils every time Leeri’s skin meets mine. There has to be a way to talk some sense into this woman. “You clearly have no affection for me, and I have made my feelings for you quite plain. There is no need to continue this farce. You have your documents saying we are wed. Let that be enough.”
Her lips twist into a derisive sneer. “While I may hold no affection for you, my father has made it abundantly clear that as a useless woman born without wings, I must produce an undisputed heir. One with wings. And seeing as you and your family have the purest Scathian blood in all the realm, that is where you come in.”
“Find someone else. I’m sure any number of those guards would be more than willing to⁠—”
“Enough!” She slaps my hands aside. The sheer force of the strike sets me off balance. She may be a wisp of a woman, but damn, can she hit. “Unlike your Tuath maid, I am not some common whore. I am a princess of Nimbiss, and one day, I will be queen. And as your queen, I demand you fulfil your husbandly duties at once, or I will send a guard straight to the pit with an order to execute your mistress. Do not test me, Senan Vale.”
I wouldn’t put it past this witch to do just that. What a fucking disaster my life has become. I can’t think of any way around this, and above all, I hope that Allette will forgive me for what I’m about to do.
I close my eyes and kiss the princess, pretending her lips belong to another woman, one I have loved with my whole being for so long. She makes a noise low in her throat, and I expect her to push me away. Instead, her nails dig into my shoulders. Everything about this feels so fucking wrong, but I don’t stop until the princess is pinned beneath me on the bed, her bare legs locked around my hips as she grinds her center against me.
“What now?” she whispers through swollen lips.
My stomach revolts; bile climbs my throat. “You’ll have to take off your undergarments.”
She does so without hesitation. Too soon, she is bare beneath me, and instead of growing harder, my body has no response to her nakedness. She could be a fucking pillow for all the attraction I feel toward her.
“Now?” she asks, her breasts rising and falling with each ragged gasp.
If she doesn’t know what happens next, maybe I can use her inexperience to my advantage. “I need to take off my clothes as well.”
She nods earnestly, watching as I strip out of my shirt, her eyes darkening to a lustful hue. But when I climb off the bed, she lifts to her elbows and frowns. “What about your trousers?”
“All in good time. There is something I’d like to do first.” I unbuckle my belt slowly, racking my brain for some sort of plan. I could always stab her, but that feels unnecessarily cruel when she doesn’t want this any more than I do. When I rub my clammy palms down my thighs, something rolls inside my pocket.
The stardust Boris gave me after dinner.
Leeri tugs the quilt across her bronzed skin, hiding her nakedness. “What is taking so long? You’re meant to ravish me.”
That word brings back memories of my day in the library with Allette.
I’m coming, my love.
Hold on a little longer.
I’d sooner ravish a fucking serpent than lay a finger on the princess. “Is that what you want, then? A ravishing?”
She nods.
I gesture toward where Leeri clutches the sheet. “Hands up.”
Leeri lifts her hands above her head, letting the sheet slip, uncovering far too much skin. I open my bedside drawer and feel around for the razor blade hidden beneath a handful of scorched blue feathers.
Please let this work…
Please.
When I climb onto the bed, Leeri lets me straddle her hips, keeping her pinned in place as I ease forward and catch her hands. “I’m sorry, Leeri.”
Her brow furrows, but by the time she realizes what is happening, I’ve already cut her palm and dragged the vial of stardust from my pocket. Her hips buck and thrash, and I nearly lose my grip but manage to pop the cork with my thumb and dump the glittering liquid onto her open wound.
“You fucking bastard!” she snarls, fighting like a rabid animal, gnashing at me with her teeth. I watch the light slowly overtake her veins, stretching its golden fingers all the way to her heart.
Her head lolls back, and a blissful smile paints her face. I sincerely hope the vial wasn’t tainted, but I’m afraid I had no other choice.
Now to figure out how the hell to get out of this fucking castle⁠—
“What do we have here?” a deep voice drawls from the servants’ entrance, where Jeston waits with his arms crossed, staring not at me but at the princess in my bed.
“It’s not what it looks like.”
“No? Because it looks to me like you’ve drugged your wife.”
All right. Maybe it’s exactly what it looks like.
From his pocket, he withdraws a small, clear bag containing five blue vials. My heart leaps with hope.
“You know, you really had me convinced,” he says, swinging the bag against his thigh. “I thought you actually cared for her.”
Leeri laughs to herself, a throaty, almost sensual sound.
Jeston’s head whips toward her, and his eyes narrow. I step into his line of sight. I may not like Leeri, but she doesn’t deserve to be ogled in such an inebriated state. Gods, I really hope that dust wasn’t tainted. “They arrested Allette and took her to the pit. The only way to save her was to marry the princess.”
Jeston finally comes inside and places the bag in my outstretched palm. “Then I suppose you should probably go and save her.”
If only it were that simple. “I can’t. I’m locked in.”
Jeston’s grin widens as he withdraws a notebook from his breast pocket and a golden dagger from his belt. “I think I can help you with that.”
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ALLETTE


DRIP, drip, drip.
Water collects in a puddle beneath the stalactites hanging from the low ceiling. There is no telling how far underground they’re keeping me. I stopped counting at two hundred and thirty-eight steps.
At first, I refused to accept my fate, kicking and screaming at the door, clawing at the wood until my nails splintered and bled. I hadn’t expected anyone to come to my aid, but no one came to reprimand me either. It’s like I’m all alone down here, just me and the dripping stones.
Faint orange light glows from outside a hole in the door barely large enough for me to stick my hand through. I tried reaching for the lock or handle but felt nothing but stone.
“No sense fightin’ it, lass,” a voice as brittle as dry twigs says from somewhere on the other side.
Apparently, I’m not down here on my own after all.
“They’ll drain you of every last drop of sunlight before they put you in with the others,” the voice goes on.
“What others?”
When the owner of the voice chuckles, I have a feeling I don’t want to know.
Is this the end for me? Will I ever see daylight again? And Senan…
Will he believe I abandoned him? Even if he learns of my fate, there is no way he will be able to save me now. Not when they have irrefutable proof that I killed the guard.
I sink onto the damp floor and draw my knees to my chest. Perhaps I deserve this punishment. I took another man’s life. How could I think there wouldn’t be consequences?
A slot at the base of the door opens, and a ceramic plate and cup slide in. The slot closes with a sharp bang. My throat is so dry, I don’t care that the water inside the cup reeks of sulfur. I drink deep, the liquid sloshing in my empty belly.
I’m about to take a bite of the crusty roll when something crawls across my finger. Maggots have made their home in the bread. I screech, throwing the dry chunk against the far wall. The maggot may have fallen, but I can still feel it crawling over my skin.
If I am to die, I hope Senan learns that I didn’t abandon him. I hope he knows how much I loved him and doesn’t blame himself for what happened to me. Perhaps he will find some semblance of happiness in Nimbiss. He deserves to be happy.
Something scrapes on the other side of the door. The hinges creak as the barrier eases open. A shirtless guard stalks inside and shoves a hood over my head. Coarse rope bites into my wrists when he binds my hands behind my back. The sharp point of what I assume is a dagger digs into my spine, and the guard growls for me to start moving.
Two steps in, my shoulder collides with the doorframe. After a short walk, my slippers slam into something solid, and I pitch forward. Strong hands catch me, keeping me upright.
“If you don’t slow down or take off this hood, I’m going to end up falling and breaking my neck.” Perhaps that is the point. If I die, they won’t have to feed or house me until the trial. A win-win for everyone except me.
My captor huffs a laugh but thankfully slows his pace. I still stumble like a newborn Pegasus but manage to keep my feet beneath me.
“Where are you going with that one?” someone shouts from behind us.
“The king wants to have a little chat with her,” the man behind me says.
What fate awaits me at the castle? Will I see Senan?
“Careful,” a different man says. “Looks like she has spent a good deal of time in the sun.”
Why should that matter when I have no wings? Perhaps they don’t realize I’m no longer Scathian.
“I can handle her,” my escort assures him.
The cloying, sulfur-laced air from inside the pit slowly fades, replaced with a rank breeze smelling of death. My steps falter, my slippers finding no purchase in what feels like sand. The sand becomes more solid, and the stench becomes a cool, misty breeze.
The sharp object prodding me forward suddenly vanishes, and I’m being lifted off my feet into someone’s arms. I feel each pump of the man’s wings as we climb into the sky. I know better than to hope for mercy from the king after he ordered my exile. This is it. The beginning of the end.
Eventually, we slow, and it feels like we’re circling. When we land and he sets me down, the ground beneath my feet doesn’t feel smooth, like marble, but rather bumpy and uneven, like cobblestones.
An authoritative voice tells me to hold still. There is something familiar in its timbre, but I can’t put my finger on it. For some reason, he starts sawing at my bindings. The ropes fall away, and the man rips off my hood. I blink against the dull gray light, expecting to see a castle.
Instead, I’m staring at a sign hanging from rusted hinges above a black door.
The Nag’s Head
My breathing catches. The inn where I’m supposed to meet Senan. Does that mean⁠—
I whirl, but the man who saved me isn’t my prince.
“Eason?” It can’t be him, and yet there he is, standing so close, I can see the darker flecks in his weary gray eyes. I throw my arms around him even as a sob spills from my chest. “What are you doing here? How did you find me?”
“We must hurry, Allette. There isn’t much time. I’ll explain everything once we’re through the portal.”
The portal? I thought Senan and I were going to Stratiss. Are we meeting him there instead?
Eason pulls me into the inn and asks for a room booked under his own name. The innkeeper hands over a key, and Eason tows me up the stairs to a room at the end of the hallway. Inside is a bed, a small table, and a large trunk. When Eason kneels down to lift the lid, more gold than I’ve ever seen glitters from within.
With a mirthless chuckle, he slams the lid closed once more and catches the handles on both sides. His mammoth biceps bulge when he hefts the thing into his arms. “Let’s go.”
We can’t go yet. Not without the prince. “Where is Senan?”
Eason’s eyes narrow. “Prince Senan married Princess Leeri a few hours ago.”
“No…” That isn’t true. He is lying again. He must be.
“You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.” Eason shakes his head, blowing out a ragged breath. “Of all the men in this fucking realm, why did you have to love him? Is it because he is a prince?”
“Of course not.” If anything, Senan’s social status has been a hindrance to our relationship. If he’d been the son of a lord, we would’ve been free to be together from the very beginning.
He drops the chest onto the ground with a resounding bang. The floorboards and bed rattle with the sheer force. “Then why, Allette? I have seen him destroy lives, destroy himself, drink and dust and fuck for years. He forgot all about you, and yet here you are, about to put yourself in jeopardy once again for a man who cares only for himself.”
Hold on…
How could he have been watching Senan when he was stuck in the human realm with me? “What do you mean you’ve been watching him for years?” That is impossible…isn’t it?
He grabs for my hand, but I skirt back until my spine slams into the wall.
“We need to leave before they send someone after us,” he says. “Give me your hand.”
“First, tell me what the hell is going on.”
He breathes a low curse that sends chills racing down my spine. “The portal doesn’t only open on Samhain.”
Stars…
Is he saying that he hasn’t been stuck in the human realm after all? Did he not drain his magic by saving me? Every day he had gone to work, every time he had left me, had he actually been returning to Kumulus?
“Eason?” My voice shakes. “Look at me.”
His gaze drops to that damn chest as he curses and scrapes a hand across his bearded jaw.
“I said, look at me!”
When he does, I see a truth that shakes me to my core. “All this time, you let me waste away in another realm, knowing you could put an end to my suffering. But you never did.” He has been lying to me from the moment he saved me.
“Because he was never meant for you!” he roars.
“That wasn’t your decision to make! You lied to me.”
“I saved you.”
“How? By letting them cut off my wings? By holding me hostage?”
“Are you really that fucking naïve?” He stalks forward, seeming to grow even larger as he towers over me. “You were the one meant to die that night. We had orders to kill you. And I spent the entire night wrestling with myself, fighting an internal battle between my duty to my king and my feelings for an innocent woman I only just met. I should’ve killed you, ended it all then and there. Instead, I chose to save you.”
I was meant to die that night, not Wynn. Eason had been sent by the king, not just to bring back Senan but to eliminate any loose ends. Eason was the one who threw my wings and my friend’s body into that fire… “How could you do this to me? To him?”
“You ask me that as if you don’t already know the answer.” His hand shoots out, wrapping around my wrist so tightly, tears prick the backs of my eyes. “I have loved you from the moment I first saw you. So, I saved you. Healed you, kept you warm and fed, worked my fucking stones off, and for what? For you to leave me for a fucking duster? Was my love not good enough for you? I have given you everything.” His grip tightens. “A good life. A safe life. I pulled you from the ashes, and yet this is how you repay me? By running straight to him?”
“That isn’t love! You were holding me hostage!” I try to jerk free, but he refuses to let go. “You could’ve saved me, and yet you kept me as your prisoner. You lied to me, over and over again. You took away my world. My family, my friend, my life, and my love.”
“Enough! You cared for me once, and you will care for me again.”
“I won’t. I will never forgive you if you take me away. Never.”
“And yet you forgave him. If he truly wanted to find you, he should’ve looked harder. You forget that I was there.” He leans down so we’re eye to eye, but I no longer recognize the monster staring back. “He barely even looked. And the moment he returned to our realm, he drowned himself in dust and whores. That is the truth of the man you love.” Eason drops my hand and catches the door handle. The hinges scream when he throws it aside. He withdraws the short sword strapped to his hip, aiming it at my heart. “Now, I suggest you get moving, or I will finish what I started all those years ago.”
I’m about to take a step when a deep voice snarls from the hallway, “Get the fuck away from my mate.”
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SENAN


YOU WERE HOLDING ME HOSTAGE.
Those five words freeze the blood in my veins. I couldn’t hear everything Allette said to Bell, but I heard enough. He had been the reason my love hadn’t returned to me. My own personal guard had played us all for fools. All those times he’d claimed to have a wife and a child on the way, he’d been referring to my girl.
And now he has his blade aimed at her heart, a sneer of derision twisting his lips into something dark and dangerous. In my panic, I gave away the only advantage I had and announced my presence like a fucking fool.
I slide my pack off my back, tossing it onto the worn floorboards so it doesn’t weight me down. “Your quarrel isn’t with her. It’s with me.”
Bell’s sword drops for a split second, long enough for him to fist Allette’s hair and drag her against him. The blade presses against her throat, stifling her cry. “I no longer take orders from you, sire.”
Even with a sword at her neck, Allette claws Bell’s forearm where he pins her to his chest.
I take a halting step into the room, holding my empty hands toward him so he can see I have no weapons of my own. “Do you really want to hurt the woman we love?”
Something flickers across his eyes, but it’s gone just as quickly. “I’d rather see her dead than with you.”
“You mean you’d rather hide behind her because you’re afraid I’ll beat you.”
A feral growl rips from his throat. He throws Allette aside. Her head cracks off the wall, and she slumps to the floor. I shoot forward, calling fire to my palms and ducking beneath his swinging sword, but the chest on the floor trips me up, and the blade grazes my side. Pain rips through me as I catch the hem of his cloak and light the material ablaze. He lets out a yelp but draws on his wind element to extinguish the flames.
I use his distraction to throw two punches, one to his chin and one to his gut. Neither do a blessed thing because the man is made of fucking iron and his silver leathers are impenetrable. His fist slams into my face. The crunch of my bones forces me back and back. My boot catches on the corner of the bed, and I go down hard. I blink against the pain, but by the time I glance back up, Eason’s fist is flying toward me. Every time I try to stand, he hits me, over and over, until I can no longer rise.
I have to get up. To save Allette. But Eason Bell is one of the king’s most fearsome guards, and for as long as I’ve known him, he has never lost a fight. I have no hope of winning.
He is going to kill me.
His hand comes around my throat, lifting me as if I weigh no more than a child. I see my bloodied face reflected in his blown-out pupils. My blood splattered across his bearded jaw.
His face can’t be the last thing I see before I die.
I manage to turn my head toward Allette. Only she isn’t there.
“You have stolen her from me for the last time,” Bell snarls, his teeth bared.
Stolen her from him?
He stole her from me. For years, he has watched me search for her—mourn her—without saying a fucking word. All that time, he was living with my mate. Loving her. Watching me drown myself night after night. Watching me slowly waste away to nothing while he lived the life I’d planned for the two of us.
His fist draws back, and I squeeze my eyes shut, waiting for pain that never comes.
A gurgled curse breaks from Bell’s lips, and he looks down between us to where a sliver of blood-soaked blade peeks from under his arm. Allette stands at his side, the hilt of his sword clasped between her hands, blood trickling from a cut at her temple.
Bell’s hold on my throat loosens. I manage to get my feet beneath me before he crumples to the floor in a pool of his own blood. His sword clatters onto the wood.
Allette launches forward, throwing her arms around me. “You are a terrible fighter.”
My huffed laugh makes my face ache. “Not my fault. I’m used to fighting nine-year-old boys.”
“Is he dead?” she asks, her whisper warm against my neck.
“I don’t want to stay and find out.” I clutch her icy fingers with trembling hands, looking straight into her eyes. “We need to get to the stable.” It is only a matter of time before the castle learns of my escape through the servants’ entrance—if they haven’t already.
Turns out, having Jeston back at the castle saved us both. Thank the stars I caught Bell before he stole my girl away once more.
Allette pulls at my shirt where it sticks to my blood-soaked side. “How will we get to Stratiss? You can’t fly in this state.”
Although it still burns like hell, my magic has started to heal the pain in my face and the twisted gash across my abdomen. I’ll probably end up splitting the thing open again the moment I lift her, but that is a problem for later.
I slip a hand to the nape of her neck, drawing our foreheads together. “With you in my arms, I can do anything.” We’ll go as far as we can before I need to rest, then start again under the cover of darkness.
She nods.
But first… “I must get my pack.” It has everything we need to survive. Money, clothes, the antidote.
Allette stumbles to the door and hefts my pack onto her back. When I start to protest, she tells me to shut up. I suppose she is right. I really shouldn’t be carrying any extra weight to give my magic the best chance at healing me. Together, we make it down the stairs and back onto the streets.
Shouts erupt from overhead, and silver flashes from the clouds hanging above us. Allette grips my hand as more shouts echo. Closer. Louder.
“We’ll never make it Stratiss.” Even if we were both in perfect condition, there are too many guards around, and they’re all too fast.
She nods in agreement. “Then we’ll have to go through the portal.”
She is right. It’s the only way out.
With fire burning my side and pain rushing through my veins, I run. Through the alleys, ducking into doorways and behind barrels and carts every time a shadow sweeps through the clouds above.
Footsteps pound. Faster, louder.
Silver flashes in my peripherals, but I manage to drag Allette into a doorway right before a royal guard sprints past. A cough climbs my throat, but I swallow it down before it gives away our position. The Black Hole is only a few blocks away and the portal only a handful of streets beyond that. We’re almost there.
The ache in my chest and pain in my side bring tears to my eyes, but I have to keep going.
For her.
For me.
For us.
Finally, finally the alley spits us into the small square where the dark, enchanted water of the portal calls us toward sweet freedom.
The sound of our boots thunders, slamming against the cobblestones.
All we have to do is make it to that portal. We’re almost there. Only a few more steps.
Only a few more⁠—
Allette stills.
A handful of guards emerge from between the shadowed buildings. More guards land behind us with resounding finality. The only way out is up, but I have no hope of flying faster than any of them on my best day, let alone wounded and carrying Allette.
A shadow circles overhead, and then a dark figure dressed head to toe in black lands on the portal’s low ledge.
When I see the gold crown on his head, I know the end has come.
The king has found us.
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ALLETTE


THE SWEAT BATHING my skin turns into tendrils of icy dread as King Boris shakes his head and huffs a resigned sigh. His silver eyes zero in on Senan like a hawk tracking its prey. “Brother, brother, brother. What am I going to do with you?”
Senan shoves me behind him, as if that will save me from what has come for us. There is no escape. No way out. No happily-ever-after waiting for us at the end of this dark day. My heart and lungs burn with exhaustion and fear. We were so bloody close; I could practically taste the starlight.
Silver-clad guards flank the king, five on each side. Even if Senan and I were both armed, there are far too many to take on with any hope of winning.
King Boris clicks his tongue. “Imagine my surprise when I went to your chambers and found the room empty.”
Senan’s spine stiffens.
I clutch his blood-soaked shirt, pulling him closer.
Boris unfastens the buttons on his cuffs, rolling his sleeves to his elbows. “Where is your wife?”
“How the hell should I know?” Senan spits.
A twisted smile curls the king’s lips. “I will only ask this once more. What have you done with the princess?”
Senan backs up a step, urging me back as well. “I left her in my bed.”
In his bed? Did he sleep with her? Not that it matters now. Whatever happened, we will deal with it together.
“Boris, if you would just listen to me for a moment, I think we can come to⁠—”
“I’m afraid the time for talking has passed. I’m going to give you what you want, Senan. I’m going to let you go.” He gestures toward the guards, and they take a step back from the portal.
He is letting us go?
This must be some sort of trap, right? The king would hardly bring all these men here only to set us free. I shouldn’t celebrate, and yet my heart begins to sing.
Until a hand clamps over my mouth and an arm bands around my torso, dragging me against a solid frame. A blade presses against my throat, stifling my cry as more guards swarm the alley on silent feet.
“You…you are?” Senan asks, clearly not noticing that I no longer stand at his back.
“Yes. But first, a parting gift.” The king clicks his fingers.
Two guards lurch forward, grabbing Senan’s arms. He whirls, his wide, panicked gaze flying to mine. The color in his face drains away. Hot tears roll down my cheeks, the blade cutting deeper each time I swallow.
“Let her go.” Senan curses and writhes, pulls and drags, but the men do not loosen their hold. “I swear I’ll come back to the castle. Just let her go.”
The king wags his finger, stepping closer to his brother. “Ah, ah. There is no need for more of your false promises.”
Senan never stops begging as the guards force him to his knees, and then to his chest, pinning him in place. I hold my breath, watching the king stroll forward and stomp on Senan’s spine. My love’s onyx wings burst from behind their glamour. Two more guards catch the feathers at the ends, forcing them wider and pinning them on the cobblestones with their boots. Senan’s broken cry muffles the crunch of his bones.
“Why couldn’t you just take your dust and die? That’s all you had to do. Fuck the princess, get her pregnant, and then leave us in peace. But no. You had to fight, didn’t you?” The king withdraws a vial of black liquid from his waistcoat pocket.
He grips Senan’s jaw, forcing him to look up, and dumps the liquid down his throat. “Now, I’m going to ask you once more, and this time, I want you to tell me the truth. What did you do with the princess?”
“I left her in my bed.”
“She wasn’t in your room, brother. Where did you hide her?”
“I left her…in my…bed,” Senan slurs.
What the hell did the king give him?
The king turns to the closest guard and holds out a hand. The man places a thick silver saw in his sovereign’s palm.
“No,” I whimper, bucking my hips and stomping my captor’s foot. The blade bites deeper, stalling my attempts to save my beloved from his fate.
A deep, guttural scream wrenches from Senan’s throat when the saw meets his flesh, dragging with jagged strokes, back and forth. Sawing. Cutting. Severing his right wing from his body. I shout, no longer caring about the blade at my throat, scratching and clawing, trying anything and everything I can to get to him.
How could the king do this to his own brother? Where is his compassion? Forgiveness? Mercy? King Boris wipes a hand over his brow, smearing blood across his forehead.
Then he cuts off Senan’s second wing.
My prince falls silent, his body limp and lifeless, splayed on the cobblestones like a sack of grain. The wound in his side would’ve taken too much magic to heal. His well must be depleted. Even if the sun could reach us down here, he still wouldn’t have enough to heal this wound.
And if he cannot heal himself, he’ll bleed out.
He’ll die.
I have to go to him. I have to do something.
I stomp on my captor’s instep and ignore the sting at my throat as I manage to duck out of his hold. “Stop! Please! Please stop!” My screams echo off the plaster walls, melting into the thick clouds above.
“This is what we do to traitors,” the king snarls, picking up one of Senan’s beautiful wings and calling fire to his palm. The inky feathers burst into flames, black smoke twisting toward the gray clouds. “This is what happens to those who defy their king.”
Blood pools in puddles on the cobblestones. So much blood.
A guard yanks me back by my hair. I watch helplessly as they drag Senan’s lifeless body toward the portal, leaving a bloody trail in their wake.
They can’t put him in. He has no wings. He’ll fall to his death.
Stop fighting.
Save yourself.
He is already gone.
“Let him go!” I scream.
The king’s head tilts. “You heard her, men. Let him go.”
The guards lift my love over the portal’s edge…and throw him in.
I surge forward, slipping from the guard’s grasp.
No one tries to stop me as I sprint toward the portal…
And leap in after him.



To be continued…




Afterword


Wow. That one hurt, didn’t it?
How much would you hate me if I said this was a tragedy and not a romance? I mean, technically, I did warn you with the first lines of Chapter One.
Don’t remember what they are?
Let me refresh your memory:
We were never meant for happily-ever-after.
Alas, I love you all too much to leave your hearts in tatters.
Senan and Allette’s story isn’t over yet.
Their epic tale concludes in Freed from Gravity, coming soon.
You can pre-order HERE
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