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			To my husband, Michael, 
for proving that love in the real world can be magical, too.

			And for all of you, this is what I think it would be like 
to be the morally gray fantasy villain’s adversary. 
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			Prologue

			Once upon a time…

			It wasn’t often that one would find themselves dreading the end of the work week, the last grueling day before the welcome reprieve of the week’s end. However, it also wasn’t often that an office was run by the kingdom’s most notorious villain…

			And that villain detested the week’s end. 

			Trystan Maverine was not certain what first brought upon such fast and efficient ire. Perhaps it was the aching quiet that awoke him with the Saturday-morning sun. Or how he’d begun actively avoiding the kitchen and Tatianna’s quarters for fear his old life would bleed into his new one, the only one he’d know until the day of his inevitable demise. It could have been that with the days off for his workers, he wouldn’t get to exercise his new life’s purpose—evil. But as of late, what he’d begun to hate most was the absence…the absence of her.

			Evie Sage had not yet been in his employ for more than four weeks. Could it truly have only been a month? It felt like years. Taxing, confusing, mildly agonizing years. But in that time, his assistant had proven herself shockingly capable of catering to his every villainous whim, adapting to his evil ways with a smile so big and bright, he was surprised it hadn’t yet cracked her face in half. 

			It felt as if it had cracked his.

			Melodic laughter filtered in through the open gap of his office door. He knew who the perpetrator was, though how could he not? If the sound itself did not give her away, the very act of laughter would have. No one had dared laugh in The Villain’s office before her, at least not loudly enough for him to hear.

			It was enough—on this dreary last day of the work week—to push him over the tyrannical edge. 

			“Sage!” he boomed, slamming the door all the way open.

			The laughter ceased, thank the gods, but when his assistant turned toward him, her smile remained, making him feel a bit like she’d smacked him over the head with it. Surely that was why he felt so dizzy? He cleared his throat, hoping she didn’t notice the way he’d nearly stumbled over himself at the sight, only to realize that Sage was alone. What had made her laugh so? It was then he saw the papers in her hands. “You’re cataloging my torture session from this morning, correct?”

			She nodded vigorously, a few curls that had broken loose from her pins bouncing up and down along with her head. “Yes, of course, sir. I will have it done in just a few minutes!” 

			“It is the one in which I cut out a man’s tongue and force him to swallow it?” 

			She blinked. “Yes, sir. Was there another incident you wish for me to catalog of the same”—she paused, her nose scrunching as she contemplated—“variety?” 

			If he were to ever, at any point in time, deign to snort? It would have been right then. 

			“No, Sage.” He took a beat, then continued. “Though I admit to feeling curious as to what about that endeavor you find so amusing.” 

			Her cheeks turned so pink he could practically feel the heat of her skin from where he stood—at a safe distance. “Oh, well. It’s very silly.” 

			He stared. 

			She began fidgeting with her braid, twirling the end of it around her finger. “Not the torture itself, of course! That isn’t silly at all. I was writing mindlessly of the details, and when I looked down, I realized I had written that the man had been…tongue-tied—” Another haphazard giggle burst out of her, and she clapped a hand over her mouth.

			He stared again; this time, his lips parted on an exhale of disbelief. “Tongue…tied?” 

			“You know! The expression about when you cannot think of what to say and your tongue gets twisted around? And then I laughed because this man would not say anything because…you, uh—killed him,” she finished, sounding sheepish, though still battering him with that wide smile. 

			He could feel his own mouth tugging up at the corners so abruptly he had to turn away.

			“I am sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to offend you with my musings.” 

			“You didn’t,” he replied roughly, hating that she had such an effect on him.

			Thankfully, there were few witnesses. Only a couple of workers were lingering, all appearing to be gathering their things. Including Rebecka Erring, watching the two of them with eyes that noticed far more than was comfortable.

			“Do you ever get tongue-tied, sir?”

			Her unexpected question pulled him from the confines of his mind, floundering, as he couldn’t recall the last time anyone had asked him anything of a personal nature. Even more so when he realized it had been completely unmarred by any sense of fear. No, there was only curiosity in the blue eyes blinking back at him.

			“What do you think, Sage?” he drawled, burying the eagerness for her answer so far beneath the earth, it would take splitting it in half to uncover.

			She took him in, and he resisted the urge to straighten his shoulders, wondering what it was she saw. “I’m not sure,” she finally said. “To be honest, I’ve never been tongue-tied a day in my life, but I think that’s due to speaking before my brain catches up to my mouth.” 

			He had come to know this about her. It had, in its own disgusting sort of way, become endearing—if anything could be so to a man born for evil. But her lack of pretense was refreshing…and so innocent he often wondered how she’d made it this far in life without disaster. 

			Aside from working for him.

			“You are nothing if not unwittingly honest, Sage,” he deadpanned.

			She beamed as if he’d just said her hair was made of gold, her eyes chipped with diamonds. “That’s very kind of you to say.”

			Someplace, somewhere, a pixie just lost their wings, he thought caustically.

			Pinching his nose, he let out a sigh. “It wasn’t meant to be.”

			Her gratitude may as well have been a boulder for the pressure that slammed into his chest. Generally, he detested any form of joy, but this was a new feeling entirely, her presence placing him in a constant state of sickness to the stomach. He wondered how kind she would think him if he likened her to food poisoning.

			“Finish your work for the day, then be gone.” He dismissed her before he did something nonsensical, like comparing her effect to bad fish. Which would have been as dishonest as it was ridiculous, because the blasted woman always seemed to smell like the vanilla candies she ate daily—or, he suspected, hourly.

			Turning on his heel, he banished her from his sight, hoping the two days away would at least give him time to rid his memory of this awful interaction.

			But then she stood from her chair, scraping it against the stone floor as she called out to him. “Sir? Before I go…may I ask: what is the office policy on romantic fraternization?” 

			Never mind.

			The interaction was currently burning itself into his brain. 

			Slowly, he turned back around. “My office,” he replied coolly. “Now.” 

			She scrambled to follow, traveling quickly behind him through the office door, grabbing the chair she usually occupied from its station in the corner—the same chair that had become the heart of their daily unspoken war. The first battle cry had been him shoving her seat as far from his desk as he was able, followed by her fully disregarding that action and moving it closer. 

			Since then, it had become a ritual of sorts between them, and despite his annoyance, he never told her to stop. Merely watched, his face impassive, not assisting when the chair inevitably got caught on the uneven tile on the floor—instead finding sick amusement in her stumbling to right the chair, relishing her adorable little frown at the furniture’s betrayal. 

			He should get the floor tile fixed. 

			He wouldn’t. 

			But he probably should. 

			When she sat, he moved slowly to take his own chair. Her nervousness was palpable. He attempted to enjoy it. “Why,” he drawled, his hands folded atop his sleek black desk, pushing his shoulders back, “pray tell, are you asking me about office fraternization?”

			She didn’t appear to be cowed, but then again, she never had been any time he’d made the attempt. It was a wonder why he kept doing it when it was growing clear that she enjoyed it. It was another wonder why in the deadlands he cared if she wanted to fraternize with coworkers.

			Romantically.

			Not sensing his churning anger, she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, rolling her lips inward and fidgeting with her hands. “One of the men in accounting insinuated he would be…um…agreeable to furthering our acquaintance outside of a work setting this week’s end. I told him I had to see if it would break any rules.” 

			Indeed, there would be something breaking, but it would likely be the body of whichever bloody math nerd had asked her in the first place. 

			This was a place of business. Not a matchmaking service.

			Kingsley hopped atop the desk, holding up a sign as if he’d been able to read Trystan’s thoughts. 

			Yikes 

			Trystan grabbed the sign and unceremoniously flung the thing out the open window. 

			Sage blinked at him, then smiled down at Kingsley, who nuzzled himself into her palm.

			“What do you mean by ‘furthering your acquaintance’?” he asked, expressionless, but underneath the surface, his heart began to pick up speed as if he were being chased—in this case, by basic human emotion.

			“A date,” she explained, looking at him with the concern you’d have for an elder who kept misplacing their house keys. Sighing, she gestured down at herself. “I’ll admit, it threw me to begin with, because I assumed everyone in the office found me odd.”

			“You are odd,” he responded immediately…resisting the urge to smack his forehead into the smooth wood of his desk. 

			“Thank you for confirming.” She grinned with a wave of her hand, lighthearted sarcasm dripping from the words. 

			She was indeed odd, but surely any ordinary person would not be able to look upon her without seeing that she was a completely extraordinary individual, a rare one. One who didn’t flinch at reports of swallowed tongues and even found reason to chuckle at them, who never seemed to run out of outlandish quips to say when things became discordant, as she must have believed they were now.

			Sage began to speak in an endless ramble, until her words echoed around him in the most terrible way possible. 

			“Last time someone courted me, it was disastrous,” she explained, her eyes going somewhere else. “We were completely incompatible—I mean, not physically, that is, although physically it was not great, either.” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “You probably didn’t want to know that part.” The words were muffled, but they sounded mortified. 

			No, he didn’t want to know—because the mere mention forced him to think about his assistant in a physical capacity. Which did not change the calm evenness in his expression, but if her eyes ventured lower, she’d find his knuckles gripping his desk so tight they’d gone white.

			He should tell her to accept. With any luck, she would fall madly in love with one of his employees and leave him alone forever. 

			Never mind the thought of it making him feel ill. 

			Perhaps he had eaten bad fish. And the poison was tainting his blood, driving him mad.

			“There is no office fraternization. Strictly forbidden,” he heard himself saying, and suddenly he understood Sage’s affliction of her mouth getting ahead of her brain. “However,” he added, trying to rein himself in, “if this is a person you very much want to see despite office policy…” He swallowed down the words the way one would swallow a butcher knife. “We can discuss with Ms. Erring about a potential exception.”

			She waved her hands back and forth, shaking her head. He had never been nor would ever be an expert in human emotion, but he swore her shoulders dropped in relief rather than disappointment.

			“No, no, that’s not necessary! Thank you for offering, but I must admit that ‘no’ was the answer I was hoping for,” she said, exhaling with a hand to her chest. He raised a brow, waiting patiently for her to continue, wondering how he’d quickly become lost. 

			“He asked in front of everyone at lunch,” she explained quietly. “I didn’t particularly want to go, but I didn’t want to embarrass him, either, so that’s why I told him I must consult you first.”

			The man asked in front of a group of people? Even Trystan was not socially inept enough to make a woman that uncomfortable, especially one who seemed to derive all her enjoyment from pleasing others. It felt like an abuse.

			Anger rose in him again, this time to a startling degree.

			When have I ever found my anger startling?

			“Feel free to tell him that should he ask you again, there will be consequences,” Trystan answered with a cool calm that made even Kingsley shiver. 

			Vulnerability flashed across Sage’s face.

			“Thank you, sir. That is a relief.” Her eyes softened. “Although I suppose it will be more of a relief once I tell him. Hopefully he will not be too put off.”

			The thought of her being ill-treated in any way, especially by someone in his employ, was so acutely intolerable, he stood up from his chair. “I can put him off for you, if that would aid your cause.” 

			Put off. Push off the roof. Either would do.

			“Oh, that’s okay.” She laughed and exhaled a long-held breath. “I’m feeling a bit cowardly, honestly. I should’ve just told him no right when he asked.”

			It was absurd. There was nothing about this woman that resembled anything close to cowardice—despite his very best efforts to evoke it. “Why didn’t you?” he asked.

			“Well—” She paused, seeming to contemplate her next words before speaking them. “I think it is quite hard to say no to someone when you don’t know how they’ll react.”

			Every muscle in his body tensed.

			“You were fearful he would hurt you? If you said no?” 

			The question was a dangerous one, but just as he asked it, the setting sun streamed through the open window, shining just where she sat as if it, too, were begging for a subject change. The light filtering over her dark hair turned the blue of her eyes from soft to penetrating. 

			Every thought he’d ever had winked out in the span of a second.

			She didn’t answer his question, just smiled, squinting slightly. “It appears the sunlight wanted to join our conversation to make everything a bit happier.”

			Happier? No. Safer than the darkness, easier to stand, perhaps, but watching her bask in it—he thought what he might be feeling in his chest was the nearest to happy he’d felt in an exceptionally long time.

			With a hand held over her eyes, Sage tilted her head. “Why does your window seem to be one of the few lacking the lovely stained glass?” 

			“Because it depicted a scene far too cheerful for my liking,” he murmured, remembering the day he’d taken that window apart piece by piece, ordering his guards to deliver them to the person who’d betrayed him the most. 

			Sage perked up. “Oh? How so?” 

			With a lifted brow, he glared at the window. “It was of two lovers in a field of flowers. Reaching for each other but never touching.” 

			Her lips quirked. “You thought that cheerful?” 

			“I thought it annoying and ugly to look at.” He huffed, the sun still highlighting where she sat with seeming vengeance, every part of her glowing. If only she, too, were…well, annoying and ugly to look at. 

			But alas, she was lovely. 

			Lovely? 

			Gods damn it all. 

			Clearing his throat, he steered them back to the matter at hand. “Rest assured, Sage, the staff will all be reminded of our strict no-fraternization policy. I’ll have Keeley escort you home. Enjoy your week’s end.” 

			Clearly befuddled by the abrupt dismissal, she stood and nodded, eyes round and questioning as she stepped away from the sunlight that now appeared dimmer without her. He really was turning into a damn fool.

			“Thank you, sir. I hope you enjoy some restful time to yourself.”

			Not likely. 

			“Off with you, Sage, before I revoke my generosity and make you clean the floor of the torture chamber.”

			The way her face twisted was near comical—if he found things to be so, and he did not. Which was more evidence to prove how ridiculous the face was.

			“Ick.” She winced. “Sir, I beg you next time to use the tarp I ordered.”

			“Go,” he commanded.

			And go she did, leaving her vanilla scent behind to torture him. He closed his eyes, breathing in, hating how it calmed him.

			He made to move her chair back to the corner to steady himself, to regain his tether of control, but then he remembered how the light had touched her face when she sat in that exact spot. He stared at it for a moment, contemplating.

			Then left the chair where it was.

			Their unspoken battle was at an end. 

			And it was clear who had waved the white flag. 

			Stalking out into the main office, he saw Rebecka Erring packing up the last of her things. As he approached, she straightened. “Is there something I can help you with before I leave, sir?” 

			“What’s our policy on office fraternization?”

			The woman’s owlish eyes went wider behind the rim of her glasses. “We don’t have one. Against my advice, I might add, but the workers don’t typically socialize in the office without your permission.”

			“I don’t give permission,” he corrected. 

			She raised a brow. “Precisely.”

			“See that we have one in place, and that those who break it do so at their own risk.”

			“Risk meaning termination?” 

			“Of sorts,” he responded dryly. 

			Ms. Erring didn’t miss a beat. “I’ll be sure the other workers hear of it, sir. And I’ll be sure Thomas doesn’t ask Miss Sage for a romantic entanglement again.”

			Thomas? It was Thomas? That scrawny little—

			“You knew of this?” he accused. 

			“The remarks he made to her were so inappropriate, everyone heard of it,” Ms. Erring said sardonically, folding her arms. “If he’d spoken to me like that, I would’ve driven my favorite letter opener through his heart.”

			Three things occurred to him at once. The first being that Sage had underplayed the encounter, the second that Ms. Erring was far more ruthless than he gave her credit for, and the last… Well. 

			For the first time, he was eager for the week’s end to start.

			He stalked from the room, hearing Ms. Erring’s voice questioning behind him, “Where are you going?”

			He let his power swarm around him in dark waves, his voice a mere rasp in the quiet of the now-empty office.

			“To lay down the tarp.”

			It was a mistake, in any circumstance, to make an adversary of The Villain.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Evie

			Evie Sage pointed her dagger at Trystan Maverine’s throat. 

			“Don’t leave me in suspense, Evangelina.”

			It was a wonder that this moment could shock her. Not when the night before, she’d had her identity stripped away, replaced with a new one. She ought to be shocked by her parents’ actions, the masterminds in her villain origin story. 

			Or rather, her lack of one.

			Her destiny had been set. Rennedawn’s storybook prophecy had passed her the role, and her parents had used magic and manipulation…to pass it on to someone else. 

			The very person who was pushing himself against her blade. 

			Breathing heavily in the darkened study deep in Massacre Manor, Evie allowed her eyes to flutter open and find Trystan in her dream-induced haze. 

			His low voice rumbled in the dimness of a room she had never entered before, one she’d wandered into moments ago by mistake. “It’ll be quicker if you hit the artery.” He grabbed her wrist and tugged her closer, holding her hand more firmly to the skin of his neck. 

			Heart racing, she swallowed, watching his dark eyes in the dim candlelight and early-dawn glow as they homed in on her lips. A large hand closed tightly around her wrist with no apparent intention of letting go, and the other gripped her hip, tugging her close enough to see the smile tilting up his lips. 

			“That’s not funny,” she breathed with indignation, hoping he didn’t hear the wanting in her voice, the undeniable need to collapse into his arms like the fair princess in one of her books. 

			Evie Sage was no fair princess. 

			By point of fact, that role would technically be delegated to the man in front of her. She struggled not to choke at the image of him wearing a tiara.

			“Let me go,” she ordered, moving her wrist, attempting to back away, but he held her firmly. 

			“Not on your life.” He spoke evenly, then released her so quickly she nearly lost her footing, only catching herself against one of the dusty bookcases. 

			“You startled me,” she whispered by way of explanation, placing her dagger back at her belt. The one she’d tied about her waist before sneaking out of her bedchamber.

			She couldn’t bring herself to return to the office, not with the memories of Benedict tainting her sole remaining place of refuge. The casual way the king had destroyed her sense of self. 

			Trystan was always supposed to be the true prince of the prophecy. And you, my dear, were always supposed to be The Villain. 

			The dark magic once in Trystan’s possession now moved and shifted beneath her skin, climbing to the surface, uncomfortably asking to be used, to be utilized by the person who was meant to wield it from the start. It swirled about her feet, playing with the ties at the top of her slippers, brushing the bottom of her nightgown. 

			“Apologies,” he murmured, kneeling at the fire in the grate. He pushed at the logs with the poker, and flames danced across his face. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

			“I couldn’t sleep any longer, and I saw a light on,” she answered, walking toward him and seating herself in the large, cushioned chair, tucking her feet up beneath her, hugging her legs to her chest. “What is this room’s purpose? Library or study?” 

			He didn’t turn to look at her, but she watched the muscles in his jaw jump, the pinch of his brow as he focused on the act of pushing another log. “Both, I suppose. When I first found the manor, this was one of the few rooms left undisturbed by the sands of time. Just some dust and debris that were easily cleared. I found solace here when my thoughts and anger became too riotous.” 

			Her heart hammered in her chest when she whispered her question, hating the vulnerability in her words. “How come I’ve never seen it?” 

			He placed the poker down, his hand flexing at his side as he stood, finally facing her. She wished he hadn’t. The hard planes of his beautiful face were devastating to look upon, her greedy eyes taking in every subtle shift of emotion when he gestured to the rest of the curtained-off room. “It was under repair for the last several weeks. It’s just been finished by the magical builders.” 

			A tug at her memory pulled her away from the room and back to a day of work she’d not soon forget. The ticking. The running. The bomb. It had hit this tower. The books she’d seen exposed by the crumbling wall. 

			She’d thrown the explosive right into his sanctuary.

			Nothing in there was worth anything, not as— It wasn’t important. 

			He’d used those words to assure her when she cried for the damage she’d wrought. 

			“You lied to me,” she accused, standing without ceremony and poking a finger against his chest, ignoring his stare of warning. 

			“I did not,” he rumbled, appearing angry at the accusation, then ran a hand through his hair and stalked for the sheets, ripping them off to reveal the newly repaired furniture, books in the process of being preserved after the pages had been singed by the flames. 

			“You said whatever was in here wasn’t important.” The angry tears burning behind her eyes were unwelcome and infuriating. The magic curled up, hopeful at her flash of emotion, but using it was like grasping a silk ribbon—it slipped through her fingers the second she touched it. “You never said I’d unintentionally destroyed your safe place.” 

			“It wasn’t important,” he argued, earnest eyes roving along her face. “Not when the alternative was losing you.” 

			“Maybe that was your mistake.” Something raw and ugly was unraveling inside her, forcing irrational fears and anxieties to the surface. “Maybe fate was trying to correct what had been done and we’ve only been staving off the inevitable.” It wasn’t the emotion in her voice that frightened her; it was the lack of it. “Maybe The Villain is meant to die, and the prince lives on for his happy ending.” 

			He moved so quickly, Evie didn’t have time to so much as gasp before he gripped both her arms, shaking her slightly. “Enough! Don’t ever say that again!” His anger was clear in the set of his eyes. The cool veneer he so often displayed was gone, and what was left was…

			Intoxicating. 

			He noticed the change in her immediately, and he dragged his hand down the side of her body as he leaned closer, eyes shut tight. Was her proximity painful? It wasn’t an outlandish assumption. They were predestined enemies, opposing archetypes in the same story. 

			She’d been born to bring him pain. 

			The valiant prince, tormented by the evil villain. 

			All the times she’d bothered him, caused him discomfort when she got too close. Was her persistence innocent? Or was she feeding an impulse that was woven into her soul, an impulse to hurt him?

			By the gods, what if she did hurt him? The thought swarmed and stung, leaving open wounds behind. 

			You can’t be happy. An insidious voice that sounded too much like her own stated it. Like a fact. 

			That’s why everyone’s always leaving you behind. That’s why no matter how hard you try to remain bright and positive, it will always end. It will always go wrong. 

			The loop of her thoughts became unbearable. 

			Her lips parted, and her chest moved as rapidly as her breath, heat pulsing in her blood when his eyes flicked down to her mouth, staying there while he spoke again. “I know you’re hurting. I know you’re confused. But by the gods, you will not minimize Arthur’s sacrifice by insinuating you should have died that day—or any other.” 

			The reminder of Arthur’s death, of his body now on its way back to Trystan’s home village—it wrecked her. 

			And Trystan watched with horror as her face crumbled and she fell to her knees. The magic swarmed around her, heavy sobs racking her whole body. “I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant to—to do, and I don’t know how to—” 

			She was in his arms before another word could be said, his hands clasped to the back of her head as she sobbed into his shoulder, gripping his shirt. “I’m sorry.” The rumble of his chest against her cheek made her sigh, burrowing farther into him. “Love, look at me.” 

			The term of endearment was so shocking, she flinched out of his grasp, staring up at him with bewilderment. “What did you— Did you just call me love?” 

			“I feel out of all the revelations we’ve encountered, that should be the least shocking,” he replied flatly.

			She blinked at him, speechless, and he pressed his eyes shut, sighing in exasperation. When they finally opened, they were filled with begrudging amusement. “I want to show you something.” 

			Without warning, he gripped her waist and turned her around. His touch was perfunctory, but even still, gooseflesh prickled down her arms. Gripping her elbows, she followed him past the cloth-covered tables to a stack of books that were weathered and cobwebbed. “You wanted to show me your need for a feather duster?” she muttered, eyebrows shooting toward the top of her head. 

			He gave her a mock glare before taking a book from the top of the stack and laying it on one of the covered tables. A dim lantern sat atop it, aiding the little light from the rising sun. “I stopped visiting this room shortly after you began working here.” 

			Her mind was working furiously to catch up. “Because I threw a bomb at it?” she reminded him, wondering if in addition to losing his magic, he was also losing his memory. 

			“No, Sage.” He chuckled darkly, picking up his lantern and making his way toward the door. “I’m telling you that well before the damage was wrought upon this space, I had stopped visiting it when I needed to find peace.” He nudged the door open, hand gently placed on the doorknob.

			She shook her head. “I don’t understand. Then where did you go when you desired safety?” 

			“I would find you.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Lyssa

			Lyssa Sage was a traitor. 

			Or at least…she was about to be. 

			Tiptoeing toward Tatianna’s healing quarters, the youngest Sage sibling gently pressed the door open. Once it was safely, silently ajar, she slipped into the room, stepping past the sleeping healer. The woman breathed out, her face pressed to the palm of her hand, her elbow resting on the next bed over—the one that Lyssa’s mother, Nura, slept in. But Lyssa was not here for her mother.

			“Ms. Erring,” Lyssa whispered, pushing at the Human and Magical Creature Resources woman’s shoulder until she jolted awake so fast, her glasses flew off from where they were resting atop her head, into Lyssa’s hands. “Good morning,” Lyssa whispered with a toothy grin. “May I speak to you outside?” 

			Ms. Erring grumbled, but she pulled herself out of bed, trailing after Lyssa until they were on the other side of the now-closed door. “Lyssa. You are not meant to be wandering without an adult until we have confirmed the manor is secure.” 

			Lyssa wondered to herself if sense was confiscated from a person when they reached adulthood.

			“Yes, Ms. Erring. But how am I to ask an adult to wander with me from the confines of my bedroom if no adult is in there with me?” Lyssa reminded her gently, remembering that the woman had just woken up and Evie often needed at least thirty minutes in the morning before she said anything coherent. 

			Ms. Erring scratched her head. Her soft brown hair was loose from her severe bun, sitting just below her shoulders. “You could practice patience and wait for one of us to come retrieve you. Like you were told to do.”

			Lyssa’s mouth twisted. “I hate waiting.” 

			Ms. Erring sighed. “Hence the practice.” 

			Lyssa tapped her chin before clasping her hands behind her back. “Very well. Next time I see a strange man wandering through the manor, I’ll simply wait patiently.” 

			Ms. Erring went from drowsy and rumpled to furious and panicked so rapidly, Lyssa wished she hadn’t blinked. “What? A man? Who? Why are you just now telling me!” 

			“I was practicing patience.” 

			“Lyssa!” Ms. Erring groaned, looking very alert and very irritated. “Tell me everything.”

			“I’m getting there!” 

			Lyssa’s morning had begun with the gentle twist of a doorknob and the creak of rusting hinges. Evie had tossed all night, then crawled out of bed before dawn. Lyssa had, logically, feigned sleep, waiting for the footsteps to grow quieter before leaping from the bed and flying toward the door. 

			There were many questions Lyssa knew she was meant not to ask, but unfortunately, she had been far too curious not to notice the black mist hovering over her sister for more than half the night. It might have been frightening to her once upon a time, but Lyssa Sage knew well that the scariest-looking things were often friendlier if you merely said hello. 

			The mist had waved back at her before pulling the covers up under Lyssa’s chin. She’d been tempted to tap Evie so they could giggle over the action together, but her sister had pulled the covers over her own head, hiding there until her morning escape. 

			Lyssa, to her credit, had not followed her…for at least fifteen minutes. But she was a storyteller! And her subject was walking out the door! 

			“So essentially, you ignored everything we told you about safety last night?” Ms. Erring chastised. 

			Lyssa nodded, furrowing her brow. “Yes, I just said that. Aren’t you listening?” 

			“About as well as you did!” Ms. Erring growled. “Lyssa, the strange man—where does he come in?” 

			“Oh yes!” She bounced. “I saw Clare walking to her room with a man wrapped in a black cloak, and I’m not certain why, but they seemed very suspicious.” 

			Ms. Erring lifted a brow. “Could that man have been her suspicious brother…The Villain? Who often wears only black?” 

			“No.” Lyssa frowned with indignance and then tilted her head. “Ms. Erring, you know other people are allowed to wear the color black, don’t you?” 

			Ms. Erring groaned, resting her forehead against the nearby wall. “I need cauldron brew and a pain tonic.” 

			“Did you wake up with a headache?” Lyssa asked curiously. 

			“I woke up next to one,” Ms. Erring deadpanned. 

			Lyssa laughed, delighted. It was entirely too enjoyable when Ms. Erring made jokes, mostly because Lyssa had never seen another adult do it quite so awkwardly. 

			“I am certain it was just a guard or a hurt intern from the attack last night. But if you’re truly concerned, we can go check on her.” 

			Lyssa stopped laughing, recalling how frightened she’d felt when the man’s head, shadowed by the hood of his cloak, turned toward her. “Could we, Ms. Erring? Now? I don’t know why, but I had a feeling something was wrong about him.” 

			“Wrong about who?” Tatianna chimed in, rubbing sleep from her eyes from the now-open door to the healer’s quarters. 

			Lyssa turned wide eyes on Ms. Erring, trying to signal her to lie. 

			Ms. Erring batted a hand at Lyssa. “Clare appears to have been seen with a suspicious man.” 

			Never mind. It was Ms. Erring who was the traitor. 

			Tatianna blanched. “What? Is she all right?” 

			Ms. Erring threw her hands up in defeat. “Let us settle this now, shall we?” 

			But by the time they made it down to her bedchamber, Clare was standing outside her open door with a harried look on her face. 

			“Clare?” Tatianna asked tenderly, gliding across the floor and grasping her former betrothed’s hand in her own. “What can I do for you, darling?” 

			Clare seemed to blink out of a trance at the endearment, eyes wide as she extricated her hand from Tatianna’s. 

			Lyssa had to stop herself from booing. 

			“I’m fine,” Clare said shakily. “Just a bit out of sorts. I need to make arrangements for my father’s sea burial and notify Malcolm. It’s all overwhelming.” 

			“You’re certain there’s no strange, cloaked man holding you hostage in your bedchamber?” Ms. Erring asked bluntly, and Lyssa clapped a hand over her mouth. 

			Clare’s eyes went wild, but only for a moment before her face shuttered, all emotion vanishing before their eyes. “No…why would you think such a thing?” she asked flatly. 

			Tatianna and Ms. Erring gave Lyssa a look so pointed, she was surprised it didn’t break skin. “After all the people who have gotten in and out of a place that is supposed to be impossible to break into, am I to be punished for being cautious?” Lyssa asked, innocently blinking up at the two women. 

			They sighed heavily. Which meant Lyssa had worn them down to victory. A special talent, well-honed by performing it on her older sister practically since birth. 

			“Lyssa is right,” Clare said, looking far off into the distance. 

			“I know,” Lyssa said succinctly, clasping her hands in front of her. 

			“Caution is a virtue.” A smile tugged Clare’s lips up, but they flattened again when her eyes flicked behind them. “I have, uh, much to do. Core healers’ burials are a bit more complex in nature than the average person’s. I…must be off!” Clare cried, moving down the hall and around the corner at a rapid clip. 

			Tatianna attempted to stop the woman, but it was for naught. Clare had already gone, and Lyssa was left feeling an odd sensation at the back of her head, a wrong sort, like someone had been watching them. 

			“Come, Lyssa. Let us go check on your mother,” Ms. Erring suggested, already starting back toward the stairs, Tatianna following behind. 

			It was for the best. Lyssa did love a good story, but this one was veering far too close to scary territory, and despite her interest in villainy, that was not her genre. At least not yet, anyhow. But before she could follow the Human and Magical Creature Resources woman, a flash of white in the corner of her eye stopped her. 

			Peering in the direction of the object, Lyssa spied a discarded bit of white cloth. She glanced side to side, then scurried over to pick it up. 

			A handkerchief. With two words scrawled onto it. 

			It’s me. 

			Lyssa knew that writing. 

			A new set of footsteps sounded from down the hall, startling her enough to make her jump. She tried to reassure herself with logic. It was likely just Clare circling back to her chambers, and that chilled feeling climbing up her arms toward her neck was from the morning air coming through the window. Her imagination often took her to outlandish places, and this was just another for the books. 

			Tucking the cloth into her skirt pocket, Lyssa felt again like she was being watched, forcing her to wonder…if some stories could not help but come true.

			Even the scary ones.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Trystan 

			It was midday tea time, and Trystan Maverine was yelling—into a pillow. 

			Or he supposed it was more of a bellow. It was difficult to decide with the sound muffled in his ears. He tossed the pillow back on the bed.

			“Do you feel better?” Lyssa Sage asked with a tilt of her head, her wide, curious expression meeting Trystan’s. “Did it help?” 

			“Oh yes. Thrilling,” he deadpanned. It didn’t help that the pillow he’d grabbed was Sage’s and the rose scent of her hair was bombarding his senses. Fortunately, one could not inhale and yell at the same time, but the pillow sat on the bed, taunting him. 

			I will not sniff it. 

			The little villain snapped him from his inner debate by snorting into her teacup, eyes full of mischief. Lyssa was a welcome distraction after he’d escaped the study like death was at his heels. 

			I would find you.

			He’d revealed too much. Pushed too quickly. He needed to be patient, to show Evie in no uncertain terms that she was his true love. That they deserved their happily ever after—together.

			In the meantime, he’d be a steady presence. A confidant. A friend.

			Yes. I could be her friend.

			Or I could saw off my own foot. 

			“I thought a tea party might be nice today. You looked so sad sitting in your office.” Lyssa’s large brown eyes fell to her teacup, apprehension in the pinch of her brows. “I’m sorry if I made it worse.” 

			The spear of determination he was experiencing was demanding his attention, but none of it was any match for the guilt at causing Lyssa Sage to frown. Crouching down to the tiny tea table in the middle of the Sage sisters’ chambers, he softened his voice and summoned a smile. “Your presence in my world only ever brings improvement, Little Villain.” 

			Lyssa beamed and then turned, tapping her chin in contemplation, her mouth set in a determined line when she grabbed a sugar cookie from the tray and handed it to him. He bit into the sweetness, noting the hint of rose water in the recipe. 

			“Might I ask you a question, then, Lord Trystan?” she asked.

			Trystan seated himself in the other tiny chair across from her, feeling it groan beneath his bulk as he leaned back. “You may ask me anything you like.” 

			“Are you going to marry my sister?” 

			The chair broke. 

			And Trystan found himself flat on his back, gasping for air, when the door opened and Blade sauntered in. The apple in his hand paused halfway to his mouth when he spied Trystan on the floor, his lips stretching into a slow grin. “What are you doing down there, buddy?” Blade tilted his head, smiling in a friendly manner that made Trystan want to take the apple and beat him to death with it.

			Lyssa did not remain silent as Trystan hoped she would—as he knew she wouldn’t. “I just asked if Lord Trystan was going to marry Evie.” 

			Blade looked far too pleased with the revelation, planting his hands on his waist with an amused grin. “So…you started breaking furniture?” 

			From his place on the ground, Trystan thrust a finger toward the door. “Get out. This party was invite-only.” 

			Blade’s smile sobered into a pained flat line. “I would, but I come bearing bad news, I’m afraid.” 

			The room stilled at the declaration. The air departed from Trystan’s lungs as he climbed to his feet, eyes flashing toward Lyssa, who looked just as fearful at the promise of another wave of turmoil. Arthur’s death was still a bitter swell of anger in his gut, his heart clenching when he thought of his father’s final words to him. 

			A life without love is an empty one, Trystan. You can live your years without me, but not without her. 

			The sacrifice made by the man who did not sire him, but raised him all the same, would not be in vain.

			Steeling himself, Trystan forged ahead, feeling more at peace with his new purpose. “Is it news fit for young ears?” 

			Lyssa waved a hand, halfway to the door. “I’m going. If I don’t hear the bad news, I can pretend it isn’t happening.” With a light skip, she waved her fingers, but just before she snicked the door shut, she added, “I’ll re-ask you my question later, Lord Trystan.” And then she was gone. 

			Blade shook his head, smiling. “She’s wise, that one.” 

			“The bad news?” Trystan urged, feeling exhausted. “You couldn’t find him, could you?” 

			There was no need to specify who he spoke of. They both knew.

			Blade shut his eyes for a moment and blew out a breath, then came to sit in the remaining tiny chair, looking near comedically large, but it was difficult to laugh when Trystan had lost not just his father but his dearest friend. 

			“I searched every pond within a three-mile radius. There was no sign of him.” Blade rubbed at his temples. “Could he still be in the manor?” 

			“I looked in all his usual spots.” Trystan sighed, rubbing at the scruff at his chin. “No luck. Gods, what if he’s—” 

			“No.” Blade shook his head vigorously. “No, I checked the perimeter as far as a frog of his size would be able to travel. I’d bet all my vests he’s still here somewhere in the manor.” 

			“Are you trying to encourage me not to find him?” Trystan muttered dryly, folding his arms over his chest and staring at Blade’s distractingly bright yellow attire. 

			Blade grinned, throwing his arms wide. “At least I’m always easy to spot.” 

			“Unlike a green frog. In a green forest.” Trystan rubbed at the bridge of his nose, feeling a thousand times older than his twenty-nine years. 

			“The forest is slowly being leached of color by the fading magic, if that makes you feel better.” Blade offered this information while taking a large bite of a cookie shaped like a lily. 

			Trystan just glared at him. Then made a quiet decision as Blade took another bite of the cookie. “Evie and I had sex.” 

			The dragon trainer rocked forward so hard, the bit of cookie fell off his tongue, his mouth hanging open, jaw unhinged, eyes so rounded that Trystan wondered whether they might pop out of his head. “You—you—you and Evie had— I mean the two of you actually—” 

			“Fornicated,” Trystan finished for him, abashed to find himself feeling a tad unsure at his confession. What in the gods’ names was he doing? 

			“DON’T SAY FORNICATED!” Blade’s hands flew up to his ears, and he looked prepared to fight off the word if it came to it. “I’m having too many thoughts at once. My head’s gonna burst.” 

			“Vocalize one of them, man!” Trystan barked with more than a hint of vulnerability now, a feeling he wanted to squash like a bug. 

			Blade combed his fingers through his hair, then braced his hands on his knees, sputtering and out of breath. “Where? When?” 

			“A barn,” Trystan answered immediately, not eagerly but without needing to beat around the bush. He checked his pocket watch. “Thirty-five hours ago.” 

			Blade’s grin told Trystan he’d divulged too much and was about to be punished for it. 

			“You’re keeping track of the hours?”

			“It’s easier to tell time by hours,” Trystan protested, indignant. 

			Blade scoffed and laughed, clapping his hands together gleefully. “A barn?” he asked. “I never pictured you two in a barn.” 

			“Do not picture us anywhere,” Trystan seethed, feeling his own head close to bursting.

			Eyes wide, Blade rubbed at his cheeks like he’d awoken from a bad dream. “You have a thousand pillows on your bed, and you took that poor woman in a barn?” The dragon trainer delivered this with flapping arms that Fluffy the dragon would find impressive.

			“It was what was available,” Trystan protested, and at that point he would have taken whatever was available. A chair, a wall, a dungeon—

			Oh. Intriguing. 

			Although it was very well possible that these places only seemed to be so because he would be with her. It had never mattered before. Sex was meant for physical release so he could continue his evil work unencumbered by base needs, but with Evie, it was different. 

			With her, he had lost control. And now his base needs were all over the place. 

			It was no longer a release but an unleashing. A feral, dormant part of him coming alive at the mere mention of her name. A wine he could not un-taste, a storm he could never withstand. She was eclipsing everything he thought he understood and molding it with her lovely fingers into something new, until he was someone new. 

			Someone better. 

			Or worse. 

			It didn’t particularly matter as long as she was his.

			There was a moment of pause. A comfortable, beautiful silence. 

			Then Blade ruined it—by speaking. 

			“So are you two… Was it… Uh.” Blade scratched the back of his neck. “What am I permitted to ask about without getting my head lopped off?” 

			“The weather.” 

			Blade threw his arms up and flopped out of the tiny chair to the ground. “Why tell me, then?” 

			Trystan didn’t know why. All he knew was that his life had been thrown into upheaval again, the woman that consumed his every thought was tailored by fate to be his enemy, and the magic he’d lived with for years upon years was no longer with him. 

			The most surprising part?

			He didn’t miss it, perhaps because it was never his to begin with. 

			“Because you’re here, I suppose,” Trystan reasoned, straightening his shirt, ensuring not an inch of him was out of place. When one couldn’t control the end of his life as he knew it, one could at least control if his shirt was wrinkled. 

			To him, the two things, of course, were synonymous. 

			“Flattering, but I think it’s actually because I am your only friend.” Blade snorted and then sobered when they both remembered. 

			Their other friend. The one who was notably absent. A lump formed in Trystan’s throat. 

			“So, you two are finally together, then?” Blade asked, looking well prepared to dodge a punch if necessary. 

			It was why he answered the question honestly. “No.” 

			Blade’s head dropped into his hands. “Of course not. That would make too much sense. I swear by all the gods, you two get some sick joy out of making yourselves miserable.” 

			“That’s not true,” Trystan objected, outraged, as he stood up. “Sage is adjusting to a complete shift in her world and all she thought she knew. I won’t push her for my own selfish wants.” He punctuated this declaration by shoving at Blade’s shoulder, sauntering to the door, and exiting to the sunlit hallway, Blade on his heels looking ready to perish. 

			“You do realize that every bad decision you two make, we all must suffer,” Blade muttered under his breath, but Trystan ignored him until they reached Trystan’s chamber doors…which were ajar.

			A chill skittered down the back of his neck, and his fears were affirmed when he shoved the door all the way open and found the room torn apart. 

			Blade whistled beside him. “Have you ever considered a stress ball in lieu of a destructive tirade? This can’t be fair to the cleaning crew.” 

			“This wasn’t me,” Trystan stated, emotionless. “Someone was searching for something.” A fire crackled in the hearth—a fire that hadn’t been there when he left his chambers. Why would someone ransack his room only to leave him a comfortable crackling fire in their place? As he drew closer to it, though, Trystan realized with a sinking in his gut that all his desk drawers had been thrown open, papers and items either tossed to the ground or missing. And ash-covered paper folding into the flames was all that remained. Of the pages they’d been able to steal of Rennedawn’s storybook. Gone.

			Trystan clenched his fists, anger coursing through him, because one of two things could now be true. Either Marv had found a way out of his dungeon…

			Or he hadn’t been the sole traitor at all. 

			Trystan stormed for the door, only halting when he was struck by something else. Something that sent chills down his spine.

			Trystan turned slowly back around, finding one more thing gone from the room.

			The thing he’d placed on the frog’s bed for safekeeping. 

			Kingsley’s crown. 

			Narrowing his eyes, he charged for the door, hearing Blade call after him, “Where are you going?” 

			“To the dungeons,” Trystan growled. 

			Where traitors lurked in the dark.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Kingsley 

			Finally.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Evie

			Evie was daydreaming about being alone forever. 

			The blissful thought had invaded her mind all day. Running away from all the problems of Rennedawn, all the pain. The temptation to move herself to the mountains, to hide among the trees. Where she couldn’t hurt anyone. And no one could hurt her. 

			With a deep breath in, Evie took a step toward Trystan’s office, raising her hand to knock on the closed door. 

			“Enter,” Trystan’s low voice rumbled. 

			She jolted, fist pausing just before connecting with the wood. How did he know she’d be there? Was he so attuned to her? Or to the gilded ink circling her pinky, the one that let him know when she was in danger. Regardless, it was a foolish thought—running away. She’d not make it far. 

			And further, he’d never forgive her. 

			None of them would. 

			By the gods…am I becoming a pessimist? 

			Shivering, Evie pushed open the doors, then took in the scene before her with pleasant confusion. Trystan stood in front of his desk, her usual chair occupied. 

			Marv. 

			“Oh, are we gathering for tea?” Evie asked lightly, trying to keep her voice from shaking as she entered and closed the door. The dark magic came in with her, swirling around to play with her hair. “Hello, Marv dear. How did you sleep?” She wasn’t trying to unsettle him; the magic was acting of its own accord, but Marv’s wide eyes still stared at her, at the magic surrounding her, like she was a ghost and was paralyzing him with fear. 

			“We-Well, Ms. Sage. Thank you,” Marv squeaked as Evie rounded his chair to face him, standing beside Trystan. 

			“Marv and I were just discussing that, actually, Sage,” Trystan said coolly, staring with more deep emotion than Evie had ever seen him aim toward a prisoner. This betrayal hurt him more than any other; she could see it. The same look she was sure he’d found in her own eyes after her father. After Gideon. After her mother. 

			Her mother. 

			Shaking away thoughts of Nura she could not bear, she focused all her attention on Trystan. “Were you really going to steal my fun and question him without me?” 

			“I left a note on your desk to come see me at once,” Trystan objected, brow furrowed. “What did you think that was for?” 

			Allowing a small smile to tilt her lips up, Evie felt her soft heart cradled by his concern. “I wasn’t certain. It was vague, and you did an inappropriate doodle at the bottom.” 

			His eyes widened, and Marv’s lips parted, eyes darting between them rapidly. 

			“I did no such thing. I drew a doodle of us”—he waved a hand between them—“torturing Marv.” 

			Marv made a choking sound, and Evie pulled the bit of parchment from the pocket of her blue skirts and stared. “Is this not meant to be you on top of me?” 

			Marv made an altogether different kind of choking sound as Trystan gaped at the drawing. “It’s you and me questioning a witness! Hence the chains and the—” 

			She wheezed into her palm, and Marv looked at the ceiling, hands bound in cuffs folded in his lap. 

			“I was attempting to be—” He swallowed. “Fun…for you.” 

			Don’t fall for it, Evie! 

			One could not fall when they’d already face-planted in the dirt. 

			Marv murmured, “It does look a little suggestive, sir.” 

			“Did I ask you?” Trystan bit out. “You’re here for torturous questioning, not opinions!” 

			“Of course, sir.” Marv gave a hand-bound salute in his chair most earnestly. “Apologies.” 

			“Let’s start with an easy one. Why did you ransack my office?” Trystan held the hilt of his sword, ready to use it. 

			Marv mumbled, “Sir, I was locked up since yesterday. Three other guards told you that.” 

			Trystan sighed. “I realize that, Marvin, but who else would want to sabotage me in such a way?” 

			“King Benedict, the Valiant Guard, numerous citizens, nobility, the interns.” Evie listed off the options with a lift of each finger, trying to school her features. 

			But Marv objected again. “Please believe me. I won’t cause you any more harm, and for the harm I’ve already caused—I am so very, very sorry.” The front gate guard’s voice cracked.

			Evie sucked in a breath, her scar pulsing at her shoulder, her dagger echoing the call at the belt by her waist. 

			She wasn’t sure how she knew, but that horrid feeling when she’d realized her father was a traitor…was nowhere within her when she looked upon Marvin. With Griffin, it had been an instinctual tell that she was facing someone who had hated her all along. Wretched and soul-altering. Yet now, it was not present in the slightest.

			“Marv. Did you really do this?” Evie asked softly.

			“Sage!” Trystan objected. “The questioning is meant to be torturous.”

			She gave her boss a smirk. “I think listening to you panic over a lewd sketch was torture enough. Don’t you?” 

			Marv’s eyes shot down, his wild hair streaked with whatever grime lined the dungeons below. “I’ll tell you, Ms. Sage. Yes, I did give Miss Lyssa the notes to go see your father. But I—I didn’t know they were meant to hurt her. Not until it was too late.” 

			“Too late for what?” Evie asked carefully. “Gideon mentioned you spun some fantastical tale that no one believed?” It was a statement she asked like a question, and Marv shuddered, shuffling his boots.

			“I am in debt,” Marv wheezed, shame coming from him in palpable waves. “I wasn’t in my right mind that night—too much drink at a tavern in the east end. It was late. I barely noticed the man. Or men, I suppose. They joined me at the card table. It didn’t appear a bad idea to make a wager for money. The first man was so very bad at it. I thought I was sure to win.” 

			“You were hustled,” Trystan stated without sympathy, but also without anger. 

			Marv nodded, sighing shakily. “When I lost…I panicked, and that is when the others showed up.”

			“Others?” Evie gently slid the spare chair toward Marv and seated herself next to him. “What others?” 

			“A group of men. Valiant Guards out of uniform. They told me the debt would be forgiven if I did them a favor, and I didn’t see the harm in it at first. But the vow had to be marked in permanent ink. I was too drunk to realize the foolish thing I’d done until it was too late.” 

			The truth was evident in the words, but Evie wasn’t certain if she could trust her instincts any longer, when her faith in people’s goodness was so often thrown back in her face. “In ink? As in a second employment bargain?” 

			“More of an agreement to pass along the notes from your father to Lyssa. They’d be slid underneath the barracks door with my name marked on them. I tried to ignore them, but then the mark…” He nodded down to his right arm, and Evie took that as her cue to help him roll up his sleeve, revealing an ugly growth of black veins climbing up his arm toward his neck. “Every time I resisted, it grew closer to my heart. I think it’s poison.” 

			There was a beat of silence as she and Trystan processed his words, trying to understand them from every angle, every decision he could have made instead. “Why did you not come to us, Marv?” Evie asked sadly.

			His brown eyes watered until a tear streaked down his cheek, his lip curling against the onslaught of emotion. “Oh, Ms. Sage! I was a coward, and I convinced myself your father meant Miss Lyssa no harm. After all, she is his flesh and blood! I vow to you that I would’ve allowed myself to perish before I harmed her.” 

			“You did harm her,” Trystan murmured with deadly coldness, looking at Marv like a roach beneath his boot, disgust distorting his sharp features. “And here you sit. So, tell me, Marvin. Were you me…would you allow such a man to live?” 

			“No, sir.” Marv’s back went straight, his chin tilting high, prepared to face his possible death with a semblance of dignity. “I wouldn’t.” 

			Trystan nodded, then unsheathed his sword. 

			“No!” Evie gasped, leaping between them, holding out a hand. The dark mist spilled from the tops of her fingers, and before she could understand what was happening, it was swirling upward, gripping the sword, wrapping itself around the steel like it was corporeal, bending the metal until it warped. 

			The pulse of the darkness was so profoundly gratifying that she felt a singular wave of relief. The sort you only find in being yourself, perhaps for the first time. 

			Trystan didn’t react with as much alarm as she did. In fact, the former villain stared at the ruined weapon with a small smile, satisfaction in his black eyes. “Well done, Sage.” There was pride in the compliment and a suspicious lack of surprise. 

			“Did you—did you trigger the magic on purpose?” Her pulse skyrocketed, heat rising to the surface of her skin, as the dark magic grew. 

			Even with his hands still bound, Marv managed to scooch his chair just an inch or two backward. 

			Trystan smiled wider, brushing a finger along the shadow-looking mist. “Extraordinary.” She felt the caress like nails lightly dragging along her scalp. “The sunlight,” he murmured, seemingly entranced, and Evie finally understood why. 

			When the mist hit the sunlight, the smokelike magic did not disappear—it sparkled. 

			“Is it…is it supposed to do that?” Evie whispered, feeling it slowly seep back into the tips of her fingers. The light beamed off it like a black diamond, sending a thousand colors about the room. 

			“It never did with me.” Trystan took her hand as the mist continued to recede beneath her skin. She’d done that somehow, merely with the will of her mind. He turned her fingers over, examining them with a feigned bland look. “Naturally, your magic would look like it was shot by a glitter cannon,” he stated dryly.

			She wrenched her hand away, a hysterical giggle bubbling out of her mouth until she knocked into Marv’s chair. The front gate guard’s gaze remained fixed on the ceiling, though he wore a forced frown that made her believe he’d been smiling a moment prior. 

			Trystan, for his part, was still watching the dark magic, fixated on it as it left the sunlight to return to her. “How fascinating. It reflects light like a jewel.” 

			Evie stared at him. The rush of gladness from using the magic was fading, and the rush of warmth with it. “And why do you think that might be? Or was that not something you considered when you decided to deliberately provoke me into using it?” The resentment didn’t need to be stated; it was clear in her glare, in her voice. 

			“You’re motivated by protective instincts.” Trystan’s face darkened before hardening. “I know that you want to pretend this magic isn’t here. That would be easier for you, and deadlands knows you deserve a little easiness after all you’ve been through, but ignoring this magic will not make it go away. And every second you fight it will have been another second you could have used to master it.” 

			The words started hard, but they softened toward the end. Earnest worry took the place of Trystan’s defensiveness, his eyes roving her face as if to memorize it. 

			“I don’t want you to be ashamed of this part of you,” he finished quietly.

			“It’s the part that’s destined to kill you.” Her voice broke, and she clasped her elbows, folding herself inward. 

			His lip curled up, his gaze tender. “I’d go happily, I’m sure.” 

			He was choosing now to be charming. 

			Because I likely committed a heinous crime in a previous life and this is my due.

			Marv cleared his throat uncomfortably, and the spell broke. The thread holding her eyes to his snipped. 

			Trystan’s whole body shuddered as he took a step back, and she panicked at the way he pulled at his collar. Was he uncomfortable with her? With her having his magic? With his magic now looking like a foggy art project Lyssa threw up? 

			But then words tumbled fast and furiously from his mouth. “It is fitting—that the magic sparkles in the sunlight.” 

			The words didn’t register in her mind fast enough, before she bumbled audaciously, “What?” 

			Trystan looked at the floor as if waiting for a trap door to knock him down to the basement. When he looked back up, an odd tension locked his shoulders. “The magic mimics its user.” 

			That was…a compliment? He’s giving me a compliment during a bloodless torture session?

			Her mouth fell open in tandem with Marv’s, shock locking all her muscles in place, her eyebrows flying toward her hairline. “Sir…are you…are you trying to flirt with me?” 

			“I think you asking that question is a clear indication of how well I’m doing,” Trystan replied flatly, pinching the bridge of his nose. “And I beg you not to call me ‘sir’ any longer. It makes me feel like I’m your employer.” 

			“But you are,” Marv interjected quietly, foolishly.

			The consequence? Trystan grabbing the back of Marv’s chair with lethal swiftness, pointing the disfigured sword at his face. “She is my accomplice, Marvin,” he said calmly, like they truly were just chatting over tea. “Do you know what that means?” 

			“Sh-She is your partner, sir?” Marvin stuttered. 

			“She is my equal,” Trystan stated firmly, with grit and resolve that made her knees want to melt. Straightening back up, he tossed the sword toward the corner of the room like it was a crumpled piece of paper and folded his arms. “You’re no good to me dead, Marv. Tatianna will see if the poison can be cured, and then we shall ask you all the questions we like without fear you’ll enter the afterlife too soon. Am I clear?” 

			“Yes, sir!” The front gate guard and suspected traitor nodded his head, his spiky tendrils bobbing with the motion. “I’d be most grateful!” 

			Trystan nodded, making for the door. “Sage, come along.” 

			Evie froze, not liking the airiness of his tone. “Come along where?” 

			“You and I are going for a walk.” He began walking backward toward the door, flicking a gold coin at her. When she caught it, a large smile transformed his expression into one of mischief. “Keep that.” 

			“For what?” she asked, helplessly following after him. 

			He chuckled darkly, and nerves twisted knots in her stomach when he gave his unpredictable reply. 

			“Why, for the wishing well, of course.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Tatianna 

			In the kingdom of Rennedawn, there were many ways to spread information. Some used ravens, some used the king’s official postal service, and some simply stated directly what they wanted you to know. Tatianna was of the belief that how one communicated represented who they were.

			It was why a healer such as herself, with all her grace, decorum, and wisdom, was sprinting after Clare like her gossamer pink gown was ablaze. 

			For what felt like the twentieth time that day. 

			“You cannot avoid me forever!” 

			“Tatianna, I cannot do this right now,” Clare bit out, her dark locks pinned behind her ears, flowing about her neck, her eyes glittering when she turned to shoo Tatianna away. “I have more pressing matters than helping you save that man.” 

			“That man is a dear friend,” Tatianna pressed. “Marvin was foolish, but haven’t we all made foolish choices in our lives? Are we truly to punish him for falling in with the wrong crowd? That’s how we were all hired!” 

			Clare skidded to a stop, spinning just in time for Tatianna to barrel into her. They both stumbled until Clare’s back hit the open sill of one of the windows. “I was not hired,” she gritted, rubbing her shoulder. “Trystan is my brother. He is my family. Small and broken as it is.” Her cheeks reddened with anger, her chest heaving. 

			Tatianna softened, her heart aching for Clare’s loss, for her own. “I know you’re mourning your father. Believe me. I would not ask this of you if I didn’t think it important. Won’t you just look at Marv? You know magical plants better than anyone; you might know what will cure him.” 

			Tatianna knew Clare’s resolve always began to waver when her eye twitched. There! There it was. “I suppose I could—” 

			A scream jolted them both as one of the pixies fluttered down the hall, screeching in indignation. 

			“Luella!” Tatianna called in alarm. “Whatever is wrong?” 

			Luella halted before them, her dazzling wings—no bigger than Tati’s pointer finger—moving at a furious pace. “There’s a madman running nude through the laundry room!” 

			Clare gasped, and Tatianna was so jarred by the statement that she clapped a hand over her mouth before questioning, “What? Who?” 

			But Clare had already bolted toward the small set of wooden steps that led down to the steam room. 

			What in the deadlands? 

			“Clare!” Tatianna called after her former betrothed, utterly befuddled as to why a nude man should send her into such a fuss. The heat brushed Tatianna’s skin when she took the final step down the stairs, where she was greeted by the utter chaos of pixies and interns alike running about, frantic. 

			Summoning her healing magic had never been a difficulty, the warmth of it a gentle comfort, the deepest sort of nostalgia, like greeting a friend she had known all her life. So, such was this part of her. Her magic. Her friend. 

			It glowed from her fingertips, lighting her way as it always did. 

			Scanning past the bustle of people scattering about, she saw Clare’s sable hair across the steam room, her furiously moving hands aimed at the tall figure draped in multiple cloaks. “What in the deadlands is going on?” Tatianna demanded, footsteps fast and sure, strutting toward the pair in the nearly deserted space. “Who is this!” 

			Clare stepped around, blocking the hunched figure from her view. The person’s head was aimed toward the ground, the cloak entirely covering their face. “I’ll help you with Marv.” 

			Clare had always had a taste for the dramatic ever since they were children, and Tatianna had always had a taste for entertaining it, but this was a bit more than even she could stand. “You’ll help me with Marv, huh? Meaning you truly expect me to ignore the giant coatrack of a person standing behind you?” 

			Clare didn’t answer her, earnest pleading in her face. “From the poison you’ve described, it’s likely magically bound. The only cure is—” She paused to glance behind her, ensuring the figure did indeed still stand there. “A, uh, a flower that shoots heat. They’re found south this time of year, inland. We can discuss more tomorrow. Is that agreeable?” 

			“No! It’s not agreeable!” Tatianna screeched, wondering if she’d tied her bow too tightly about her head. “What are you hiding?” 

			“Shhh!” Clare gripped Tatianna’s hand in hers, then dragged her and the cloaked figure to the storage closet in the back corner, shoving the being through first before closing them in with only a small window for light. “If I tell you…if I show you…you must promise not to alert Trystan.” 

			Tatianna’s blood went cold, and an icy feeling climbed in her veins, finding its way to her heart. Because Clare had set such terms before. Years ago. 

			If you continue to associate with a wanted criminal, I will not get past it. You will be choosing him over me. You’ll destroy us.

			Tatianna had walked away from Clare that day—from their betrothal—shattering both their hearts in one fell swoop. But there was nothing to be done, for Tatianna could not neglect Trystan without neglecting a part of who she was.

			Her heart would not abandon family.

			The day she’d begun working for Trystan was the same day she returned her ring to Clare. Neither of them dared cry in front of the other. But when the tears did finally stream down Tatianna’s cheeks, as she walked away from the only woman she’d ever love…she knew Clare, too, was turned away and weeping. 

			“Surely fate is not so cruel it would force me to make this choice twice,” Tatianna whispered to herself, feeling Clare’s eyes on her. “Surely you would not be so cruel.” 

			Clare grabbed her hands, her face softening into tenderness, hand shaking when she lifted it to brush a braid gently behind Tatianna’s ear. “My love, I would never—this wouldn’t be forever. I just wanted to…sort it before we presented him to the others.” 

			Confusion replaced her rising panic, her heart slowly returning to a normal pace. “Him?” 

			The figure turned, lowering his hood. 

			Tatianna gasped, the shock of his face sending her reeling into the door, pointing at him like he was a specter, whispering in disbelief and awe. 

			Clare gave her the tiniest of grins.

			“Him.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Becky 

			Rebecka Erring was watching Lyssa Sage like a hawk. The little girl was up to something. 

			Her dark braid was coming undone at the end, her face scrunched in concentration. The quill between her small fingers moved furiously and without respite. Becky’s wrist ached just from watching. 

			“How long has she been at this?” Becky murmured to Edwin, who was watching Lyssa with a fondness that warmed the room far more than the oven. 

			Edwin shrugged, smiling helplessly. “A few hours at least. I got her to eat something around lunch, but she hasn’t paused since. Miss Evie came in to check on her before she and Trystan departed. Said when Miss Lyssa gets like this, it’s best to let her be.” The ogre chuckled to himself, stirring the vat of cauldron brew, the liquid rough and fragrant.

			Becky harrumphed before stalking to the table where the little girl sat and peered over her shoulder shamelessly, though she nearly leaped from her skin when Lyssa said, “If you’d like to read it, Ms. Erring, it might be easier up close.” 

			Her cheeks burned at the teasing censure from a child as she moved to take her place in the opposite chair. “I was merely making sure you were not planning something nefarious.”

			“I’m always planning something nefarious.” Lyssa finally looked up, grinning wide, brown eyes glimmering. “But this is merely for fun.” 

			“What is your story about?” Becky asked, no longer questioning her interest in the goings-on of the little girl. Edwin leaned over, handing a cup of water to Lyssa and a full mug of cauldron brew to Becky. She took it gratefully, allowing it to warm her hands, waiting patiently for Lyssa’s reply. 

			The little girl’s eyes flashed down to the paper, confusion twisting her features. “I think it’s about Fate?” 

			“Like destiny?” Becky took a sip of her brew, enjoying the slide of the liquid as it warmed her insides. 

			Lyssa paled, bumbling through her immediate reply. “No. No, they are not the same thing at all, Ms. Erring. Destiny writes what it expects to happen, while Fate is what will naturally occur in the end.” 

			Becky felt a twinge of amusement. “You realize if we look them up in the dictionary, they will be synonyms.” 

			Lyssa stuck her nose in the air haughtily. “I’m not writing a dictionary—I’m writing a novel. And in my novel, Fate and Destiny are bitter rivals.” 

			It was truly a wonder what the brain of a child could conjure. “So, your story paints Fate and Destiny as people?” 

			Lyssa shoved the paper in Becky’s direction with concentration she’d only ever seen exhibited within herself. “Fate’s name is Moira.” 

			“And what is Destiny’s name?” Edwin asked, joining them with a plate of freshly baked scones. 

			“Destiny,” Lyssa answered, looking at the pair of them like they’d just asked her the first letter of the alphabet. “Of course.” 

			“Moira took all your creative juice, did she?” Becky’s words were dry, her hands reaching for a scone with purpose, then plopping it in front of Lyssa. 

			Lyssa’s quill fell, and she dove for the pastry like a starving animal—the child’s typical response to an offering of sugar. Becky looked down upon the scribbled words on the page, pausing over the illustrations. Something about the Destiny drawing was not sitting right in her gut. 

			But before she could question it, Blade stumbled through the door, breathing heavily as if he’d sprinted all the way from the courtyard. “Roland is on his way up with a missive from your mother, Rebecka. Say the word and I’ll burn it.” 

			He’d rushed here to ensure she had warning. To ensure she had enough time to process the decision before her brother got to her. How could a man she’d been acquainted with for only a few months know so much of what made her feel safe in the world? 

			Without a word, Becky rose from her seat and took two steps toward him, folding her arms with a raised brow. “And what if I want to open it?” 

			Blade pulled her favorite letter opener from his pocket. “I planned for that as well.” 

			She beamed; it couldn’t be helped. The sweetness of his character pulled it from deep within her.

			She took a step forward and cradled his cheeks gently, going up on her toes and laying a soft kiss against his lips before lowering back down. 

			“How wonderful! May I use that for the next chapter?” Lyssa called, causing a stir of laughter from all of them. 

			It lasted only a moment before Roland came through the door, his glasses perched just below the scar across his nose, perfectly composed, his hand unwavering when he passed the letter with the Fortis Family seal over to her. Not bothering to explain what it was. 

			Roland nodded at Blade, clear understanding between them. That Blade’s loyalty and fealty would always be hers. Unlike some. 

			She stared at the letter in her palm like it would jump up and bite her, and then an unwanted thought paralyzed her. “It’s not… Is it Grandmother?” 

			Ramona Fortis suffered from the Mystic Illness, as many did in Rennedawn. A punishment from Fate dealt to the land in response to King Benedict imprisoning some of its creatures: the guvre. Since they’d been freed, the illness had begun to slowly stop finding new victims, but the old ones still suffered. 

			Ramona’s daughter, Becky’s mother—Renna—had done everything possible to find a cure, trying to steal Becky’s own magic with the same memory flower that had absconded with Nura Sage’s starlight. At the time, Becky had found the act unforgivable. But now questions pinged in her mind.

			Would Becky ever do something like that for someone she loved? Would she manipulate and lie at the cost of a daughter? 

			A small hand closed around Becky’s. “It’s okay, Ms. Erring. Whatever you’d like to do, it’s okay.” 

			No, she answered herself, peering down at Lyssa’s trusting face. No, she would find any other way before hurting her own child. She couldn’t even stand to hurt this one. Gripping the little girl’s hand, she gave a comforting squeeze with a smile. “Are you certain Evie raised you? You turned out so well.” 

			The statement softened Lyssa’s eyes further. “It seems rather certain she is the only reason that is so. Don’t you agree, Ms. Erring?” 

			It was the gentlest of ways to compliment Evie Sage. But also, Becky was certain, the kindest. “I rather do, Lyssa.” 

			“I believe Grandmother is still well enough,” Roland confirmed, and Becky’s shoulders fell in relief. “She would have written to me as well if not. In truth, I have no idea what that letter will say. When you left with The Villain all those months ago, she refused to speak of you. When Rafael demanded we stop avoiding you as a subject at the dinner table, she stopped eating with us completely.” 

			Becky swallowed around the large lump that had formed in her throat. 

			How cowardly their mother was. Unable to face the subject of one child and avoiding the rest to keep it so. Nothing that woman would write could hurt her.

			Sucking in a sharp breath, she tore at the envelope and took the parchment out, scanning, her heart thundering over every word. Sweat began to bead at her hairline, blood rushing through her ears. 

			Blade’s arms were around her then, her horror bared to the entire room. “Rebecka? What is it, sweetheart?” He took a hand and tilted it under her chin until her stricken eyes stared into his worried ones. 

			“We need to find Evie and Trystan. Now.” 

			“Why?” Lyssa asked, nervously crinkling her manuscript. 

			Becky straightened her shoulders, remembering who she was. 

			Rebecka Eriania Fortis. Heir to the Fortis Family Fortress and all its magic. She’d need the strength of her ancestors to propel them through what she said next. 

			“Because the manor is about to be torn apart from the inside.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Trystan

			This was a risk. 

			And Trystan knew he was the only one worthy of taking it. “We’re nearly there,” he declared. 

			Trystan and Sage had requested Roland’s aid in parting the thorny grove at the edges of Hickory Forest. The young Fortis had tested a new concoction to feed the thorns, one made with a drop of Trystan’s blood. It had been a last resort, but it was the only way they could ensure complete security for his staff. Now he was certain: no one could get in without his knowledge. And, as it stood, nor could they get out. 

			It was the only reason Trystan found his current idea even mildly advisable. “How does your magic feel right now?” 

			“Like bad indigestion,” Sage grumbled beside him, rubbing at her chest, dagger strapped to her waist, the dark mist hidden within the depths of her body. 

			Lucky bastard. 

			But his appetite for her must stay quelled. He did not wish to scare her with how intensely he wanted her, nor did he want to push her into falling into his arms before she was ready to do it with all certainty. This was entirely new territory for Trystan—in every respect. 

			He no longer could rely on his magic to protect her. His supposed role in Rennedawn’s storybook prophecy had been diminished to that of a…prince. His mind rejected the word like it was a wretched curse. 

			And if all that was not enough, if they did not fulfill the prophecy soon, Rennedawn would likely perish. 

			Let it, the ill-mannered part of him pleaded. Let it burn to dust. Anything to have her. To keep her. 

			“I used to think you were bad indigestion,” Trystan blurted, needing to calm himself before his tight pants gave away where his mind had drifted. 

			“Pardon?” Sage blinked at him, bewildered, stopping before a large oak tree. 

			“When you smiled, it would, uh—” Gods, he was bloody bad at this. “It would make my chest ache. I could only attribute it to the acidity in my food. When I cut out oranges, I ascertained it was in fact because I was in love with you.” 

			Her teeth folded over her plump lower lip, biting back a smile as she continued walking, her hands clasped behind her back. “Was?” she asked, trying to sound light and disinterested, trying to keep the barrier between them erect. 

			As she did other parts of him.

			“Already changed your mind, have you?” She was looking ahead in an effort to pay him no mind. 

			He wouldn’t let her.

			Grabbing her hand before he could think better of it, he felt shock waves coming from where his skin touched hers. And when he looked upon her face, he saw all she was hiding from him. Love, respect, lust, warmth, joy, and pain. All of it was because of him. 

			Encouraging. 

			Shaking his head, he said, almost furiously, “Never.” 

			Her eyes widened, and she took a step back, pulling her hand to her chest as if his touch had wounded her. “I’m not used to you being so—so—” 

			“Honest?” he supplied, walking forward in long steps. “I can continue, if you wish?” 

			As wounded as Sage was, her curiosity far outweighed her grief, her light eyes gleaming at the possibility. “What else have you got?” 

			Lifting a branch for her, he held her elbow gently, assisting her over a large root, rejoicing at finding another excuse to touch her. And then immediately admonishing himself for his clear desperation. All his feelings were spilling out. 

			And so did one of his closest-held secrets. 

			“The real reason I have so many pillows on my bed.” 

			Sage spun around so fast, she stumbled over the root. He bent to catch her against his chest, and they both fell, Trystan first, soft curves pressed to his abdomen. She was warm, the scent of roses drifting up to assault him, and his body rose to attention. In every manner imaginable. 

			When she placed her hands on either side of his head, her loose curls formed a curtain around them. He stared at her blandly, determined not to betray his emotions. She might remove herself from her current position. 

			And then he might die. 

			“Sage. I was prepared to give the information willingly; you need not tackle me.” His dry delivery sent that lovely disgruntled blush to her cheeks, and dark mist swirled from her fingers, feeling like a cold rush of air against his skin. 

			“Yes, yes. I can feel how much you hate it.” She gifted him her malevolent smirk, and he thought a bruised tailbone was a fair price to pay to see it this close. All too soon, she realized how easily her guard had lowered and scrambled off him. He bit back a groan of deprivation.

			Hands still around her waist, he lifted himself up, helping them both to stand. His body ached at the absence when she stepped away. But it was good to know she was similarly affected. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes darkening when she scanned his face and body. “Your, um—pillows?” 

			“My what?” he asked dazedly. Then, shaking his head back to reality: “Oh yes. It’s nothing of great import, but I thought you’d enjoy the knowledge that the volume of pillows increases every time I have a dream about you.” 

			The well was in sight, and Trystan was surprisingly relieved to have shared such a closely held truth with the one person he trusted with all of himself. 

			The sound of her boots against the twigs on the ground ceased, and when he turned his head, her mouth was opening and closing, both hands coming up to hold her cheeks. “You’re saying…” 

			“I outgrew the need from childhood long ago. As an adult, I was only in possession of two, until two became three and three became four and so on.” 

			Sage looked a bit aghast, like this whole interaction was sending her into a fit of disbelief. 

			It was wildly entertaining. 

			“What…” She took a breath, swiping the air like she could rid herself of the knowledge. “What in the world did you think buying so many pillows would do?” 

			Trystan shrugged. “Stop the dreams. And if that didn’t work, accidental suffocation seemed a welcome alternative.” 

			“Oh my gods!” She scoffed, stalking past him in the wrong direction, her dark magic—still so out of control, so new—coming out to greet her. “Insinuating you’d rather suffocate accidentally than dream of me is hardly complimentary, you know.” She finished on a strangled laugh that gave him a hint as to her discomfort. 

			He looked up in contemplation, nodding, his mouth in a flat line. “Put in those terms, I suppose it isn’t. But you asked for honesty.” As her magic now started to swirl around him, he smiled inwardly. He understood why Sage found it so entertaining to poke at him. 

			He wanted to unravel her. 

			Her chest moved with frustration, that intoxicating darkness behind her pupils fading away when she realized she’d willed her magic toward him. A gasp left her red lips. “Honesty. Not telling me something that will send me into hysteria.” 

			His lip curled up as he looked at her with tender amusement. “You’re extraordinary. How’s that?”

			She stared at him, lashes fluttering, mouth open, but no words came. He’d stumped her. 

			All it took was a well-earned compliment.

			This was fun. 

			“The well,” she blurted nervously, spinning toward it. “Shall we?” 

			Rocking back on his heels, Trystan traded his confusion for more amusement. What fun, sending her over the proverbial edge. “Tell me, Sage. Have you utilized a wishing well before?” 

			She blinked, wide-eyed, her demeanor taking on a lost look that made him want to shove her beneath his cloak and protect her from the world. “Of course I have. But surely that’s not why you brought me here.” 

			“I brought you here because you need a place to practice using your magic.” He parted the long branches of the weeping willow he himself had found years ago, moving them aside for her to pass through first. “A place where you need not be afraid of hurting anyone or anything.” 

			“And what? I wish into the well for that to be true?” she asked, staring at the coin he’d given her, disgruntled. 

			“Oh no. I thought you might use that coin to wish your magic away, actually,” he suggested with dry humor, trying—very poorly—to lighten the mood. Her lovely face twisted at the suggestion, though in a moment, hopefully she’d see reason and—

			The coin smacked him in the head. Hard. 

			“You made me walk for two hours to use reverse logic on me?” she chastised him and folded her arms. “You couldn’t have done this at the manor?” 

			He bent to pick up the coin in one fluid motion, his fingertips brushing her palm when he dropped the cool coin against her skin. “No. I couldn’t have.” He said softly, “This well is special. Throw it in. I promise you’ll be happy you did.” 

			Sage was curious by nature. So it didn’t surprise him when she leaned over the edge and lifted a brow. “I won’t make a wish.” 

			He smirked. “It’s just a well. It doesn’t grant wishes.” 

			She did anyway, he could tell by the scrunch of her nose when she flicked the coin off her finger, until a tiny plop splashed below—and the willow tree began to sing. 

			A lovely chiming resounded around them, cocooned in the leaves and branches that were now sprouting every manner of flower. The floral smells filled the air, giving them nothing but pleasantness and colors. 

			He’d loved this place in his early days with the dark magic. Edwin had recommended it, knowing how out of control Trystan felt with it, how other he was. Sage’s eyes widened, a small gasp leaving her lips as she turned in every direction to take in the shield of loveliness that surrounded them. “How?” 

			“The well, when given an offering, emits pure magic. Only within its confines, but when I felt out of control those first few weeks, I came here often. Listen.” 

			She was still distracted by the roses sprouting around the moss covering the well. “To what?” 

			He came up behind her carefully, placing a gentle hand on her hip, leaning down to whisper in her ear. “For your magic. It’s quieter here but still present.” 

			She shivered, and he swallowed, attempting to push forward. “You’re safe to use it here. I promise you. Try.” 

			She turned slowly, eyes still closed, and he moved back to give her space. 

			The magic, however, had other plans. 

			The mist shot from her fingers, wrapping around him and lifting him up, gripping him and dragging him forward until they were inches apart. Her mouth was open, her eyes alarmed and surprised. 

			Guilt prickled at him. He shouldn’t have pushed her. 

			“Evie…I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have.” 

			The magic surrounded them, shoving him from behind, and he stumbled forward but caught himself—and Sage.

			When she leaped into his arms. 

			Kissing him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Evie

			A girl could only take so much. 

			All the times she’d teased him. All the times she’d tried to destroy his carefully crafted composure. 

			When Evie’s composure was decidedly not carefully crafted. 

			It was haphazardly stuck together by a drunk person wearing a blindfold. 

			Only a few hours of effort from Trystan Maverine had her legs wrapped around his waist, her skirt ridden up, baring her thighs to the sun peeking through the tree branches. She was moaning into his mouth like she’d perish the moment they separated, gripping the back of his head, pulling at strands of his hair. A rough, growling sound came from his chest as he lowered them gently down until her back met the soft grass. 

			His large hands roamed up to grip her cheeks, angling her head as he kissed her deeper. Then he pulled away, whispering through harsh, choppy breaths, “I can stop.” He breathed against her lips, his thumb brushing reverently over her cheek. “If you’re not sure, we won’t do this,” he murmured, raining small kisses over her eyes, her nose, the corner of her mouth. 

			They absolutely should stop. There was no thinking clearly when he did this, no easy way to remember the pain or the hurt or the fear for the future. None of it mattered when his mouth was on hers. 

			A drop of water hit her cheek, and when she dared open her eyes, she spied gray clouds above and a light sprinkle of water dampening Trystan’s hair. His dark gaze was searching, settling on her mouth. Evie resolved to tell him to stop. 

			“I want to do this. Please.” The words tripped their way out of her mouth. She swallowed. “That is, if you want to do—” 

			She didn’t have the opportunity to finish before he was kissing her again with profound relief. 

			Every move became urgent as he tugged at the corset strings on the back of her dress until she felt them ripped off, exposing her shoulder. She found pure bliss when his lips met the side of her neck, his tongue darting out to taste her. 

			She moaned when he shoved the rest of her corset down and off, ripping at the fabric of the dress underneath, her breasts feeling the caress of the open air. They were isolated, alone in the forest, miles from where any unsuspecting townsperson would dare wander with a villain on the loose, but still. This felt daring. It felt dangerous. 

			It made her feel powerful, desperate, alive. 

			Shoving at his shoulders, she flipped him on his back, tugging his shirt over his head and then rubbing her fingers over the cords of his biceps, the tensed muscles bunched at the top of his back. Slowly, her hand continued to wander downward, touching him in a place that forced a hiss from his lips. The risk of it all made her bold. 

			Leaning down, she laid tiny kisses against his chest, peeking up to gauge his reaction. He’d frozen, staring at her like she couldn’t possibly be real. She continued, until he suddenly pulled her up and placed a rough kiss against her mouth before rolling back on top of her, removing the rest of her skirts and his trousers. 

			For a moment, she stopped, the urgency of what they were doing slowly turning to softness. What was left now was explorative and tender. Savoring each other, knowing this had to be the last time. 

			That bitter lie gave her the courage to run a hand down his corded biceps, over his chest, touching all the places she had already explored in her more lewd daydreams of the man. When she brushed against the golden inked tattoo circling his biceps, he shivered beneath her touch, watching her carefully. 

			“I want you,” she whispered. 

			The statement ignited him like the firing of a cannon. Pulling her in with a fierce kiss, he stilled to follow the red blush that made its way down her body with his eyes, which now were mere pools of black when they came up to hers.

			“I—” he started, looking at her like he had from the first. Like he couldn’t believe she existed.

			He tilted his head, and she ran a hand over his cheek, feeling so much she might burst. “What?” 

			“I’ve never wanted anything,” Trystan rasped, kissing her in a slow show of affection, “more than I want you.” 

			It was the simple truth in the statement. No flowery words. Just his feelings, there for her view. And she couldn’t hold back any longer.

			Her legs pulled him in until his hips were flush with hers, her chest heaving against his, the friction creating waves of sensitivity. “I cannot bear it,” Evie breathed, gasping against his mouth. 

			“You will,” he said darkly, reaching his fingers between them and touching her as he joined their bodies, capturing her cry in his mouth. Her guard fully lowered, she felt the magic responding to her plea to get him closer, pulling at his back, twirling about them like a wisp of smoke. 

			She flinched when he saw it. “I can’t control it, the magic—” 

			“Don’t. I can handle whatever you give me.” He kissed her deeply, and a tear trailed down her cheek until it was stopped by his mouth. And she had no choice but to hand over every burden, allowing them to move together until he wrung such pleasure from her that when she went over the edge, she ripped the very grass from the ground. 

			He groaned into her shoulder, finding his own bliss, catching his breath against her skin as the drizzling rain slowly soaked them.

			“How is it possible that it was better the second time?” Trystan lifted his head, staring down at her in wonder. 

			It was. Damn him. Would it get better every time? 

			No, Evie. No. “Every time” implied other times. 

			By the gods, she’d been so lost she hadn’t even thought of preventing pregnancy. She’d been taking the gumdrop since she turned sixteen, because Lyssa was three and Evie knew another child would take her out completely—but she’d stopped after Rick. “We should’ve used protection—”

			“I’m on the leaf,” he blurted, and her worries were knocked away so she could gape. 

			“As in…the plant that makes people eat a lot and giggle at nothing?” 

			His color was already heightened, but it deepened when he mumbled, “I was addressing your worry. There is a leaf I’ve been taking to prevent such instances, so you need not fret that you will be with child.” 

			Her chest squeezed. “When did you start taking it?” 

			He looked away, face impassive. “I’m not sure.” 

			“When?” 

			He broke. “After we kissed the second time…at your house.”

			“So you knew this would happen?” she accused, pointing a finger at him as he draped his cloak around both of them.

			The formidable terror that had plagued Rennedawn for ten years blushed to the tips of his ears. “I did not. But you infected me with a touch of hope. And it was a bloody nightmare to shake. So, one day, I just gave in to the thought that it could, and— The point is I’d never take that choice from you.” 

			It wasn’t the height of romance, knowing he cared for her choices. Her standards should be higher. But it was the earnest way he cared. His respect for her was a fact of his character, not a skill he needed to practice. 

			Pulling her close, he kissed the top of her head, and every tired muscle within her relaxed. She could sleep just like this. She could sleep just like this every day for the rest of her life. 

			But that could not be. 

			Because there would come a day when they could no longer ignore the tragedy of their association.

			“I can hear you overthinking.” 

			“I’m not overthinking.” She frowned, picking up her head to look at him. “If anything, what we just did was underthinking.” 

			His lip curled, and her foolish heart stuttered at the sight. “I’ve always been fond of underthinking. It has such pleasant consequences.”

			She batted at his shoulder. “Help me dress, kind sir.” She tried to put together her torn dress but couldn’t stop herself from laughing, slapping Trystan’s hand when he tried to uncover parts of her body the moment they disappeared beneath the fabric. When they’d finally put together a semblance of her former clothing, a squeak of a sneeze came from her nose. 

			Trystan’s instinct was, of course, to panic. “We need to get you out of the rain before you catch your death.” 

			“From a cold?” she responded sardonically. 

			His cloak was thrown over her head before she could say more, blocking the water from her face and drenched curls. “I wanted you to have a moment away. In a place where your magic was safe and you could feel secure. The way I did when I would come to quell my magic. We can return whenever you wish.” 

			She pulled the hood down so she could see his face and was overcome with emotion. He was trying, truly. Showing her all the parts of him he’d hidden away. It was all she’d ever wanted, and it was happening to her. Until it wasn’t, and when she turned her head…she knew why.

			“Trystan…the flowers.” 

			He followed her gaze to the draping branches of the willow tree, once vibrant in stunning colorful flowers, containing her magic, keeping them safe. 

			But Evie didn’t need to be safe. Because she was the danger. 

			The tree’s leaves and flowers were lifeless. Stripped of color. Destroyed.

			Oh gods. 

			“Did— Did I do this?” she asked him, fearing she already knew the answer. 

			She’d allowed herself to give in to her desires, to put herself first and live truly and freely. It was wonderful, perfect. There was no such rightness she’d ever feel again. 

			And it had destroyed something precious. 

			“Sage, the magic is new to you. I destroyed plenty when it was first awoken within me,” Trystan said, but his voice sounded so far away. 

			“This place? The same one that’s supposed to be safe for this magic?” she accused, knowing her ire was not at him. It was at the world, for forcing her into this. 

			He didn’t flinch, standing tall when he challenged her fears with calm. “No. But I was not as powerful as you. I hurt many with my magic, both on purpose and by accident. You never made me feel ashamed for it. Won’t you extend yourself the same courtesy?” 

			His words barely scraped the surface of her pain. “I can’t.” 

			“Why not?” he objected. 

			“Because I cannot seem to make myself believe that I deserve it!” Tears burned her eyes, a hollow feeling bottoming out in her stomach. 

			It was the first time she’d ever seen Trystan look so startled. Astonished. He shook his head. “Evie—” 

			The sound of wings flapping above stopped them, a gust of wind forcing their hands in front of their heads. And then Fluffy was landing before them, Blade and Becky atop the saddle on his back. 

			“You must come now! Quickly!” Becky called frantically, awakening fresh panic in Evie.

			She did not hesitate. Merely pushed aside her despair, sprinted to Fluffy’s side, then gripped Blade’s hand without question as he hoisted her up. Trystan pulled himself up next to her, and they were in the skies before another word was spoken, moving at a furious pace.

			“What’s happened? Is Lyssa all right?” Evie asked, the possibility almost too much to contemplate. 

			“She’s fine!” Becky assured, awkwardly patting her shoulder for comfort. “For now, at least, but none of us will be okay unless we find a solution to what is about to be a very big problem.” 

			“Speak plainly, Ms. Erring. Tell us everything,” Trystan ordered, commanding control like—

			Well, like royalty. 

			Evie had no time to get lost in that invasive musing. Becky was already speaking. “I received a letter from my mother. The magical fading has reached the Fortis Family Fortress. Apparently, every enchantment in the house has vanished.” 

			“I do understand the import of your family home, Becky, but that is why we need to fulfill the prophecy.” Evie was gentle in her wording, not wanting to discredit her friend’s fears. “To stop and reverse the damage.”

			“All enchantments, Evangelina,” Becky said, urging her to understand. “Including the enchantments on their magical locks—the ones the Fortises use to keep ancient beasts contained, which have been around since the creation of the magical continent.” 

			Evie didn’t ask what sort of creatures. She recalled the destiny monster well enough, how it had tested Trystan. Both of them, really. A prisoner of the Fortis Family for gods knew how long, it had made for a most bitter enemy. It had been a relief that the creature was locked away, far from them. 

			“The destiny monster?” Trystan echoed her thoughts. 

			“Escaped. And is rumored to be colluding with King Benedict,” Becky informed them as another gust of damp wind chilled Evie to her core. “I suppose my mother is extending a beanstalk branch by warning us.” 

			“For what purpose would the monster seek out Benedict?” Trystan’s brow furrowed as he rubbed at the scruff around his chin. 

			“Unclear,” Becky answered. “But that isn’t the worst of it.” 

			“Well, no, that would be inordinately too convenient.” Evie rubbed at her eyes, bracing herself for whatever came next. 

			“The magical locks at the fortress use the same enchantments as the ones in the dungeons of Massacre Manor.” Blade’s voice was filled with riotous emotion.

			Trystan cursed harshly. “You’re saying our locks are all about to fail?”

			Blade winced. “It’s not certain. But evidence would say they could.” 

			“If they fail, every prisoner I’ve ever secured in the dungeons will be let loose upon the manor.” 

			Evie grabbed his arm, squeezing, feeling frenzied. “Trystan. You’re the only one who can open the thorny grove. If the locks give out before we get there…” She sucked in a horrified breath. 

			There was a tick in Trystan’s clenched jaw. “My greatest enemies will be trapped in Massacre Manor…” 

			“Along with everyone else.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Kingsley 

			Fuck. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Evie

			Massacre Manor was at peace when they saw it from a distance, the magic appearing stable for the moment.

			And Evie was so twisted about, her stomach was making its debut as a pretzel. 

			How long would her home remain so?

			And yet, even as Fluffy descended toward the sleepy manor, all Evie could think of was Trystan’s bare hands clutching her, the intensity of their connection…the ruined forest. 

			She was apparently incredibly self-centered, with her body as the proof, because even in the middle of a crisis it was aching for Trystan. As they landed and she slid from Fluffy’s back, allowing Trystan to hold her hips the entire way down, their eyes never left each other’s until her feet met the ground. 

			Her heels clicked on the stone as she moved inside, and the echo of his steps falling behind her was like a guardian, a protector, shielding her from every threat she wouldn’t see. 

			The mirror in the hallway tended to show her the greatest of them all. 

			Today, it reflected back at her exactly how she looked after being ravished on the forest floor. Her dress was splayed open at the back, the corset strings loose and haphazardly tied; her lips were devoid of her usual color; and her heart was two tons heavier than it had been when she left. The day was ready to end, the sun beginning its descent with slow spills of golden light through the windows. 

			The space was warm. And so was her face. 

			From mortification.

			“What happened to your dress, Evie?” Blade asked worriedly, clearly noting the missing buttons. 

			Her cheeks burned, and her eyes turned to saucers. “Oh, you know. Forest things,” she squeaked.

			Flee this hallway, Evie. Before you must flee the kingdom!

			Trystan was rigid and tense, actively avoiding looking at her. He knew as well as she did that it would give them away. And as they followed her and Trystan up the staircase, it was clear she hadn’t convinced Blade or Becky, either.

			“Forest things?” Becky asked airily, pulling the candelabra. As the hidden door to the offices slid open, the scrape of stone against the ground was the only noise breaking the quiet. 

			Evie swallowed, noting how empty the normally bustling space was. “It, um—it caught on something.”

			Becky snorted. “On what? The boss’s teeth?” 

			“Rebecka!” Evie’s voice reached a pitch not usually accessible to human ears. 

			Blade tsked, looking troubled, before grabbing Trystan’s arm. “A barn? The ground? Where do you plan to romance her next? A tool shed?” 

			Evie gasped when the words truly registered. “You told Blade?” 

			“Gushiken,” Trystan gritted out, shoving him aside like a pesky gnat. “I would advise you to keep your opinions to yourself, lest you lose the ability to have them at all.” 

			Blade narrowed his eyes. “How would you manage that?” 

			“By stabbing you in the face,” Trystan growled, then addressed Evie with the expression of a man about to lie down on the torture rack. “I shouldn’t have said a damn word to him—”

			Her fingers touched his lips, and the tension began seeping from his shoulders when he spotted her smile. “No, I— It’s okay. I’m—I’m glad you had someone to talk to about, um—it. It’s good to confide in people about big life events. Not that it was a big, um…event.” 

			Trystan stared flatly. “I spent a month imprisoned with no light. And I promise you this impacted my life in a far greater fashion.” 

			“I saw him draw a heart around it on his calendar.” Blade offered this information gleefully, ignoring Trystan grabbing for him before Evie put a stop to it. 

			“All right, boys, play nice,” Evie urged with false confidence in her voice, then felt sudden and sharp relief course through her blood when Lyssa appeared, running to wrap her arms around Evie’s waist. “Hello, sweet.” She brushed a gentle hand over Lyssa’s unbound curls, trying to infuse calm into the gesture. “I’m sorry I haven’t checked on you yet today. Are you well?” 

			Lyssa squeezed tighter, whispering into Evie’s sternum, “I don’t want to talk to her.” 

			Evie frowned, concern striking hard at her nerves. “Who?” 

			“I imagine she means me.” Nura Sage’s voice came from the far side of the room as she entered, her face gaunt and shadowed. “How are you, hasibsi?” 

			It made sense for her to ask. Evie hadn’t seen her mother since the truth of her parents’ misdeeds was revealed. There hadn’t been time, and Evie hadn’t wanted to. But there were some unpleasant conversations that couldn’t be avoided. And there was no more avoiding this one. 

			“You told Lyssa…about what your father and I did.” Nura appeared betrayed, and Evie almost laughed. 

			The two people meant to love her most had conspired to change her identity because they couldn’t accept her. And so many had suffered in the wake of their selfishness. 

			“I told her of the choices you made and how they affected us. I will not apologize for giving her honesty.” When she took a step forward to place herself in front of Lyssa, Evie saw her mother flinch away, and she felt the slash of pain. “I am not protecting you any longer, Mama. I’m afraid you cannot mend a burned bridge.” 

			“I know you’re angry,” Nura said shakily. “I know you feel betrayed again. Of course you do. I just want a chance to explain—” 

			“I’m not angry,” she corrected. Her threshold for pain at the hands of her loved ones had been reached long before now. She had nothing left to give her mother. Not even her anger. “I’m unsurprised—disillusioned, perhaps—but no, Mother. I think I’ve finally learned the lesson you’ve tried to instill in me since birth.”

			Nura took a hopeful step forward, reaching for Evie’s hands, and Evie let her, looking her mother square in the eye with the dullest ache in her chest. But it was one she could stand to live with. 

			Ripping her hands away from the woman she’d been waiting for since she was thirteen, possibly longer, she realized the version of her she’d wanted was never coming. “I won’t count on you anymore. I won’t hope you become what I always needed you to be. I will give up the idea of you, Mother. Forgive me for holding on to it for so long.” Her voice had never been more level, her body numb. 

			“I did it to save you, hasibsi. It wasn’t the right thing—I realize that now—but I was young and frightened. I trusted your father to know what was best for you, and I apologize with all my being for that.” 

			The few workers in the open office space were watching, whispering to each other. A burning prickle began behind her neck most unpleasantly. 

			“Everyone go to lunch,” Trystan boomed. 

			“It’s five o’clock, sir,” one of the men by the accounting desks objected. 

			“Now!” he boomed again, and she found his eyes on her face, not bothered in the slightest by how the workers scattered under his command, how quickly the room cleared completely. Becky urged Lyssa toward the kitchens, with Blade following loyally behind. 

			Suddenly, she could breathe again, without everyone’s eyes on her. “How did you know?” she murmured to him. 

			“I’ve spent an obscene amount of time staring at your face since your employment began. I always know.” 

			The words were too level for the way her stomach jumped, doing flip-flops around her heart. It was a common fear, being whispered about. But the common fears she’d been born with were no match for the new ones. 

			For everything she had to lose. 

			I could lose him. 

			By my own hand. She shuddered. 

			“Is there nothing I can say that might make you understand what I did?” Nura pleaded. “Does it move you not at all how regretful I am?” Her voice was strained, her gaze desperate as it searched Evie’s face for some kind of penance. An opening back into her heart. 

			She would not find it. 

			“You should go rest,” Evie urged, passing her mother. “Your starlight magic is gone, and there isn’t anything you’re needed for up here.” 

			Nura’s footsteps were all Evie heard as her mother ran for the stairs. When she finally dared to look, Nura was gone—but someone had taken her place. 

			Gideon had walked in, his mouth a grim line. 

			“Something to say?” Evie asked icily, feeling her hackles rise at the look on his face. 

			“You have a right to your anger, little sister,” Gideon responded, holding his palms up. “I’ve been looking for you all day to tell you that. But perhaps— You can tell me to go to the deadlands, but I worry for our mother’s mental state after the starlight was taken from her. Might you remember to be a touch gentler?” 

			She did laugh now. It was so unbelievably ironic, she couldn’t stop the cynical sound, or the welling of tears burning her eyes—tears she refused to allow to fall. “Gideon.” Her laughter faded into a pained smile, the strain pulling at her chest until it physically hurt. “I seem to be having some difficulty with that. Since no one cares to remember to be gentle with me.” 

			Gideon flinched, opening his mouth, but was immediately cut off by Trystan, who stood between them, looking much the soldier ready to die fighting for his cause. “Gideon, why don’t you go and ensure everyone has arrived. We’ll be along in a moment.” His tone brooked no argument. It was leave or have his head bashed in.

			Gideon chose wisely.

			As Trystan’s words sank in, Evie grabbed his arm, her still-damp curls brushing against the fabric. “Arrived? Everyone?” she asked, the heaviness of the interaction with her mother leaving to make room for her dismay. 

			His mouth curled, and even in the midst of everything, she needed a will of steel to withstand not kissing the dimple peeking through on his cheek. “What’s the worst thing you could imagine doing right now?” 

			With a dramatic groan, her forehead fell against his arm. 

			They were having a meeting. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Gideon 

			As a child, Gideon had often considered the repercussions of saying the wrong thing. Evie had always been more generous with her words, no matter the consequence, which meant it was a stroke of luck that most of the things that came out of Evie’s mouth were endearing—and therefore written off as the silly musings of a young girl. 

			Whereas Gideon had been revered by their parents as a future knight. They spent the bulk of his childhood encouraging their son to train for that future, yet they had neglected to guide Evie in the same ways. They’d propelled him up and pushed her to stay small. 

			No one cares to remember to be gentle with me.

			It occurred to Gideon now: no one had even tried. 

			A scrape of wood against the ground pulled his focus to his sister, who was attempting to give Maverine a wide berth while simultaneously sitting in the chair beside him. 

			Maverine, for his part, had already taken his seat at the meeting table, fixated on a piece of paper in front of him, focus unbroken even as he unceremoniously reached over and dragged Evie’s chair with little effort until she bumped the side of his. Her eyes flew wide, and she gripped the sides with a high-pitched squeak, staring at Maverine in astonishment. 

			“Bosses sit at the head, Sage.”

			Evie didn’t seem appeased by this, her gaze turning shrewd. “Then I’ll sit at the other end.” 

			Maverine’s head snapped up, eyes sharp on Evie, his voice low. “I dare you to try.” 

			Evie’s cheeks pinked, and Blade cleared his throat with a grin, pulling a chair out for Ms. Erring. “Are we having a meeting? Or should we all leave for your next conjugal visit?” 

			Gideon recoiled, feeling bile rise as he gagged. Ms. Erring’s head fell into her hands, and Keeley, who had just walked in, flashed an obscenely pleased smile. He had a moment to enjoy it before she spotted him, and then it promptly disappeared. 

			Flattering.

			“Gushiken, I’d avoid going outside for a while,” Maverine advised coolly, his eyes back on his papers. 

			Blade frowned. “Why?” 

			“Something might fall from the sky and kill you.” 

			“Like what?” 

			“A brick,” Maverine deadpanned. 

			Keeley attempted to intervene. “Sir, I—” 

			“Might it wait a moment, Captain?” Maverine cut her off, standing to address them. “First things first. Are the dungeons secure?” 

			Keeley nodded. “Standard locks have been added on all the doors exiting the dungeons, and several Malevolent Guards are posted there.” 

			“No locks on the cells themselves?” Evie asked, frowning. 

			“I’m afraid we didn’t have nearly enough on hand.” Keeley folded down into the seat across from Gideon, and even amid this crisis, he felt his heart rate pick up speed at her nearness. “I’ll put in an order for more, but I’d imagine demand for them is about to skyrocket, what with all the magically enchanted locks starting to fail.” 

			“See that you do,” Trystan advised, and then, turning to address the rest of the table, he noted, “Tatianna and Clare aren’t here. Where are they?” 

			“I haven’t seen either of them all day.” Ms. Erring’s brow furrowed, her fingers fiddling with her glasses as she scanned the room. “Not since the incident this morning.” 

			“What incident?” Evie asked warily.

			“It was nothing. A misunderstanding.” Ms. Erring placed her glasses back atop her nose, clearly unperturbed by whatever had occurred. “Clare was acting a tad odd, but I would, too, if I’d just lost my father.” The reminder of Arthur Maverine swept through the room like a wave, grief knocking everyone’s shoulders downward along with their eyes. “We should begin without them,” Becky continued. “Tatianna may be working on the cure for Marv.” 

			“What?” Keeley snapped. “You’re going to cure the traitor?” There was something incredibly sharp in the question. Gideon made note of it as he awaited the answer. 

			Maverine sighed, gesturing toward Gideon, then Keeley. “You both were the ones to find him out—you heard his tale of woe. You also know that Marv is not a mastermind; he’s been used as a puppet. Besides, I won’t have any such poison dispatching him before I know who is responsible.” 

			“But—” 

			“Keeley.” Maverine’s voice was firm. “I respect your advisements, but I’m afraid on this matter, I am decided.” 

			There was more the captain wanted to say—it was clear by the pinching of her lips—but she deferred to her higher-up and nodded. “Understood, sir. Now, how would you like us to proceed with plans to steal the book of Rennedawn?” 

			Gideon stood so fast, his chair tipped over. “You’re planning to steal the book of Rennedawn, and you didn’t think to consult me? The only one who’s actually seen it?” 

			“Believe it or not, Gideon, I endeavor not to think of you at all. Ever,” Maverine answered flatly. “Our meager pages of the book have been burned by some reprobate on the property, and they were hardly enough to begin with.” 

			Maverine rubbed at his temple and continued.

			“I am making the fair and correct assumption that the book of Rennedawn contains far more than the prophecy alone can give us.” Maverine’s air of boredom did not reflect the gravity of their circumstances. “The magic in the manor—what’s left of it—could give way at any moment. The prophecy must be completed before then.” He slid the paper he’d been scanning to the middle of the table. It was the parchment etched with Rennedawn’s storybook prophecy.

			Gideon picked it up first.

			At the start of the world, the magical gods knew 

			That color would bleed and all would undo.

			So to save this place they knew humans would break 

			They enlisted the tools of Destiny and Fate. 

			The beauty of stars that gleam at night 

			The children of Fate, created in light

			And the magic that balances all dreamed of 

			Is the key to saving the world in true love.

			The person who rescues the magical lands 

			Will take this Fate’s youngling well in hand.

			When luck and starlight must fall together, 

			The land will belong to you forever.

			But beware the unmasked Villain 

			And their Malevolent dark—

			For nothing is more dangerous 

			Than a blackened good heart.

			And when the tides turn 

			All will be as it was 

			The heart of the true prince 

			Will save his fated love. 

			Where sunlight beams unvarnished 

			Rennedawn’s magic will begin mending.

			Evil will fall, kingdoms will rise.

			Heed this prophecy and all of Rennedawn 

			Will have its happy ending.

			“We need to decipher the meaning exactly, to ensure we are not making any mistakes,” Maverine was saying as Gideon slid the paper over to Ms. Erring, who scanned the page at twice the speed, then passed it to Blade. “There is no more room for error.” 

			“‘Sunlight beams unvarnished,’” Blade murmured, his amber eyes moving rapidly over the words. “I’ve heard that before.” 

			“When we read you the prophecy the first time?” Maverine added dryly, planting his hands on his waist. 

			Blade rubbed at his chin, frowning. “No. No, that’s not it.” 

			“‘When the tides turn all will be as it was.’” Evie repeated the prophecy’s decree with a thoughtful expression. “Anyone have any idea when that will be?” 

			Keeley cleared her throat. “I might.” 

			Gideon didn’t like the ominous statement, tugging his lip inward when she pulled a large piece of folded-up parchment from her pocket, flattened it with her hands, then turned it over for the room to see. 

			Evie’s hand flew up to her mouth as she stood from her chair with a choked sound, dark mist spilling out from her fingers and surrounding her legs. “No.” 

			Keeley’s face softened, sympathy pulling down the corners of her mouth. “They’re being spread all about the kingdom. Some say even across Rennedawn’s borders.” 

			“The king dies tonight,” Maverine growled, stalking for the door. 

			“No.” 

			Maverine halted at Evie’s command. 

			The word was resolute, but her eyes—gods, Gideon had never seen such sadness as he did now in the way Evie observed the etching of herself. The wanted flyer was not as the others were, with her malevolent depiction and sinister half smile, the Wicked Woman painted sharply above. No. This wanted flyer was a proclamation. 

			WANTED

			THE TRUE VILLAIN 

			CORE HEALER KILLER 

			EVANGELINA SAGE 

			The portrait wasn’t frightening or exaggerated this time, nor was it a caricature. It was merely Evie’s sweet smile, her bright, open eyes. She looked kind and happy. And Gideon knew by the way his sister looked upon it, the likeness of her there cut so much deeper. 

			“It’s true,” Evie whispered. “So why shouldn’t they declare it?” 

			Gideon knew broken hearts were metaphors for pain, but a small part of him believed something inside his chest had just cracked. 

			Evie continued. “It’s time people stopped treating the wrong person as the pariah.” 

			“You think I give a damn how the citizens of Rennedawn feel about me?” Maverine spat the words in disgust. “Benedict didn’t do this because it is the truth. He did it to make it even more difficult for us to leave the manor, to fulfill the prophecy.” 

			“He told us a mistake was made twenty-four years ago.” Evie was swaying, and Trystan surged forward to catch her before she caught herself with a hand on the back of her chair. “He’s simply undoing it.” 

			“To my understanding, Benedict orchestrated all of this, Evie.” Becky stepped up beside his sister to place a reassuring hand on her shoulder, and Evie let her. “You surely aren’t going to credit him for fixing what he purposefully damaged. He’s trying to put focus on this to distract people from whatever atrocity he’s committing this week.” 

			“Or perhaps…I am the atrocity.” Evie nodded absently, her curls having dried in wild patterns, framing her face in vines of dark strands. “I’m feeling a little tired. I may go and lie down.” Evie managed a small smile that Gideon suspected cost her something dear. “Don’t worry after me. I’m all right.” 

			No one stopped her when she drifted past them and out the door. All were frozen in the wake of watching the brightest person in the room…dim. 

			Yes. Evie had always been generous with her words. 

			And Gideon feared the consequences had finally arrived. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Blade 

			Blade Gushiken was a happy person by nature. 

			Rebecka Erring Fortis was a happy person by force. 

			“And then you throw the ball into the picnic basket,” Blade instructed the reluctant Human and Magical Creatures Resources woman with an encouraging grin. 

			“I know how to play Ball Basket,” Rebecka grumbled, tossing the ball cleanly into the basket rigged to the courtyard roof several feet above her head. The white rubber ball rolled around until the bottom of the picnic basket gave and the ball came down with a large bounce. 

			They’d taken a break in the midst of their haphazard planning. After many, many, many disagreements on the best manner in which to catch the guvres, Blade had decided their best course of action was to catch them once more. In a giant wicker basket, much like the one they were playing Ball Basket with. 

			When he’d suggested the game, she’d acted indifferent. Naturally, she was as effortlessly skilled at this as she was at everything. 

			What in the deadlands was she doing with him? 

			Her grin of victory made his heart take off at a gallop, her glasses slipping down her nose. “What does it mean if the ball goes in, again?” she asked with exaggerated ignorance. The laughter that followed was like the chiming of lovely bells, her eyes glinting with mischief when she chucked the ball at him with no warning. 

			He caught it with a grunt and a smile. “It means you have to kiss whoever you pass the ball to next.” He clicked his tongue. “And the rules must be observed.” 

			She gave him a dubious glance and then took three sure strides toward him, grabbing his cheeks and slowly coming up on her toes, pressing her lips to his in slow measures. One kiss, then two. His eyes pinched shut almost painfully at the sweetness of her lips, the softness of her sighs, the feel of her fingers coming up to comb through his hair. 

			It ended too soon, but she remained on her toes with her arms around him, staring up at him with an expression that was a mixture of joy and disbelief. 

			A mirror to his, likely. His hands flexed around her hips, heat growing beneath his skin. “I didn’t think that would actually work,” Blade said softly.

			Rebecka gave him a hopeless grin, shaking her head, and then leaned her forehead against his. “I suppose it’s because you and I actually work.” 

			He gave no warning—too overcome with how much he loved her—merely lifted her and spun her about, reveling in her giggles as she clutched at his neck. When he put her down, they were both breathless with red cheeks. “You’re the loveliest thing I’ve ever held.” 

			Her eyes glistened. “I won’t tell Fluffy.” 

			The dragon, who was lying steps away, snorted out a puff of smoke on what sounded suspiciously like a chuckle. 

			Blade feigned a wince. “I fear he already knows.” 

			The animal was content, enjoying the last of the daylight after a large supper. Rolling onto his back, he allowed his long tongue to roll from his mouth with a sigh. 

			“He’s rather one of a kind, isn’t he?” Rebecka observed with a soft smile. Then Blade watched with growing distress as the smile faded and worry etched itself between her brows. “Do you think I should answer my mother’s letter?” 

			Oh no you don’t, you little sneak. “Rebecka, I am not deciding that for you.” 

			She folded her arms with a frustrated growl. “Why?” 

			“Because you know very well what you’re going to do already.” 

			She narrowed her eyes. “I hate that you know that about me.” 

			Blade chuckled, walking back to the wicker guvre trap to begin weaving once more. “No, you don’t.” 

			With a hmmph sound that Blade truly enjoyed, Rebecka came back to assist him, wordlessly falling into a rhythm. After a few minutes of working side by side, she asked, “You’re sure the measurements of this will be big enough to catch the guvres?” 

			“I didn’t get a chance to whip out my ruler, but I’m gonna say we can eyeball this time around.” Blade shrugged, ducking when she picked up a pebble from the ground and threw it at him. “It needs to be small enough to fit over the nest. We’ll only have a few seconds before she sees the trap and flies off.”

			“But what are we going to do to get the guvres to come back to the eggs?” 

			This would be the tricky part of his plan. “I have an idea, but you’re not going to like it. Nor will Evie, by my guess.” 

			Rebecka tilted her head, her gaze shrewd. “How so?” 

			Danger. Danger. Danger! 

			“Making the eggs viable again?” They were dull and lifeless, likely laid ten years ago, before the female was imprisoned. As far as they knew, the female still hadn’t laid any new eggs, but regardless, they needed the youngling for the prophecy. 

			Fate and starlight fall together. 

			The venom of the guvre youngling was known to be all-healing, and Benedict would be searching, too. Blade had never been the vindictive sort, so it surprised him when he felt an intense need to beat that fucking arse. 

			And to do it, he’d be infuriating every woman in his life. 

			He should be holding a shield. 

			Rebecka laughed at his suggestion. “That’s not possible. There’s no magic that can reverse the viability of life.” 

			Blade sighed. May as well throw himself into the fire. “No one’s ever attempted it with starlight magic.”

			Rebecka’s lips twisted. “Why in the deadlands would—” Suddenly, her eyes widened on a gasp. “No! Have you gone mad?” She shoved past him in a huff, heading for the doors of the manor. 

			He bolted to catch up with her, knowing if she got to Evie in this state, the chances of convincing them would bottom out at zero. “The prophecy said that Fate and starlight fall together! That could easily be Lyssa using her starlight magic on the eggs. And if it works…” He reached for her arm but shrank back at her glare. 

			“She’s a little girl!” Rebecka bit out. “She doesn’t even know how to use her magic yet, and you want to just put her in harm’s way while we try to catch two of the deadliest animals in existence?” She was huffing, a vein protruding from her forehead at the strain. 

			She looked bloody ravishing, all told, but he didn’t think now was the time to tell her that. 

			“We would be there to protect her,” Blade promised Becky. “You really think I’d suggest something like this if I thought there was even a small chance it would put her in danger?” 

			“You fly around in the sky on a fire-breathing dragon! I hardly think you’re the best judge of what is safe.” 

			“Rebecka, see reason,” Blade urged, regretting the words as soon as they left his lips, but he forged on anyway. “Lyssa traipses around Massacre Manor like it’s her personal playground. The same place that’s been under constant threat since her arrival.” 

			Rebecka’s resolve was cracking; he could see her wavering at the truth of his words. “Even if I agreed with you.” Her finger flew up in an accusatory point. “And I’m not saying I do. Evie would never allow it.” 

			“She might if you and Tatianna talk to her. She listens to you both.” Blade held the door open for Rebecka, and she walked silently back into the manor. The entryway glowed with candlelight and the fading sun, making the room feel pleasant and warm. 

			Curious, how he still felt as if he’d just entered a tomb. 

			Blade searched the area. Two Malevolent Guards stood by the front doors, and another several were posted near the entrance to the dungeons. Nothing appeared out of order. Just the prickling at the back of his neck and the overwhelming feeling he was being watched. 

			By something…ominous. 

			A force slammed into him, a blur of pink bows coming down next to him in the form of a very frantic healer. Tatianna scrambled to her feet, looking panicked. “He—he ran away. We cannot find him anywhere!” 

			“Lost” was not a look one ever saw upon Tatianna’s face, nor did her fingers normally shake. “Tatianna, where have you been?” 

			“The laundry!” She leaped to her feet, pushing her ponytail behind her shoulder. “He— And then I went— But then he— And now—” 

			“Tatianna!” Blade called her name, feeling like he was trying to pull her back from a bad dream. “Take a breath. Who are you looking for?” 

			Her brown eyes shone beneath a veil of tears. 

			“Kingsley.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Kingsley 

			Alexander William Kingsley had not been human in a very long time. 

			Long enough that his legs now seemed too large, his head too heavy on his neck, his organs expanding to their natural size with a painful twist. Gods, he was going to retch any moment now. 

			And then did, barely getting to the window before he emptied the contents of his stomach over the ledge. Mostly flies. 

			He retched again.

			His most recent transformation back to a frog—mere seconds ago—had been sudden and unexpected, lasting only a few hopeless moments of wandering the manor until he’d found himself secluded and turning quite abruptly back into a man. 

			They said frogs were disgusting. Humans were worse. In every respect, it seemed. 

			He stood up straight, adjusting the tie on the pants he’d lifted from the laundry, clutching his stomach, noting abdomen muscles beneath his fingertips where there had once been a smooth, portly belly.

			He let out a rasping sound. Another attempt at a word, and he’d miserably failed. 

			Shoving his newly shorn dark locks away from his face, he tossed the scissors he’d found in the closet off the corner hall, then checked his progress in the hall mirror. It was uneven at best, but Alexander had to acknowledge that he’d been surprised he was able to use his fingers at all, let alone have the dexterity to trim the thick encumbrance. At least enough that he could see the worry lines etched into his forehead, his chin shadowed with a faint hint of stubble, and his gold eyes set within the decently attractive face—if he did say so himself—of a human. 

			Human. He was human again. No gangly limbs, no eating flies, no traveling about on the shoulders of others. He had hands and feet and— He glanced down.

			Well, there really weren’t enough ways to express how happy he’d been to see that again. 

			“Kingsley!” a voice hissed from down the hallway, and Alexander groaned. Which, in his long-unused voice, sounded a touch like a dying cow. “I know you’re back there!” 

			Clare’s voice had been a source of fun and play when they were children. To hear it was to be on the verge of adventure, as it had been with all of them together. Alexander, Tatianna, Malcolm, Clare, and Trystan. There had been a time in his youth that Alexander had thought his friends the center of the universe. And when he became a frog, he’d become an outlier, an ornament to the group, the observer. 

			Being observed was another matter entirely. 

			He attempted to say Clare’s name—a quick rasp of a sound that was jumbled even to his own ears—but the sound was enough for her to turn the corner and find him with a screech. “Stop wandering off! I told you to stay put.” 

			Alexander wished there was a way to convey to Clare that he couldn’t stay put, not when he had fingers that weren’t webbed, his eyeline was about six feet above what it used to be, and he was free. “S-Sorry,” he rasped out, his throat scratching painfully from disuse. 

			Clare sighed, rubbing at her temples. “I wanted to make sense of it all before I went to Trystan. Before they know about you and reason goes away. You’re human again, yes. But how? Why? And who did it?” She sucked in a breath, and Alexander braced himself for what he knew was coming. 

			Clare stomped over and then whispered something low, for only his ears, something so absurd and outlandish he stared at her in astonishment. “Alexander. Why would you betray me like this?” 

			Here it was. She was finally going to say it.

			The thing she’d been holding back since he’d found her in the courtyard. This was it. 

			The time had come.

			“Why on earth did you cut your beautiful hair?” Clare continued.

			He laughed, or rather rasped out a sound of pure relief, shock, his eyes welling with tears, his chest buoyant at all of it. The look upon Clare’s face, the ridiculousness of what she’d just asked him, the absolute chaos of it. Unbelievable, really. 

			Clare gaped at him just as Tatianna rounded the corner, Becky and Blade trailing close behind her. “Tatianna! I told you not to bring anyone into this yet!” 

			Blade raised a careful hand. “In all fairness, she didn’t bring us; we ran into her. Literally. Who’s this?” 

			It was a crime against nature that Alexander didn’t have the voice to tell Blade how many times he’d sat on the man’s shoulder. For the deadlands’ sake, he knew the view from the top of Blade’s head. 

			Alexander merely waved at them instead, which was not nearly as funny. “Hi,” he said roughly. “I—I—am—” 

			“Prince Alexander Kingsley,” Rebecka Erring finished, the eyes watching from behind her glasses flying wide, her hand coming up to grip Blade’s arm for support. “Dear gods.” 

			“What?” Blade bellowed. “He’s— How do you know?” 

			“There were portraits of each of the royal families on the magical continent within the Fortis library.” Ms. Erring still appeared to be catching her breath. Another pause. “This man is an exact likeness.” 

			Tatianna nodded, staring at him the way she had in the laundry room, before he’d taken off running. “It’s really you. Isn’t it?” Her brown eyes were hopeful, her hand reaching for him. She ran it carefully over his face before her trepidation crumbled and she threw her arms around him with a sob of joy. “I’m so happy I could burst! Look at you!” Tatianna backed away, grabbing his hands, beaming at Clare. “Isn’t it grand? Wait until Trystan sees you!” 

			“He cannot!” Clare objected, shattering the illusion of reunions and happiness. “Trystan has far too much to contend with right now with Evie. Alexander’s transformations are unstable at best. I have no clue what turned him human. Or what’s keeping him that way. I want to figure it out first. Fix what I broke.” 

			“The ‘what you broke’ being…Alexander?” Tatianna raised a brow, a hint of a smile tilting her lips upward. 

			Alexander said but one word. 

			“Rude.” 

			Well—that was much fucking faster than writing it down.

			Blade still stared at him in shock, Ms. Erring doing much the same. “How did it happen? Did Winnie’s attempt to change him back actually work?” 

			Alexander’s head snapped up, his mouth forming the words before he could think better of it. “Win-ni-fred.” 

			“Winnie was also an option, buddy.” Blade winced, patting Alexander on the back. “Might be easier on the pipes.” 

			“We have to take him to Trystan at once,” Tatianna urged, spinning Alexander around. “He’ll be… I can’t imagine how happy he’ll be to see you.” 

			The words sank into his skin, drifting down to touch his now overly large heart. 

			His best friend. 

			What have I done?

			It was Alexander’s final thought before he doubled over in agony, falling to the floor, feeling a wave of nausea as everything constricted. 

			And shrank. 

			He blinked over and over, his world growing larger again until Alexander Kingsley…was once again a frog. 

			Well. 

			What the fuck. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Evie

			Anger was an unpleasant thing. It radiated beneath the skin, enflaming the body as well as the mind. But for the past few hours, Evie had reveled in her anger, sitting alone in her bedchamber with nothing but gray mist and her dagger for company. 

			The magic stirred above her, taking the shape of a storm cloud. 

			“Hilarious,” she murmured, rolling onto her side. The room was empty, the only light coming from the fire one of the interns had come in to start for her, but still, the shadowed mist twisted around until it was in front of her face. “Leave me alone!” she growled, turning to the other side, relenting in frustration when it appeared in front of her again. 

			Her scar pulsed against her shoulder, pulling painfully from whatever hopelessly numb feeling was festering inside, glowing an iridescent light strong enough for her to see. 

			“What on earth?” She sat up, startled when the mist surrounded the wound, the colors meeting, overwhelming her with relief she didn’t understand. It was warm. Safe. 

			The dagger on the nightstand began to glow, too, shaking like it was trying to find where the other bit of magic within it lived. After Otto Warsen had terminated her position by attacking her with a magically imbued dagger, Evie had never thought to ask what sort of magic it was. 

			Perhaps she should have. 

			Because the moment the dark, mist-like magic touched the glowing array of color on her back, it became…sentient. 

			No. No. This is wishful thinking. Like the time you thought the shriveled grapes in the bunch would be offended if you didn’t eat them along with the others. 

			But the notion became significantly harder to deny when the magic twirled about her hair, pushing it up and out in ridiculous directions. “Knock it off!” 

			The mist shook in…laughter? Or her hallucination was growing more tangible. Both were entirely possible. She willed it back to her, begging it to bury itself within her skin once again, but it resisted, and she felt the tug like a painful jerk against her heart. 

			“Stop. Please!” 

			On her gasp, the mist swarmed back to her, disappearing beneath her skin in an abrupt collision that sent her reeling into the headboard with a hard smack to her skull. 

			“Deadlands!” she yelped, tumbling from the bed to her knees. “What in the—” 

			She was cut off by the light shining brighter, so pure that everything halted. Time moved slower; her heart relaxed to a dreamlike pace. Her skin felt alive, and all the pain was gone. It did not hurt to breathe any longer, to remember all she had lost. 

			The light whispered her name gently. It tossed her hair about and tugged on her wrists, pulling her to standing, leading her to a world where no one hurt her, where there was only love about. 

			And this time, some of it was for her. 

			Cool stone pressed against the soles of her feet, drops of water sliding down her face, sensations of wind in her hair. Her troubles were leaving. 

			Past the stairs, past a painting, past a door, until the walls around her disappeared. 

			Her family’s home. The one before Massacre Manor. And her family sat at the table, eating, laughing. Her father, Griffin, was standing at the head of the table, kissing her mother’s cheek before grabbing another roll and tossing it to Gideon, who tore it in half and handed the other to Lyssa. They were happy. 

			Tears burned in Evie’s eyes. They were happy. 

			And there was an empty chair for her. 

			“Come, hasibsi.” Her mother waved her over with a warm twinkle in her kohl-lined eyes. “Your food will be cold.” 

			Evie approached cautiously, hope swelling in her chest. Had it all been a bad dream? Her life before this. What was that again? 

			“Evie dear,” her father said. “Might you do me a favor and go upstairs to grab the spinning wheel? I wanted to fix it for your mother after we eat. Darn thing isn’t working again.” 

			That was it? That was the only price she need pay for this reality? Approaching the stairs she’d climbed up every night to retire, then down to start her day, she paused, mesmerized by the candles lining the banister. She could feel herself float above the first step, prepared to take another. Her foot raised for it, hovering closer and closer. 

			How lovely it would be to—

			Don’t do this, Evie. That quiet voice that had been within her for the whole of her life was commanding her now. The only consistency she could rely on.

			Griffin Sage stood, his face still warm, as kind as he’d always been, nodding toward the stairs. “Go ahead, darling.” 

			Evie felt something pulling at her mind, but she could not find it, not when everything was floating about in confusing ways. 

			Don’t fall for it a second time, Evie.

			She staggered, feeling an odd drop in her stomach when she teetered forward, blinking until a rush of thoughts stacked one on top of the other.

			Don’t doubt yourself, Evie. 

			Don’t let them win, Evie. 

			“Evie? The spinning wheel?” Griffin Sage smiled jovially at her, coming up beside her to help her ascend the next step. 

			Smiling back dutifully, she nodded, allowing his hand to guide her. She allowed it for all of five seconds…before turning and punching Griffin Sage in the gut with all her might, all her anger, and all her sadness. Her father stumbled, betrayal in his eyes.

			The man in front of her was not her father. But since the real Griffin wasn’t readily available, she settled for another swing at this one. 

			And this time, the mask broke away from Griffin’s face, revealing a shining light that Evie had seen before in a different place. Apparently, she had not thrown the paperweight hard enough—

			Or the destiny monster wouldn’t be before her now. 

			“How dare you strike me, you wicked girl!” The light split the walls of the house, the background melting away until her family home was replaced with the manor parapet—her foot dangling precariously over the edge. 

			The long walkway between towers had been repaired from her run-in with the bomb, save for the very end. The last connector had yet to be finished, and she was right over the edge.

			Evie corrected politely, “Wicked Woman, actually.” Carefully placing her foot back down, she continued. “But I’ll forgive the blunder.” She gave the monster a jovial smile, recalling that without the containment by the Fortis Family, Evie had no idea what she was up against. 

			A horrid screech wrenched the air, and Evie’s arms whirled, trying to catch her balance, falling backward for a mere second. That was all it took for two large hands to close around her waist, dragging her down and into his arms. 

			“Might I recommend a different walking path, Sage?” Trystan murmured in her ear, and she inhaled, breathing him in. It was okay to indulge in his touch. She’d just nearly taken a long walk over the side of a fairly short building. Exceptions under the circumstances appeared the least of what she deserved. 

			“But this one has such a view,” she replied weakly, clutching his shirt for a blissful second more before letting him go and facing their foe together. “What was that? Another test of goodness?” 

			The destiny monster hissed, the beam of light morphing, taking the shape of a tall, beautiful woman, almost human with her lustrous hair and penetrating silver eyes. “That was just the beginning of what I have planned for you, Ms. Sage.” 

			Evie snorted, and Trystan put himself between the destiny monster and her, a protective strength in the flex of the arm he’d thrust in front of Evie’s chest. 

			Stop ogling your boss’s biceps when you’re facing a deadly enemy, Evie!

			Which, in other words, would mean never at all. 

			As you were, Evie.

			“You were granted freedom,” Trystan reasoned. “You need not waste it colluding with someone like Benedict.” 

			The woman chuckled darkly. “I have no desire to see Rennedawn’s storybook prophecy through as it stands.” 

			“You expect us to believe that?” Trystan’s voice was a low rumble. 

			Destiny shrugged, a haunting laugh following the motion. “I expect nothing. Nothing except the story I intended for Rennedawn to unfold. The story I planned.”

			“Meaning?” Evie lifted a brow, folding her arms. 

			“Meaning, enjoy your time as you are now, Evie Sage, for a curse is brewing not far from where you stand. A curse that will return Rennedawn to its original course.” 

			Evie’s heart dropped to her feet. 

			Destiny grinned. “A world where Trystan Maverine never became The Villain.” 

			“That’s impossible!” Trystan gritted out, unleashing his sword from his side and angling it for the beast spewing threats that felt too outlandish to be real but too frightening to be faked. “Such curses cannot be done.” 

			The destiny monster smiled again. “Quite right. These things take time, of course. Three sunsets before Hallows’ Eve will be your final chance to ever be free. Until then, I’d recommend saying your goodbyes. But you’ll see me again. Fret not.” 

			“Oh, I’m full of fret, lady,” Evie deadpanned, exhaling when the destiny monster winked out of sight.

			Two months from now, Evie thought. Everything will change. And it will be our greatest victory…or our greatest loss.

			Trystan remained silent for a few moments before his dark eyes peered down at her with an astonished, near comical expression. “That’s an inconvenient development.” 

			“Which one? The pending curse,” Evie asked, “or that her hair looked fit for a shampoo advertisement?”

			Trystan did the only thing they could do under such circumstances.

			He laughed.

			It was so lovely that she smiled, watching him with an embarrassing degree of attentiveness.

			“We’ll figure out how to stop this, Sage,” Trystan assured, and the softness in it made her want to melt into him. “We always do.” 

			Though she kept her smile plastered to her face, inwardly, she frowned, as an overwhelmingly intrusive thought crept in. 

			A thought that whispered to her…that this time, they wouldn’t. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			Trystan 

			“You need not tell me if it’s too painful to think of, Edwin. Sage is sending a raven for Lionel,” Trystan told the ogre the next morning, taking the cauldron brew gratefully. As he seated himself at the table, he allowed the aroma and warmth to soothe the gripping terror he’d felt last night watching Sage nearly walk over the parapet’s edge. 

			He’d been reluctant to leave her side, but they needed information on the supposed curse. And Lionel was the leading Curse Consultant in the kingdom. 

			And also—so fucking annoying. 

			But he’d relented when Evie had insisted. 

			His stomach still lurched at the image of her blank expression. One more step forward—and the destiny monster’s silver light would have enveloped her. Gods.

			Being in love was making him sick.

			Edwin shifted uncomfortably, pulling him back to the present. “It isn’t that, Mr. Trystan. I don’t mind thinking of Joseph very much. We were dear friends before he left the kingdom to continue his research.”

			Ah, yes. The ogre Edwin had lived with for five years was a mere friend. Trystan had never asked what had happened between them that would make Joseph leave in such haste, never returning to their small fishing village. The man was a brilliant scholar on all magics, a Core Healer in his own right, but he didn’t practice and was impossible to nail down. Always on the move. Never settling. 

			In a way, Edwin hadn’t, either. 

			Yes. Friends. Trystan was beginning to despise the falsity of that word, but he wouldn’t be the one to correct Edwin. And he could hardly judge. He had the love of his life within his grasp and could think of no feasible way forward, no way to convince her that he wasn’t going anywhere, curse or no curse, save gluing his shoes to the ground. 

			“Let me see.” Edwin tapped his chin as he took the seat across from him, bringing with him a delicious-smelling pecan pie. “I suppose it was fifteen years ago or so. Hard to recount when they come and leave so quickly.” He smiled kindly at Trystan, cutting him a large slice, placing it onto the small plate in front of him. A light rain pattered against the window as Edwin said, “Joseph was the first ogre I’d seen since leaving culinary school, and he was brilliant. A scholar of all things relating to Rennedawn and the magical continent. Handsome as the king of the deadlands himself—” 

			Edwin cut himself off, blue cheeks deepening to indigo. “I apologize, Mr. Trystan. That’s hardly pertinent.” 

			“Not at all. It’s very pertinent to my visualization of events. Continue,” Trystan responded sternly, fighting for his life not to allow his lips to tip up. 

			Edwin spoke through bites of his own slice of pie. “He was delightfully shrewd in his theories of Rennedawn’s story. There were so many skeptics back then. You’ll recall none took the impending magical reckoning seriously before the Mystic Illness began to sweep the land, and then the waves of fading magic hit different areas of the kingdom…” Edwin shook his head, folding his large hands. “You know this, of course. Where was I?” 

			“His theories,” Trystan offered, taking a bracing sip of the brew with none of Sage’s usual sweetness added in. 

			“I don’t recall him ever speaking of land curses, but he did often say that when Rennedawn’s storybook prophecy nears its end, a wave of magic would come from the Lilac Sea.” 

			When the tides turn, all will be as it was, the prophecy had declared. 

			Wonderful. This was needed. He’d nearly relaxed.

			“Might we opt for a seashell from the Lilac instead?” Gideon Sage’s voice carried in, along with the man himself. “You summoned?” 

			“Sit down, Gideon,” Trystan murmured with irrational anger. “I have a job for you.” 

			“A terrifying prospect, Maverine.” Gideon winced when Trystan stood, clasped a hand on the man’s shoulder, and shoved him down into the chair. “What’s this about?” 

			“Your sister.” 

			Gideon chuckled into his hand. “Your predictability is very prince-like—well done.” 

			Edwin rubbed a hand over his eyes, while Trystan casually kicked the leg of Gideon’s chair, sending the man knocking into the table. “In the morning, Becky and Blade will be setting a trap to capture the guvres, and when they’re successful, we will need to expedite enacting the prophecy before—” 

			He paused. The curse was a threat, not an absolute, and in that vein, he’d have to share it with as few people as possible. Lest it cause a surge of panic. 

			But urgency was sorely needed. “Before Benedict does something reckless,” he finished vaguely. 

			Gideon had righted himself, and he was now frowning as he walked over to the cauldron brew, lifting the ladle and dumping it into one of the spare mugs. Blowing out a breath, he stared down at the mixture, then swallowed it with wincing gulps. “All well and good. Only one problem. We don’t know how to enact the prophecy.” 

			Lyssa chose that moment to enter the kitchens. “Might you just put all the ingredients of the prophecy in a bowl and stir them up like cake batter?” 

			Trystan believed this little girl was a genius. Regardless of the unlikely suggestion. “I’m afraid that wouldn’t work, Little Villain.” 

			“Whisking, then.” Lyssa nodded succinctly, heading for a drawer. “I usually do it with a fork.” 

			Trystan’s pulse jumped, prophecies forgotten. “Not when you’re making pastry, I hope.” 

			Lyssa ignored him, reaching for the utensil drawer, and Trystan stood, sputtering, “Y-You cannot get the same airiness in a pastry with a fork, Lyssa! That is outrageous.” 

			“Were we not just speaking of the end of Rennedawn?” Gideon asked with a half grin, then sobered when Lyssa came up beside him. “You don’t find that outrageous?”

			Of course he did. Trystan could be effectively outraged at all ranges of injustices and threats to common decency. It didn’t make him any less villainous.

			“I find you treading on my last nerve,” Trystan grumbled, wordlessly replacing the fork in Lyssa’s hand with a whisk, ignoring her pout. “I need you to figure out how we activate the prophecy—or end it, I suppose. I’m—I’m not certain how it happens.” 

			“First time breaking a prophecy?” Gideon clucked sympathetically. 

			“It won’t be my first time breaking a skull,” Trystan growled, then remembered Lyssa staring at him with widened eyes, her mouth forming a tiny circle. 

			“Can you do it with your fists?” Lyssa whispered almost immediately, sounding far too awed for comfort. “Or must you use a blunt object?” 

			“Real nice, Maverine.” Gideon patted him on the back, and he had a daydream of breaking that hand. It was a tranquil thought. Peaceful, even. “It’s a ‘storybook prophecy.’ It would be enacted on a day that holds some sort of significance to the kingdom.” 

			“Hallows’ Eve? It’s two months from now,” Trystan whispered. The destiny monster’s decree. Benedict and the destiny monster wanted to give them every reason to hope. They were that sure they’d succeed. 

			It was just as well. Trystan was just as sure his enemies would fail. 

			Trystan might be made to be Evangelina’s undoing, but there would never be an undoing of them. Over Benedict’s rotting corpse. A tranquil thought. 

			“A holiday? You don’t believe that’s too obvious?” Gideon’s brows rose. 

			“The date already holds significance and matches with the destiny monster’s timeline,” Trystan said dismissively, knowing in his gut this was the correct course. 

			“My Joseph always said the times of day when magic is at its most powerful in Rennedawn come in threes. The early-morning sunrise, when the sun strikes highest at noon, and when it turns Rennedawn to gold at sunset.” Edwin patted Lyssa’s head, hoisting her up onto the low stool so she could whisk the vibrant purple cookie batter she had just concocted. 

			“You’re all missing the most important question,” Lyssa said lightly, her full attention on the bowl in front of her. “Where sunlight beams unvarnished. Do any of you know where that is?” 

			“I don’t suppose you do?” Trystan asked lowly, with just a smidgen of hope. 

			Lyssa rolled her eyes. “I apparently don’t even know how to stir properly.” She went twice the speed against the bowl, and Trystan took a step away for his own safety. 

			He’d be paying for that later. 

			“Every answer lies in Rennedawn’s storybook,” Edwin pointed out after a moment of collective silence, all knowing what must be done. And quickly. “It will be within the pages.” 

			Gideon winced, likely knowing what was coming for him. “We can’t get by without the book any longer.” 

			No. They couldn’t. 

			“I’m afraid your shielding magic might be necessary. You can block any wards the king may have put to guard it, and you know the ins and outs of the palace. I cannot send any more Malevolent Guards. The risk is too great.” Trystan shut his eyes tightly, resolved not to feel worry or remorse for putting Evie’s brother in such a dangerous situation. 

			“I’ll leave at first light.” Gideon’s shoulders were stiff, his chin high for a man about to go on a mission that was just as likely to fail as it was to succeed. 

			“You need not travel there alone,” Trystan offered with little behind it. They both knew Gideon had to be the one to do this. “We could send a few of the Malevolent Guards.” 

			“I’m the only one who knows where Benedict’s office is,” Gideon reminded him. “And I’m the one who owes this…to her.” 

			There needn’t be clarification on who he was speaking of. 

			Rain beat harder against the windows now. The reconstructed stained glass of Rennedawn’s book mocked them with its closeness. A round of thunder unleashed against the glass, and Lyssa leaped into Trystan’s side. “It feels…spooky in here, Lord Trystan.” 

			“It’s just a storm, Lyssa,” Trystan reassured her.

			But there was that feeling of unease, which slithered along his spine in unwelcome warning that something was afoot. 

			Another strike of lightning, then booming thunder, so strong the manor shook. “Deadlands!” The candles blew out, sending the room into complete and total darkness. 

			Trystan’s hands shook, blood rushing in his ears, the feeling of a thousand tiny needles climbing to the top of his head at the paralyzing fear he thought he’d conquered. But when he heard Lyssa’s small scream, he forgot all about the fear—about anything but finding her. “Lyssa! Edwin!” he called. “Lyssa!” 

			A scratching sound, then the glow of a match that caught on a torch in Edwin’s hands, lighting the room to reveal a frazzled Gideon and a frantic blue ogre’s face. 

			But to Trystan’s alarm, as he scanned the kitchen, he found no one else. 

			Just a discarded whisk, still rocking back and forth on the ground. 

			“Deadlands,” Trystan breathed, then sprinted out of the kitchens and down the hall. But it was empty.

			Lyssa was gone. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Evie 

			“Where is my sister?” Evie yelled, panic climbing up her throat as she shoved past Gideon, who’d found her in one of the high towers from which ravens were dispatched.

			Now she was tearing down the hallway, the dim candlelight flickering with another boom of thunder. “Lyssa!” she screamed, her eyes burning, her limbs shaking with the need to move, to do something. “Where is she?” 

			Gideon surged around the corner, hair mussed, eyes wide, chest moving rapidly. “You’re sure she’s missing? Perhaps she ran off when the lights went out because she was frightened.” 

			Pain speared through her, the dark mist falling from her fingers in wisps of smoke, surrounding her legs. 

			Part of it came up to pat her back in comfort, but she merely gawked at it before shaking her head and giving Gideon a look of pure misery. “Lyssa isn’t afraid of the dark.” 

			Gideon blew out a breath and walked straight through the black mist, not paying it any mind when he folded Evie into a hug. “We’ll find her, Eve. It will be all right; you’re not doing this by yourself anymore, I promise you.” 

			Her eyes burned, and she returned the hug, feeling the warmth that only came from a brother. “Thank you, Gideon. I’m sorry for snapping at you— Well, I’m not sorry, actually, but I’m glad you’re here.” 

			Gideon pushed her away with a chuckle and a clearing of his throat. “Oh, sis. I promise you that I always deserve it. Okay, that’s enough of that. Did you look up in the offices yet?” 

			“And in our chambers.” Evie sniffed, rubbing her eyes, trying to clear her racing thoughts enough to be rational. She was no good to Lyssa if she couldn’t keep her head on straight. 

			Or at least a touch less crooked. “Someone took her—I can feel it. She’s scared somewhere, and I wasn’t even there! I was—” 

			“You were sending a letter by raven after nearly taking a walk over the literal edge. It wasn’t a grievous offense,” Trystan said, dryly interrupting their conversation with a grim set to his mouth. “I checked on Marv. He remains chained to a chair in Tatianna’s quarters. Roland attested that he hadn’t moved.” 

			Gideon’s eyebrows flew to his forehead. “What is Roland doing in there with Marv?” 

			“I believe it’s called wooing,” Trystan said with such earnestness, a pressure released in Evie’s chest. “Wait a moment.” Trystan pulled a book from the pocket of his black cloak, flipping through the pages so rapidly, Evie nearly didn’t catch it. 

			But when she did—

			“Yes. On page ten, the author—” Trystan started.

			Evie yelped like someone had just nudged her with a hot poker. “You’re—” She gaped at him as he stared down at her, perplexed. “You’re reading The Cunning Corset Society?” 

			If she wasn’t so worried about Lyssa, she’d expire from the shock. Trystan looked perturbed by her astonishment, holding the book a bit closer—like she was going to attempt to snatch it from him. 

			The absurd picture of it all was enough to fell a horse. 

			“I’m finding it an interesting study on human behavior, and the descriptions are interesting.” 

			Evie knew The Cunning Corset Society well enough to understand what sorts of “descriptions” he was about to get into when he reached chapter six. She let out an ungodly noise before wringing her hands. “My brain will explode over this later. Put a bookmark in it.” 

			Trystan looked at her, aghast. “I always use a bookmark. I’m a villain, not a delinquent. Why, what do you do?” 

			Evie sighed, then yelled Lyssa’s name again, searching through empty hallway closet after empty hallway closet. “I was being metaphorical, but I dog-ear the pages.” 

			Trystan narrowed his eyes. “You are definitely the kingdom’s doom. I stand corrected.” 

			“Trystan!” Evie slapped his arm, trying to remember this moment for when her sister was found and she could truly revel in it. The magic now appeared to have a mind of its own, lightly shoving Trystan until he stumbled into the wall. “No! Oops. Sorry.” Her fingers touched her mouth when he came away with a bloody nose. “Oh dear.” 

			“Never mind it.” He smirked, pulling a handkerchief the same color as her skirt out to absorb it. “Good shot.” 

			Gideon had been quietly trailing behind them, doing his own searching, pretending not to listen before making his escape. “I’m going to search a few floors up. Come get me when you find her.”

			Evie’s fear subsided for the time it took for her to blink, but then her eyes flew back open. Because several Malevolent Guards stood outside the dungeon, murmuring. “What is it?” Evie approached them, and they all straightened at her question, looking to her like she was the one who signed their paychecks. 

			It was an offense to office hierarchy, she was sure, but when she stared sidelong at Trystan, all she saw was pride in his eyes and a gentlemanly nod of encouragement. 

			“Ms. Sage.” Min, a guard she knew well, stepped forward. “We are at an impasse.” 

			“Of what nature?” she asked, wondering why they all kept sending worried glances toward the locked doors. 

			Min swallowed. “We secured the dungeon at all possible points of exit, in case the magical locks failed and the prisoners were set free. But when the lightning struck, it must have set something in motion…because it’s no longer a hypothetical. The locks have failed.” 

			Trystan gripped his sword at his waist, his dark eyes turning lethal. “Where are the other guards, the ones who were posted inside?” 

			Another Malevolent Guard stepped forward, his helmet in his hands, a forlorn look upon his face. “We were just discussing that, sir.”

			“What is there to discuss? Open the damn door!” Trystan’s face reddened, a vein bulging in his neck from the stress. 

			“It isn’t that simple.” Keeley appeared, a bit disheveled but just as calm as usual. “If we open those doors, we have no idea what’s going to be on the other side. We need a strategy to ensure none of the prisoners escape—” 

			“Evie!” The voice on the other side was muffled by the thickness of the wooden door. But Evie knew it anyway. 

			“Lyssa!” she screamed, banging on the door until her hands stung. 

			“Evie, help me! I’m scared!” 

			Oh gods. Oh gods. 

			Her stomach lurched, her heart throbbing so painfully, she cried out against it ravaging her chest. She would not lose her sister. She would not. “Open it! Please!” 

			Keeley began to speak, but the words were muffled as the mist surrounded her, blocking out the others. They all shied away, but she heard Keeley cry out, “Wait! We have to make sure nobody—” 

			It was too late. Her magic glimmered, ramming into the door so hard, she felt it in her body like a battering ram. The door cracked against the force, splitting in half before it collapsed, revealing who was on the other side. 

			It wasn’t Lyssa. 

			The magic clenched her stomach, fear gripping her when Evie saw what stood before them. 

			A bunny rabbit. 

			An obscenely cute…bunny rabbit. 

			“Oh gods…” Evie whispered, taking a careful step forward, hearing alarmed murmurs behind her from the Malevolent Guards. Tears burned her eyes as she gazed down upon the animal, horror taking over her rational mind. “Lyssa?” Evie asked the creature brokenly. 

			“Yes?” Lyssa whispered from behind her. Right behind her. Not from inside the dungeons. And nowhere near the bunny. So naturally, she screamed, tripping over her skirt and falling onto her arse. 

			“Lyssa! Dear gods, where have you been? Why did you run off?” Evie asked. 

			“I saw Kingsley!” Lyssa said, glancing side to side, her eyes widening when she realized the ruckus she’d caused. “Or at least I thought I did. I chased him all the way downstairs, but I couldn’t catch up to him.” 

			Evie didn’t have time to reprimand her—not before Trystan was kneeling on the floor, pulling her little sister in for a hug, clutching the back of her head, whispering, “Thank the gods you’re all right.” 

			Lyssa’s face appeared over his shoulder, wide-eyed, mouthing to Evie, What’s happening?

			Evie flailed her arms back, as if to say, I don’t know!

			“Prince Trystan? Were you fearful I had turned into that bunny?” Lyssa asked, the words slightly muffled by the force of his hug. 

			He flinched at the title Lyssa had just bequeathed upon him, but his face stayed soft and overcome with relief. “I’d like to declare a new rule of villainy. Villains do not turn into animals. Under any circumstances.” He waved a stern finger in her face, and Evie felt so happy she had to clutch the wall to hold herself up.

			Lyssa giggled and nodded, then turned to look at the open door and frowned. “It’s still there.” 

			Evie spun to see that yes, the bunny still sat there, its nose twitching in a way that didn’t seem quite natural. “I swore it—it sounded like your voice.” 

			“Sir, it’s the Silk!” Keeley’s eyes widened as she bellowed in alarm, unsheathing her weapon and running for the rabbit, but it transformed, spinning into a large monster. Tentacles lurched out in every direction, swiping at the Malevolent Guards, slamming them into the walls. 

			Evie grabbed Lyssa, and then Trystan grabbed Evie, clutching her waist and moving them with swiftness to the wall, all of them dropping onto their knees. 

			“What”—she screamed, a tentacle swinging down as she rolled away, clutching Lyssa to her like a lifeline—“in the gods’ name is a Silk?” 

			“They’re a myth!” Trystan bellowed, falling away from the swing of another black tentacle. 

			“Oh, wonderful!” Evie yelped, pressing herself tightly to the wall to avoid its flailing, shoving Lyssa out of harm’s way. “Tell the bunny octopus that, won’t you?” 

			A tug on the back of her dress had her rolling into Trystan’s arms. It would’ve been romantic if they hadn’t been immediately slapped with another tentacle. Evie felt the hit like a brick knocking into her back, and all air escaped her lungs when she hit the ground, Trystan falling just beside her. 

			An inhuman screech rent the air. “It’s getting away!” Keeley bellowed. “After it!” The rest of the Malevolent Guards followed their captain at a rapid pace, leaving the three of them alone in the abandoned hallway. 

			“Silks can transform into anything or anyone they come in contact with.” Trystan helped her to her feet before going over to Lyssa, pulling her up with gentle hands. “They’re only dangerous if you don’t have the eye to spot a fraud.”

			“Or if they turn into a killer octopus,” Lyssa added earnestly.

			“Correct.” Trystan praised her seemingly without even noticing it, like doing so was an everyday occurrence and not an obligation. 

			If Evie hadn’t already fallen in love with the man ten times over, she may have just done so again. 

			A rumbling sound halted her—not thunder, nor the creature that had just escaped down the hall—no. No, this was coming from the broken dungeon doors. 

			It was footsteps. Many. Many. Footsteps. 

			“The prisoners.” Evie went to the opening, searching for a way to refortify the doors. “No, they’ll—” 

			“Time to go, Sage.” Trystan scooped her up and ran, with Lyssa keeping pace beside them. 

			“What’s wrong?” Lyssa panted. “Where are we going?”

			“Your chambers,” Trystan said. “Where you will stay locked up until morning, do you understand me? No more running off.”

			Lyssa nodded somberly.

			As they ran, Trystan didn’t release Evie, carrying her like he was afraid she’d run in the opposite direction if he let go. It gave her a perfect view of his handsome face, devoid of emotion.

			“The locks failed,” he stated matter-of-factly. “We’re about to see a large group of individuals.” 

			He shrugged, then added what would make most mortals crumble in fear.

			“And they all want me dead.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Gideon 

			Gideon Sage was a frequent daydreamer. Though most of them, of late, were wholly unrealistic visions of a golden-haired captain with a snub nose and rose-petal lips. 

			The nightmares Gideon had tended to be much more realistic by half…specifically the one he was currently living. Where his baby sister was stolen right before his eyes. And he didn’t save her. 

			“Lyssa!” Gideon bellowed. “Lyssa, where are you?” He rounded another corner of the manor’s tallest tower. The storm raged outside, thunder booming and wind howling. 

			And then another nightmare appeared. 

			Gideon stumbled back, nearly dropping the torch in his hand.

			It was a nightmare; it had to be. Because there was no conceivable reason one of Gideon’s superiors from his time with the Valiant Guard could be standing before him. The man looked paler, gaunter. But still just as fucking mean.

			“Gideon.” Captain Lucius sneered, in possession of a knife that looked frighteningly like the one he had used on the younger recruits when they complained of wounds or fatigue. 

			Not much had changed.

			Gideon’s old captain swung for him, slicing the knife down his arm in a rough sweep. On an inhale of pain, Gideon collected himself enough to move out of reach on the next swing, slamming Lucius hard into the wall. The upper hand was his for only a moment more, though, until a new aggressor wrapped fingers around his neck, shoving him to the ground as another familiar face appeared above him. 

			Captain Damon. Or, more fondly to his recruits, Captain Demon. 

			Well, this was bloody fantastic. He was going to die. 

			Gods, would he leave this world without ever kissing Keeley again? Telling her how he truly felt? 

			Or worse—never figuring out where the fucking lemon scent came from?

			No. 

			Because his thoughts seemed to summon her, and Keeley appeared like a beacon of golden light, launching at Captain Demon, slamming the horrid man into the wall. “Gideon! Get up!” Keeley yelled as the brute shoved her away. And then struck her hard in the face. 

			She fell. 

			And something feral awoke in Gideon Sage. 

			Seeing only Keeley as she lay crumpled on the ground, he grabbed Demon by the neck, hitting him until blood spurted from his nose, then kicking the knight in the chest so hard he stumbled, crashed through the stained glass window, and began falling toward the earth. The rain blew in, soaking Gideon and Keeley, too, as she pushed to her feet, rubbing at the redness on her cheek for just a second before she launched back into the fray. 

			“Move!” Keeley yelled, and Gideon leaped aside, watching her drag Lucius—the man who sent most Valiant Guard recruits running for the barracks—by the patchy hair atop his head until he was cornered and held at her knifepoint. She smiled at him in such a sinister manner, Gideon felt it all the way down below his belt. 

			So not the moment for that reaction, man. 

			By the time Gideon had collected himself, she’d already dispatched Captain Lucius, humbling Gideon with her precision, her skill. The way she looked when she dropped the body caused him to lose himself all over again.

			Who knew villainy was such a turn-on?

			Gideon looked for his own defuse button. “Well done, Captain. Perhaps a rest? I’d be happy to assist in getting the blood out of your hair.” 

			His quip went unanswered, though; he merely watched as her mien of strength melted and she slumped against the wall, head hanging. “We’re not done.” 

			“Certainly not,” Gideon replied, tentatively reaching out to rub her arms, trying to bring back some warmth to the coolness in her voice. “I’m afraid you and I won’t be done until one of us is dead.” 

			As she rubbed a hand against her chest, Keeley’s gaze appeared far away, a pain in the gold of her eyes. “Lyssa is safe. She’s with your sister.” 

			Gideon’s head fell back, bumping into the wall opposite her, but he barely felt it for the relief coursing in his veins. “There is bad news to follow, I presume?” 

			“Do you consider every prisoner in the dungeons below running loose in the manor bad?” 

			“Wait. Maverine had those two in his dungeons?” Gideon gaped. “Damn it.” 

			“You’re upset he imprisoned them?” 

			“I’m upset that I fear I like him a great deal now.” Gideon delivered this news somberly before breaking into a wide smile, hoping he might be rewarded with her eyebrow twitch. 

			But Keeley decided to shock him instead. 

			She took two long steps forward—and kissed him. 

			He froze beneath her lips, eyes flying wide, then drifting shut when the kiss turned more urgent, her lips moving against his with a surety he was certain he’d never have again. 

			When she pulled away, he couldn’t stop scanning her face, the shine of her eyes, the tilt of mischief at her lips. 

			This was far superior to an eyebrow twitch. 

			At the sounds of clashing steel coming from the end of the hallway, she turned toward the melee, wiping her weapon on the dead captain’s shirt. As Gideon called, “Keeley,” she ignored him. 

			Until her voice echoed down the hall, reverberating in his soul when she replied, “That was on purpose…for the record.” 

			Lightning struck hard against the earth again, and chaos rained down, along with the storm. But Gideon just grinned, touching a hand to his mouth, before running in the direction of the danger. Of death. Of her. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Becky 

			“He was a man, and then he was a frog.” Becky repeated the words again, aloud, for she still could not believe them.

			“I know, lovely Rebecka,” Blade told her, large arm around her shoulder, holding her protectively as they ambled up the stairs toward the offices. He took the opportunity to caress gentle fingers over her skin.

			“You’re eager, aren’t you?” she observed, embarrassed that she sounded breathless.

			“To hold you? Of course.” He looked at her with bemusement, like her observation was as obvious as stating the sun was hot. 

			Her cheeks burned, and a smile pulled tight on her lips until it slipped free. Blade, for his part, looked at her like she’d given him a gift he had not been prepared to accept. 

			“That. That is a priceless thing, isn’t it?” Blade’s amber eyes softened, darkening slightly when his gaze found her lips. He only snapped from his reverie when Rebecka cleared her throat, immediately regretting it when the moment ended. 

			But it needed to. 

			“Do you think Tatianna and Clare found him yet?”

			“He’s in frog form,” Blade said, picking up a candleholder to light the eerily empty space. “It could take all night to find him. Perhaps we should wait to tell the boss… Clare seemed to think it was the best course, and what are we going to say? ‘Guess what, sir, we found Kingsley! Except he was human! But now he’s not— What’s that, sir?’”

			Blade paused for an exaggerated moment. 

			“‘Is he still human, Gushiken?’” Blade mimicked the boss’s voice so closely that Becky bit her tongue to repress a surge of laughter threatening to break free. “‘Why no, sir. What a wild assumption. He’s now a frog and lost.’” The final word was punctuated by a wave of Blade’s hand. “Again. He’s lost again. Yikes—we do not have a good froggy tracking record, Rebecka. Why don’t we allow Clare to take it from here?”

			“Clare is not where our loyalties lie, I must remind you,” Rebecka murmured, peering around for any signs of life. “And when the boss inevitably finds out, we would be the first people he’d point fingers at for keeping it from him.”

			Blade started to argue, but when he opened the boss’s office door, a large mass slammed into him so hard that he went airborne, then fell in a crumpled heap to the ground. 

			Rebecka gasped, reaching for him, but she only had a moment to react before rough hands shoved her up against the wall. “Well, well, well. If it isn’t little Rebecka Fortis.” A large arm was shoved against her throat, and she was confronted with a face she’d seen for the first time years ago—when her family’s magic chose her to inherit. 

			“Hello, Walter,” Rebecka managed to grind out with as much derision as she could muster for someone from her old life. “Would you care for a bit of mint leaf? Your breath is foul.” 

			She gasped in relief when the pressure at her throat fell away, rubbing at the spot. Then she realized that Blade had lifted the man—Lord Walter Loring—up by the lapels and was currently shaking him. 

			“Walter.” Blade grinned frighteningly. “Do you believe in an afterlife?” 

			Walter twisted and groaned beneath Blade’s hands, clearly outmatched by the much younger man. “No, you rutting bastard,” he spat. 

			“Well, I do!” Blade said pleasantly. “So why don’t I kill you and you can let me know which of us is right. Unless you have any objections?” Blade asked her, looking very hopeful that she wouldn’t. “This isn’t a family relation, is it?” 

			“Gods, is that Lord Walter?” Roland, her older brother, chose that moment to approach, shoving his glasses farther up his nose. 

			“Indeed,” Rebecka said airily, “but we have him under control.” She narrowed her eyes at her brother. “Where have you been?” Roland was not made for deception. But she would not put anything past someone who still resided with their manipulative mother. 

			“I was trying to be of assistance with Marvin’s poison. I have the rash burns from the heat plant to prove it.” Roland held up his hands, displaying the angry red lines across his palms. “In case you were unsure.” 

			“I’m merely being cautious.” Rebecka shot him the look she gave all her brothers. The one that said, Don’t begin a battle with me if you do not wish to go to war. 

			“Of course.” Roland folded his hands nervously. “Listen, Bex, I know this is a tall order when it comes to trust. But Marvin’s poison would be far easier to treat at Fortis Fortress. Our options for magical herbs and plants are far more expansive.” 

			Rebecka felt her hackles rise, but Roland had never been a good liar. If he truly believed he could undo the poison in Marv’s system, then…she’d have to let him. 

			And hope she didn’t regret it. “I’ll run it past the boss, but I agree with you—unfortunately. Still, you must take two Malevolent Guards with you to report on your progress.” 

			Roland looked pleased at the faith she’d just entrusted him with, so pleased that she believed he would’ve agreed to a hundred Malevolent. “I will not let you down.” 

			“No. You won’t.” She smiled at her brother, and his eyes flashed behind her to the man currently struggling underneath Blade’s bulk. 

			“So, what’s Old Man Walter doing here?” Roland contemplated the man with more curiosity than horror. A side effect of Massacre Manor. 

			“He’s been imprisoned below for nearly a year,” Becky started. “After he attempted to murder me on my walk to work last autumn.” 

			Blade’s head snapped down to the man below him, and the friendly demeanor he always sported vanished completely. “Did he now?” 

			“Blade, stop shoving his nose into the floors; they were just refinished.” She rubbed at her temples. “And yes, he did. I suspect it was petty bitterness from when I refused his proposal.” 

			“Of marriage? This man proposed marriage to you?” Blade asked, face twisted in disgust. “Venture yourself a wizard, Lord Walter?” 

			“You brat! I am of noble blood, a member of the king’s private council! She’d be lucky to have a man of my caliber!”

			Rebecka narrowed her gaze and pulled a knife from her skirts, tipping it under his chin. “Since. When. Are you. A member of the king’s council.” When the wretch began to shake, her anger coiled within her, winding up all the emotions she’d been giving free rein. 

			“Just before I came to kill you,” Walter whined, crying out when Rebecka pressed the knife close enough to draw blood. “Be-Benedict offered me a place with his advisors if I got myself captured. He was meant to get me out after I found the—” He stopped talking, shutting his lips tight.

			“Found what?” Rebecka demanded, inches away from shoving the knife home. 

			Walter flinched, whimpering, but did not break, fear of something more than death in his stare. “Just…after,” he whispered. 

			Rebecka raised the knife high, watching in satisfaction as Walter covered his face, crying out pleas for his miserable life. 

			But Rebecka Erring was quite fond of her moral high ground, and she’d hold on to it as long as she was able. The knife clattered to the ground when she tossed it, and when Walter opened his eyes, she rolled hers. “Roland, put him in the cartography closet until we can secure the dungeons. I believe The Villain would enjoy another round of questioning.” 

			Blade leaned down with bewilderment and whispered, “Which villain?” Her elbow met his chest. 

			Roland shoved Walter up, dragging him down the hall to where she’d pointed. Clutching the knob, he opened the door.

			Someone gasped, and then a twinkling sound sprinkled like dust over the two men standing there. 

			When the sparkling mist cleared, only Roland remained, looking befuddled at what lay beyond the cartography closet doors. “Rebecka. I believe you have an enchantress in your closet.” 

			With a hammering heart, Rebecka sprinted over, Blade following close behind. And skidded to a halt when they spotted the panicked young woman. 

			Winnifred Erodina, the daughter of Kingsley’s magical curse “jailer,” was sitting on the ground, her borrowed dress spread around her, mousy brown locks brighter, drifting up around her as if blown by some invisible wind. Appearing fairly calm, all things considered, seeing as she’d just changed Lord Walter…into a snail. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Evie

			“I don’t know what Lyssa was thinking!” Evie gritted out, shoving her dagger into another Valiant Guard who had rounded a corner of the hallway with a battle cry. 

			The sound of wet flesh being sliced was one she was trying to ignore. There was no glamour in death, she supposed, but by the gods, if it could be a touch less gross, she might not mind murder so much. 

			“Barreling into a dangerous situation with no thought for her own safety?” Trystan grabbed the man reaching for her and snapped his neck. “How frustrating for you.” The wry sarcasm was evident in his tone, visible in the arch of his brow when he looked at her. 

			“I think about my safety,” she objected. 

			Trystan glared, snapping the neck of another guard. “When?” 

			She contemplated, angling her head. “When I eat dairy.” 

			“Sage!” 

			“Fine! I am irresponsible with my well-being, and it runs in the family. What do you want, a medal?” She rolled her eyes as she buried her dagger in a knight’s shoulder. 

			“I want you to—” Trystan grabbed a man by the throat, knocking him unconscious with a slam of his elbow, then looking up with a frantic yell. “Behind you!” 

			She gasped when she was picked up from behind, then thrown into the wall with brute force. Pain vibrated down her shoulder where she had fallen, her vision going dark for a moment. All she could hear next was an inhuman sound of rage. When her eyes blinked open, she saw fist meeting flesh, hard punches, and then stillness. 

			“Evangelina,” Trystan’s voice murmured near her, his lips against her hair as she breathed hard. “Your head?” 

			“It was my shoulder, but I’m all right, just a bit bruised. Are we nearing the end of these people?” She paused, looking down at his palm with a blank expression. “Are you holding an eyeball right now?” 

			“I didn’t want you to step on it,” he said gruffly. 

			Gideon turned the corner right then, appearing unscathed. Looking between her and Trystan with a frown aimed at the eyeball now in Trystan’s hands, he said, “Maverine. Generally speaking, most women prefer flowers.” 

			“Not me.” Keeley smirked beside him.

			“Give me the eyeball,” Gideon demanded. Then yelped and dove out of the way when Trystan launched it at him. 

			“Report, Keeley,” Trystan said, putting an arm around Evie’s waist and pulling her to her feet. 

			“East perimeter is clear. Several guards are posted at the dungeon entrance and throughout the offices, which have been evacuated with no serious injuries. The Silk escaped, though. Turned into a raven and flew off.” 

			Gideon touched Evie’s arm. “Lyssa?” 

			“Safely tucked into our chambers. And grounded for the next twenty years,” Evie grumbled.

			“I’ll go check on her,” Gideon offered. “Captain? Care to escort me?”

			Keeley rolled her eyes, but Evie noticed a slight smirk on her mouth as the two of them headed toward Lyssa’s bedchamber. Then she jumped when another body barreled into her. “Tatianna!” Her friend looked a bit dazed and confused. “Are you well, Tati?” 

			“She’s fine,” Clare answered. “Just shaken. We ran into a few escaped prisoners on our way to you.” 

			Tatianna nodded, but she wouldn’t meet any of their eyes. “This was a horrendous evening. I should check on Marv. See Roland’s progress. I—” She looked at Trystan like she wanted to say something and then gave Evie the same look. “I think I’m ready for bed. Clare?” 

			Clare’s guarded eyes flicked up from the floor. “Yes?” 

			“You’re coming with me?” Tatianna asked, holding out her hand, an unspoken conversation happening between them. “The Malevolent Guards have it under control. We’ll continue our work in the morning.” 

			Clare swallowed, eyes glassy when she took Tatianna’s hand, and the two started walking together toward the healer’s quarters. 

			“Did you see that?” Evie squealed, clasping her hands and folding them underneath her chin. “It seems those two are finally moving forward.” 

			“It seems that way…” Trystan murmured, stepping closer without ceremony to wipe a bit of blood from her cheek with his thumb. “They’re hiding something.” 

			“Oh, you and your negativity. What if they just wanted some peace and quiet?”

			Trystan looked around with an arched brow. “Then they chose the wrong place to live.”

			“But the manor is so peaceful!” Evie proclaimed with feigned innocence. 

			“It was once,” Trystan mused, gaze caught in a memory. “Before you, before everyone. I hated it.” 

			Her heart filled to a size that made her worry for her rib cage, and she turned away lest her face reveal her emotions. That was when her gaze snagged on something among the unconscious prisoners. 

			“Did someone…discard their pants?” Evie mused, picking up the trousers, tilting her head. “Is there a man running around naked?” 

			One of the pixies flying by stopped to teeter. “It’s been happening all day, Ms. Sage.” And then she flew off before another question could be asked. 

			Trystan tugged at a few strands of his hair. “See? So fucking peaceful.” He frowned when she handed the garment to him. “There’s something hard in the pocket.” 

			“I was alarmed the first time I made that discovery, too. But I promise it’s normal,” Evie teased with a grin, taking a step away when he turned to glare while fishing the object out of the pocket. “What is it?” 

			Trystan held it out to her with a concerned look, and her heart rate spiked when she saw what it was. 

			Kingsley’s crown.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Trystan 

			The night came and went without more bloodshed. 

			Much to Trystan’s regret. 

			“She finally fell asleep,” Sage said as she left Lyssa’s room, rubbing at her eyes, which had dark circles smudged beneath. “But only after I retrieved her new pet snail from Blade.”

			“Are you referring to the lord Winnifred transformed by accident?”

			“His name is Blossom now…and he’s Lyssa’s new best friend,” Evie said with a small smile. “She tucked him in just now with a flower petal.”

			He half laughed, half sighed. “Seems entirely reasonable. As would the idea of you also getting some sleep. Now,” he ordered, sounding far angrier than he’d meant to. 

			“And you don’t?” she accused, narrowing her eyes. The gray mist hovered by her shoulders, ready to strike out at him. It was odd to view that magic as an outsider. Odd but not unpleasant. It was where it belonged now.

			The sunrise was upon them, the rain still making its steady descent, though the thunder had abated. 

			Trystan had escorted a grateful Roland and a still-ailing Marvin through the thorny grove and off the premises, along with several Malevolent Guards flanking them. Roland had left on the promise to return the moment he found a cure among the magical plants on The Fortis Family Fortress property. Which would prove to be a fantastic idea or a terrible one. He was eager to find out. 

			And eager to see the continued success of the enchantress-in-training currently sitting cross-legged in the pathway to the courtyard where they stood, holding her wand over the broken magical locks, slowly mending them. Slower than the lord-turned-snail—or Blossom, he supposed. 

			Winnifred had been at it for nearly the entire night after spending several hours hiding away from the noise and chaos. The rest of them had managed to trap the worst of the prisoners, the ones who’d survived the Malevolent Guards. The number was low. For which Trystan was thankful. 

			He could not afford to lose any more workers. 

			Nor did he want to.

			The scales had already tipped wildly in Benedict’s direction, and with the new wanted flyers of Sage, the rest of the kingdom was likely to rally against them more than they already had. His only allies—outside of those he’d hired or coerced—were reprobates in their own right, and the thought of any of them coming within five feet of Evangelina or Lyssa, or any of those he’d come to care for… 

			“I wasn’t referring to my sleeping habits,” he stated churlishly. “I was referring to yours, and by my count, you have not slept a full night in the last week, if not the last month. Go to bed.” He knew he was far too erratic for this conversation, but he couldn’t seem to stop his mouth. 

			She pressed a finger into his chest, a spearing poke, with a look that made her eyes sparkle and her skin glow. Her chest heaved with her anger, the tops of her breasts rising and falling. It robbed him of breath, as it did rational thought. If he hadn’t just recovered his last semblance of humanity, he would have had her pinned to the pillar beside them, tearing through her dress until her breasts were exposed to the chilled air; how he could warm them with his mouth—

			“I’m sorry, is my conversation getting in the way of you ogling my chest?” 

			“A bit,” he admitted, growling when her foot landed on his shin. “Why do you ask me questions you do not wish me to answer? You realize that is nonsensical.” 

			“Don’t call her nonsensical,” Winnifred said lightly, causing Trystan to jump. He’d forgotten she was there, still enchanting the locks with an amateur’s hand. “She’s contemplating how easiest to kill you.” 

			His face heated as he homed in on Sage’s narrowed eyes, which met his with an unapologetic shrug. “I think it would be poison,” she said blandly, “but you’re the expert. Would it be slicing an artery? Maybe suffocation?” 

			“Suffocation and poison are cleaner if you’re afraid of getting your hands dirty.” He emphasized the word to get a rise out of her, and she took the bait. 

			“That’s big talk from a man who couldn’t admit he even had feelings, let alone romantic ones, until two seconds ago.” Her exaggeration only served to enflame him, but he was better at control than she was.

			“Very well. You’re right. I did suppress emotion when it didn’t serve me.” He waited for her guard to lower, her eyes to soften before he struck. “At least I never feigned happiness when I felt none; I should think that’s worse.” 

			Her nostrils flared, eyes darkening with an anger that manifested in smoking mist hovering all around her body, waiting for instruction to strike. He was prepared to walk right into that magic. Right toward her. But then the anger faded as he took a step closer, her guarded gaze lowering for something more trusting. 

			This woman never stopped trying. Even when she claimed to give up, her life force never did, her vibrancy only brighter with the dark power swirling about her wrists. 

			When that same magic used to rise in him, he’d learned to live with the sting of fear at something that was out of his control, something as a part of him as the dark sweep of his hair or the angle of his nose. A thing that was natural to him was dissatisfactory to the world, was ostracized, rejected. It hurt more than he’d ever admit, and he’d lie down and take strike after strike of that same magic before he let her feel a hint of hesitancy. 

			He had none. 

			It had burned away. 

			He’d let that magic mark and steal his soul before he’d turn his back on her. He’d grovel on bended knee, would scale the highest towers of an enchanted keep. “I’m not afraid of you, Sage.” 

			“I am!” Winnifred called, casually moving on to the next group of locks. 

			“Thank you, Winnifred!” Trystan answered with a toothy smile that he knew was more predator than ally. 

			“So much for not faking happiness,” Sage teased, shoving at him until he caught her hands and tugged them to his chest. There was a tender pinching feeling where they touched, so overwhelming he exhaled a harsh breath. Still, the contact inspired thoughts of her undoing his belt and dropping to her knees—

			“Trystan Maverine is aroused,” Winnifred stated from behind Evie. Clamping her lips shut when she realized what she’d said, she added with round eyes, “I’m sorry.” 

			Though the apology was immediately followed by a very unapologetic correction. “You’re both aroused. May I go?” Her tone indicated her observations were as genuinely innocent as they were charming.

			And embarrassing.

			Sage’s cheeks went scarlet red, but then the sound of approaching conversation indicated a second unwanted audience. “Ms. Erring. Shouldn’t you be in bed?” Trystan asked. “What is this?” 

			Becky had come from behind a pillar, and now Tatianna and Clare joined her. The group had seen better days. They looked tired, world-weary, all in dire need of a full eight hours of sleep. All likely not to get it. “We brought outdoor breakfast,” she offered, dangling a basket from her fingers. 

			“Outdoor…” Trystan trailed off, scowling at Sage, who was sheepishly smiling and taking careful steps backward. “You told them, you urchin!” 

			Sage threw her hands up. “Your aversion to the word ‘picnic’ is hardly a revelation.”

			“It’s not an aversion,” he grumbled. “It’s a preference for— No, put the blanket away. As soon as Winnifred is finished with the locks, we are all going to our respective corners to recuperate. We must catch the guvres today and begin working on stealing the book—” A scone was shoved in his mouth, the tips of Sage’s fingers brushing his lips. When she realized how his eyes held hers, her cheeks turned pink, and she shoved her hands back to her sides. 

			He would not grab them. 

			Staring at them longingly was clearly a less pathetic option.

			“Quiet down and eat your scone, Evil Overlord,” she encouraged gently, then bit into a strawberry, licking at her lips. He fisted his hands and took a bracing breath, lest Winnifred sense where his thoughts had gone this time. “Outdoor breakfast has begun.” 

			“Where is the frog?” Winnifred murmured, her curiosity appearing to be the only crack in her mouselike demeanor. He wondered if her character had been born of innate wariness, or if it had been instilled in her as Trystan’s had. 

			By his heinous mother. 

			Tatianna laughed into her hand, her eyes strained and uncomfortable. “About that…we have some…news, Trystan.” 

			“But it can wait until after we’ve eaten,” Clare added quickly. 

			“That’s the last of the locks,” Winnifred said, standing to brush off her skirts. The purple smudges under her eyes were stark against her skin. “I’m not certain if what I did worked. You’ll have to test them. And there’s no guarantee they will hold if another fading wave of magic hits the manor.” 

			Trystan stood, holding out his hand to shake hers. “Thank you.” 

			Winnifred was bewildered by the gesture—it was evident in her widened eyes—but she shook his hand anyway, quietly asking, “Sir, when will you consider the favor I requested?” 

			“I’ll make the arrangements.” Trystan was attempting amiability, handing her a scone. “I’d urge you to rest a few hours first, then see if you still want to return to my mother’s residence.” 

			This snapped Clare from her dazed state. “Wait, what? Why on earth would you want to go back to that place?”

			“My job is there,” Winnifred responded uncomfortably, eyes darting this way and that. This was a woman who’d been conditioned to find comfort in discomfort. He’d give her this: she’d be sure to find discomfort anywhere his mother resided. “Mistress Maverine has just lost her husband of thirty years. I owe her greatly for all the time she cared for me, and she’ll need assistance with the funeral.” 

			“The woman had your mother imprisoned for a crime she herself committed. A real saint, that one,” Tatianna grumbled sarcastically, tying her thick hair away from her face with her favorite faded pink bow. 

			Winnifred tensed, her mouth pinching shut, brows pushed together in frustrated confusion. “Arthur Maverine was the only person to show me kindness since I began my work for them. I’d like to pay my respects to him and help with the funeral. Amara will only allow it if I remain employed with her. Of that, I’m sure.” 

			Tatianna softened, adept at knowing when she’d pushed too far. “I’m sorry. You clearly have experiences with her I could not possibly understand. It was her I was judging, not you. I apologize.” 

			Winnifred appeared to respond to apologies just as Trystan did—uncomfortably. Nodding, she turned away to pick up her glittering wand, tucking it into her side. “Try the first lock I did. It’s been sitting with the enchantment the longest.” Then she turned to depart.

			Trystan saw a blur of movement from the corner of his eye, near where Winnifred had just passed into shadow underneath the roof’s awning, causing her to yelp. It startled her enough for sparkling magic to shoot out of the wand in small sparks, landing against the roofing above. 

			It crumbled and fell. 

			Right toward Winnifred. 

			A scream sounded through the dawn, and each one of them made to save her, but the blur beat them to it—a green blur, which nose-dived for Winnifred and the falling stone. 

			The rest was a trick of the eyes—it had to be. For when the stone fell, a brighter light shone, and the crumbling slab of stone was stopped. Not by Winnifred. 

			Not by Kingsley the frog.

			But a human stood there, holding up the wall with both hands as the sparkling green light faded away, revealing who had stopped it. 

			No. Not Kingsley the frog. 

			It was Alexander Kingsley. 

			The human.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Kingsley 

			The sun felt different as a man.

			The rays brushed his bare skin, his changed body singing in response, suddenly much larger than it was seconds ago. Larger and stronger. Staring down at the frightened woman looking back up at him, he watched as her eyes darted low and then went back up, her pink lips parted, her green eyes wider than any he’d ever seen, the tops of her cheeks turning the color of poppies…or blood. 

			Alexander found that much had been altered in him since he’d last been fully human. The chivalry he would’ve displayed, the pride at saving a pretty girl, just wasn’t there. Instead, there was a hollow feeling, perhaps a small amount of relief that the young enchantress hadn’t been squished. 

			Even though he found her a little more than rude. And insufferably observant. 

			Note to self: do not save damsels who have attempted extermination by broom.

			With a straining rasp that was meant to be a yell, he pushed every muscle he’d forgotten he possessed to the limits, shoving the piece of what he assumed was a rotted section of roof until it slammed onto the ground and crumpled. Fitting, since the world as they all knew it seemed to be doing the same. 

			“Alexander?” Trystan Maverine, his best friend, his partner in crime. The one who’d kept him safe and sane over the years, a prince in his own right, said his name the way one would call to a spirit with unfinished business, the way one spoke at a grave. 

			Alexander Kingsley was not yet dead. 

			But his business was certainly unfinished. 

			“Deadlands take me now,” Clare lamented hopelessly into her hands, much in the manner she’d done as a child when any task became too difficult. 

			Alexander wanted to respond. Desperately. Every obnoxiously long sentence he’d been unable to say, every quip he couldn’t complete, every time his rebuttal was so good it was near criminal he couldn’t vocalize it threatened to spill out of him. But his vocal cords were just as unused as the muscles in his arms, and when the adrenaline faded, he couldn’t speak—or stand. 

			Winnifred, however, could speak. And judging by the expletives and the hands covering her face, she was less than pleased with the situation. 

			Could be because a roof had almost crushed her to death. 

			Or because Alexander was standing over her—nude. 

			It didn’t matter. He would never land atop a woman who hadn’t enthusiastically requested he do so, so instead, he flopped on his side, splayed out like a mangled starfish. 

			Because he was a damned gentleman.

			“What in the deadlands!” Tatianna’s melodic voice called out like a hymn, a blur of pink darting for him. “Look at me.” Her fingers closed over his cheeks, holding him in place, hands aglow, feeling for illness beneath the freshly human skin. 

			Was he not currently looking at Tatianna? 

			No, prince of fools, you’re still staring at the enchantress frog hater. 

			Oops. Was he glaring? 

			You have eyebrows now. Mind them, oaf. 

			The depth of feeling within him seemed blown to an improbable size. Everything was too big, too bright, too loud. His hands wrapped around his ears, the sun forcing his eyes shut. Then there was something soft draped over him, and murmurs of voices he knew well. 

			Evie Sage whispered, “Did he pass out?” 

			Clare coughed and asked tentatively, “Is he dead?” 

			“By the gods, Clare! Is he dead?” Trystan wheezed.

			“It’s a valid question! He’s so still!” 

			Clare’s defiant response gave Alexander the jolt he needed to exert considerable effort to get his eyes to open, and to his shock, he was no longer flat on the ground of Massacre Manor’s courtyard because his head was cradled by a cushion. The softness was not familiar, but the face hovering over him was one he recognized enough to scowl back. 

			Winnifred flinched when his eyes found hers, looking ready to disappear into the wall.

			Moving to sit up, Alexander gripped his ribs as he spied Trystan standing in the corner, watching him with a careful gaze. And then there was Evie, her expression at war, her eyes darting between Trystan and Alexander with anticipation one typically found on a child in a circus tent. 

			Then Trystan was walking toward him, and Alexander was suddenly bothered that he was not standing, wanting for once to meet his best friend on equal footing. As he stood, he found his legs were steadier, clad in pants someone had put on him while he’d been unconscious, a loose white shirt hanging from his shoulders to cover his long frame. 

			Long frame. 

			He had a long frame. 

			Unbelievable development, really. 

			When they stood near toe to toe, Trystan shook his head in wonder. “How?” 

			It was unclear what finally gave. What within Alexander snapped back into place enough for him to point at Winnifred Erodina and speak his first clear word in a decade. 

			It was rasped, and raw, so brutally difficult he almost didn’t get it out. But he did. 

			“Her.” 

			Winnifred blinked and stared at him like he’d accused her of stealing food from orphans. “Me?” She pointed at herself, startled in unfortunately endearing confusion, then waved her hands like that would change his revelation. “What I did didn’t work.” 

			“I found him like this two days ago,” Clare blurted out in a rushed confession. 

			“You what?” Trystan asked, his tone quiet with warning. 

			“I’m sure she had a good reason!” Evie soothed. 

			Clare winced. “I did not think you could handle it yet.” 

			Evie sighed and saluted. “You’re on your own, soldier.” 

			Alexander shook his head, grabbing Trystan’s shoulder, looking at him with a pinch of regret. But the man had never been particularly adept at emotion. 

			So naturally, it surprised Alexander when Trystan was the one to hug him first. 

			Alexander froze. The sensation of being hugged was so unfamiliar, he nearly forgot what to do with his arms. Until he did, hugging him back.

			“Aww!” Evie jumped. “This is so sweet. I’m going to cry.” 

			“Don’t,” Trystan responded flatly, separating from Alexander and pointing at her in a threat. “I can’t handle any more emotional distress today.” 

			“Is that what you’re calling me now?” Evie deadpanned. “My crowning achievement. Dub me royalty—” She halted, turning to him with an arched brow. “I’m sorry. Is the word ‘royalty’ triggering?” 

			“I’m triggered all right,” Trystan responded flatly, then turned to Clare. “I can’t believe you kept this from me.” 

			Clare stepped forward, shame hanging her head. “I can explain.” 

			Clare recounted Alexander approaching her, the time he’d spent as a human walking about the manor, disappearing and reappearing—often pantsless—and his very confusing transformation back into a frog at unpredictable times. 

			“What is the common denominator here? What changed him back?” Tatianna contemplated. 

			“It’s him. It’s his own fault,” Winnifred whispered, and Alexander whipped around to look at her so fast she stumbled back. He should really endeavor to stop scaring the mites out of the poor girl. But he had the distinct feeling she wasn’t really intimidated by him in the slightest. 

			“Wonderful,” Alexander rasped. His throat felt like knives were doing cartwheels from each syllable. “Why?” 

			Winnifred wrung out her hands. “I just know. It’s like someone’s whispering answers in my ear but they’re usually vague and a little…” She trailed off when she realized the entire crowd was looking at her and wilted like a deadened weed. “I just have a feeling that the reason for the change is within your own self,” she mumbled. 

			Alexander had a feeling, too. It was a cross between perplexed and endeared. 

			“We tell no one he’s been transformed,” Trystan ordered with an authority he’d earned, one that had nearly everyone in the room straightening—all but Evie, who listened like the command had been delivered by a fly buzzing about her head. “Something to add?” 

			“Even more reason we should get Lionel here as soon as possible,” Evie said.

			“Shall we send for a plague next?” Trystan grumbled. 

			“Lionel is the leading Curse Consultant in Rennedawn,” Evie pointed out. “He’ll be able to give us more definitive answers than us throwing guesses into the void.” 

			“I’m afraid if Lionel is within ten feet of my home I will be throwing him into the void,” Trystan argued. 

			Evie shrugged. “You may do that, too. Just wait until we’re done with him.” 

			Trystan’s lips parted in hapless wonder. “That’s a tad ruthless.” 

			Evie pouted. “Only a tad?”

			It was surreal to Kingsley, watching these two spar head-on, after having spent what felt like a lifetime observing them from the bottoms of their chins.

			Tatianna finally interrupted. “We keep Alexander a secret until we’ve sorted out the rest of the prophecy,” the healer urged, handing Alexander a tonic. “For any muscle soreness.” 

			Alexander took it gratefully, downing every drop with a wince. Better than flies. But not by much.

			At that moment, Blade busted onto the scene so abruptly that everyone jumped, including Alexander, who had not jumped—hopping notwithstanding—in a very long time. The dragon trainer was panting, hands on his knees as he delivered an alarmed plea. 

			“I was putting Fluffy’s saddle on outside the grove and a man—he jumped on his back and—” Blade clutched his heart like someone had ripped it out. “The bastard is taking an innocent animal for a joyride. Help me!” 

			“Who would do such a thing?” Winnifred inquired quietly, folding her lips inward. Alexander tracked it, unsure why it was notable. 

			Clare broke into a wide grin when said man flew past the group’s picnic blanket. “That would be the best of the Maverine children.” 

			Trystan exhaled before stalking for the dragon, yelling at the top of his lungs. 

			“Malcolm! Get the fuck off that dragon—now!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			Tatianna 

			Tatianna was not overly optimistic, but nor was she a pessimist. She believed in weighing the options before her and understanding that regardless of how, an outcome would come about. And it was best to be prepared for all such contingencies. 

			Including stopping the older Maverine brother from killing the younger. 

			After Malcolm had landed the dragon in the courtyard, Blade had rushed to soothe the animal. Becky joined him, assisting in hitching up the basket woven to catch the guvres. But Trystan had merely stood there, cold as ice, with a look on his face like he’d ram a fist into Malcolm’s smiling mouth at any second. It was why Tatianna knew she needed to proceed with caution. As soon as the Sage sisters arrived for their unofficial kitchen meeting, she had to play her cards perfectly. 

			Alexander Kingsley sat at the table, too—a bizarre sight by anyone’s standards. She took the seat next to him hesitantly, drumming her vibrant nails against the wood of the table, side-eyeing her froggy friend. 

			Edwin broke the ice as easily as always, walking over to ruffle Alexander’s hair affectionately. “So good to have you back, Your Highness. Don’t you agree, Mr. Trystan?” 

			The fear of disappointing the ogre had all of them sucking in a breath to straighten, nodding in agreement. 

			“You look well, Edwin!” Malcolm smiled, taking the ogre’s hand when he was given a ceramic cup of cauldron brew. “Reading anything good lately?” 

			Edwin gave Malcolm a warm smile in return, fondness in his gaze. “I’m rereading an old favorite. The Cunning Corset Society. I agreed to co-read it with your brother.” 

			Trystan stopped with the mug halfway to his mouth, dark eyes remaining on the cup when everyone turned their stares on him. 

			Evie had frozen in the doorway, mouth forming a small O. She’d donned a clean dress—one Tatianna had gifted her, light green cinching tightly at the waist. Evie brushed her hands down the embroidered floral skirt, looking ready to burst from containing her laughter. 

			There was no need. The boning in the corset could do it efficiently enough. 

			Tatianna believed in a lot of things: her ability to properly dress her friends according to their color chart; her healing abilities; but most of all, she believed in herself, her instincts. One must accept whatever outcome was before them. 

			She had no way to know it would be as delightful as this.

			“You’re reading…smut?” Tatianna concluded, gleeful as a person could be.

			Trystan clenched his jaw, pointing an accusatory finger toward her across the table. “I’m reading a book about complex feelings and emotional turmoil. It’s riveting.” He said it so evenly and without emotion. It made it all the funnier. 

			“Did you reach chapter six yet?” Tatianna pressed her hands together, not unlike when one was in prayer. 

			Trystan frowned. “No.” 

			Evie coughed into her hand, drawing the rest of the room’s attention to her and Lyssa’s arrival. “What’s in chapter six?” Lyssa asked, twirling in behind her older sister. 

			“Nothing!” Evie, Tatianna, and Edwin all chimed in at once. 

			“It’s definitely not nothing,” Lyssa grumbled under her breath. 

			“My lady! You’re looking well!” Malcolm swept up from the table, coming before Evie in a sweeping bow, eyeing her up and down. “And my…little lady! Hello there.” 

			Tatianna saw the danger ahead and cozied up in her seat. This was going to be entertaining if nothing else. 

			“Malcolm?” Trystan spoke quietly.

			“Yes, brother?” 

			“Return to the table before I put your head through it.” Trystan proclaimed this very casually, eyes burning into Evie’s reddening face. 

			Lyssa didn’t appear to care about any of this. Just what she’d been called. 

			“I’m not a lady; I’m a villain.” 

			Malcolm laughed, clapping Evie on the shoulder. “A family business in the Sage household, according to that beautiful wanted flyer I saw on my way over.” 

			Evie paled. 

			And Tatianna sighed. 

			Trystan’s fist flew at Malcolm’s face, knocking him to the ground. 

			“Trystan!” Evie objected, grabbing the top of his arm and pulling him away. 

			“Can you teach me how to do that?” Lyssa whispered at Trystan’s hip. 

			Trystan took a break from his anger to look down at her softly, nodding, before returning to glare at his brother. Lyssa ignored the man flat on the ground to jump up and down in excitement. 

			A tenderness crept its way into her heart when Tatianna saw it. The likeness between the sisters, the invisible cord tying them together. 

			This really was going to be a horrific conversation.

			Malcolm remained the good sport he always was during rows with Trystan, thank the gods. It was good. Considering he tended to instigate them all. 

			“Apologies,” he said, pulling his cheek from the floor. “I thought perhaps the promotion was a good thing. You were due for a rival villain; you were getting too big for your britches.”

			You absolute buffoon. Tatianna rubbed at her eyes. How they’d kept Malcolm alive in Trystan’s presence for so long was either a miracle or a stroke of luck they’d run out of. 

			“She’s not my rival,” Trystan gritted out. “Sage, ignore him.” 

			“I could be your rival,” Evie objected, narrowing her eyes. It appeared she was taking Trystan’s dismissal of her as an insult.

			Tatianna adored that about her.

			Trystan did a double take in her direction, and a barked rasp from Alexander followed the action. He’d been watching the exchange with a rather large grin, the sight dear and familiar but changed. He looked older than when Tatianna had seen him last. 

			Ten years passed for him in human time. And he got to experience none of it, she thought with a pang. 

			“I did so miss your warm greetings, brother,” Malcolm said as Edwin helped him to his feet. “And Alexander! I thought I was here to mourn my father, but I see there’s something marvelous to celebrate as well.” 

			Alexander responded to the heartfelt declaration by…ignoring it. Too distracted by a strand of hair falling over his forehead, the sensation appearing so startling to him that he flailed his arms, ready to fight his invisible attacker. 

			When he realized he was under no such attack, he smiled sheepishly at the rest of them. “Oh.” 

			The singular word caused a ripple of laughter that swept over them, and even Trystan’s lips quirked upward. Lyssa tilted her head and stepped forward. “Why were you green, sir? Were you ill?” 

			“A frog in his throat,” Evie added sedately with a wicked glimmer in her eyes. 

			Tatianna doubled over, hiding her face behind her hands. “Someone tell her, I beg you.” Elsewise she’d never stop laughing. 

			When Trystan crouched to Lyssa’s level, he delivered the news of Kingsley’s change with a gentleness he only displayed when conversing with the Sage girls. 

			That same softness clenched her heart when Clare’s hand found Tatianna’s under the table, her stomach doing somersaults. No one in the world had the power to excite her so. No one had the power to hold her heart. Only Clare Maverine and her aversion to glitter. 

			Evie took that moment to get the meeting going. “Tatianna, you summoned me?” 

			Tatianna’s heart began to race, and Clare squeezed her hand. 

			With a bracing breath, she planted her hands on either side of the table to stand, rounding to take Evie’s hands, pulling her deeper into the room. “My sweet friend.” Tatianna swallowed around her words, unsure when nerves ever became part of her emotional threshold. “I was hoping you’d consider… Well—Blade believes that if we can make the guvre nest with the eggs viable again, even if just for a few seconds, it might be enough to attract them back so we could recapture them.” 

			Evie blinked, appearing bewildered by the idea. “But what does that have to do with me?” 

			“Starlight magic is the most healing sort,” Clare offered, and Tatianna shot her a grateful look that was a cross between thank you and please save me from this torture.

			“But my mother’s magic is gone…” Evie’s mouth fell open, her eyes shooting to her sister, who was currently sneaking sugar cubes out of a glass. “Wait, Lyssa? You want to use Lyssa?” The betrayal in her voice was evident. 

			Trystan looked horrified. “Have you all been addled?” 

			“Are you going to pretend you didn’t know?” Evie spun on him, eyes glassing over. “What? Did you all convene to figure out how best to ambush me with this?” 

			Trystan flinched, eyes shutting for a moment before he steadied himself. “No, Sage. I—I would never do that to you.” He looked something close to hurt, and now it was Evie who flinched. 

			“I want to do it,” Lyssa murmured, drawing everyone’s attention to her. She’d abandoned the search for sugar and now appeared sedate, serious, her small hands folded at her chin. “I already told Blade yes.” 

			“He asked you directly?” Evie gasped, appearing so hurt Tatianna felt her heart snap like a twig. 

			“He said I need your permission.” Lyssa took hold of Evie’s hand, trying to make her understand what they all knew. “But he asked me first because it’s my magic and I should have a say in how I get to use it. I’m going with them, Evie. It’ll be fine, I promise.” 

			Tears were no longer glassing over Evie’s eyes—they were drifting down her face. “But it’s my job to keep you safe. I won’t ever stifle you, but please, won’t you let me protect you?” 

			Lyssa appeared much older than ten years when she responded, with so much wisdom, “You can’t protect me forever, Evie.” 

			The true cruelty in raising a child.

			Edwin placed a gentle hand on Evie’s arm, and her lip wobbled. “I know that. I know I—Very well. If you insist on this, I will come with you and—” 

			“You can’t.” Clare stood, taking the words Tatianna couldn’t bear to say. “I’m not trying to be cruel, Evie, believe me. But your wanted flyers are everywhere. The entire kingdom and beyond knows your face. You’ll draw more attention to them.”

			“It’s okay. I don’t need you there,” Lyssa assured her, and Tatianna thought it might have been the most brutal words ever spoken to Evie.

			But she merely gave her sister a watery smile. “Of course you don’t, sweet.” Her voice cracked at the last word, but her smile remained firmly in place.

			Lyssa frowned. “Why do you look sad?” 

			Evie rushed to comfort her sister, rushed to reassure her with a brightened attitude. “You’re going to do wonderfully. I’m just tired. Blade will keep you safe.” 

			“I’ll go, too,” Tatianna offered, fully expecting Evie to shoot daggers at her eyes. Instead, all Tatianna saw was pain when Evie’s lashes lifted and the woman offered her a sad but resolute nod. 

			“That’s kind of you, Tatianna. Please alert me as soon as you return, hmm?” Evie leaned down to give Lyssa a kiss on the cheek. “Good luck,” she whispered, a sniffle following it. And with a swish of those delicate embroidered flowers, Evie was gone. 

			The kitchen meeting had been a resounding success.

			And Tatianna felt wretched.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Gideon

			“What are you doing, sir knight?” Keeley’s voice was a welcome sound in his current state. Sweaty, shirtless, a little dirty. 

			All things he would love to be as a result of her attentions, instead of due to manual labor. 

			He spared her a glance, attempting nonchalance, as if he were so taken by his task that he barely noted her presence. A farce, really. Her presence was all he noticed. Not the task before him, and barely the anxieties around his little sister’s impending flight on Fluffy. 

			He needed to stay focused for when they returned. Tatianna, Clare, and Blade would never allow anything bad to happen to Lyssa. And if not them, Rebecka Erring was tagging along as well, which, in Gideon’s opinion, meant the only people in danger were the ones who might get in her way. 

			“Damn!” Gideon gritted out, dropping a slab of wood next to the cart, gripping his shoulder, and glowering at Captain Catastrophe. “Almost ripping my arm in two, apparently.” 

			Keeley stared at his injury, forcing him to flex his biceps—or urging him to. But it only caused the gash on his arm to bleed worse. There was a cost, apparently, to his vanity. 

			The captain stepped forward, her gloveless fingers brushing around the edges of his wound. “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “Are you all right?” 

			Gideon gaped. “I think I hit my head.”

			Keeley jumped, panicked. “What? When?”

			“I thought I just heard you apologize. I must be near death.”

			She blew out a frustrated puff of air that made Gideon woozy. “I am trying to be helpful, but once again you make it as difficult as possible. Come here and sit.” Without ceremony, Keeley dragged Gideon by the uninjured arm and forced him to sit on the stones of the back courtyard, tugging out tools to sew him up. The sun was beginning to set upon the horizon: the ideal time to attract the guvres’ attentions, under the cover of night. 

			Gideon was running himself ragged—self-inflicted punishment for all the mistakes he’d made. With…well, everything. It felt like since he’d returned he’d been doing his best to make amends for his absence, for his selfish and poor choices. 

			Regret didn’t assuage guilt, unfortunately. 

			It burned it brighter and unbearable. 

			As did Keeley dumping a clear liquid over his wound, stinging the ever-loving shit out of him. “Deadlands, Captain!” He tried to pull his arm away, but she was already dabbing the wound dry with a clean towel, preparing a needle and thread to close the two sides of the ugly gash together. “You enjoyed that,” he accused, faltering when her rose-colored lips tugged up at the sides. 

			“I did,” she agreed unapologetically, tugging the thread through in careful pulls, so concentrated on her task that it gave him an unobstructed view of her face. Her pert nose perpetually pointed up, her full lips, the dimples at her cheeks that looked like a perfect place for his mouth. 

			He narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “You’re being abnormally kind to me.” 

			She choked on a laugh. “I told you I enjoyed hurting you. How is that kind?” 

			“Because you smiled,” Gideon said casually, so as not to startle her with too intense a compliment. 

			She startled anyway, her head snapping up, the setting sun turning her honey-colored hair into a gleam of golden strands as she tied off his stitches. “Gideon.” His name on her lips sounded indecent, and it was all he could do to restrain himself. He was filthy, smelled like sweat, and was hardly in fine form to charm anyone. 

			“Do you think…” she began carefully.

			Did he think what? 

			That she should kiss him again? 

			Marry him? 

			Clock him over the head with a rock?

			Pour alcohol on his wounds for the rest of his days? 

			Yes to any, to all, as long as she said his name like that while doing it. 

			Unfortunately—or fortunately—he’d never know, because in that moment, he spotted a figure wandering into the thorny grove, wispy skirts trailing behind her as she angled her waiflike body to run. 

			A favorite pastime…for their mother. 

			“If you’ll excuse me, Captain,” Gideon murmured.

			With long strides, he’d caught up to her in no time at all, unable as she was to get any farther into the thorny grove. 

			“Mother.” The word was so charged, it should have lit a spark, burning the grove to embers, but instead, it merely stopped her in her tracks. 

			She didn’t turn, but Gideon could see the rigid set of her shoulders, the pack slung haphazardly about her waist. The sturdy boots upon her feet, the cloak around her shoulders. It was the attire of someone set to make a break for it. 

			To leave. 

			“Go back to the manor, Gideon,” his mother said in a voice and tone far firmer, far unkinder than any he’d ever heard from the woman. “Please don’t make this more difficult.” 

			His heart was thudding so loudly, he swore she heard it. She turned slowly until he saw the coldness in her normally warm brown eyes, the hardened resolve in a face he’d known the longest in his life. She wouldn’t do this. He had to be wrong. 

			“You’re not leaving.” Gideon willed the statement to be true, refusing to ask it like a question, refusing to make any of this easier for her. “You can’t—by the gods, Mother, you can’t leave.” 

			The hardened resolve remained, but a sheen glossed over it. A sheen Nura blinked away. “You don’t understand.” 

			“I don’t understand what?” Gideon laughed incredulously, feeling anger surge. “You told her you’d stay, that you’d be there for her. I defended you! You cannot do this again. It’s not fair!” 

			He couldn’t say Evie’s name, didn’t need to. Their mother was aware of who would suffer most deeply in her absence, the one who’d feel the pain of it most sharply. 

			It made Gideon hate her, just for a moment, just enough to keep fighting. “I won’t let you.” 

			Nura shook her head, smiling sadly. “What will you do, drag me forcefully back there? Tie me up? Chain me down? Because that is what you’d have to do to keep me from this. That is what it would take for me to stay.” 

			This was cruelty—deeper, stronger than any of the foul wrongs of Benedict, a man who was evil without artifice. But their mother was making a choice…and Gideon could not stand it. “At least don’t be a coward. Give a measure of respect to your daughter and say goodbye to her. Face her.” 

			Nura grabbed her head—in an attempt to either keep his words out or her thoughts in, it was unclear which. 

			“I wanted to, I intended to. But there are some wrongs that cannot be undone. Just tell her—tell her I’m so sorry. Tell her I love her very much and I wish… Oh, how I wish I could do it all differently.” 

			“Funny,” Gideon spat sharply. “I think the only thing Evie ever wished for was a mother—who stayed.”

			Nura flinched, clutching her stomach, eyes widening at someone behind him. “Evangelina,” she whispered brokenly.

			Indeed, his younger sister had appeared like an apparition next to him, her face streaked with drying tears, her eyes red from the strain…or the anger. 

			“Then leave.” Evie flashed a crooked smile with a wave of a hand toward the forest. “Trystan, won’t you see my mother out?” As if she’d summoned him, Maverine was swiftly at her back. “Do you have need of a horse, or did you arrange your own transportation?” Evie asked politely—sweetly, even. It was…

			Fucking scary.

			Nura’s hard resolve softened as she took a step forward, hands out, imploring. “I love you, my sweet girl. More than you know. There are things that you cannot understand. Not until you become a mother yourself.” 

			Evie gave their mother a piteous stare, lifting her chin and saying with the bearings of a queen, “I became a mother the day you left.” Evie took a step closer to Nura, then another, and another until there was hardly a foot between them. “I can tell you with utmost certainty: no matter how difficult my life has become, no matter the obstacles I have to navigate in my own mind, no matter my very uncertain future”—she smiled, her eyes going somewhere else—“I am certain I would never leave her.” 

			“There’s another book,” Nura whispered, clutching at her arms, rubbing them to soothe herself. 

			“What?” Evie murmured. Gideon took a step closer to hear their mother better, because surely, he hadn’t heard her right the first time. 

			“The original book of Rennedawn was written in magical ink. Blue ink, to be exact.” 

			Evie gasped and stumbled back, jumping when she realized how close Maverine had moved toward her. “The ink Papa bought from Clare? The same kind?” 

			Nura nodded. “Indeed.” 

			Keeley, who’d been quietly observing, chimed in. “What is the ink’s relevance?” 

			“If you write with magic-imbued blue ink, a single drop from that vial will copy anything written from that ink. Past, present, and future,” Evie said hollowly.

			“So there’s another book. A copy,” Maverine concluded, looking stone-cold, eyebrows flattened, mouth set in his tense jaw. The man appeared ready to do battle, when he wasn’t constantly glancing at Evie. “I don’t suppose you know where it is, Mistress Sage?” 

			Maverine didn’t ask cruelly, but nor was he kind. He was professional. Diplomatic. Prince-like. 

			Deadlands. In theory, one day Maverine could be…king. 

			“I would if I could.” Nura shrank, breathing out in a slow measure. “But I cannot.” 

			“You won’t,” Evie murmured, shaking her head. “You won’t tell us.” 

			Nura objected. “No, hasibsi, that isn’t true. I want to tell you. I just— That’s all I can offer you. I’m so sorry.” 

			“It’s all right, Mother. No need for apologies.” Evie’s voice was light, her face impassive, all her emotion hidden in the depths of her eyes. “I do not believe them any longer.” 

			Nura nodded, biting her lip. “Trystan…might you walk me out?” She gestured toward the thorny grove. 

			Maverine stepped forward, offering their mother his arm in a gallant but unfeeling gesture. 

			“Evil Overlord?” Evie called after him, and Maverine halted like her voice was a command he had to follow. “When you return, I’d like to have a word about my magic.” 

			Maverine’s eyes rounded. “For what purpose?” 

			“I believe it’s time for me to start my training in earnest.” 

			“For what?” Gideon asked warily. 

			“To become The Villain I was always meant to be.” Evie gave their mother a final parting smile. “I was never able to fix a broken world, Mama. But of course—that was always meant to be your job.” 

			And then Nura Sage did what she’d always done.

			She left.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			Evie 

			Evie had gone through several identity crises in her life. 

			Yet through them all she stayed flighty, foolish, and, as always—fucked. 

			She twiddled her thumbs in a room several floors up in the manor. One she’d always assumed was once a ballroom, with its extravagant chandeliers and fabrics draped along the walls. 

			Now it was disheveled, lit only by the fading sunlight coming in through the windows, the gentle breeze drifting in from the one Evie had managed to wedge open. 

			He’s going to come. He won’t abandon you to the magic alone. Even if he’s mad at you for snapping at him. For assuming he’d gone behind your back with the others to enlist Lyssa.

			You’re not a bad person. You’re not a bad person. She chanted it to herself until her breaths came easier and her heart rate slowed. Only to jump again when a voice sounded at her ear. “You are far too easy to sneak up on.” 

			“You’re too tall to be sneaky. It’s like a giant hiding beneath a mushroom.” Evie rolled her eyes, turning, but her breath hitched when his arms caged her in. His dark eyes were warm. 

			“Your mother is safely atop one of our best horses, and I sent two Malevolent Guards to escort her to her intended destination.” He told her this softly, watching her face closely for a reaction she wouldn’t give. 

			You’re not the only one who can bury their emotions and shut them away like a creepy doll.

			“I can be creepy, too,” she blurted, forgetting she hadn’t had that conversation with herself aloud. No, usually when she did that, people stared at her funny.

			Trystan didn’t seem to mind this, just nodded, eyes roving her face like a caress. “There was never a question of that, Sage. I’ve heard you laugh about tongue removal.” 

			“Forgive me for trying to make paperwork more enjoyable.” She rolled her eyes, biting back a smile. “Are you angry with me? For before?” she added tentatively. 

			“I was for a solid ten minutes. A personal best.” He’d drifted closer without her noticing, his eyes flickering down to watch her lips. 

			It made forming coherent words exceptionally more difficult. “I’m sorry for snapping at you. You didn’t deserve it, I was just…” 

			“Hurt.” 

			Hurt. 

			Nail on the head. “Take that mind-reading act on the road, and you got yourself a fortune.” She tried to laugh, but it sounded strangled when he leaned in closer, the cinnamon on his skin a heady scent in her nose. 

			“Are you ready, Evangelina?” 

			She’d stayed ready since the last time in the forest, replaying the feel of him towering over her like a dizzying playact that made her palms sweat and her heart race. 

			Respond normally, Evie! 

			“For?” she asked, licking her lips, his eyes following the motion like it was the most interesting thing he’d ever seen.

			“To turn you into a villain.” He moved toward the old table in the corner, dragging it in front of her with a smile that said he knew exactly what he was doing. 

			“What was the personal-space invasion for? A bad attempt to get me into bed?” 

			“I’d take you right here, actually,” he murmured low, the sound a mere scrape against the back of his throat. 

			And Evie would take a good thirty seconds to unfreeze her face. 

			“Sage? You requested lessons. Would you like to begin in the near future?” He gestured toward the table. “Use your magic to surround it, then try and find places it can be injured.” 

			“Has my need to apologize when I bump into inanimate objects given you the illusion that I believe they can be a threat?” 

			“It’s just to practice the technique.” He sighed, exasperated. “I never would have survived as a teacher. The patience they must possess.” 

			“What would you have taught?” She scoffed, standing before the table. “How to hang a head 101?” 

			“Sage,” he stated in a way that made her flush, clearing her throat, and she held up her hands and asked the magic very politely to wrap around the table. It didn’t budge. “Command it. It’s yours to control.” 

			“But it’s part of me.” She frowned. “And I hate being controlled.” 

			A tingle spread through her fingers, the cool feeling a balm to her heart, soothing her soul. The darkness spilled out slowly, circling the floor until it surrounded the table. 

			“Ha!” She squealed, jumping up and spinning toward Trystan so quickly, her braid flopped against her shoulder. “Did you see?” 

			He was watching her with a strange expression, slowly rolling up his shirtsleeves until they were at his elbows, displaying muscular forearms covered with a sprinkle of hair. 

			“All right, now do me.” 

			She scrunched her nose, ogling his forearms like a character from The Cunning Corset Society. “In what respect?” 

			“Sage.” 

			“Fine,” she grumbled, closing her eyes, breathing deep. 

			“The goal is to use it to stop me in place, then the mist will find places you can strike. I learned over time that red means a light injury, yellow a past weakness to utilize. Blue incapacitates, but do not confuse it with black.” 

			“Why, what does black do?” she asked, suddenly less confident as the mist crept toward him. 

			“It lives at your jugular and vital arteries. One strike, and that person’s life is over.” 

			“Should I really be practicing on you?” she asked, the magic stopping just before it touched him. 

			“I trust you.” He said it so confidently, like it was a simple fact of his life and not a complete rattle to her sense of self. 

			Because there was the problem. 

			She didn’t trust herself. 

			The mist crept back to her, and she squeezed her eyes shut, feeling bathed in shame. “I’m too afraid I’ll hurt you. Please don’t make me.” 

			“I would never make you do anything,” he said with sardonic humor. “I’d have to be several days postmortem to attempt something so foolish.” 

			Alexander Kingsley knocked on the open door just then, staring down at his knuckles like they were miracle instruments. “Hi.” He spoke with a slightly clearer tone than yesterday, waving with a sweet smile upon his face. “Lionel.” He pointed out the door, rubbing at his throat.

			“Has Lionel arrived, Kingsley?” she asked.

			With eyes shut, he nodded with happy relief. “Indeed.” Evie wasn’t certain what she had expected his voice to be like, but it was still a shock to hear such a deep lilt, pleasant, like honey spooling into tea. 

			“Wonderful,” Trystan said. “Lionel and Malcolm all in one day. What did I do to deserve such company?” 

			Evie blinked. “You have killed, like…a lot of people.” 

			“Oh. That.” It was incredible that so soon after her mother departed, she didn’t feel like the world was going to collapse on her. Her world stood on its own now, with or without Nura. With or without her father. 

			It was occurring to Evie, through all her turmoil, that she’d been parenting herself since she was small. Little orders here and there, things she wished someone had told her. But she’d learned them, and she’d passed them on to Lyssa, who was braver than all of them put together. 

			Evie had learned to get by all on her own.

			The magic stirred within her on the way to the office. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			Becky

			“I don’t see why I’m getting the silent treatment when you all went along with the idea. Including you, squirt.” Blade bumped Lyssa with his elbow, maintaining the reins as Fluffy soared above the clouds, out of view from the Valiant Guard or any King Benedict loyalists. 

			“Because I told you not to,” Becky gritted out, unable to look at him without her blood pressure spiking. “I knew Evie wouldn’t approve, and you went behind her back! You used what I told you against her. How could you do that?” she seethed, and Blade stared. “There! Better than silence?” 

			“Would you think me sick in the head if I said yes?” Blade asked seriously. 

			She groaned, head tilted up toward the sun, begging for aid from the gods so she would not throw this man she somehow loved over the side. 

			“In all fairness, Rebecka, it was me who pushed for it,” Tatianna chimed in. 

			“Oh, don’t worry, I’m also mad at you.” She huffed, folding her arms. 

			“Wonderful!” Tatianna replied brightly, leaning her head on Clare’s shoulder. 

			“Are you mad at me?” Lyssa asked curiously. “And Blossom?” She held up the small clear enclosure with Lord Walter inside, and Rebecka groaned.

			“Yes. I cared so much less about things before you showed up. Now look at me.” Frantic and worried about a ten-year-old girl. “And, Lyssa, you cannot keep calling a lord of the realm ‘Blossom.’”

			What madness was her world descending into? 

			“But he’s not a lord of the realm anymore. He’s a snail.” Lyssa patted her arm, explaining this slowly, then quickly pulled away when a low growl worked its way out of Becky’s throat. “Oh dear.” 

			They landed as quietly as Fluffy could manage, and the beautiful animal nuzzled his large head into Becky’s neck when she dismounted. “I’m not mad at you; don’t worry.” She patted his scaly snout with the tenderhearted feelings she’d always had for dragons. 

			And, foolishly, their trainers. 

			The dragon chuffed, as if to say, Obviously. I’ve never done anything wrong. 

			“I’ll unhook the net cage and rig it to those hooks I put up there this morning.” Blade motioned for Becky to look, and when her eyes flickered over it, she was begrudgingly impressed with the ingenuity.

			After their discovery of the eggs by the impromptu flight with the male guvre, Becky and Blade had confided in the Malevolent Guards. There had been discussions on the merits of moving the eggs to a more convenient location, such as the manor. But ultimately, they’d decided they’d fiddled with nature enough. 

			And the mother would remember where she’d left her babies. Of that, Rebecka was certain.

			“How will I know how to make the eggs viable?” Lyssa asked, staring at the nest ahead.

			“I have no clue,” Blade said, and Becky’s ire sparked anew. 

			“You brought her all the way out here. You better have some clue, or it’s going to be a nice long walk back to the manor.” Becky narrowed her eyes, but Blade only appeared amused by her anger, like he was enjoying it. “You’re provoking me on purpose.” 

			“I promise you it’s not difficult,” Blade responded, laughing when she shoved at him with a grumble, then took her position behind the large oak tree’s branches. It was her job to be prepared to grab Lyssa before the net cage closed, lest she be trapped with the furious creatures whose breath could melt metal. 

			Evie never would have agreed to this plan if she knew. It made Becky angrier, thinking of how she’d feel if someone did this with her little brother. Furious. Resentful. Scared.

			Becky had worked for a villain for the past few years of her life—she was no stranger to necessary evils. She just violently hated them.

			“Lyssa, starlight is a more complicated type of magic,” Tatianna explained, walking the little girl toward the abandoned nest and kneeling beside it. “It’s said to have been gifted from the stars themselves. It’s very, very rare.” 

			“How many sorts of magic are there?” Lyssa asked, peering down at the eggs in hushed awe. 

			“Many,” Clare answered, moving to sit on Lyssa’s other side. “Healing, death, protection, flight. The list goes on and on. But all magic awakens from a similar driving force.” 

			“Trauma.” Blade clicked his tongue, adjusting Fluffy’s saddle and urging the animal behind the brush to blend in with the trees, away from the guvres’ eyes. 

			“A traumatic event, yes. But not everyone has magic sleeping within them. If something like that happens, it wakes up to protect you.” Tatianna held out her yellow-glowing hands and, not for the first time, Rebecka wondered if she should be using hers. 

			But there was no need. Plants responded to her the same way they did to Renna Fortis, her mother, and before that, to her grandmother. It wasn’t useful in combat, nor could it heal. It was a power to be utilized best at the Fortis Family Fortress. Or for one’s own enjoyment. 

			Rebecka could find the same joy from color-coding the filing cabinet. 

			Still, the magic vibrating in her muscles reminded her it was there, waiting. 

			“With my own magic, I must think of something warm in order to use it, something that makes me feel safe. It’s how I’m able to heal others,” Tatianna said. 

			“And I think of laughter. The sort where you can’t stop even if you tried. It’s how I imbue the inks and other magical objects,” Clare explained with a smile. “And your starlight, little one, will be summoned by something only you know to look for.” 

			Lyssa frowned, playing with her fingers before holding them out over the eggs. “I bet I know what to think of.” 

			“Well, most don’t get it on the first try,” Tatianna soothed. “It can take days, but we have a little time before—” 

			Lyssa’s hands glowed in the silvery white light, and she let them hover over the eggs with a smug expression.

			“Never mind. Everyone else just sucks at it, apparently,” Clare relented, moving to sit on her bum. “If you can hold the magic outside your body, think of what starlight can do. Heal, create—” 

			“Sparkle,” Lyssa whispered under her breath. 

			“Ah yes, the most important,” Blade whispered to Becky, who laughed before she could remember that she was mad. 

			She shuttered her expression. “I was laughing because you’re a buffoon.” 

			“I’ll be sure to continue if that is my reward.” Blade blinked at her innocently. 

			“Blade, you’re meant to be keeping watch for the guvres.” Tatianna pointed to an open clearing with a clear view of the sky. “Hop to it, dragon boy.” 

			Blade chuckled good-naturedly, turning on the balls of his feet to stand sentry for them. 

			And Rebecka realized that if anything went wrong… No. Nothing would go wrong. Everything would be fine. 

			Still, just in case…she turned Blade around and planted a firm kiss on his lips. 

			“Be careful,” she said, “and do not die. Or I will be very displeased with you.” 

			The smile on his face glowed as brightly as Lyssa’s hands as he saluted her, then turned back around.

			The two eggs continued to glimmer underneath Lyssa’s hands, now beginning to roll back and forth within the nest, clanking against each other, the faded rainbow scales on them so similar to the male guvre’s skin. 

			They listened for the rustle of wings for several minutes before Lyssa spoke. “How long is this going to take, do you think?” 

			“Have an appointment to keep?” Becky asked from the other side of the oak tree. 

			“Yes, it’s Tuesday. Lord Trystan and I have our tea party on Tuesdays.” The little girl was dead serious, and Rebecka laughed again. The act wasn’t as unpleasant as it once had been.

			“It could take hours, Lyssa, but we won’t stay long past nightfall. And if you’re tired or at all uncomfortable, we’ll return at once and try again tomorrow,” Tatianna offered kindly. 

			More silence followed, Lyssa’s hands growing even brighter. 

			And then—

			A crack.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			Trystan 

			So much had changed in his life recently. But Trystan found that he still fucking hated Lionel. 

			There was at least consistency in this. 

			“He’s definitely human.” Lionel rubbed at his chin before grinning at Alexander Kingsley. 

			“I’ve requested your services at the manor a dozen times at least, and the first time you actually show up, that’s your diagnosis?” Trystan gritted out. The office common area had been cleared of employees, desks emptied that were normally full. “I can make obvious observations, too.” 

			“You couldn’t tell your assistant was in love with you for the first six months that you knew her,” Lionel pointed out. 

			“That was hardly obvious.” Sage scoffed, tugging the ribbon from her hair to unravel the braid and fidget with her curls. 

			Gideon sat at one of the empty desks, boots propped atop the surface, sipping on a glass of rum. Chugging it, more like. “Eve, you could’ve been hitting him with a board that said ‘I love you’ and he still would have missed it.” 

			“Thank you, Gideon,” Sage said with over-the-top sweetness. 

			Gideon raised his glass. “Here for you.” 

			“Where is this enchantress? I’d like to meet her,” Lionel interrupted, looking at Alexander with a more speculative gaze. “It appears your curse was merely half broken. Such curses can only be fully reversed by the person who cast the enchantment in the first place.” 

			Alexander winced, brushing hair from his eyes. 

			“She’s made of stone,” Trystan objected. 

			Gideon tsked. “Now, now, Maverine, that’s hardly a way to speak of a lady.” 

			Trystan stared at him for a beat before addressing Sage. “Would you be upset if I killed your brother?” 

			Evie paused. “Probably.” 

			“Probably?” Gideon barked. 

			“Hello?” Alexander choked out, wincing through a few more words. “Back to me, please.” 

			“Apologies, Your Highness.” Lionel swept down in a courtly bow. “If you want my opinion, you’ll be turning into a frog at random for the foreseeable future. You need the original enchantress; her daughter is essentially useless.” 

			Alexander stood from his chair so quickly, it tumbled backward. He paid it no mind, just looked at Lionel with a surprising fierceness before uttering three very threatening words. 

			“No. She’s. Not.” 

			Lionel seemed more than pleased by this. “A human after all these years. What a relief that must be for you.” 

			Alexander ignored the comment, turning to pick up his chair and gently place it back on the ground, then gestured for Gideon to pour him his own glass of rum. 

			“It would likely be more of a relief if you could give us a tangible way to change him back permanently.” Malcolm entered the offices with a tray of cakes. “Edwin told me to bring up refreshments, and also I was bored and wanted to eavesdrop.” 

			Gideon whistled. “Same here.” He punctuated it with a salute. 

			“This is a torturous combination of people,” Trystan grumbled, troubled to no end that all these different annoying corners of his life were intersecting. “So, you essentially have no way to help us, Lionel?” 

			“Not entirely. There’s always true love’s kiss?” 

			Alexander’s mouth twisted in a cringe. “You are offering?” he rasped.

			Lionel chuckled. “Good to see your sense of humor is still intact, Your Highness. And you!” Lionel approached Evie. 

			And Trystan approached the knife near the cakes. 

			“Lovely as ever, Evie.” Lionel leaned his cheek toward her. “A kiss! Quick, my lady, before I turn into a frog next.” 

			Sage smiled while rolling her eyes, kissing the tips of her fingers and pressing them onto Lionel’s cheek. “There you are, flirt.” 

			“Oh, that was smooth. You should try that,” Malcolm said to him in a hushed whisper, trying for levity. 

			Trystan responded to that levity by smacking Malcolm in the back of the head. 

			“Lionel…you wouldn’t happen to know anything about a second book of Rennedawn, would you?” Sage asked, her voice so demurely curious, even Trystan couldn’t tell if she was prying. 

			Lionel didn’t react strongly, just gave Sage a funny smile. “That’s a curious question. Is it not a myth? The second copy?” 

			“Yes, of course.” Sage laughed lightly. “I just thought if there was any merit to it, a man of your caliber would know.” Her eyelashes fluttered, and Trystan felt bile rise in his throat. 

			Lionel took the bait, because he wasn’t dead—yet—but he also appeared to have full knowledge he was being played, judging by the gleam in his eye. “It’s said one book was meant for Fate and the other for Destiny. The magical gods left them in charge after they moved to another world. Or at least, that’s what some legends say. Destiny’s book was given to the first king of Rennedawn, and Fate’s was hidden for safekeeping.” 

			“Where?” Gideon asked, too eager. 

			Lionel shrugged. “No one knows. The location was kept secret. But they’re soon to be irrelevant in any case.” 

			“Why?” Trystan asked carefully. 

			“King Benedict is working with Destiny to rewrite the story back to its original form.” 

			“The destiny monster,” Sage corrected with a nervous laugh. “She’s no agent of the magical gods.” 

			Lionel gave her a quizzical look. “They’re one and the same.” 

			Oh. 

			Fuck.

			Sage was panicking quietly, her curls bouncing when she bobbed her chin. A wildness shone in her eyes, signaling her impending explosion. “Yes. Naturally.” She tore across the room, ripping the glass of rum from Gideon’s hands and swallowing it in one gulp. “Thank you. Pour more.” 

			“Eve, do you think—” 

			“Pour the damn alcohol, Gideon,” she bit out, slamming the glass on the desk. 

			Gideon was pouring before it hit the wood. 

			“Tell me there’s a concrete way to stop them from rewriting the story.” Trystan spoke quietly. “I’ll pay any price.” 

			Lionel whistled. “I’ll give you a professional courtesy and say that you should never offer such a thing. To anyone. But no need. Some curses, like His Highness’s, are small—no pun intended, of course,” Lionel added jovially. 

			Alexander rolled his eyes. “Die.” 

			Sage spoke through a strangled giggle, a drop of rum running down her lip and drawing all of Trystan’s attention. “This wouldn’t be a small curse, Lionel. This would change the fabric of Rennedawn as we know it.” 

			Lionel shrugged. “A curse of this magnitude needs an anchor.” 

			“As in a ship?” Gideon clarified. 

			“As in something immune to the curse. Something that could be used to undo it if necessary. A way to unlock it, so to speak.” 

			“How would someone unlock a curse?” 

			Lionel grinned. “With a key.” 

			“Unhelpful,” Trystan replied flatly, folding his arms. “What sort of key would Benedict use as an anchor? Spit it out.” 

			Lionel rolled his eyes, the blue streaks in his hair catching the light as he paced by the window. “No one likes being stunted for having dramatic flair, Villain.” 

			Trystan’s thread of control had snapped. “No one likes having you as a house guest, Lionel. Where is the fucking key?” 

			A cake appeared in front of his face, Sage’s stern mien above it pinning him in place. “Eat,” she ordered. 

			All eyes in the room were on the gesture, but Trystan couldn’t have cared less. His hand flew up to grab her wrist, pulling her closer, and he observed the hitch of her breath, the blush blooming on her cheeks. He took a large bite, releasing her just as swiftly as he had grabbed her. 

			“Gods, you two are nauseating.” Lionel’s lip curled in disgust. 

			Gideon held his hands over his eyes. “I’m not looking. Is it over?” 

			Alexander merely smiled, raising his glass in a toast to Trystan before taking careful sips. 

			“When Rennedawn was created, there were several anchors made. Keys.” Lionel explained it like he was speaking to school-aged children. “Those shiny things that clang together.” 

			Malcolm chuckled, stopping when Trystan glared. 

			Lionel continued. “The key in question was given to Rennedawn’s royal family for safekeeping, until the king a few generations back gambled it away.” 

			“Who did he gamble the key to?” Sage pressed. 

			Lionel grinned. “A giant. You’ll want to head toward our border with the eastern kingdom. If you can convince them to hand it over, you’ll be stopping any damage Benedict does before he can even start.” 

			“If you know this information,” Malcolm started, “then wouldn’t Benedict also know?”

			Damn it. “We have to leave. Now,” Trystan gritted out.

			“We?” Malcolm frowned. 

			“Yes. I’m lacking in people who annoy me for the journey, so you’ll do,” he said dryly. “Gideon, I’ll need you to begin hunting down the second book. Elsewise, you will be going into the Gleaming Palace.” 

			Sage whistled, patting Gideon’s back. “Tough luck.” 

			Gideon was unamused. “Thank you very much.” 

			Sage pinched his cheek. “Here for you.” 

			“What about me?” Alexander said more quietly, clearly uncomfortable, rubbing his throat again. 

			Trystan sighed. “I’m loath to leave you alone, Kingsley, but there’s no guarantee you won’t turn back into a frog. I’m not sure if you want to be vulnerable out in the open when that happens.” 

			Kingsley appeared grateful. “I’ll come.” 

			He clapped a hand over his friend’s shoulder, still in disbelief that he could do so. 

			And now the final hurdle. 

			“Sage, we’ll need you, too.” Trystan addressed her earnestly. “I know you wanted to wait for Lyssa to return, but your magic would be invaluable in this.” 

			Her light eyes glanced down, and she appeared to collect herself before she looked back at him, this time in hapless wonder. Amusement shone through her when she said quietly, “You had me at ‘we’ll need you.’” 

			Lionel chimed in. “And what should I do?” 

			Trystan ushered the group toward the doors to make for the stables. 

			“Leave my home and, by the deadlands, please never return.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			Gideon

			Gideon found himself standing in front of a place filled with some of the most dangerous characters the world had ever known. 

			But in all fairness, that’s what most would find within Rennedawn’s public library. 

			He tugged his hood up over his head, peering around at the empty woodland road. There weren’t many who’d recognize him, but he couldn’t take the chance. He’d been dubbed a knight deserter and thus was a target. Once inside, he approached the front desk, nodding politely at the older woman who was sitting there. Her gray hair was poking out of her pins, and her large glasses were perched on her nose, her hawkish attention immobilizing him.

			Clearing his throat, he remembered that there had once been a time when a majority of women found him charming. “Good morning, my lady.” Gideon swept into a bow, smiling, tugging his hood down. “How is a lovely woman such as yourself on this fine afternoon?”

			The woman smiled warmly at him, her face transforming from foreboding to lovely. “Oh my. Whatever you need must be a tall order for you to be giving this old woman such attention.”

			Gideon felt an odd twinge in the vicinity of his heart. “I can say with utmost sincerity that I meant every word, ma’am.” 

			There was something very warm in the woman’s demeanor; her face was lined with the moments of her life, and she carried them with pride. “Is this one yours, Keeley?” 

			“Not even if he begged.” The captain’s voice drifted over his shoulder, and at the sound, both frustration and joy rioted against each other in his brain. He didn’t want her here. “He’s my stable boy.” 

			The audacity of the woman! 

			Gideon had a retort locked and loaded, but it died a fiery death when he saw her. 

			Not an inch of red leather in sight. 

			No. She wouldn’t be in her uniform in public. She had to blend in. 

			Though the uniform would have been significantly less distracting. 

			Her long mass of golden waves was loose, falling down her sides, framing her face in strands that softened her appearance. Her body was draped in a silk day gown that floated off her shoulders. There was no adornment to the dress, just soft green, breezy and loose. 

			Who in the deadlands was this stranger? 

			“How are you, Mo?” Keeley smiled warmly, coming toward the counter. “Busy today?” 

			“Oh, bosh. There’s hardly been anyone in this place all week. Not since those ridiculous news postings.” The older woman teetered from behind the counter, banging said news posting on the counter. “All this Villain nonsense, and nothing about a cure for the Mystic Illness or more accessible magical education for the smaller villages. I swear, all those in power do is distract you from the wrongs they’re committing until you forget.” 

			Mo tapped her head with a long finger. “But I forget nothing.” 

			Gideon’s lips parted as he stared down at the wanted flyer of his sister. It looked less intimidating than the others, less cynical in its depiction, more Evie. 

			“This girl hardly looks like a threat.” Gideon felt defensiveness, ready to protect his sister’s name to this stranger. 

			There wasn’t a need.

			Mo scoffed, picking up a stack of books and walking toward a ladder, motioning with her shoulder for them to follow. “No, but she is a woman who stepped out of line. Therefore, the king will punish her accordingly.” 

			“That’s so wrong.” Keeley glided through the library, and Gideon followed. 

			This place was so unlike the palace library. Gideon had been there a total of three times, but each felt like sitting in a room of mourning. Where the king’s was drafty and dark, this place was open, covered with windows, light coming in at every corner. Plants and greens of all shapes and sizes were strewn about, falling over shelves, wrapping the spines in flower buds, open windows letting in wafts of air that felt cleansing when one hit his face. 

			“That’s the world,” Mo said, giving Gideon a speculative glance. “Here, hold this, boy—you look strong.” She dropped a book so heavy, Gideon flew to catch it, wobbling under its weight. “Hmm. Only looks, then.” 

			“Excuse me—” Gideon objected, but he was shoved off-balance by Keeley, who helped Mo with the other books, placing them down with gentleness.

			“If you could excuse us, Mo,” Keeley mumbled, “I need to talk to my friend…Herbert for a moment.” She grabbed Gideon’s good arm and dragged him behind the shelves. “What are you doing!” she hissed. 

			“Herbert?” Gideon’s face twisted. 

			Keeley ran her hands through her hair, tugging the strands, suffering for patience. “Do you honestly think the second book would be in such an obvious place? You’re putting Mo in danger, dragging her into the boss’s business. What if you were followed? She was my first friend outside the manor, and I will not put her in jeopardy because you lack creativity.” 

			“I don’t lack creativity.” Gideon rolled his eyes. “Nor do I lack common sense. If we’re looking for a book no one has seen since the kingdom’s creation, don’t you think a feasible location would be the place where the books live?” 

			Her brows pinched together, but she said nothing. 

			“You can take a moment,” he assured her. “Absolute silence is an average response to me being right.” 

			“She’s important to me, Gideon,” Keeley whispered, her anger softening into something of a plea. “This place—and Mo—matter to me.”

			Oh, she played dirty. 

			And it worked immediately. 

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t know.” 

			“No, I’m sorry.” She sighed, hands fluttering about like a trapped butterfly. “This has always been a private place for me. When I saw you standing there, my life at the manor came tumbling in, and it—” 

			“Made you name me Herbert.” 

			She laughed, her eyes brightening, the energy radiating off her so infectious, he grinned back. “So, you didn’t follow me here?” she asked. “This was truly just a coincidence?” 

			“Just me trying to look in only the most obvious places,” he joked.

			She smiled, appearing bashful, and he was so thunderstruck by it, he almost began dancing in place to rid himself of the sensation. “I was going to look here, too, actually.” 

			“Ha!” he yelled, but the sound was muffled when she put her hand over his mouth. 

			“Shut up! Gods, we need a plug for your mouth.” 

			Gideon’s eyebrows rose, his lips moving just slightly over her palm, and she jumped away so fast, she hit the shelf behind her, knocking a book from above. The tome teetered and fell before he reached up and grabbed it. “Herbert to the rescue.” 

			“You’re infuriating.” She rolled her eyes. 

			“Keeley?” Mo called. “Are you committing some sort of deviancy in my library with that handsome young man?” 

			Gideon grinned. “She thinks I’m handsome.” 

			“Oh my gods.” Keeley stomped away, and Gideon had an extra pep in his step when he trailed behind her. “Mo, could you help us find something?” 

			“It’s a book,” Gideon added. 

			“We’re all out.” Mo chuckled, organizing. The space was large and truly empty of patrons. 

			It was a melancholy feeling. All this joy about. All these places to visit and no one to travel there. All because Benedict was deadlands-bent on mongering fear. “What sort of book?” 

			“It’s old.” Keeley wordlessly began helping Mo organize books on her cart alphabetically. 

			“So am I.” Mo was mildly exasperated. “I’m going to need more than that.” 

			“It’s rainbow colored, with silver-edged pages. Very ornamental in its design. One of its kind.” Gideon gave every detail he could recollect from the one time he’d seen it on Benedict’s desk. The day his career with the Valiant Guard ended. 

			Mo straightened and turned, pushing her glasses down to the tip of her nose. Her face had no readable emotion upon it. “The book of Rennedawn?” 

			Keeley gasped. “You’ve seen it?” 

			Mo paused. “In a sense.” 

			“That was ominously answered.” Gideon chuckled.

			“Now, you two know as well as I that Rennedawn’s storybook resides in the Gleaming Palace with King Benedict,” Mo said, narrowing her eyes at Gideon. 

			“Of course.” Now that the cart had been cleared of books in need of shelving, Keeley sat on a nearby couch, and Mo joined her. It was natural. Natural in the way you moved around someone you spent considerable time with. “I know that, but Herbert is new to Rennedawn. He’s from the southern kingdom.” 

			“Ah, yes, the land of lilies.” Mo smiled.

			“Some of the best in existence,” Gideon responded jovially. “I’m just so curious. All the rumors floating around about the fading magic, the new villain on the loose. It’s like a melodrama you’d see on the stage.” 

			“Your kingdom’s storybook prophecy is its own dilemma. You weren’t curious about that?” Mo quirked her lips. 

			Huh. That’s a tidbit to file for later. 

			“We were wondering, Mo…might there have been any extra copies made? Surely the creators of it would want the public to know what it’s up against.” Keeley was being careful, but Gideon could see the trust between them, something she seemed quite desperate not to break. 

			Mo gave them a piteous glance. “Sweet child, there are no copies of Rennedawn’s storybook in this library.” She gave a humorless laugh. “There’s barely funding for candles. We’ve been closing at dusk.” 

			Keeley didn’t appear surprised by this revelation. “I brought a box of candles from home. I hate thinking of you here alone in the dark.” 

			“I like the dark.” Mo stood, dusting off her skirts with a merry smile. “It’s preparing me for death.” 

			Gideon coughed, unable to catch his breath. 

			“Why do you say such morbid things?” Keeley gave her friend an exasperated smile as she stood as well. 

			“Because there is liberation in looking at what you fear and simply having a good laugh.” Mo patted her hand. 

			“You’re a wonder.” Keeley leaned over and kissed Mo’s cheek. “We should really be going—Herbert’s eager to return to the stables.” She mock whispered, “He has a real passion for shoveling horse droppings.” 

			“That doesn’t surprise me,” Mo said, peering at him shrewdly over her glasses. “You know…” she started, and then: “I shouldn’t say…but—” The old woman gave them both a meaningful look. “There are no copies of the storybook in this library. That is true. But there was a story from when I was young. It might be of some value to you.” 

			“How do you mean?” Keeley asked carefully. 

			“There was a palace before the one that gleams.” Mo seemed troubled, looking off into the distance. “One nestled within Hickory Forest. Where the first king sat on the throne.” 

			“I never knew that.” Keeley frowned. 

			“You wouldn’t,” Mo told her. “Benedict’s father rid the kingdom of any texts to do with it. Said the only palace known by the citizens would be the Gleaming. But the old palace may just have some magic left. It might be worth a look.” 

			Keeley leaned in, enraptured. “Do you know where it is?” 

			Mo chuckled darkly. 

			“Have either of you heard of Massacre Manor?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			Evie 

			“Doing all right there?” Malcolm urged his horse closer to hers in the midday heat. The sun was abnormally hot for this time of year. Evie could feel it burning the skin on her arms but did nothing to stop it. 

			Trystan rode ahead, murmuring something to Kingsley, who was keeping his seat on a horse fairly well, all things considered. Laughter followed whatever comment Trystan had made, and Evie once again had the distinct impression that being on the outside was not to her liking. 

			“Of course,” Evie answered Malcolm brightly. “Why do you ask?” 

			“You’re surrounded by a dark mist literally hovering over your head, so I thought it might be prudent to check on you.” Malcolm glanced up, and Evie realized he was correct; the mist was swooping over her head, tugging on her curls until they recoiled. 

			She looked Malcolm dead in the eye. “What mist?” 

			“What? You— Oh, you’re joking. Wonderful. I’m glad.” He shot her a rueful smile. “You seem different since last I saw you.” 

			They cantered on, Evie processing the words, trying to find a response. “Dimmer?” she concluded, knowing full well she’d surrendered too much lately to her sadness and despair. 

			“No.” Malcolm frowned. “That’s not it at all. I was going to say you look more…like yourself. If that makes sense.” 

			“It doesn’t,” Alexander Kingsley chimed in, then chuckled in a gravelly baritone. 

			“Beautiful,” Trystan murmured, glancing sidelong at her. “That’s what you’re seeing, Malcolm. Someone beautiful.” 

			Malcolm gave Evie a knowing look. “Is that right?” 

			“Yes,” Trystan stated, brooking no room for arguing, dragging her heart behind him.

			As they journeyed on, the trees grew sparser and sparser, giving way to brushland and the occasional small house or garden. Her horse chuffed nervously, and she murmured words to soothe it. Another huffing sound came until, without further warning, Evie’s horse rose up on its hind legs, causing her to fall and slam against the ground.

			Right next to the largest shoe she’d ever seen. “What… Giant?” Her eyes widened, and when the shoe lifted, every muscle in her body responded in the most useless way imaginable. 

			She froze. 

			Until she was yanked up by her elbows. “On your feet now,” Trystan said flatly, no emotion as he dragged her out of the way and started running, pulling her along with him.

			“Malcolm? Kingsley?” 

			“Their horses spooked, took off at a sprint in the other direction.” 

			“I wish mine had done that,” she yelled, leaning into him as they kept running, until they finally took shelter behind a large tree.

			The ground shook as the giant took another step, screaming at the top of her lungs, “FEE FI FO FUM.” The giant woman was wearing a formal gown that was large enough to second as a tent for smaller humans. It was beautiful, as was the dark silken hair coming down her back. Her face was more difficult to discern, likely because it was about a mile north of where Evie stood. 

			“That’s a giant,” Evie murmured, pointing up from where they were hidden.

			“And that’s a rock,” Trystan deadpanned. “May we play I-spy later?” 

			“Your bad attitude isn’t helping, you know! This could be the one we’re looking for!”

			“We won’t know that if she steps on us,” Trystan gritted.

			“FEE FI FO FUM,” the giant boomed again, ripping up rocks and dirt. 

			“Who is fee fi fo fum?” Evie asked, shrieking when the foot came down right next to a small house.

			Trystan pinched the bridge of his nose, then muttered, “Why don’t you ask?” 

			The giant picked up a large boulder and threw it so hard, it toppled several trees near theirs. “Oh my. Maybe we should wait five minutes.” 

			Trystan gave her a dubious glare. “You think a rampaging giant’s mental breakdown will be done in five minutes?” 

			Evie blinked. “I usually finish my breakdowns in four.” 

			“Sage!” Trystan moaned, then jolted when the door to a house on the edge of the tree line flew open. A beautiful woman stood in the entryway, long, flowing blond locks pulled back with a simple ribbon. 

			“Come, you two! Quickly!” 

			There was no thinking, just running full speed for shelter, toward their blonde savior. 

			When the door shut behind them, the woman’s blue eyes softened. “Oh, you poor dears. Worry not—my home is enchanted to calm fraying nerves. You both appear to have many. Let me get you some tea and perhaps a snack?” Chocolate chip cookies were cooling on a rack, still soft from the oven. 

			Trystan took a cookie off the tray, shrugging when Evie looked at him, then raising one eyebrow when he saw she was trying to privately convey a message.

			Evie was disturbed by a feeling brewing low in her belly. An instinct that said they should have taken their chances with the giant. 

			But there was no way to explain why she would feel that way. 

			In a house…made of sweets.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			Trystan

			For a very long time, Trystan Maverine had trusted no one. He would watch every move of those around him, waiting for someone to betray him. Anyone could be a threat. Anyone could do wrong. However, he did not extend these same principles to baked goods. 

			But by the look upon Sage’s face, he feared he might have to. “What is it?” he murmured quietly. 

			“We should leave.” 

			“Why?” 

			“Oh, say you won’t leave just yet,” their host interrupted hopefully. “I’m Greta. And I never have guests.” She placed a hand on Trystan’s shoulder, smiling.

			“Perhaps because you have an angry giant as a greeter?” Sage guessed, uncharacteristically short. Taking Trystan’s arm with a sharp tug, she said, “I’m sorry, but we really can’t stay.” Sage got as far as touching the doorknob before she yelped in pain. 

			Trystan grabbed her hand, which was now branded with a red burn. “What is this?” 

			Greta folded her arms, scowling. “Why do you spurn my generosity?” 

			“Because it causes blisters,” Sage deadpanned. “Now open the door.” 

			“I’m afraid I cannot.” Greta flipped her blond hair over her shoulder, all pretense of hospitality now gone. “What will you do, Villain?” It was the first time Trystan had heard that word…and it wasn’t aimed at him. 

			She was asking Evangelina. 

			And Evangelina didn’t appear bothered by it in the slightest. In fact, she grinned, peering up at him with her other hand held to her chest. “No one’s ever said it to me.” 

			“You never forget the first time,” Trystan agreed sedately. 

			“You think you can traipse around the kingdom doing whatever you please with no consequences to anyone else?” Greta continued. “Dragging this poor man along, keeping him trapped in your clutches?” 

			“Have you and the voice in my head been having meetings?” Sage asked with genuine curiosity that made a laugh catch in his throat. 

			“I’m quite fond of her clutches,” Trystan interrupted, patience thin and as tumultuous as the vein throbbing in his neck. “We would appreciate you pulling the door open for us,” he started politely, pausing to lean toward the wall and sniff. “And your gingerbread recipe.” 

			“The frosting, too,” Sage whispered out of the corner of her mouth. 

			“I will not allow you to leave until I’m confident you will be safe.” 

			The humor left Trystan swiftly. “I don’t know what crock news pamphlets you’ve been reading, but King Benedict is a master manipulator and a liar. Don’t let him make a fool of you.” Trystan folded his arms, but he felt more assured by Sage, who seemed to be regaining her passion for being painted dangerous. 

			Thank gods. 

			“Or else we may need your head for home decor,” Sage offered pleasantly, and Trystan slapped his forehead. 

			Greta put her hands on her hips, dubious. “What about you? If she’s The Villain, what do you think that makes you?”

			The corners of his lips pulled, pleased and menacing in his reply. “Her muscle.” 

			He could feel Sage’s eyes burning into the side of his head. “When I get to three, follow me down the hall,” she said through her teeth. 

			“When you get…” 

			But she didn’t actually count, just yelled, “Three!” 

			His life was sincerely…outrageous.

			Sage broke for the open hallway, and he followed right behind her. Because of course he did. 

			She opened the last door, clearly hoping it would be a back-door exit, and he threw the metal latch closed behind them. Then stared at the closed door, in disbelief that hardly ten minutes ago, he was atop a horse. 

			Now he was locked in a house made of baked goods. 

			But, he supposed, if this was the way he’d go…at least he’d die surrounded by who and what he loved. 

			Sage…and sugar.

			“Trystan…” 

			“Oh, what now?” he groaned. “No windows?” 

			When he scanned the rest of the room, there were indeed no windows, but that’s not what had snagged Sage’s frightened eyes. 

			It was the large pot in the middle of the room, sitting over a small fire. 

			Sage tapped her finger against her chin, drawing the same conclusion as he. 

			“I think I know one of the ingredients in the gingerbread recipe.”

			Wonderful. Greta the gingerbread lady was going to cook them.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			Lyssa

			Lyssa and her older sister had rarely come to blows over the years. They fought, of course, in the way of all sisters. But their true arguments, the sort that rattled the foundation of their relationship, had happened less than five times.

			She supposed they were due for a sixth. 

			But if she was going to rebel…this had been a cause worth rebelling for.

			She looked left, then right. “The coast is clear. Go, go, go!” She waved her arm like a windmill, and Blade and Tatianna stumbled past her, each holding an egg-shaped sack, grunting with the effort until they made it to the healer’s quarters. 

			It would have been funny if it wasn’t so dangerous. 

			No. It was still funny. 

			When they were on the other side of the door, with it safely closed, Lyssa felt that now was the time to celebrate. “We did it! No one even saw us!” 

			Tatianna blew a braid away from her face, her glitter still perfectly in place despite the struggle. Lyssa made note to ask how she accomplished such a feat—but one anomaly at a time. 

			The first bundle flopped out of Blade’s arms onto the floor, and Tatianna’s came after. “Why are they so wiggly?” the healer growled, glaring at the moving sack. “Are we sure they’re still inside their eggs? Shouldn’t they be malnourished or, I don’t know, less mobile?” 

			Multiple cracking noises now came from inside the bags, then a whooshing sound, and then, miraculously, the first burlap sack melted away beneath a tiny poof of purple mist. 

			The wriggling thing next to it mimicked the action until they were all staring at—

			Not one but two baby guvres. 

			Each no bigger than the basket in the corner, which was still filled with signs for Kingsley. The guvre Tatianna had carried was covered in iridescent colorful scales, so bright and bold he drew the eye immediately. The boy. The other was smaller, a muted brown: his sister. 

			Their tiny bodies were shaped like a snake, their wings barely unfurled from hatching. Their large eyes scanned the room, and when the healer’s doors opened, both made small chirps at Ms. Erring and Clare on the other side. 

			“They’re not here.” Ms. Erring was short of breath, sounding panicked. “Evie and the boss aren’t here, and we have these things in the manor and— Why is that one hopping toward me?” The female guvre, large eyes homed in upon Ms. Erring’s startled face, was moving toward her. “No. Bad snake bird. Get back!” Ms. Erring waved a hand as the baby animal chirped again, hopping atop her shoe. Ms. Erring stared blankly at her. “What is happening right now?” 

			Blade was smiling wide, staring at both woman and animal with a dopey grin. “I believe the poor soul thinks you’re her mother.” 

			Now this was a plot twist Lyssa could get behind.

			Tatianna preened. “Oh, how sweet, Rebecka. Congratulations.” 

			“I’m not her mother!” Ms. Erring screeched, startling when the animal atop her foot gave a pitiful whine, feebly trying to scramble up her leg. Ms. Erring refused to look at the baby for a full ten seconds before she broke. “Oh, fine! Come here!” she grumbled, bending low to pick up the animal, sighing when the little thing wasted no time snuggling into her neck. 

			Lyssa stared in wonder. “You’re so lucky.” 

			Ms. Erring responded with an eye roll. “Oh yes. The wonders in my life never cease.” 

			The adult guvres had never come, and when the first egg started breaking, followed shortly by the second, Blade insisted they leave immediately, explaining that female guvres were incredibly protective of their eggs, and there was no telling what the adults would do if they found the group with the babies. 

			Lyssa felt a smidge guilty, but the feeling was overpowered by the wide eyes of the male, who was hopping toward Clare. “Aren’t you handsome!” Lyssa crooned as Clare picked him up, leaning over to pet his head. The animal was making a vibrating sound of contentment, not unlike the purr of a kitten. 

			“Why do the boys have the colorful scales and not the girls?” Tatianna asked. 

			Blade was cutting up small bits of meat he’d found in the kitchen stores, dicing it on the table where Tatianna prepared her medicines. “The boys must attract a mate. The females don’t need it.” 

			Ms. Erring, Clare, and Tatianna simultaneously groaned. But it was Tatianna who objected. “You know, most women don’t put on lipstick or glitter to impress a…man.” She shuddered. 

			Lyssa snickered, snuggling the male guvre closer. 

			Blade looked among them, hands going wide, gesturing to his violently bright blue vest with dozens of yellow flowers sewn in. “Who are you talking to? Because I know it’s not the man in the fuchsia pants.” 

			“I like your pants,” Ms. Erring said immediately, then appeared embarrassed by the outburst. 

			The female sensed Ms. Erring’s distress and wrapped around her neck, hiding in her hair. “This thing is…” she started, but then the animal sighed—a small sound. “Is she sleeping?” Ms. Erring whispered, wide-eyed and panicked. 

			“Leave it for now,” Blade advised. “We’ve got a few hours before the guvres discover the eggs are gone, and that’s being generous.” 

			“We have starlight and Fate’s young. We just need Trystan and Evie,” Becky said quietly, taking caution—despite her professed annoyance—not to wake the sleeping creature wrapped around her. “And the book of Rennedawn.”

			“And a whisk.” Lyssa grinned. 

			Ms. Erring sighed. 

			“It has to be enacted where sunlight shines unvarnished,” Clare reminded them, feeding the animal in her hand small cuts of beef. “There you are, darling.” 

			“We’re not keeping him, darling.” Tatianna gave Clare a playful expression, coming closer to pat the animal on the head. “But we should name them in the meantime. I don’t wanna keep calling them Rainbow and Neutral in my head.” 

			The animals made huffing sounds, and Ms. Erring returned hers to the floor next to the one now at Lyssa’s feet. “This one is Cassandra.” They all stared at her, and Ms. Erring rolled her eyes. “What? I’m not naming her something like Wiggles or Squirt or—” 

			“Or Fluffy?” Blade finished with amused sarcasm. “Can we name this one something fierce? Like Danger?” 

			Ms. Erring gave him a long-suffering glance. “We could…if we hated him.” 

			The door rattled, and they all jumped, knocking into one another to stand in front of the guvres. 

			Gideon’s face appeared. “There you all are. What are you— You know what? Never mind. I need everyone to begin searching the manor. Quickly!” 

			“For what?” Lyssa asked nervously, pulling her skirt outward to block the wing coming into view. 

			Gideon looked nearly gleeful to impart his knowledge upon them. “We think the second book is hidden here. In Massacre Manor.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			Evie

			Evie couldn’t stop staring at it. 

			“It” being the human-sized pot in the middle of the room. 

			“Sage… Gold coin for your thoughts,” she heard Trystan’s voice rumble. 

			“Do you think Greta has a standing appointment with her dentist?” She felt like she was in a daze.

			The threat of being cooked alive did that to a person.

			“I think if she was eating her house, it would be significantly easier for us to leave it.” With a grunt, he picked up a stool and threw it against the wall. “How could that not have made a dent?” 

			She lifted a brow, feeling impossibly amused. “We’re surrounded by stale gingerbread. You’re lucky the stool didn’t crack.” 

			The door rattled, and Evie’s heart bottomed out. Forgetting that she had a dagger at her waist, death magic somewhere inside her, and a large man shoving himself in front of her. “What’s going on with you?” He stared down at her and not the door, which was vibrating violently from Greta’s fists. “You’re not usually this…skittish.” 

			“I’m not—” 

			“Open the door!” 

			Evie shrieked, twisting his shirt in a death grip, then jumping when his hand landed on her waist. “Okay, I’m a little skittish.” When she looked up, he was still staring at her intently, like whatever was happening to her right now was far more important than the woman banging on the door so she could roast them like Yule dinner. “The idea of being eaten freaks me out.” 

			His dark eyes went darker still, glistening with mirth. “As special as I believe you are, love, that is the more common reaction to the subject.” 

			“Keep that word out of your mouth. It’s lethal,” she accused.

			The romantic familiarity between them was supposed to feel unusual. Since she’d met the man, he had been a walking vessel for repression, resolved to keep himself contained and unemotional. 

			But now his resolve was settled on her. 

			And she couldn’t even enjoy it. 

			His lips brushed over her hair. 

			Much. 

			“If I were to become soup with anyone, I would want it to be you.” It was a tiny portion of all she wanted to say, but Trystan had a way of understanding her quips for what they were. He knew her worst fear: if she let the chips fall and took the risk, she could hurt him. 

			Not just that. She was destined to hurt him. 

			“I don’t like soup,” he stated. 

			“Yes, I recall. And I find that absurd.” She tapped the sides of her head. “You can’t dislike soup. Most of the time it’s just broth and vegetables.” 

			He didn’t flinch but contemplated. “I don’t care for food to be mushy.” 

			“You ate cake this morning,” she accused. 

			“That’s soft, not mushy,” he corrected, staring at her like she was the one spouting nonsense. But then his head snapped up. “Wait. The broth!” 

			“Is liquid,” she mused, disgruntled, watching with a tilt of her chin when he climbed the step stool adjacent to the overlarge cooking vessel.

			Trystan peered in, rolling up his sleeve. “It’s boiling. That might work.” 

			“What?” 

			“If we spill the pot. Cookies crumble under boiling heat, no matter how stale they are.” He began rocking the pot just as Evie realized something alarming. 

			The knocking had stopped. 

			Because the door was open.

			Greta stood there, her blond hair wild from the banging, her lovely face twisted into a frown. But she only had one thing to say.

			“You don’t like soup?” 

			Evie paused her terror to commiserate. “I know, right?” 

			“Sage! Move out of the way!” 

			She didn’t wait to see why, just dove toward the wall. Next thing she knew, a cord had snapped, the pot tipped, and scalding broth rushed for where Greta stood. The woman yelped, running from the room and the splashing hot liquid.

			It hit Evie’s ankle just before she was scooped up and held in Trystan’s arms like a bride over a threshold. They were so tightly pressed together, she could feel his heartbeat, his muscles jumping underneath her fingers. Her eyes found his, and he held her waist tighter, mischief where there should be fear. “It’s interesting that dangerous situations seem to push us together instead of pull us apart, as the destiny monster declared,” he said. 

			“It’s not interesting. It’s sick and mildly cruel.” 

			“That, or the destiny monster is a liar,” he whispered resolutely, a rumble coming from his chest, mirth dancing in his dark eyes. 

			“I want to believe that,” she whispered. “I want to so badly. You must believe me; I…don’t want to be scared.” Emotion broke through then, a strained sadness making her voice crack on the last word.

			He looked at her with a sureness she wasn’t certain she’d ever had—about anything. “You can be scared. And I’ll just…I’ll just be here.” 

			After laying a gentle kiss on her cheek, then the tip of her nose, he looked up to see the damage the broth had wrought, but the walls stayed in place, not softening or crumbling in the slightest. “Well. That’s disappointing.” 

			“Oh, but it wasn’t.” Greta’s voice startled them. “That was so sweet!” she squeaked, dabbing her eyes with what appeared to be a sugar cookie covered in cinnamon. 

			They were both struck speechless for a second, and then Evie’s mouth caught up. “It won’t make us tastier!” 

			Greta stared, her eyes moving to different parts of the room. She appeared confused, and then realization hit. “Did you two think I was going to cook you?” 

			They had made that hop, skip, and a jump to that conclusion, hadn’t they? “Were—uh—” Evie started, folding her lips inward. “Were you not…going to do that?” 

			“What on earth gave you two such a disgusting idea!” Greta looked genuinely appalled. 

			“The human-sized pot in the middle of your back room?” Evie gestured to it. 

			“That belongs to Fee!” Greta bit out. 

			“Who is Fee?” Trystan asked, incredulous. Then the ground rattled and the roof was suddenly lifted off the house. Evie felt herself gently lowered to her feet and tucked behind Trystan’s back. 

			“I’m the one with the death magic, you know,” she grumbled.

			“I know,” was all he said in response. 

			“That would be me.” The giant called Fee peered down at them curiously. 

			“Your name is Fee?” Trystan asked warily. 

			Evie felt a shot of satisfaction—the sort when you were proven right. “As in Fee Fi Fo Fum?” 

			Fee spoke above them with level displeasure. “I was trying to introduce myself when you stumbled onto my property, even cleared the path of rocks, and instead I was met with screams of terror! Your guests are very rude, Greta.” 

			“This wouldn’t have happened if you let me ask who Fee Fi Fo Fum was,” Evie sang under her breath. 

			“That was just occurring to me, thank you,” Trystan hissed back. “You almost stepped on us!” Trystan bellowed up at the giant. 

			“Did I?” Fee asked. “Or are my feet just quite large and you made a rather outlandish assumption?” 

			Evie’s mouth formed an O, and she couldn’t take her eyes off Fee, even as she tapped Trystan’s shoulder. “I think it’s the second option. You should apologize.” 

			“You thought Greta was cooking us!” Trystan accused. 

			“There was a giant pot! What else was I supposed to assume it was for?” 

			“A giant,” Greta offered, waving around a rather large spoon. “I’m Fee’s personal chef.” 

			Oh. That was a relief. And wildly mortifying. 

			“I assume my dinner was ruined, Greta?” Fee grumbled, gently placing the roof back atop the house, and wordlessly the two of them followed Greta outside. Feeling more than a little silly, Evie hung her head like a child who’d been caught drawing on the wall. 

			She took a breath of the night air. And it was indeed night. The skies near the eastern kingdom, Kaliora, were clearer, the benefit of being away from the bustle of the capital or busier villages. Stars beamed all around them. 

			Her mother could be up there. Perhaps that was the place she’d escaped to, back among the stars, wanting the benefit of viewing Evie’s life but not actually being a part of it. Or maybe she didn’t care to watch Evie at all. 

			Greta was offering new dinner plans when Evie drifted back to the conversation. 

			At a terrible time. 

			“They were having a lovers’ quarrel.” 

			“We’re not lovers,” Evie objected. 

			At the same time as Trystan objected, “It wasn’t a quarrel.” He narrowed his eyes for a moment at her, looking well and truly evil, so much so that a chill spread down her spine. “How do you define lovers, Sage?” 

			“If you’re needing to define it, you probably aren’t one,” Fee offered, and Trystan’s gaze went skyward. 

			“I’m going to cut to the chase before my fragile pride takes another beating,” Trystan said. “We’re here to find an artifact. A key.” 

			“Of course you are. As is everyone who travels over to Kaliora’s borders. They all ask for the same thing.” Fee smiled piteously. “And none of them have been able to win it from me.” 

			“We can win it. What’s the game?” Evie was speaking out of her arse, but if it got the giant to at least show them where the key was, they could work out a way to steal it. 

			Thinking like a villain. 

			She was relieved that the pinch in her chest wasn’t there, just contentment. “It’s simple.” Fee smiled with satisfaction, and Evie’s contentment ran screaming from the room. “You merely need to take the key from my hand.” 

			“I feel like it’s not going to be that easy,” she mumbled to Trystan. 

			“From the height I stand.” 

			“Yeah, that sounds right.” Evie pinched her temples, sighing when Fee pulled out the key. It was an unassuming thing, painted white, with detailing on it she couldn’t quite make out from this far down. “Do you think climbing on Greta’s roof is cheating?” she asked Trystan, but whatever his response might have been was interrupted by a streak of light. 

			Just a flash of something gleaming in the moonlight—landing right in Fee’s palm. A shooting star?

			But it wasn’t a star at all. 

			“Grab it, Kingsley!” Malcolm’s voice carried in from the trees, his hand overextended like he’d just tossed a ball. 

			Or rather…a frog.

			Alexander Kingsley, in all his webbed-foot glory, took the key in his mouth and leaped just before Fee’s fingers could close around him, landing perfectly atop his horse. Evie wondered how something so small and green could maintain such an air of gallant charm. 

			“You cheated!” Fee boomed, stomping her foot and shaking the ground. 

			“Time to go.” Trystan grabbed her hand, sprinting for Malcolm, who appeared ragged from gathering the animals. They mounted and broke into a sprint, Fee’s voice booming behind them.

			Riding to their home. Their family. 

			Everything had gone exactly right. 

			Which made Evie’s stomach bottom out.

			Because that usually meant something very wrong was not too far behind.

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			Kingsley 

			Alexander had to admit, even solely to himself, that there were benefits to being an amphibian. 

			Not as many as being human, mind you, but they existed. For example, if there was something odd happening within the manor, he was always the first to know. He went unobserved so often, he’d begun to treat it like an art form. 

			When you were human, everyone took note of what you were doing and where you were. 

			It didn’t serve with Alexander’s purposes. But there really wasn’t a price to be put on usable thumbs. 

			“There you are, Lyssa!” Evie called with relief, running toward her sister in the empty office space. “I thought surely you’d be in the kitchens, but Edwin said you hadn’t been down.” Evie threw her arms around the little girl. “I was worried you hadn’t returned.” 

			Lyssa’s small hands squeezed Evie back tightly. “Me? You’ve been gone all day! Where were you?” 

			“I almost got turned into soup and insulted a giant.” Evie released her sister to give her a serious stare. 

			“I hate when that happens,” Lyssa replied somberly. 

			“Don’t leave us in suspense, little villain.” Trystan ushered them to a corner lit with several torches. “Were you successful? Do we have the adult guvres on the premises?” 

			Lyssa’s face went from light and carefree to guarded and flighty. 

			An expression that, in Alexander’s experience, was prelude to chaotic entertainment. Especially when a Sage was involved.

			Trystan’s eyes softened at the little girl’s nervousness. “If we don’t, there is no consequence to you—nor would there ever be.” 

			Lyssa blinked, wide-eyed, like the thought hadn’t even occurred to her. “I know. I’m just not sure how to answer you. If we could just find the others…” 

			“Hold on—” Evie started. 

			“Oh, Kingsley! You’re a frog again!” Lyssa interrupted, eyes darting around, fidgeting.

			Kingsley hopped toward a basket of his signs, took hold of the chalk, and scribbled down his one word to convey many. 

			He kicked it off with an old favorite. 

			Sucks 

			“That’s enough,” Trystan objected, giving Alexander a pointed look. “Lyssa. What is going on?” 

			The sound of scrambling footsteps echoed rapidly down the hall. “You’re the one who left the door open, and you’re calling me irresponsible?” Tatianna’s voice rose first, and Becky’s followed. 

			“I didn’t leave it open; it got caught on one of your absurdly long scarves.” 

			“My scarf wasn’t there!” Tatianna replied. 

			“That’s because Cassandra ate it!” Becky screeched, the pair of them skidding to a halt in front of them. “Shit.” Her eyes moved to Lyssa. “Shoot. I said shoot.” 

			“Before that, you said shit,” Lyssa muttered, handing a gold coin to Evie. 

			“Who’s Cassandra?” Malcolm asked curiously. “A beautiful friend of yours, I hope.” 

			“Cassandra’s a little young for you, Malcolm,” Clare said as she joined them, looking pinched and unhappy. Her resting expression these days. “Wonderful. Everything at the manor went to the deadlands while you were gone. Hope whatever you were doing was worth it.” 

			Alexander smiled inwardly, finding it more than amusing that a place Clare once swore she’d never step foot in had become a place she clearly desired to protect.

			“We were retrieving a key. One that Benedict needs to enact a curse that would replace today’s version of Rennedawn with one in which I never became The Villain—if that qualifies as worth it.” Trystan waved his hand in front of Clare’s gobsmacked expression. “How much of that got through, Clarissa?” 

			“Enough that I’m nauseous,” she mumbled, rubbing at her temples. 

			“The manor seems quiet, Clare. What could you possibly be fretting over?” Evie observed, looking about for signs of disturbance.

			“Everybody duck!” Blade screamed, as a poof of purple fog rolled in and everyone flopped to the floor. Except Alexander, for obvious reasons. 

			Trystan threw his hands over Lyssa’s and Evie’s heads, blocking them from seeing the purple vapor wash over a desk, melting it.

			No, Alexander thought. 

			There was only one sort of animal with such capabilities, and they were meant to be nowhere near Massacre Manor. But a tiny screech confirmed it, and Alexander’s mouth dropped open when he saw not one but two baby guvres chirping like birds. 

			And he knew then. 

			That he’d failed. 

			“Where is the mother, if I might ask?” Trystan was attempting to speak with a measured calm that was clearly ill-controlled, judging by the way his body tensed. He helped Lyssa and Evie to their feet as the purple fog cleared. 

			Lyssa pointed to Becky, and even in Alexander’s panic, he croaked a laugh at the HR woman’s horrified expression. “That isn’t funny,” she grumbled, folding her arms, and with a pout, she scooped up the brown one. “Cassandra is a temporary guest until her mother arrives. I’m a glorified nanny.” 

			Cassandra was nesting happily in Becky’s hair when the boy leaped into Evie’s arms, and she gasped like she’d just been given diamonds. “Oh, he’s darling, isn’t he?” The sadness that seemed to linger around Evie of late morphed into a warmth that filled the room. 

			“He’s one of the most lethal creatures in existence, Sage,” Trystan pointed out with a monotone delivery that didn’t match the way he was gazing at her cooing at the small thing. “We should cage them until we decide how to proceed.” 

			“You’ll have to cage me with them, then,” she replied with false sweetness, bouncing the boy like he was an infant. “Have you named him?” 

			“Clarke,” Lyssa said. 

			Alexander quickly scribbled down a word. 

			Why 

			A perfect descriptor of all areas of his current life.

			Lyssa shrugged. “They both start with C. We were keeping them in the healer’s quarters, but they got out while we were looking with Gideon.” 

			Evie’s brow furrowed. “For what?” 

			Gideon chimed in, strolling into the office area beside Keeley. “Oh good, you found them. May we go back to searching now?” 

			Alexander had a keen eye for human nature; the smallest of actions could open up for him the truth of a person’s character. He’d mastered this skill as both prince and frog. It was how he knew immediately what Gideon was going to say. 

			“We have reason to believe the second book of Rennedawn is hidden here in the manor.” 

			Alexander shut his eyes tight, knowing that with this discovery…

			Their fate was sealed.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			Clare 

			“He never went through any of this? Trystan has more than a hundred workers, and none of them ever came to clean out down here?” Clare grumbled, climbing down to the cellar, where it appeared all manner of junk was being kept. She stumbled on a rolled-up rug, catching herself on the nearby wall.

			Tatianna didn’t stumble over things, merely glided along, almost as if she were floating on air in her long tulle skirt. “You know Trystan doesn’t care overmuch for sentimentality. He never saw the need.”

			“He didn’t even bother to have it cleared out for storage space, though?” Clare questioned, then tripped on a portrait, gasping when Tatianna pulled her tightly against her to keep her from falling. Their faces were scant inches apart, and Clare could smell something sugary on her breath. She looked down at the painting and realized it was a worn portrait…of their family. It had been done some fifteen-odd years prior. Trystan and Malcolm had their arms thrown around each other, grinning. Their mother’s face, as usual, was pinched and displeased, and Clare had her arms happily thrown around…Arthur.

			“Are you all right?” Tatianna asked softly, her beautiful face clouding Clare’s vision until all she could see was her. “Really, Clare.” 

			Clare felt the weight of grief hovering above her most days, surrounding her until she had no choice but to wallow in it properly. But they didn’t have the luxury of time for such things. “I am as well as a person can be mere days after losing their father.” She answered the question with some honesty, at least. 

			Tatianna folded her lips inward. “You know—” She swallowed, taking a step away, and Clare moved closer subconsciously, as if their hearts were tied together. “I haven’t changed my mind about us…trying again.” 

			Clare gaped. Because really, she’d thought the nail had been driven into that coffin the moment they’d found out Clare had been writing to Amara Maverine for some time. Trusting her mother when she absolutely shouldn’t have. And now her father was dead. 

			After all that…it was too good to be true. “I think I see books over here,” Clare muttered, climbing over old chairs and knickknacks covered in dust. “Can you hold up the torch while I look?” she asked, starting to sort through old texts—some books she recognized, some she didn’t. None the one they sought. 

			The light from the torch above signaled Tatianna’s presence. “You don’t have any thoughts on what I just said? I know the timing’s not ideal.” 

			Clare huffed a humorless laugh. “Our timing is never ideal, Tati. The first time I proposed, we were in the middle of an argument.” 

			When Clare looked up, Tatianna was smiling—the one that made her knees wobble and her heart pound. “We had a good time making up, though, didn’t we?” 

			Clare’s face heated, a tingling feeling climbing the back of her neck at the memory. The way they’d cleared off the table frantically, Tatianna’s skirts being torn, Clare lowering to her knees—

			“Ah, you do remember,” Tatianna said smugly, searching shelves and shoving away boxes that were filled with things that weren’t books. 

			“I couldn’t forget that day even if I wanted to. I was so happy,” Clare murmured, tossing another book aside onto a growing pile. “It’s not here. See any books over there?” 

			“Clare.” Tatianna took hold of her arm, her brown eyes imploring. 

			Clare’s lips parted, a burning beginning to build behind her eyes, blurring her vision. “I just didn’t want to assume anything or make you feel like just because my father died, you’d have to—” 

			Tatianna’s fingers touched Clare’s lips gently, nothing but soft kindness in her voice. “Clare, I don’t want to be there for you for any other reason than loving you, earnestly. You’ve always been it for me. The moment we met, we both knew, didn’t we?” 

			Tears came swiftly, then sniffling immediately after as Clare wiped at her eyes. “Yes. I’ve just been so, well, you know.” She laughed and hiccupped.

			Tatianna laughed, too, placing the torch in the holder on the wall, freeing her hands to hold Clare’s cheeks. “I’ve been so ‘you know,’ too. We both have. But we found our way back. So now, when things get difficult—and we both know they will—instead of leaving, I want us to always stay and fix it. It’s what my parents have always done.” 

			“That’s because they’re normal,” Clare moaned through a laugh. “So, am I to understand we’re betrothed once more?” 

			Tatianna grinned. “Oh, no. That won’t be happening until I get the most romantic proposal ever given.” 

			Clare sighed. “At least there’s no pressure.” 

			Tatianna smiled, tipping Clare’s chin up and kissing her. It was soft at first, the sweetness of two people who’d loved each other for most of their lives. They’d changed, they’d grown, they’d fallen apart. And now they’d come back together. 

			And then it was more, Tatianna’s lips down her neck, Clare’s hand up her skirt, growing more desperate to get closer. Hands caressing down cheeks and hearts beating in tune as each touch became more intimate. Clare gasped when Tatianna’s hand moved higher up her thigh, until she touched her in the spot that had Clare gripping her shoulders. A shiver shot down her spine when Tatianna laughed sensually. “Still so sensitive,” she whispered, followed by a firm kiss that deepened into moans and sensations building until Clare could hardly bear it any longer. 

			“Tati, I—”

			“Let go, my love,” Tatianna urged, and then she did. The euphoria of being held by the one who knew her most, of the trust and faith she placed in her, overwhelmed her until she was languid and soft, turning them so she could shove the healer’s pink tulle skirts up above her waist and show her how certain of them Clare was with expert strokes of her lips and tongue. 

			It was a haze of passion until they were both panting and happily contented, leaning against the wall they’d fallen into, holding each other. 

			Clare felt almost ready to burst from the relief she felt; it was overwhelming. That she wasn’t alone any longer. That Tati was really hers again. Quickly, she reached for another abandoned knickknack.

			“Is all this stuff really just abandoned memorabilia from the king who lived here before the Gleaming Palace was built?” Clare laughed, picking up a figurine of a swan wearing a top hat. “Why would anyone in their right mind leave this behind?”

			“Clearly, Benedict lacks whimsy,” Tatianna said, tugging at a glittering tablecloth hanging on the wall. “Ah! For my examination table.” 

			“What if someone you’re treating gets blood on it?” Clare asked.

			“I’ll kill them, obviously.” Tatianna grinned, pulling the tablecloth from where it had been draped against the wall and holding it up.

			Clare smiled, too…until she saw what it had been hiding.

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			Evie

			“It barely looks anything like me,” Trystan grumbled, leaning against the sleek black desk in his office. 

			They’d searched till midnight with no success, Trystan then ordering them all to bed for at least the next twelve hours before reuniting in his office. Evie had immediately collapsed in a tired heap against his shoulder. It was a hazy memory, being carried, sweet words murmured into her ear. It felt like a dream. 

			But Evie had awoken safely tucked into her bed this morning, Lyssa beside her, her magic hovering above. 

			She’d waved.

			It had waved back. 

			And perhaps for the first time since it had become hers, she had looked upon it kindly and smiled. 

			Now, with late-morning sun lighting the office space, there was new vigor in the air. The two baby guvres were bringing everyone joy as well as hope. They’d gotten the key before Benedict; up close, they’d discovered it was white, covered in tiny flowers of all colors, its dainty bow twisted at the top in an intricate design that looked as if it had been created with great care. 

			She imagined the gods of magic couldn’t create anything not so. 

			She giggled to herself, patting the satin skirts where she’d hidden it, wispy white and shimmering fabric lying in romantic drapes from her waist to the floor. It made her feel pretty and strong and incredibly fortunate to have awoken early enough to see this. 

			Clare and Tatianna’s find.

			“Correct.” Alexander smirked; the white shirt he wore was cleaned and pressed, his appearance a little more tailored than yesterday. His self-given haircut seemed to have been evened out, his face shaven if not still a bit shadowed. “It looks just—” The words stopped, still roughened, his voice low. Rubbing his throat with a grimace, he finished, “Like you.” 

			Evie laughed. “Honestly, Evil Overlord, are you sure that’s not you?” 

			“Of course not!” Trystan bit out, waving his hands around. 

			There was no “of course” about it. The portrait propped up against the wall of Trystan’s office was his exact likeness. Except this man smiled widely, as if he did it more often than not, with a dimple on each side of his face. But the biggest difference?

			This man wore a crown. 

			“Gods, Trystan. Is this…?” Evie started.

			“It’s the first king of Rennedawn,” Clare explained, pointing at the small engravement at the bottom. “Julius Benedict Martin the first.” 

			“Martin?” Evie’s face pinched in confusion. “Is that— That’s not Benedict’s family name, is it?” She searched the room and found Tatianna already cackling in her arm. “Shut up. It is!” 

			“Sage, it’s a perfectly normal last name,” Trystan reasoned. 

			A wild choice, given Evie’s new life goal was to be entirely unreasonable. 

			“Whose side are you on?” She drummed her fingers against her arms, mock glaring. 

			He stared blankly. “The side of logic.” 

			“Well, that’s boring,” she said matter-of-factly before crossing to lean next to him, smiling at Alexander, who smiled rakishly back. “You found this in one of the storage cellars? How could you never have seen it before?” 

			“It was hidden under something with glitter.” Tatianna took a break from cackling to deliver this news with comedic evenness. “Trystan never would have touched it.” 

			“That’s what was under there?” Trystan stood, quickly collecting himself, clearing his throat. “A small oversight. I searched those rooms many times myself with Kingsley. And we never found anything of note.” 

			It was small, almost undetectable, but Evie swore she saw Kingsley flinch. “So, this is your ancestor, then?” Evie asked softly, staring at a man who looked very much like a king should. Regal, strong, kind. 

			It’s what Trystan would’ve been. 

			If you’d never been born.

			Oh, good. She had been eagerly awaiting her mind to send her on today’s doom spiral. 

			“Apparently,” Trystan murmured, snapping her back. “We need to keep looking, everyone, so get the laughter out of your system and move on.” 

			Clare was still staring, almost scrutinizing the painting. 

			“What?” Trystan snapped. “Why are you looking at it like that?” 

			“Your head is definitely bigger,” Clare said, tapping her chin. 

			“It’s not to scale,” Trystan stated, exasperated, rubbing at the bridge of his nose. “Can you go and do something more useful than disparaging the size of my head?” 

			“It wasn’t disparaging. Just an observation,” Clare said brightly, patting her brother’s arm, then sailed from the room with Tatianna not far behind. “We’ll let you know if we find anything of note!” 

			Kingsley remained, and Evie was glad for it. “How are you, um—Alexander?” 

			He chuckled, shrugging. “I’m still me,” he replied, looking upward, contemplating. “Just taller.” 

			Alexander Kingsley was indeed still himself. 

			Still brightening the room, with one or two simple words. 

			Evie grinned, stepping forward to wrap her arms around him. “Wow,” she said, pulling back quizzically. “You’ve got a lot of muscle for someone freshly human.” 

			“Hopping.” He grinned in return. 

			Trystan looked pleased by the tableau of two such important people in his life coming together. It felt a bit like a merging to Evie, that she might truly be a part of this. Finally. “I don’t think he’d appreciate being snuggled to my cheek like old times. Unless—” 

			“He wouldn’t,” Trystan stated immediately. 

			Alexander laughed, and his eyes went somewhere else for a moment. Somewhere that appeared almost…sad. “I should go look,” he gritted out. Then the former frog pointed at Trystan, sending Evie a playful wink. “And…he would.” 

			When he sauntered out, Trystan was smiling again, shaking his head. “I know it’s not ideal that he’s still becoming a frog at random intervals, but it’s incredible to see him.” 

			Evie looked back to the portrait for one last look at Trystan’s ancestor, and she was rendered immobile. Because this was Trystan. He’d always been quietly kind, protective, and fair. 

			By the gods, he’d always been a prince, hadn’t he?

			There was even a ceramic chalice in his hand, sitting at—

			“That’s… Is that the table in the kitchen?” Evie asked, scanning the background of the portrait. “Trystan! That’s the office kitchen.” 

			“Yes. It is.” He watched her, brow furrowed. “Is that of note?” 

			Evie walked forward, her body turning jittery, ready to burst. “No, but this is.” She pointed to the stained-glass window painted behind the king. The one she saw every day. The one they’d found the prophecy written upon in the sunlight. A bright sun, shining down on…nothing. 

			Just a patch of empty grass. “Trystan,” Evie said in awe. “Look.” 

			Indeed, there was no book of Rennedawn in the stained-glass window. 

			Because it lay on the counter…in front of it. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			Trystan

			When Trystan first became The Villain, he took pleasure in very few things. 

			Massacre Manor became his haven, where he went to lick his wounds, gathering himself and training to rise until he was a force Benedict could not ignore. 

			And he’d accomplished it. Over the years, Benedict had sent Valiant Guards, private assassins, and mercenaries to capture him. To kill him. All of them had failed. 

			He took pleasure in that. 

			Trystan turned the key in the lock but didn’t open the door. Instead, he looked down at Sage, noting her pretty white dress, her curls pinned back by a white comb that looked like a dove, a stark contrast against the brilliant rouge on her lips. 

			And the way she’d straightened her shoulders the moment they stepped down into the dungeons.

			“Why don’t you take the lead on this one?” he heard himself say. “You’re perfectly capable.” 

			Her wide eyes were fixed on him immediately. “No, that’s, uh—that’s okay. I’ll just observe.” 

			“No, you won’t. I won’t let you.” 

			“Let me?” 

			He knew it would infuriate her, had been banking on it. He fought to keep his face impassive.

			“You don’t let me do anything,” she continued. “I make my own decisions.” 

			“Really?” Trystan challenged, backing her up to the wall. “Because you always want to join me for torture interrogations. I would say you’ve even been eager at times. And now you prefer simply to observe? Do you make your own decisions? Or are you influenced instead by what you’re afraid of?” 

			Her irises were two blue flames as she stared back at him; all the while, he smirked like the bastard he was. “And what, pray tell, am I afraid of?” she asked.

			“That no matter your role in the story, you’ll never be enough.” 

			The force of her magic rammed into him so hard, he stumbled back. Angry tears formed, but she blinked them away, that spark within her flashing to the surface.

			“Fuck you.”

			There you are, little tornado. 

			The key to the large wooden door was turned, and in she went, unsheathing her dagger with each step forward. 

			It was inconveniently arousing. 

			“Good morning, Calvin.” Sage greeted the son of Otto Warsen with kindness. It made her even more unsettling.

			And even more arousing. 

			Damn it. 

			“What do you want, wench?” Calvin was considerably weaker than when they’d last seen him.

			Probably because Trystan had broken his kneecaps.

			“I don’t want anything,” Trystan replied evenly. “But my partner might have a few questions.” 

			“I wasn’t calling you a wench, you loon,” Calvin spat. 

			Trystan felt that cold rage rise to the surface. “How strange, because I know you weren’t calling her one.” 

			Calvin shuddered, shaking his head. “What do you want to know?” 

			“When I found you in the kitchens and you attacked me—you were trying to take apart the window. I thought it was because you didn’t want us to find the prophecy when we put it against sunlight… But that wasn’t why, was it?” 

			Calvin laughed, throwing his head back with the force of it. “He was so sure you’d never figure it out. Poor sod.” 

			“Who? Benedict?” Sage asked, the dark magic spilling out of her fingers and pooling around the floor. 

			Calvin stared, his face unreadable. “Sure.” 

			“Thank you for cooperating. Perhaps we can do something with those chains soon.” She gave him a soft smile, but Trystan found this highly unreasonable. 

			“The minute I’m out of these chains, Ms. Sage, I’m going to squeeze the breath from your lungs,” Calvin sneered. 

			Sage’s smile grew. “I did not say you would be alive. Did I?” 

			The man froze, and so did Trystan. 

			Deadlands, she was exceptionally good at this. 

			“How did the second book of Rennedawn become part of the window, and how do we undo it?” She asked the straightforward question, playing with the tip of her dagger, walking back and forth. 

			“I don’t know.” 

			“Of course you do, Mr. Warsen. How else were you going to remove it?” 

			“With my arse.” He leered. 

			“And here I thought you only spoke out of it.” Sage rolled her eyes before sighing, an authenticity to her piteous expression. “Calvin, I’m going to level with you. One, because we don’t have a whole lot of time and two, because I really do not like you.” 

			Calvin’s lips parted, his eyes looking to Trystan like, Does this belong to you?

			He merely folded his arms. And smirked. 

			“What were you going to use to take out the book? And I’d strongly advise you not to give me an insult for an answer. Unless you’d like this interview to end…early.” 

			Calvin glanced up, something breaking in the way he shook his head and then his rattling hands. “I want a healer for my kneecaps.” 

			“Done,” Evie said before Trystan could object. 

			“Guvre venom.” Calvin grinned. “Fate’s creatures for Fate’s copy of Rennedawn’s story. Their venom sealed it, and it will release it, too. If you can come by some, that is. I was merely sent to remove it before you realized the value in the thing.” 

			It was interesting that Sage had been the one to see the value in that window from the start. Spending endless hours staring upon it. She did that, found value in things some would overlook. 

			Trystan, for example. 

			He grinned. 

			And Calvin grinned back because he assumed the knowledge would be fruitless. Sage didn’t let up. “We could take from the two younglings we have abovestairs, I’m sure.” She patted his cheek as his face fell from smug to baffled. “Thank you, Calvin. You were very helpful. I’ll have someone down to look at your knees. You’ll need full use of them when you’re begging for your life.” 

			“I— What?” 

			But Calvin’s fearful question got lost when Sage narrowed her eyes at Trystan and murmured, “Meet me outside, would you?” 

			She was through the door without looking back, and Trystan contemplated her, then Calvin. “Out of curiosity…how long did it take for your kneecaps to break?” 

			“Immediately!” Calvin yelled. 

			“Excellent.” Trystan shut the door behind him, turning the lock, knowing exactly what he was about to face. 

			“You have no right.” Sage’s voice was coming from the shadowed alcove, a lantern above her head casting a gleam over her face. “No right to call me afraid. Of course I’m afraid! I’ve been afraid my whole life—I’m allowed! Because it’s never stopped me from doing what I needed to do.” 

			“I asked if your fear controlled you,” he murmured, eyes never leaving the way the red of her cheeks deepened, her breath quickening. “And it didn’t. It doesn’t. It never has.” 

			She blinked. “You—” 

			Trystan waved a hand toward the closed door. “You did that afraid, but you did it anyway. I’ve never known you to be any way else.” 

			“I don’t like being maneuvered.” She pointed a finger at him. 

			He grabbed her hand, looking upon it reverently, willing himself to release her, and failing. Instead, his lips pressed to the middle of her palm, his eyes shut tightly, and he did not release her hand even when he was through. “I don’t like you giving up on yourself.” 

			Her breath was clipped when she whispered, “I’m not—” 

			“You are.” He felt angry suddenly, like he wanted to grab her shoulders and shake her until she saw sense. “You were the one who told me that we get to decide who we are. Not magic, not Fate or Destiny or anyone else. You and me. We decide.” 

			Her lashes lowered, damp from tears she was trying to blink away. “You don’t understand. Every time I think I can rely on someone, every time I believe I get to be happy, something happens to ruin it. Every time. And every time, I pick myself up and keep going.”

			When her eyes met his, they were so serious, so full of anguish that it crushed him. “If something happened to you, let alone something that was my fault? I wouldn’t keep going. I couldn’t.” 

			“Because you want me,” he stated, not allowing her to avoid it. 

			“Of course I want you!” She threw her hands up, and her face twisted in outrage. “None of this has anything to do with how much I want you or love you or desperately need to be with you all the time. Thinking about you the moment I wake up, the moment I go to sleep. When I’m so sad I feel like I cannot stand it, I still want you.” 

			She breathed in and out, and he could see the wheels turning in her beautiful mind, could see the wall going up. 

			“But—” she started.

			He kissed her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			Evie

			Evie should have known they’d end up kissing. 

			And, deep down, she had to admit that perhaps she had known. 

			It’s why she went to the corner away from prying eyes, away from the heavy torture chamber door. 

			Trystan’s lips slanted over hers in a near frantic pace that made her breathless and desperate. She grabbed for his shoulders, pushing herself closer until his arms went around her, lifting her and pushing her against the wall. Then he was lightly tugging on her hair, using his new vantage to place fervent kisses against her neck. 

			“You can’t do this every time we argue,” she breathed. 

			Even though she really wanted him to. 

			“Very well.” He lifted his head, his dark eyes untamed, his normal composure completely surrendered to her. “We can stop arguing and go right to this.” 

			She giggled. It was hard to believe that moments ago she’d wanted to strangle him and now she was straddling him, holding on to his neck for dear life. “I’m not used to you being the pushy one. What’s gotten into you, Evil Overlord? What happened to the no office fraternization policy?” 

			“I burned it.” 

			His lip curled in that secret smile he reserved only for her, dimple appearing to attack her nervous system and pummel her heart. “Because I fell in love with the most infuriating woman I’ve ever met.” Another kiss against her lips, her cheeks, each of her eyelids. 

			“She sounds awful.” Evie huffed another breathless laugh, warmth spreading through her when his lips found the tops of her breasts, propelled upward by the boning in her bodice. 

			He lifted his head to look into her eyes with a gleam of wonder. “She’s my favorite person.” 

			Her brows pinched along with her chest. “You’re mine.” 

			And as if they couldn’t bear another moment not being connected, his lips found hers again, his hand sliding up her leg, slipping beneath her skirts, moving closer until he brushed against her and she gasped, panting. 

			“I didn’t think it was possible,” he whispered in disbelief. “I didn’t know I could burn like this.” He lowered her gently to her feet, and Evie felt disappointment at the moment coming to an end. 

			Except then it didn’t. 

			As he went to his knees. 

			“What are you doing?” Evie hissed, scanning the hallway to be sure no one was about. This part of the dungeons was only ever occupied by Trystan and his respective prisoners, but there was no barrier, just the wall jutting out to hide them. 

			Trystan smirked, quirking a brow. “Chapter six.” 

			She closed a hand over her mouth to contain her manic giggle, heat rushing through her when she felt her skirt lift until it was at her waist, his hands grabbing hold of her thigh, draping her leg gently over his shoulder. “You don’t have to—” 

			But then his mouth was on her, causing such overwhelming feeling to cascade through her that she cried out, her fingers coming to tangle in his hair, and he rewarded her with more, awakening parts of her that burned brighter and brighter, until she clapped a hand over her mouth, crying out. She allowed the sensations to carry her away for a moment of pure, mind-numbing bliss before she drifted back down to reality. 

			Trystan gently re-placed her skirts, pulling her down so that her back was against his chest, laying worshipful kisses to the top of her head. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything more beautiful than what I just witnessed.” 

			She could feel the wanting in his own body, hard against her back. She turned with a look of questioning. “I’m sorry, do you want me to—” 

			“I want you to stay in my arms. Just let me hold you.” He chuckled against her head. “You’d be horrified to know how often I imagined doing that to you.” 

			She angled her head up with a sardonic glance. “You did not.” 

			“The first time you sat atop my desk, I had to run laps around my chambers until I could shake the image from my mind.” 

			“You’re joking.” She gasped, feeling giddy amusement, euphoria flooding through her, pushing away everything else. 

			He deadpanned, “I don’t do that.” 

			She laughed, and he swallowed the sound with another firm kiss against her lips. “It’s funny,” she murmured. 

			“What is, little tornado?” 

			“I always assumed you’d be the little spoon.” 

			“You’re joking.” 

			She lowered her voice several dramatic octaves. “I don’t do that.” And then she remembered: “So, you read chapter six.” 

			He cleared his throat, looking as near to sheepish as a man as stoic as he could be. “I was curious—and for good reason.” 

			“What on earth compelled you to read The Cunning Corset Society in the first place?” She smiled quizzically at the lovely bizarreness of it. 

			“Edwin said it was your favorite.” 

			She turned around to face him. “When you were in your study library thing…” 

			He ran a hand through his hair, appearing uncomfortable with her warmth toward him at the gesture. “I was looking for Edwin’s copy. Yes. I’m not exactly adept at romance, and I thought it might help me…win you, so to speak.” 

			Her eyes burned, and she rewarded his true goodness with the softest brush of her lips against his, savoring it, like it was the last time.

			A few comfortable beats passed between them, the moment feeling just right. “I know there’s so much uncertainty,” Trystan said. “I know that you’re still adjusting, but will you give me the chance to prove to you that we can be happy together…without the world imploding?” 

			She felt vulnerable and raw when she nodded, hugging her arms around his neck. “I would like that.” 

			He was correct; there was still so much uncertainty.

			But right now, they were merely Evie and Trystan. 

			For as long as Fate allowed.

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			Blade

			“You just want her to breathe on it?” Rebecka asked, unknowingly putting two protective hands on the little beast curling around her neck like a ferret. The touch was protective and purposeful, as Blade had always known her to be. It was a wonder to him that anyone had ever found Rebecka Erring cold. 

			She was warmth. 

			And worried for the little beasts when they’d wasted no time gathering together in the office kitchens, with the supposed solution to uncovering the book within two small animals that were more difficult to corral than Fluffy. 

			“Clarke could do it as well.” Blade strained at the harness, trying to keep Clarke from melting the kitchen table. And Gideon Sage’s left hand. 

			“Gah!” Gideon ripped his hand back. “Eve, their breath melts things. Is it wise to use it on the only chance we have?” 

			Alexander Kingsley cleared his throat. He’d transformed back into a frog at least three times that day before changing back, and Blade couldn’t help but pity the poor sod for such a tease of a human life. “Winnifred?” he rasped. 

			“She’s not an option.” Trystan shook his head. 

			“Why?” Keeley asked with folded arms. 

			“Because I had Malcolm escort her back to her post at my mother’s house.” 

			Blade noted the horrified look upon Evie’s face, the disappointment on Trystan’s, and the— Well, Blade had no idea what Kingsley was feeling, but judging by the hardness of his expression…it wasn’t pleasant. 

			“I don’t seek to judge her—” Evie started.

			And Rebecka cut her off. “I do. Isn’t your mother a bitch?” 

			Evie tapped Rebecka’s shoulder and gave her a knowing nod. Blade coughed and laughed against his palm, nearly losing his hold of Clarke.

			The boss, for his part, didn’t seem bothered in the slightest. “My father’s funeral is in two weeks. Winnifred thought it would be a kindness to assist Amara with the preparations.” 

			“Maybe the prophecy will be completed by then and Rennedawn will belong to you forever,” Gideon mused. “If this actually works, that is.” 

			Blade nodded, lost in thought as he absently handed Clarke a treat.

			Rebecka sighed at his antics. “You’ve been giving him too many treats; he’s become a terror.” 

			Unfortunately, the animals appeared to be fast learners. Clarke heard “treat” and jumped from Blade’s arms, clamoring toward Rebecka with his small, ineffectual legs. “No. No, get down this instant.” 

			The animal chirped when he made it to her waist, peering up at her with large eyes that pleaded for her affection. An activity Blade knew well. 

			“Oh, fine. Come here.” She held the animal, looking a bit like a painting that used to hang in his father’s house. 

			“Rebecka. They adore you.” Blade spoke with affection. 

			She gave him the same withering stare she summoned when the interns were running amok. 

			It was his favorite. 

			“Lucky me,” she mumbled dryly. But he noticed she was holding the animals with the utmost gentleness. “How do you two know that Calvin Warsen wasn’t trying to get you to destroy the window?” 

			“He didn’t know we have the guvres,” the boss pointed out, planting a hand on his waist. Something was off about him. He looked oddly…disheveled. 

			“Benedict wanted the guvres’ young for the prophecy’s purposes, but that might not have been the only reason,” Evie offered, and Blade realized that she looked equally disheveled. Her curls were unbound and wild, her dress wrinkled slightly. 

			“So…how did questioning go?” Blade asked, tilting his head to observe their reactions. “Really got in there?” 

			Evie flushed, and Trystan froze like a statue. 

			“No, he was fairly compliant,” Evie said, her voice a pitch higher, examining the window with admirable concentration. 

			“Calvin? Or Trystan?” Blade grinned, and Rebecka gasped. 

			“I’m going to dismember you,” Trystan growled. “And I didn’t give you leave to call me Trystan.” 

			“We’re friends. I can’t really call you ‘boss’ anymore, and if not your name, what else would I call you?” 

			“Your murderer,” he grumbled. 

			Edwin refilled cups of cauldron brew with a furrow of his brow. “And who are we murdering today?” 

			Lyssa chose that moment to join them, so all talk of murdering ceased for the time being.

			“Let’s give Clarke and Cassandra time to shine. Shall we?” Rebecka urged. “Before they make a nest of my hair.” 

			Blade came toward her with a wink, and she gifted him one of her small smiles. He picked up each animal by the belly, taking extra care, then gently placed them both on the counter, facing toward the window. 

			“Is there a command to get them to do it?” Gideon asked him. 

			“Please?” Blade guessed. 

			The animals merely chirped and wobbled around the counter, knocking over a few ceramic chalices in their newborn clumsiness. They tried to move toward Rebecka, but both stopped when she pointed her finger at the window. “Now.” 

			The animals jumped excitedly at Rebecka’s attention. Again, Blade felt a kinship with the desire. “Any other ideas?” 

			Kingsley had been quietly observing, scanning each of them and then the window. “Break it?” 

			Blade knew his observations of others weren’t always reliable, so he wasn’t certain why he read something ominous in the suggestion. 

			“That’s not any less risky than melting it,” Trystan answered, appearing not to read anything into Kingsley’s note. 

			“I have an idea.” Lyssa’s quiet voice piped up. “May I try?” 

			Blade thought it spoke to both Lyssa’s intelligence and Trystan’s faith in it that the man immediately motioned for her to proceed. Lyssa walked toward the animals, shutting her eyes, and…began to glow. Blade gasped, and then so did everyone else when Lyssa placed both hands on the creatures’ backs; purple smoke rose from their mouths in large puffs, surrounding the walls, melting brick and stone, covering the window—

			A light brighter than Lyssa flashed, and they all yelled. Blade scooped up the little girl, then reached for Rebecka, who was blocking her eyes with her hands. A whooshing sound like a flood of wind burst through the room, and then—the air was still. 

			The purple smoke cleared, the light dimmed, and the window…was still intact. 

			But the book of Rennedawn was no longer below the shining sun. 

			It was in the hands of Evie Sage. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 39

			Evie 

			Evie always believed her imagination could take her to incredible places. Magical places where anything was possible and she could be anyone. 

			But imagination was a double-edged sword, for if you were able to imagine wonderful, beautiful things with perfect clarity, so could you imagine…the bad. 

			“We won’t know what’s inside until we open it.” Trystan’s large hand landed on her lower back, nudging her toward it. 

			“Why do you think I haven’t opened it yet?” she shot back, not taking her eyes off the large storybook sitting on the kitchen counter. After the book had appeared, Trystan had deemed it safest to open it right then and there. 

			No delays. No chances for it to get lost. They’d do this now. 

			And he expected her to be the one to open it. 

			“It looks just like the other one,” Gideon marveled, “except the edges are a little different. Benedict’s pages were silver.” 

			And this one was brilliant, with different shades coming together in beautiful swirls. 

			Evie asked, “How will I know what to look for?” 

			Becky was stern but kind when she said, “It’s a magic book, Evie. Let it tell you what to look for.” 

			Evie didn’t wait a second more, flipping open the book before anyone had time to argue. She flinched, waiting for… Well, she wasn’t sure what they were waiting for, but she was certain it wasn’t nothing. 

			Yet nothing was what happened.

			“That was anticlimactic.” Keeley walked over to the table, leaning down to see what was written on the first page. 

			Evie was both alarmed and relieved to see that it was blank. 

			“Was it a trick?” Becky struggled through the question, stopping Cassandra from biting her brother. 

			“Maybe they’re not all blank?” Lyssa suggested.

			“Turn the page.” Trystan spoke low in her ear, and she allowed the sound to calm her, his presence a shield. 

			Her shaking hand landed upon the weathered pages, crinkled and stained with the passage of time. She turned the page. And her world went to the deadlands. 

			The book began flipping, iridescent smoke rising from it until it landed on a specific page. Words appeared written in the air above them. 

			It’s a Core Healer’s duty to rid the soul of all pain and to destroy the source of Rennedawn’s sickness, to give it a name.

			The pages fluttered and settled on an image that turned Evie’s stomach to lead. 

			Because etched there in stark black and white—in a book older than time—was a face and a name. 

			And they both belonged to Evie. 

			No one spoke. She imagined none of them could. What could they say? A magical book had just called her a sickness. And professed that it was a Core Healer’s duty to rid the world of her. 

			“Tryst!” Clare yelled, running into the room. “Come. All of you, quickly.” 

			“What is it, Clare?” Trystan asked in a clipped tone. 

			“The Valiant Guards are back, and they’re demanding a meeting with you—and the Wicked Woman.” 

			“We’re perfectly safe within the confines of the thorny grove,” Trystan promised her. 

			Clare’s urgency was the only thing that could snap Evie out of her misery. “Not all of us,” she said.

			Evie’s stomach sank. 

			All eyes went to her as she croaked out, “They have Malcolm.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

			Kingsley 

			When the thorny grove parted, weapons were raised. 

			On both sides. 

			“Afternoon, gentlemen. Wander off the path, did you?” Trystan sounded uninterested. 

			Alexander knew that meant someone was about to get stabbed. 

			Evie stood beside him, keeping her mien of bravado intact, despite how badly he knew she was hurting. 

			They should’ve burned the book when they had the chance. 

			“We thought you might be amenable to a trade,” one of the knights said. With his helmet in hand, he looked like any other man. One who likely went home at night to a family, a life. 

			That was the problem with men who followed corrupt kings. They were skilled at hiding their ugly hearts beneath plates of silver armor. 

			“The trade being for my brother, I presume? And what is it you want in return?” Trystan asked. Alexander saw him wince when Malcolm was dragged over and thrown to the ground with several swords at his back. 

			“We want Evie Sage.” 

			Trystan growled beside him, lurching forward, but Evie had already stepped in front of him with a sweet smile. “Boys. I’m flattered, truly, but I’m taken.” 

			Trystan’s head whipped around so fast, Alexander was shocked it didn’t snap off. “You are?” 

			Her smile wavered, her lips parting. “I mean…yes. If you want to take me—or, uh, I suppose it’s more of an official capacity, but we didn’t really talk about it, so you don’t have to—” 

			“I do,” Trystan cut her off gruffly. “Want you to be taken…by me.” 

			“This is ridiculous!” one of the knights bit out. “Your brother’s life is in danger, sir.” 

			Alexander’s voice was deadly cold when he said, “Give them a moment,” trying to ignore the screams of protests from his throat. 

			“Malcolm, where is Winnifred?” Evie asked worriedly. 

			Alexander’s head snapped up, and he scanned the crowd, but there was not a single mousy enchantress in sight. Was he…actually troubled by this? 

			“I don’t know. She must have escaped.” Malcolm cried out when one of the knights stood with a foot on his back. “Please, Trystan. Help me.” 

			“I’ll give you gold,” Trystan offered. “Enough to get away from Benedict.” 

			“Benedict is the only one holding this kingdom together,” the knight closest to Malcolm yelled. “I care not for gold. I care for my honor.” 

			Alexander lifted a brow. “Then why are you—a knight?” 

			“Enough!” the Valiant in charge boomed. “What will it be?” 

			“I’ll surrender.” Evie stepped forward, and all who stood on their side objected. “Just please let him go.” She sniffed, and the action felt so incongruous with his knowledge of Evie that Alexander grew suspicious. 

			The knights lifted Malcolm to standing, and then Evie yelled, “Now, Keeley!” 

			An arrow soared through the air. 

			And right into Malcolm’s heart.

		

	
		
			Chapter 41

			Evie

			“Malcolm!” Clare screamed. “What did you do?” She turned on Evie, and Evie let her. The plan itself had been made in haste, but it had been necessary. 

			When the Silk that had escaped the dungeons appeared where Malcolm had been, arrow piercing its black hide, Clare’s voice cracked. “Oh gods. It’s not him? It’s not him?” 

			“I didn’t get a chance to tell you all before we came to greet them.” Evie winced, feeling slightly guilty for nearly giving Clare a heart attack. “A missive arrived from Malcolm a few hours ago. Keeley found it in a pile of correspondence. He and Winnifred are safely at your mother’s house.” 

			Kingsley shut his eyes, shoulders dropping, and Clare mirrored him. 

			Evie tsked. “A valiant effort, gentlemen.” Then she snapped her fingers with a small laugh. “Oh, look at that! Living up to your name. Do me a service and deliver a message to Benedict for me.” 

			Scare them, she urged her magic. 

			Dark mist surrounded her feet, not unlike a cat brushing against her ankle, scenting her before it surrounded the knights. 

			“Go and tell Benedict that wherever the coward is, there will be deadlands to pay when we meet again. That he will suffer, and may the gods help anyone who gets in my way.” She felt their lifelines, the colors lighting up around them, the bit of darkness over their jugulars. She could kill each and every one of them; all she needed to do was will it. 

			The magic would handle the rest. 

			But no.

			She released the knights, taking a deep breath when one of them crawled away from her, whimpering with a sound that should’ve tugged at her sympathetic heart. It did. The kindness she’d lived by all her life screamed and begged for mercy.

			She ignored it. 

			And, one by one, willed the magic to strike them where it would wound—hurt but not kill. Each man dropped at once. 

			“Tell the king I did this!” she yelled, feeling overcome, a bit like she was watching someone take hold of her. Someone she didn’t know. 

			And that someone was content—content to be feared, to be hated.

			Content to be…The Villain. 

			“Tell me yourself, why don’t you?” 

			The familiar voice gripped her violently, and her magic flared out in every direction, stripping color from the nearby trees, tingeing the grass gray. The voice of goodness and reason in her head begged her to stop, to tamp down the anger, the fear, the violence taking over. But even optimistic souls could wither in the darkness. 

			“Benedict,” she spewed hatefully, stalking forward, her dress tearing further on the fallen branches with each step. The king sat atop his horse, surrounded by blindly loyal men, carrying out his orders with lethal execution. 

			Evie unsheathed her dagger. 

			Benedict grinned. “That’s it, Ms. Sage. Allow yourself to be who you truly are.” 

			Something was wrong. Benedict looked far too smug for a man who was down a book of Rennedawn, two guvre younglings, and a curse anchor. 

			Had they missed something?

			Suddenly, her dagger vibrated in her hand, the scar on her shoulder tingling unpleasantly. She grimaced, willing it to go away, but the sensation only grew until her shoulder felt on fire and the dagger was nearly uncontrollable. 

			“Magical daggers are truly a wonder,” Benedict said. “But be careful; they sometimes have minds of their own.” 

			Evie gripped the hilt, her heart pounding, fear choking her as her magic answered the call, coming to meet the dagger as it continued to glow. 

			“Evangelina.” Trystan stepped up beside her, facing off against Benedict at her side. “Let me help you.” 

			“Trystan, stand back,” she pleaded, fighting the dagger’s movements, fighting an impulse that was too horrific for her to even fathom. Her hands didn’t feel like her own. They weren’t. They couldn’t be. The gentle voice in her head was crying out desperately, trying to pull her hands up, up—

			Because those hands took the dagger—and they stabbed Trystan Maverine in the shoulder, just above his heart. 

			An astonished expression formed on Trystan’s face as a nightmare unfurled before Evie’s eyes. A bad dream. It was a bad dream. It had to be.

			He dropped to his knees. Wake up. Please wake up, Evie. 

			“I didn’t mean to,” she started. “I don’t know…how I did it—” 

			“Move away!” Clare screamed at her, and Evie fell back a step, her eyes never leaving Trystan’s. He held tight to the dagger in his shoulder. Blood. He was bleeding. 

			I made him bleed. 

			If that gentle part of herself hadn’t resisted, would she have stabbed Trystan through the heart?

			“Isn’t that a shame.” Benedict grinned, then kicked his horse’s flank until it broke into a run through the forest. In mere seconds, he was gone, his men following loyally behind him.

			And Evie realized a truth that had been chasing her since she was young. 

			Life was not made for the gentle.

			Evie’s spirit had been battered and bruised, ripped at, torn, and tested. So much pain and sadness, it was too much for her body to handle. Everything was too loud, and every brush of wind against her skin stung, the agony rising so high inside her until she gripped her head and screamed. 

			Something broke. 

			Or many things. All she could hear was her, shattering. All the times she’d bent this way and that for the people she loved—all the time she’d spent making herself expendable. And yet her father disowned her, her brother stayed away, and now her mother, too, was gone. 

			They would never stay. 

			No one ever would. 

			Except, perhaps, him…and now she’d hurt him.

			Her screams grew louder, and through the haze she could hear several people yelling her name. When her eyes opened, she saw the devastation she’d wrought—the proof that she was indeed the kingdom’s scourge. 

			The trees. Oh, gods, the trees. 

			Felled. So many blown to smithereens, the rest completely stripped of color, of magic. She’d destroyed them all. “No,” she choked out, spinning in a circle to find nothing untouched. Even the dark mist was still seeking to harm, wanting to take her pain and turn it outward. She couldn’t hold it in. 

			“Trystan.” She took a step forward, but Clare stopped her with a hand. 

			“Stay back, Evie,” Clare ordered, but Trystan’s pained eyes glared at his sister as he shoved her away, locking instead with Evie’s. 

			“Don’t, Sage. Don’t—” His brows pulled together, his head shaking stiffly, and he winced as he pushed himself to his feet, still clutching his shoulder.

			But she’d already turned. 

			And she did the one thing she vowed she’d never do. 

			She ran.

			Away from him. From all of them. From her found family.

			She wouldn’t stop, even knowing that the one person she would never outrun, no matter how far she went…

			Was herself.

		

	
		
			Chapter 42

			Gideon 

			One Agonizing Week Later… 

			Trystan Maverine no longer resembled a prince or villain. His beard was overgrown more than Gideon had ever seen it, his hair falling in untamed locks that kept sweeping into his eyes. Dark, empty eyes. His office was drafty and dim, lit by only a few candles, with dawn’s early light barely beginning to trickle in. The light was too low for reading, but there Maverine sat nonetheless. 

			Scanning The Cunning Corset Society like it contained secrets yet untold. 

			No, Trystan Maverine no longer resembled The Villain. 

			He’d become more like a hermit—albeit one with a penchant for throwing people out the window. 

			The man’s foul mood had begun the moment Gideon’s sister disappeared among the trees. It manifested in short bouts of rage in which any employee pissing him off became a flight risk. Literally.

			“Do you intend to stand there for the remainder of the year, Mr. Sage, or do you plan on telling me what the fuck you want.” He wasn’t yelling. Trystan Maverine had no need for such tactics, but it was even eerier for how dangerously calm the man had grown. 

			Gideon cleared his throat. “I brought the book of Rennedawn up for you when you’re done with your…pleasure reading.” 

			The man’s empty eyes narrowed, his mouth pulling into a dissatisfied frown. Bad for Gideon. Very bad for Gideon. “I asked Lyssa to bring it,” he clarified through clenched teeth. 

			Now, to a logical person who valued their head, this would be the time to make a hasty exit. But Gideon was being eaten alive by guilt and worry for his sister, and it didn’t leave much room for tact. 

			“Do you honestly think yourself fit to be in front of either of my sisters right now?” 

			He was already ducking before his sentence finished, knowing an object would be lobbed at his head. Thankfully, at least, it was the paperback.

			Whistling, trying to appear unperturbed, Gideon approached the man’s desk and dropped Rennedawn’s storybook atop it. “Not sure what you’re going to find in an empty book.” 

			Maverine was standing before Gideon could back away. “It’s not empty. It’s just selective about what it shares and when. The prophecy—” 

			“Oh gods!” Gideon bemoaned. “I’m so sick of this storm cloud prophecy that seems to be dragging you and my sister around by your throats. They’re just words! What do they matter when Evie is gone and no one knows where she is?” 

			Except for Gideon. 

			He knew where she was. 

			He didn’t say this to Maverine, however, even as the man grabbed his collar with a raised fist.

			Keeley chose that moment to push open the doors, stopping Maverine before the blow landed on Gideon’s face. 

			“Tempting as that may be, sir, I have the updates you asked for.” Keeley turned to him with the hint of a smirk, and a painful twist began in his gut. “The Malevolent Guards set traps all about the manor’s borders. One wrong move from the Valiant, and they’ll explode.” 

			“Very good. And were you able to track down Joseph The Scholar?” 

			Sighing and shoving her long braid behind her shoulder, she rubbed a hand over her heart. “There are a few leads but nothing concrete yet. The man made himself very difficult to track. You said he was an acquaintance of Edwin’s—should we ask him if he might have any ideas?” 

			“No,” Maverine said immediately. “We leave Edwin out of this.” 

			Keeley appeared ready to argue, but she bit her lip. “Yes, sir.” 

			Gideon spoke when he knew he should’ve remained silent. As was the case every time he opened his mouth. “Why do you want to find Joseph The Scholar? Isn’t he some sort of recluse?” 

			“I need him to examine this.” Maverine slipped a dagger from his belt and tossed it atop his desk—the one that had been shoved through him. Evie’s dagger. “And I need him to tell me why the wound healed the moment the dagger was removed.” 

			Gideon had been wondering the same. And why the dagger seemed duller than before. Lifeless. But Gideon couldn’t bring himself to care about Evie’s abandoned dagger. Only Evie. 

			“And then what? The book has given us nothing, and we are down a villain for the prophecy. What’s your plan for that, your highness?” 

			“I’ll give you a few seconds to leave through the door before I make you leave by the window,” Maverine warned, hitting the table so hard that the book flipped open. And then it went berserk. 

			“There are words,” Keeley murmured, pointing toward the text slowly forming on the page. 

			It was Maverine who read them aloud:

			Once lost Once found 

			What’s put together will be bound 

			Where sunlight shines unvarnished and pure love forms 

			One touch to fix all and unlock the door 

			“Must the book speak in absurd nursery rhymes?” Keeley rubbed her temples. “It’s very unsettling.”

			Blade poked his head in, wearing a wide-eyed expression that had them all standing at attention. “Are you guys reading My Love My Sun in here?” 

			“No,” Maverine said, shutting the book and tucking it away in a locked cabinet. He paused, then turned, disgruntled. “Were you eavesdropping?” 

			Blade chuckled nervously, pushing the door open to reveal a crouched Rebecka, Tatianna, and Clare. The other door swung open, and Kingsley smiled guiltily. 

			Blade spoke for them: “We were calling it surveillance so Rebecka doesn’t have a nervous breakdown.” 

			“That’s what it is,” Rebecka grumbled defensively. 

			“What’s that?” Gideon asked, his mind hooking on the title. “My Love My Sun?” 

			Blade appeared startled. “Oh, it’s a children’s picture book. The boss was just reading a passage from it, wasn’t he? ‘Sunlight shines unvarnished.’ It’s why it sounded familiar to me when I heard the prophecy the first time. It was my father’s favorite story to read to me.” 

			“Keeley?” Maverine said, not needing to finish his sentence before she was alert and ready. “Find it.” 

			“I know just the place,” she replied.

			“I’ll go with you,” Gideon offered. 

			Keeley stiffened but gave her assent, already charging for the door. They were halfway down the stairs before she asked him, “Why are you coming with me, Gideon?” 

			He stopped on the stairs above her, struck by a direct view of her face, her eyes fixed on him, searching for ulterior motives. 

			He had none. So, he told the truth. 

			“I just want, um—to be with you, if that’s…all right?” 

			She rolled her lips, but not before Gideon saw her fighting back a smile. “I suppose that’s fine.” 

			He followed her like a hound on a scent. “Try to contain your enthusiasm.” 

			“I’ll do my best.” But he could hear the smile in her voice. “Are you going to tell him about Evie?” she asked carefully. 

			Gideon swallowed. 

			Knowing his sister was out there. Suffering worse than anyone could imagine. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 43

			Evie

			“Run it back from the beginning, boys! We’re on in three days! I’m going to need you to get your shit together or get the deadlands off my stage!” 

			Evie’s cousin Helena was, in a word, terrifying. The actors scurried about like worker ants across the wide stage at even the hint of her displeasure, all jumping at her barking orders except the men playing security at the back entrance. 

			“I should’ve just remained at your house. This feels risky,” Evie pressed, shame and guilt pressing in, too, pushing on her lungs until no air remained. 

			Oh my gods, she’d fucked up.

			“Don’t be ridiculous.” Helena flipped her thick, dark hair behind her shoulders, fiddling with the sapphire dangling from her neck. “The Heart Village is in public opposition to King Benedict. We border two kingdoms, he cannot make any orders on our soil, and nobody here would report you.” 

			Helena slapped her forehead when Fritz, Evie’s former kidnapper from her first visit to the Heart Village, stumbled over his lines on the stage. It was outlandish to think, but her memories of that jaunt, of nearly dying with Trystan in the theater’s dungeon, now felt like a happier, simpler time.

			Trystan. He’d survived what she’d done to him—physically, at least. Her heart spoke gently to her that he’d forgive her, that he’d understand. He’d stood by her through every ounce of hardship. What was one more? They’d finally agreed to move forward together.

			And I nearly stabbed him in the heart. 

			There was no need to take a match to her life. It was already burning. 

			As was the disastrous play she was witnessing. 

			Two more men she recognized were dressed for some sort of horror spectacle, the gory makeup taking a back seat to their beaming grins. “Hello, Ms. Sage!” It was one of the larger goons; she tilted her head, certain it was the same man who had gagged her during her first visit. 

			She made to greet him in her usual friendly manner, because really, that was hardly the worst thing that’d been done to her in the past few weeks. But before she could, one of the other actor/kidnappers elbowed him in the gut.

			“Oi! No one’s supposed to know she’s here, dunderhead.” 

			“I know that! That’s why I didn’t say her first name!” 

			“I’m surrounded by buffoons.” Helena groaned into her hands, not moving a single muscle when the men broke into fisticuffs. 

			“Should we stop them?” 

			“The men in this play are meant to be torn from battle. We’re really just saving the makeup department time.” Her cousin sighed, her eyes going to the gray corners of her theater, moving over the walls. Color remained, magic still present, but it was growing fainter by the day. Evie had yet to be there a full seven days and had already watched that gray patch grow farther on the wall like a spider’s web. 

			You fucked up, Evie.

			“I ran, Helena,” Evie said quietly, feeling her heart seize and her stomach fill with rocks. The cool air coming in through the open windows blew against the sweat at her neck, chilling her. “I’m no better than my mother.” 

			“Evie.” Helena looked at her, unamused. “You sent a detailed note to Gideon with instructions for every possible situation after the missive arrived with Trystan’s status of life, and then exchanged several more with him to check in. You’ve been gone seven days. Aunt Nura left for ten years.”

			Evie flinched, feeling the dark magic rising in her chest, but it was almost instantly pushed down, blocked by the bridge trolls’ magic ever since she’d entered the village. “I was still a coward,” she whispered, because she had been. She’d given up. 

			“I think you’ve earned a few days of cowardice, cousin.” Helena began to roam the theater, ticking things off on her clipboard, inspecting safety equipment. Evie followed her like she did when they were little girls. “You’re undergoing quite the career change. Assistant to Villain in a matter of months? You’ll make movers and shakers in Fairy Tale Weekly.” Helena laughed. 

			Evie squinted her eyes and scrunched her nose. “No. Don’t be alarmed. I’m laughing on the inside,” she muttered dryly, bumping her cousin with her shoulder when she heard her answering snort. 

			“So you’re being labeled the kingdom’s doom. Who cares? You’re a woman in possession of great power being torn down by some insecure men. I know you’re traumatized and all, but that doesn’t actually make you special. That happens all the time.” 

			“Oh, sure.” Evie waved a hand. “A casual Friday.” 

			Helena snapped, grinning. “Now you’ve got it. Oh. I meant to ask—how attached are you to your fingers?” 

			Evie looked left to right. “Is this leading to a dirty joke? Where’s Douglas and his notebook?” The glaring man was nowhere to be found, nor was his tiny book he was constantly writing in. A shame—she was on a roll. 

			“No, I just figured with the bounty on your head, they might give us half the reward money for a body part you wouldn’t miss.” 

			Evie’s lip twisted in revulsion. “Helena, that is disgusting.” 

			Her cousin replied solemnly, “So is inflation.” 

			“Helena! The new security team is here!” Fritz called down, sporting two blooming bruises upon his face that he seemed quite pleased about. 

			“Let them in, Fritz! Take someone with you!” Helena ordered. “And let’s take a five-minute break, okay?” The performers gratefully exited stage left.

			“If the entire village is meant to be trusted, why do we need security?” 

			With a sweep of her golden gown, Helena practically twirled away, running a gloved finger over one of the armrests. “The security is merely to protect the performers by ensuring that no one comes in with any sort of weapon. Plus, we’ve had a few in the crowd get handsy in the past, so I thought it easier to stop them before they need to be punished.” 

			“But isn’t it expensive?” Evie whispered. 

			Helena shrugged, uncharacteristic vulnerability creeping onto her face for just a moment before she winked back into her indulgent smirk. “As ruthless as I can be, I won’t sell my soul to keep one more coin. If there’s money to spare for security, then we pay for it. There’s money to spare. That’s all it is.” 

			Evie wondered what it was about the people in her life not being able to accept praise for a kind act. Evie herself didn’t need the praise to be kind, but it was always nice when someone acknowledged the warmth you chose to give others. 

			The sun still shone without any praise, but Evie liked to think it brightened when she complimented it anyway. It was a happy thought. She had too few of them lately. 

			It was killing her spirit. It wasn’t who she was. Is. She had never been the sort to wallow, to allow the pain to lessen the joy that kept her going. But perhaps that was the problem. How many times could she bounce back before she destroyed what remained? 

			“I’m surprised my mother didn’t return here before I did,” Evie said woodenly, disappointed but not surprised by the rejection. Digging her fingers into the pockets of the dress she had borrowed from Helena, she noted it was just a tad big in the chest, but her cousin had expensive tastes, and the pool of soft blue silk spilled over her curves in a distinctly feminine way. 

			“I wouldn’t have accepted her back here; give me some credit.” Helena frowned. “Maybe she’ll return to my father. Wouldn’t that just be a disaster?” 

			“He’d turn her in,” Evie guessed, knowing her uncle was too hard a believer in their corrupt kingdom. It was easy to ignore them when the bad things weren’t right in front of you, but it didn’t make them less real. 

			Helena looked grave, placing her clipboard down on an empty chair. “My father is ignorant and unwilling to learn. Two very dangerous things. Let’s hope your mother is smart enough to know that about him.” 

			A commotion at the back entrance to the theater pulled both their attention. Evie’s heart pounded in her chest. Was it him? Had he come for her? And what a contradiction, the hope stirring, because she’d simultaneously been desperately trying to shake the image of him hunched over on the ground, hurt by her own hands. 

			Evie believed there were things a person was never meant to see in life. That pain and fear in Trystan’s eyes had triggered a terrifying premonition. A life where they were enemies, true enemies, nothing between them but hatred.

			It somehow didn’t seem conducive to a healthy long-term relationship. 

			And yet, regardless of every reason she knew she shouldn’t, she wanted it to be him badly enough that it crushed her when it wasn’t. 

			Don’t be a raging hypocrite, Evie! 

			Be a raging bitch instead. It’s more fun and hurts less.

			The new guards came in to switch posts by the doors, all keeping their heads low to the ground in deference to Helena. It made Evie smile. “You’re really the queen of this castle, aren’t you?” 

			Helena tapped the top of her head. “And yet I’m crown-less.” They laughed, Helena’s usual smirk twisting into something genuinely happy. “Drink?” She nodded toward the empty stage, and moments later, there they sat, Helena dumping another bit of gin into Evie’s cup. 

			The stage lights were on, the sun on the verge of vanishing for the day. Evie knew she had to go home—gods knew how Lyssa felt, having their mother gone and then Evie within a few days of each other. But for the moment, she would let herself indulge in this simple pleasure of drinking with her cousin. 

			She took another hearty swig, feeling the warmth rush down into her belly, her limbs relaxing slightly as she rocked back on her hands. 

			“Helena?” Evie asked, then swallowed another gulp before clumsily pouring herself a second glass. “Do you believe in true love?” 

			“Sure.” 

			“That’s too casual a response to a heavy question.” Evie wagged a finger in her cousin’s face. 

			Helena turned her head away, but Evie could still see the soft smile on her cousin’s lips when she answered, “Of course I do, goose; I’m not so cynical. Not yet, anyway. I’ve seen it firsthand.” 

			“When?” Evie asked warily. 

			“Not with you and Maverine,” Helena deadpanned, waving her hands and howling in laughter when she spied Evie’s face. “I’m kidding! Oh my gods, you are so unfunny when you’re having an identity crisis.” 

			“Sorry my life being in shambles isn’t entertaining for you. How can I be more fun?” Evie asked hollowly. 

			“I don’t know. Do some jumping jacks or something.” 

			Evie stood and did ten of them, the gin pooling in her belly and making her warm and languid. 

			Helena clapped and shook the empty gin bottle with a huff of disbelief. “The gin was stolen by invisible pixies.” 

			“I’ll get more! Where?” She turned, holding her hands over her eyes as she squinted toward the spotlight. 

			“There’s a cart around the corner.” Helena tossed Evie her coin purse and popped up to fiddle with a set piece out of place. 

			Evie stumbled down the stage stairs and toward the back of the theater, where the three security guards stood, stoic and unmoving. “Excuse me?” Evie took a step closer. “Could you move? I have to run a quick errand.” 

			“Allow us to escort you, miss,” one of the guards said under their breath, head tilted down. But the voice was familiar. 

			Warning bells blared, and though she could not tell the difference anymore between actual danger or the hint of it, she still knew caution was safer. “Oh, thank you, but that is not necessary. It is right around the corner, and I’d prefer to go alone.” She delivered this answer with her shoulders back, looking at them head-on, letting them know she was not intimidated. 

			I am doom!

			And not just in a bad pun sort of way. Like actually. 

			The guard nodded stiffly, stepping aside to let her through. Her hackles were up until she was outside, the pretty colors in the sky and the brisk evening air sending goose bumps down her arms in a pleasant refresh, with the alcohol heightening the effect. All at once, she felt a weight lifted, walking the water’s edge of the Heart Village in a peaceful quiet. The villagers were making their way home to their families, most not sparing her a second glance. 

			Most but not all. 

			Because while Evie was rip-roaring drunk, she had not trained under The Villain of Rennedawn and come away with nothing. Her peace fell away like worn thread when she realized—she was being followed. 

			Dodging the cart selling the alcohol, she made another right turn until she’d done a full ciruit around the square. The presence still loomed, and she had no magic to protect her. Her dagger had been left behind. Inside Trystan’s chest. 

			She turned down another street, this one empty. 

			The art of surprise was to her advantage, but Evie was vehemently opposed to the word “subtle,” so on a cry she turned and swung her fist, connecting with hard muscle. A grunt followed before she was lifted off her feet, and when she saw the man’s face—

			She screamed.

		

	
		
			Chapter 44

			Evie

			“Why. Would. You. Sneak. Up. On. Me. Like. That!” Evie yelled, punctuating each word with a slap to Raphael Fortis’s arm. 

			“It was Roland’s suggestion!” Raphael bit out, gesturing to Roland and Marv, who gave her a gentle wave. 

			“I told them it was a bad idea, Ms. Sage,” Marv told her, rubbing at his wild hair. 

			Rebecka Erring’s older brother had the good sense to look guilty, albeit begrudgingly so, but Evie was still trying to nail her soul back into her body. “I apologize.” Raphael bent at the waist, giving her a gentlemanly bow. 

			She stared at him. “I’m not going to curtsy.” 

			Roland coughed. 

			Raphael looked different than when Evie had seen him last. Sadder. More defeated. She understood the feeling. 

			“You look horrible,” Evie said. 

			“How good of you to notice.” Raphael rolled his shoulders. “We didn’t sleep last night. We rode all day to get here.” 

			Evie hiccupped, staring at Marvin and then Roland. “But they look fine.” 

			Marv preened. “Thank you, Ms. Sage.” 

			“Marv, I urge you to set a higher bar for compliments.” She offered the advice with a healthy dose of wariness. Her instincts were tempting her to be friendly with the front gate guard who’d betrayed them. 

			It was then she remembered their purpose in sending Marv off. “I’m sorry—is the poison…?” 

			Roland sighed. “Under control but not cured.” He looked at Marv intently, deeply, reaching for his hand with a subtle brush of his thumb, eyes softening. “Not yet.” 

			Marv turned bright red, and Evie allowed herself to delight in it. 

			Raphael, on the other hand, was not in a patient or romantic mood. 

			His dark brows turned down, his mouth hardened. “Evie, something terrible is about to happen. We had to warn you.” 

			“Must you?” Evie strained against a smile. “I love surprises.” 

			Roland fiddled with his glasses, nervousness evident in his tone. “It can’t wait, Evie.” 

			“Well, it must be bad if you dragged yourselves all the way here.” She saw terror somewhere in the man’s movements, in the darting of his eyes. “How did you even know where to find me?” 

			Raphael removed his helmet, pushing down his hair, then tugged a folded parchment from his pocket and handed it over to her. “My mother was sending these out to people under our protection.” 

			WANTED: DEAD OR ALIVE

			THE TRUE VILLAIN

			EVIE SAGE

			MAGIC THIEVERY

			MURDER 

			TREASON

			This time, when Evie looked upon the etching of the woman portrayed there, she didn’t see many differences between them. 

			“They’ll need a longer scroll if I keep collecting accolades.” She said this with a smile, ignoring the lurching in her stomach. She’d had a cask of gin; of course her stomach was uneasy.

			Gin did wonderful, horrible things. 

			“There is a whisper network of loyalists working with Benedict, and they’re whispering about you.” Raphael tugged up the hood on her cloak in a familial gesture that made her miss Gideon. “They know you’re being harbored in the Heart Village. It isn’t safe.” 

			Nowhere was safe anymore, not when even her own body had become foreign and unpredictable. “And why are you telling me this? Out of the goodness of your heart, I suppose?” Her dubious questioning wasn’t necessarily fair. Rebecka’s brothers were not to blame for their mother’s transgressions. 

			“Believe what you want about my motives, but that is the truth. My mother has been growing more memory flowers for Benedict, and she no longer has any qualms about hurting Nura Sage’s daughter. It—it’s not right. Our family, the Fortises, are meant to protect against corruption and fight for those who cannot fight for themselves.” The sigh out of Raphael’s mouth was pained, his handsome face defeated as his moral pillars collapsed around him. “How far we’ve fallen.”

			Evie knew that feeling well, so she placed a hand on Raphael’s arm in a gesture of comfort. “Not so very far, I think,” she said softly. 

			The breeze off the river, the gentle lapping of the waves, and the spray of salty water against her ankles sobered her faster than several cups of cauldron brew. Gods, she missed cauldron brew. Gods, she missed everything at the manor. Everyone. 

			“Get away from my cousin!” The high-pitched, slurred proclamation was delivered along with a swing of—

			“Deadlands, Helena! Put down the gin bottle—you’re going to waste it.” Evie ripped the newly purchased alcohol out of her cousin’s grip, noting that Raphael had fallen onto his hands and knees to avoid the blow. “Here.” Evie gave her cousin one of her slippers. “Go nuts.” 

			But Helena had halted her actions, her hand still poised in the air, ready to come down hard on the man she’d perceived to be hurting Evie. 

			Evie was too touched to be worried Helena might kill the man.

			“How undignified,” Raphael grumbled, crawling to his feet, brushing dirt off his shirt. “A gin bottle for a weapon, screaming like a banshee—” When Raphael’s head picked up, he found Helena twirling Evie’s shoe on her finger, observing the Fortis warrior with the interest a cat gives to a canary. 

			He froze, his eyes appearing to process several things at once. 

			“Go on, sir.” Helena smirked, tossing Evie her shoe without looking away. “I’m loving the review of my character. Hope it goes to print.” 

			“I would run out of room on the page,” Raphael gritted out, back straightening to full height. 

			“Oh, I bet you say that to all the girls.” Helena laughed in the way bells rang, the sort of sound that preceded battle. Even piss-drunk, Helena still managed a sweeping curtsy, her skirts falling perfectly around her. “I’m Helena. I run the Deadlands Theater. And you are…” 

			Raphael stumbled back, gaping. “The Deadlands Theater. You run the Deadlands Theater?” 

			Helena stepped into Evie’s side; she’d been observing their interaction with rapt interest, and she now felt she needed fairy floss and popcorn. “Have you heard of it?” Evie asked him. 

			Raphael’s eyes shut tightly before he whispered, “It’s where Benedict placed his spies.” 

			Helena stumbled back. “That’s not possible. None of my employees would even sniff in Benedict’s direction.” 

			“Think what you will. But your theater is dangerous. For you, for Evie, and for anyone who steps inside.” Raphael was grim but certain. Too certain for Evie’s heart not to fall to her toes. 

			The actors. Would someone be hurt because of her? 

			“No,” Evie breathed, then broke into a sprint for the playhouse. “No. No. Please no.” Her legs were moving, pumping at a furious speed, Helena and Raphael’s calls to stop not far behind her, but she could barely note them. Her blood had turned cold, her whole body succumbing to the sensations when she shoved the doors open. 

			Her breath was the only sound inside the empty room. Or at least, she assumed it was empty, but it was far too dark to tell, with the only spotlight shining right on the stage. “Hello?” 

			You fool. What if someone answers you? 

			The door slammed shut, and she yelped. 

			She hadn’t made such a sound since the boys in her class began hiding in the dark corners to jump out and scare her. But in the end, that fear had subsided, because in the light, those boys were harmless. She’d been safe.

			Evie had no idea what lurked in the dark any longer. 

			She turned slowly, hoping to see Helena and Raphael. Even Marv would be welcome company over being alone in the eerie dark.

			A sandbag hit the stage with a thud that made her gasp, a rope unwinding and tumbling down beside it. “In case you were wondering,” she called evenly, “this is very creepy of you.” 

			Walking down the long aisle, she approached the stage steps, searching around for anything that might be a weapon. 

			The faint sounds of a laugh felt like a phantom glided through the space. “If you’re a ghost, I have other recommendations for hauntings. Do you know Griffin Sage?”

			And that was when a limp body landed with a sickening thud three inches from where she stood. 

			“Gods!” Evie’s eyes burned, fingers going to her lips, her other hand crossed over her heart. “Oh no. Fritz. Fritz? No. No. No.” She dropped down beside the man, turning his cheek, and retched when she saw his face. He’d been mutilated. An eye missing, along with several fingers. Evie had worked for The Villain of Rennedawn long enough to know what torture looked like. This was uncontrolled. 

			This was personal. 

			Her fingers slid over a piece of parchment pinned to the man’s chest, which was barely moving in his fading breaths of life. Cold dread settled in her gut. Another Wanted flyer.

			This one reading:

			WICKED WOMAN 

			THE TRUE VILLAIN 

			LATEST ATROCITY:

			BURNED DOWN DEADLANDS THEATER 

			And then—

			Evie smelled smoke. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 45

			Lyssa

			Back in the office 

			Lyssa Sage had been left behind with only a snail and an ogre for company. 

			It was a bad day with only those silver linings. 

			“Pour the gravy, Edwin!” Lyssa ordered, and Edwin responded by dumping a large cup filled with the brown liquid over the cookie dough. 

			“Miss Lyssa,” Edwin started. He was being careful. Everyone was careful around her these days; life was more precarious than it had been when it was just Evie and her. It was fuller now, but goodness it was so much messier, and Lyssa had realized the story she was living was no longer safe. For anyone. 

			“If there is ever anything you’d like to talk about, I have a wonderful listening ear.” He went to grab both ears and acted shocked when he found the left one. “Look at that! I’ve got two! Now you must tell me your troubles—we cannot allow such gifts to go to waste.” 

			Blossom the snail munched on another flower, seemingly unperturbed by the emotion Lyssa aimed at the cage. Wishing, only a little, to live so simply. 

			But only a little. 

			She was whimsical, not foolish. 

			And her feelings were far too big to contain in such a small shell. 

			Her mouth pinched, and she threw her arms around Edwin’s middle. “I’m so worried about Evie and afraid she won’t come home. What if she’s hurt? I’m sad and scared. But mostly sad.” Lyssa had never had difficulty expressing how she felt, no matter how uncomfortable or painful. 

			Edwin bent down to wrap his arms fully around her before separating to pat her head. “You’re allowed to be sad, little one.” 

			“I know that.” She sniffled, rubbing at her nose in a most unladylike way. Sniffling was probably a big no in the rules of villainy, but there were other rules she’d been raised to follow in life, and she would never forget her first teacher. 

			“Evie always told me crying was your body saying goodbye to the pain,” she said, lightly rubbing at her eyes. “But I don’t feel like it’s actually leaving. Nothing is going to help. Nothing can fix this for my sister.” 

			Edwin’s expression turned troubled. “It’s not always our jobs to fix bad things when they happen.” 

			“Then whose job is it?” Lyssa asked quietly. 

			“I’m afraid time is often the only answer to the worst pains. But we can find moments of joy to help carry us, and then eventually the pain becomes just an ache, and the ache becomes a memory.” 

			What a petrifying thought. Simply waiting for things to get better, not knowing if they actually would. It was true, Lyssa had never struggled with trusting that a scrape on the knee always healed, and a mean word stopped stinging when enough kind ones were thrown at it. But death? Betrayal? Loss? 

			A boom of thunder shook the forever-altered kitchen window. It was no longer the shining display of the sun on the book, as the rays of light only touched the empty field of grass, but it was enough, at least, to keep the rain at bay. 

			“Edwin, this was a silly idea. Why did you let me try to make beef cookies for the babies?” Lyssa frowned at the disgusting-smelling dough with a dubious look.

			“Because, Miss Lyssa,” Edwin replied fondly, “you remind me of a young boy I spent a great deal of time with at my bakery. He, too, was kind-spirited; he, too, wanted to help in any way he could…” Edwin’s eyes softened, and he began, without question, rolling the gross meat-covered cookie dough into circular formations before putting them on the pan. “He knew how important an act of kindness was, to help people. More important even than words.” 

			Lyssa frowned. “Words are important, too, Edwin.” 

			Edwin contemplated, eyes thoughtful when they returned to hers. “You’re right, Miss Lyssa. Words are important; they allow you to hold out hope while you’re waiting for that help to come.” 

			The cookies came together quickly after they’d returned to their task, rolling them in silence, waiting in even more silence until they were finished. They then carried them together to the pen in the healer’s quarters, where Blade rolled a ball around for the two small animals. They both chirped excitedly and ran toward the gate when Lyssa walked in.

			And with them was…another ogre?

			His blue hands were over the animals, palms aglow, shifting multicolored, glittering light through his large fingers and moving it about the animals with a stern look of concentration on his face. 

			“Hello, Blade. We’ve brought cookies for them,” Edwin said. The rain still came down, but it was only a drizzle now. 

			The blue ogre turned at his voice, and Edwin fumbled with his tray. Would’ve dropped it if Ms. Erring didn’t hurry over from the corner to help him steady his hands. “Are you well, Edwin?” Ms. Erring asked with concern. 

			“Hello, Edwin.” The other ogre’s indigo-colored hair was long and tied back at his neck, and he was dressed formally. The polish of his large boots reflected off his freshly pressed cloak, which he wore over a finely made shirt and trousers. 

			Lyssa peeked up at Edwin, who was frozen speechless. “Edwin,” Lyssa whispered. “Say hello.” 

			“Hello,” Edwin blurted suddenly, and Lyssa giggled into her hand. “That is…hello, Joseph.” 

			The other ogre, Joseph, slowly lowered his hands, but the light covering the creatures didn’t cease, instead remaining over them like a shield, like armor against the world. “I was surprised when I received word your villain was searching for me. But I admit I couldn’t resist the opportunity to see you.” 

			Blade’s lips parted as he nodded to himself. “I’m so happy I’m here for this.” 

			Ms. Erring shushed him. 

			“They’re resting now,” Joseph said by way of explanation. “I was merely offering them some protection for their innocent souls.” 

			Tatianna came in with Clare, both holding large buckets of water and ramming into each other when they saw Joseph, spilling half of it on the ground. 

			“Mr. Joseph?” Tatianna gaped. 

			Clare’s hands went to her mouth. And then both were screeching, running toward the ogre and throwing their arms around him. “Look at you two!” Joseph laughed. “How you’ve grown!” 

			“You all know one another?” Lyssa asked, feeling a bit like a tea lid spinning off the top of the pot. 

			Tatianna linked arms with Joseph, escorting him to one of her cushioned chairs. “Joseph used to live in our village, studying some ruins down by the ocean. He was a wonder. I can’t believe you came. Trystan was so sure no messages would get to you. Has he seen you?” 

			“He escorted me in but departed shortly after. He seemed to be in a bit of a hurry.” Joseph’s violet eyes flashed back toward the door. “Alexander?” 

			Kingsley had wandered in with a grin so wide, Lyssa couldn’t help but join him. “Hello,” he murmured. 

			“I’m happy to know the rumors I’ve been hearing of you living as an amphibian were false.” Joseph pulled Kingsley into a back-slapping hug.

			“Give it a few hours,” Kingsley suggested with a half grin, half wince. 

			“I’m surprised.” Edwin found his voice. “I’m surprised Trystan left in such a hurry if he was in need of your services.” 

			Joseph shrugged. “I was able to tell him everything he needed to know rather quickly. I’ve been a magical scholar longer than all of you humans have been alive.” He chuckled.

			Kingsley frowned. “What did you tell him?” His voice was lowered but still sounded grave.

			Joseph locked eyes on Edwin. “You know…don’t you? I always suspected it.” 

			Edwin stiffened, shaking his head. 

			“Know what?” Lyssa asked. 

			Joseph’s expression turned serious. 

			“That Trystan is a Core Healer.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 46

			Evie 

			Evie was certain there were many people in the world who would’ve loved a choice in how they left it. 

			As flames rose around her, she was certain. 

			This wasn’t her first choice. 

			She froze, watching the fire catching around the room with rapid speed. Knowing for several heinous people, her death would be easier. For the building to be consumed by flames. For the architecture to crumble around her the way her life had. Crushed beneath the fallen dreams of a loved one. 

			It would be easier for the kingdom. Poetic, even. Evie stared at the short rise and fall of Fritz’s chest. At the cruelty etched into his wounds. 

			And then she found herself again through the smoke. Her inner voice, definitive. 

			Evie Sage died like a martyr. 

			And allowed an innocent man to die.

			Nope. Not doing that. 

			With a powerful push to her feet, Evie hunched over, using all her strength, muscles straining beneath Fritz’s body, and leaned his weight on her shoulder. She stumbled past the flames to the front entrance of the theater, one-handedly beating on the steel door, ignoring the sting in her fist. It was already so hot. 

			“Helena!” Evie yelled. “Can you hear me? Raphael! Marv! Roland!” 

			No answer. 

			Something moved in the corner of her eye. 

			“Hey!” Evie cried, gently placing Fritz down and standing in front of him like a sentry, knowing that blur was the person who’d hurt him. 

			Which meant they were dangerous.

			Still, she sprinted after them.

			Her lungs were beginning to burn unbearably, her eyes watering, though at least not from tears for a change. 

			Refreshing. 

			“Show yourself, you coward!” 

			And out wandered Douglas, the blond man with his tiny notebook. “Surprised?” He sneered. 

			“Not particularly.” She rolled her eyes. “I spent, what? Less than a few moments in your presence the last time I was here, and you spent the bulk of it glaring at me. I’m not surprised when a dark cloud spits rain, either.” 

			Douglas’s face fell. 

			“Oh. I’m sorry,” she said with an exaggerated hand to her chest, all while coughing furiously. “Did I upset you?” 

			A fire-licked beam fell right beside her, and a piece of debris dug itself underneath the skin of her arm, scalding her and only angering her further. The dark magic twisted inside her, wanting out. It was trapped, too. 

			Her vision grew cloudy, her heartbeat slower in her chest, black spots forming before her eyes. Unable to see ahead of her feet, she slammed shoulder-first into a wall but was knocked to the ground. The heat was so suffocating now she was choking on it, her breaths coming in short pants. No air. There was no air. 

			“Help,” she rasped, hardly above a whisper, not enough for any to hear over the cracking of the fire, the decimation of the building piece by piece. Her throat was on fire, her eyes burning so much she had to shut them, her limbs and heart giving out. 

			She was dying. 

			No. I won’t.

			“I can end it now, if you wish.” Douglas stood over her, unaffected by the fire and smoke, his body clad in some sort of shiny material that was impervious to the flames. 

			Hacking and fighting for breath, Evie struggled with everything in herself not to close her eyes, not to surrender to unconsciousness, holding tight to the real world lest she slip into the dream one. 

			“Why?” she wheezed, shriveling into herself when he came closer.

			“The former owner promised to leave the theater to me.” Douglas nudged her with his foot, and she tried to roll away but found herself too weak to move. “But he gave it to Helena. Do you think I relished losing my theater to her? Being forced to work for that harpy instead? I hate her. And I hate you.” 

			Evie had almost died in many different ways since her employment with The Villain began. Strangulation, poison, drowning, falling…the list went on. She could accept death by fire if she must. 

			But dying at the hands of a weak man and his fragile ego? 

			She fucking refused. 

			Douglas took one step closer, and she reached for the sharp slab of wood she’d found beneath her when she fell and rammed it into his foot. He yelped in disbelief and stumbled back, into the blur of smoke and fire.

			“You should use your little notebook to express yourself. Arson’s a lot messier.” She stumbled to her feet, wood and concrete coming down around them as the rest of the theater was consumed by the flames. 

			“You refuse to die,” Douglas spat. 

			“A bad habit.” She coughed into her arm, searching for an out. Any out. 

			Douglas didn’t appear to care. “Allow me to break it for you.” 

			Without ceremony, he lunged for her. Evie stumbled and fell onto the ground hard, crying out in pain when the man jumped to hover over her.

			Another creak above them, this one louder, more ominous than the rest. 

			“Fuck!” Evie yelled as a beam fell just above her. Among burning alive, or suffocation, or being squished to death, she now decided that squished was likely the worst. She wondered at how she nearly missed drowning.

			Run. Get up.

			But it was over. 

			And then she felt a tingle against her left pinkie.

			BOOM.

			Evie could not see him, could not hear him; all that stood before her was another blur, but this one didn’t shove her. No, this one ran right for her, through the fire, dodging falling debris through spreading flame—it didn’t matter. Nothing slowed him. 

			Nothing. Nothing until he got to her. And then sure hands pulled her tight into a chest she knew. Evie grabbed tight to his neck when he shifted, only holding her with one arm, his other hacking debris away with his sword. “You came.”

			“There is no world in existence,” Trystan whispered into her ear as he dragged them away from the burning stage, “where I do not come for you.” 

			But Evie looked up. And so wished she hadn’t. 

			Another crack.

			And the Deadlands Theater fell.

		

	
		
			Chapter 47

			Trystan

			Trystan Maverine once considered himself to be a patient man. Before. But now, as he tried to force his eyes open for the tenth time over the course of who knew how many minutes, he’d never felt so impatient. He tried again. Nothing. Gods damn it all. He used to rule an entire corporation with zero defiance, yet now even his bloody body wouldn’t listen to him. 

			Probably because a building had fallen on him. 

			Or rather, around, when he dragged Sage through the opening, just as the rest of the structure crumbled beneath the heat and flame. Sage had been coughing when Trystan lost consciousness, and he’d awoken to someone prodding at his shoulder—small fingers that sent a shooting sensation through him.

			He heard a shift somewhere beside him. A tiny sniffle. 

			His eyes shot open and found the source. Of course it was that fucking easy. “Sage?” he said, wincing at how haggard he sounded. She jumped back from the bed, ashes in her hair, a bit of soot dusting the tip of her nose, one of her cheeks, both of her bared shoulders. “I didn’t die. Why are you crying?” His eyebrows lowered. “Unless you’re crying because I did not die. Which would be rather rude, considering I saved your life. Again,” he added dryly. 

			She hadn’t spoken, her light eyes so dim, so pained that he dropped the casual veneer immediately. 

			“That was in poor taste,” he admitted. “I apologize—” 

			And then her arms were around him and she was sobbing into his neck, pressing a long kiss to his cheek, long enough for him to feel himself choking up, for tears to burn his own eyes. 

			“When you didn’t wake up, I thought I’d lost you. I ran away so I wouldn’t hurt you, and I ended up doing it anyway—” She put a hand over her mouth to contain a sob, then removed it slowly when it passed. “The first sign of trouble. I’m a hypocrite. I’m a coward. I—” She began to pull away from him.

			His arms locked around her, and he grabbed her face between his hands as gently as he could manage. Evie’s hands found his wrists as their foreheads touched. “You’re allowed to run any time you wish, love,” he said smoothly into her ear. “I will be after you before you can blink.” 

			She pushed away from him with a quirked brow. “I blinked a few thousand times in the last week. And you were nowhere to be found.” 

			“I thought you needed—” He winced when he saw her eyes widen. “Some space. You deserved some privacy. I didn’t want to—”

			“I stabbed you,” she interrupted, blurting the words like they were pinging around the inside of her mouth.

			Staring at the healed scar on his shoulder with adorable confusion, she poked it again, and he let her, enjoying the feel of her skin against his own. 

			“Further, I stabbed you with a magic dagger. I’ve been— Gods, I’ve been a mess over it. I know Tatianna’s healing skills are above par, but this is a different thing entirely.” 

			“Tatianna didn’t heal me,” Trystan murmured, carefully gauging every small movement on her face. “The wound healed itself. Or rather…I…healed myself.”

			Her eyes turned to saucers. “You healed yourself? How?”

			“Before I tell you what I’m about to tell you”—he sat up farther with a grunt, ignoring the bump on his head from the falling debris—“I need you to understand something first.”

			The way her throat bobbed indicated her unease, the way she tugged her hands back into her chest to keep from touching him. A tragedy. “Yes?” 

			He grabbed one of those hands and pulled it into his own chest. “What happened was not your fault, and even if it was, that would not have stopped me from being here with you now.” 

			Her lip wobbled, and her sigh was relieved. “I would understand—” 

			“It. Was. Not. Your. Fault.” He punctuated the words with his forehead pressed against hers. Gods, he’d missed holding her. The scent of her hair was veiled by smoke, but he breathed it in, kissing her temple. “The dagger was imbued with magic. The same magic that’s been living in your shoulder since Otto Warsen cut you with it.” 

			He gave her a moment to process before finishing, “The magic that was stolen from me the way yours was from you…was the same magic in your dagger.” 

			Her lips parted, and her stare went elsewhere to recover from the revelation. “So the magic in the dagger, the same that’s been protecting me…was your healing magic?” 

			Trystan lightly held her arm, lest his next words knock her arse-first off the bed. “Core Healer magic. I’m a… I’m a Core Healer.” 

			Well. I think I’ve broken her nonsense wheels, because nothing is spinning behind her eyes right now. 

			She was blank. Shocked. So shocked she choked and laughed, in endearing and concerning ways. “Your whole purpose on this earth, according to Rennedawn’s storybook…” She wheezed, drying her under eyes with the backs of her hands. “Is to rid the world of me? And instead that same magic has been protecting me?” 

			Her laughter grew louder and mildly hysterical. 

			Should he panic? It felt like he should panic. 

			“Do you need something?” he asked, low. 

			“A timeline that’s not trying to kill me?” Her head fell into his chest, and her shoulders shook, still giggling. Scary, that. 

			“I’m attempting to tell you that the magic within the dagger was reaching for me and that is why you couldn’t control it. It is in no way your doing, and even if it was…” He waited for her to look at him to finish. “I will not leave. I will never leave you alone. Is that clear?” 

			She merely nodded, red tingeing her cheeks. 

			“Good.” He grinned. “Should only take a hundred or so more times to convince you.” 

			Sage smiled so hard her eyes squinted, before she collapsed on the bed beside him. It was the first time he bothered to take in his surroundings. It was a small cottage. Or perhaps a shed? He was atop a bed pushed into the corner, with a worn sink and several small pieces of furniture scattered on the other side, a cushion here and a small table there. 

			“I knew that prudish gentleman was still in there somewhere, waiting to reprimand me.” Sage was bumbling as she brought a full water bowl over, passing him a rag to wipe the soot from his hands and arms. She began to use her own cloth on her face. 

			He kept his focus on a stubborn soot stain on his arm as he added, “There is nothing gentlemanly about how I wish to reprimand you. Of that, I am certain.” 

			It was factual. So he wasn’t certain why her response was gaping at him like he’d just thrown a brick at her head. “You are doing this on purpose. This is revenge for all the times I made you choke on your food, isn’t it?” 

			“Honesty?” Trystan arched a brow. “It’s what you requested. Would you rather I lie?” 

			“Yes,” she squeaked. “Lie.”

			Trystan shrugged. Very well. “I had a dream about you just before I woke up. It was a very clean dream. Nobody was naked.” He smirked, ducking when she chucked a seat cushion at him. 

			“Lie better,” she huffed, rolling her eyes. 

			“I hate you,” he said softly, looking at every inch of her precious face with a far-too-tender gaze. 

			“Do you two need a sock for the door?” Helena, Evangelina’s cousin, entered with a tray of food and a large shadow trailing behind her. “I think it would be in poor taste, considering my business quite literally just burned to the ground, but I don’t want to be a subpar host.” 

			Trystan was surprised. “This is…your house?” 

			Helena reacted to this question as if Trystan had handed her a dead animal carcass and asked if it was her purse. “Are you mad? Do I look like the sort of woman who sleeps in a gardening shed? I require a feathered pillow and pixie-made central air. Besides, it’s more of a prop closet. Or it was…” 

			“I’m sorry for the loss of your theater,” Trystan offered, squeezing Sage’s hand when she winced. 

			Helena waved a hand, though her fingers shook. “I hated the old architecture anyway. That building had far too many ghosts. Besides, what you saved when you used your magic to guard Evie and Fritz…” 

			Yes. The glow of iridescent light when the beams began to fall, the way the light enveloped him; Fritz rising enough to help both Trystan and Evie away from the building, into the open air.

			And in walked the goon in question, looking a little worse for wear with an eyepatch over his missing eye. “Don’t let her fool you. I saw a tear slip free when your magic healed me.” Fritz grinned, elbowing Helena, and Trystan ignored when she shoved at the man with a fond look in her eyes.

			Trystan had done that. He’d…he’d saved someone. 

			An allergic reaction was imminent.

			“What happened to Douglas?” Trystan asked, rubbing at his head.

			“We’re already searching for the men who did this on Benedict’s orders,” Raphael Fortis said, entering the space fully, oddly holding one of Helena’s shoes in a hand. “Douglas escaped, by means of aid from one of the villagers. A loyalist, clearly. I have the authority to place them in custody on behalf of the Fortis family. We will find where the coward slinked off to.” 

			“What of the others in the theater?” Marv asked carefully, appearing as lost as Trystan.

			“They escaped out the back exit when the flames began,” Helena chimed in with sad eyes over a set mouth, moving aside from the door for Roland and Marv to join. 

			“Many of the relics were salvaged.” Roland offered this news to Helena, and she responded to it with a sniff. 

			“I’ve grown tired of show business in any case. We’ll rebuild…for a new venture.” Helena didn’t appear emotional, but her fingers shook just slightly when she adjusted her skirts. 

			“We have an excellent magical contractor at the Fortis Fortress that could aid you.” Raphael offered this gruffly, not looking at Helena at all.

			“Wonderful. Before we venture into carpentry,” Trystan chimed in, growing tired of observing, though he paused for a moment before he spoke again. “What the fuck are the Fortis brothers doing here?” 

			“I’m doing what’s right for Rennedawn, unlike every other fucking politician in this greed-fueled nightmare,” Raphael growled.

			Sage folded her hands, demurely examining them with fluttering lashes. “He came to confess his love for me, actually.” 

			“Oi!” Raphael barked, and Trystan snapped, “What?” 

			But Sage’s blue eyes were glittering when they found his black ones. “I was trying to lighten the mood.” 

			Trystan narrowed his eyes. “By pissing me off?” 

			She was unapologetic when she replied. “Yep.” 

			Raphael turned on his heel. “We’ll leave you two be,” he said as he exited the shed, Helena behind him, rolling her eyes. Marv waved when Roland urged him along, too.

			“I wouldn’t dare, Ms. Villain,” Trystan challenged as soon as they were alone, his voice smooth.

			“I’ve earned that title.” Sage winced, sheepish as she fiddled with her curls. 

			His heart felt a bit like she’d reached into his chest and began beating it with a hammer. “Evie. I didn’t mean to—” 

			“No,” she interrupted. “It’s all right. I don’t mind it. I got scared but I—I think I needed to be scared that way so I could remember.” 

			“Remember what?” he asked. 

			She hummed softly. “How brave I am. And, well, I quite like being evil. I always have.” She touched his cheek. “The Villain and The Core Healer Prince.” 

			Together. 

			But doomed.

		

	
		
			Chapter 48

			Kingsley 

			Alexander Kingsley used to play a game with his friends when they were children. A game where he would tell them two true things and one lie. 

			He wondered if those same friends knew he’d never stopped playing. That Prince Alexander’s entire life had been made of selective truths and even more selective lies, that it was what his life would always be. He was so resigned to it, he hardly knew the difference any longer. 

			To his benefit, he supposed—a lie was always more convincing when those around him believed it. 

			It was why no one ever questioned him. The frog. The poor man trapped inside something he wasn’t. It was easy to sympathize with a prince, easy to want him to be good enough to ignore the LOL signs, to ignore the truth staring you boldly in the face. 

			Alexander, however, was an excellent judge of whether someone else was lying. 

			And this elderly woman walking into The Villain’s offices on Keeley’s arm, claiming to be an unassuming librarian…was not what she appeared. 

			“Mo, this is where I work. You’ll be safe here.” Keeley helped her through the doors and into a chair. “The public library was attacked,” Keeley explained with frustration. “I had to bring her.” 

			Gideon held up a hand to Tatianna, Clare, and Kingsley. “It was my idea, if you need someone to throw under Trystan’s sword.” 

			“All this fuss is unnecessary, Keeley. I’m quite all right, and there’s much cleaning to do at the library.” Mo made to stand and winced, falling back into the chair. 

			Tatianna snapped into action. “Let me take a look at you.” Her hands glowed warm yellow, scanning the woman for injury. 

			Alexander felt irritated at his quick suspicion. Years of internalizing everything had taken its toll; he felt fidgety and nervous. “Water, my lady?” Alexander asked, his royal-born manners coming out of their dormancy.

			Mo’s eyes twinkled. “Thank you, dear. You’re a prince.” 

			The room stilled, but everyone recovered, realizing Mo was using an innocent expression. It was a compliment, not an accusation. 

			Alexander rushed to the sideboard with the pitcher, pouring the glass with shaking hands. He gave it to the old woman with a sense of pride that he’d completed such a simple task. Though he supposed it was more impressive when he did it with a webbed toe. 

			But this caused significantly less staring. 

			“I’m not sensing anything but some bruising,” Tatianna explained kindly. “If you’d like, I can ease the pain while they heal.” 

			Mo nodded. “That would be a dream, dear.” 

			Tatianna got to work, and Gideon pulled a book from his satchel. “We found My Love My Sun, Blade. Is this the right one?” The leather-bound book was brightly colored and clearly for children, judging by the drawings carved into the front. 

			“Yes, this is it,” Blade replied, seeming lost in a fond memory as he turned it over. “A first edition? It says here ‘Property of Moira.’” Blade’s eyebrows shot up, and he gave Mo a friendly smile. “Rennedawn’s library is certainly well stocked. How many have you contributed?” 

			Mo winced when Tatianna went over a tender area. “Many.” 

			Keeley stiffened at the signs of pain coming from the old woman. “Should I get a frozen pack from the kitchens?” 

			Mo smiled. “And some tea for the nerves if it’s not too much trouble?” 

			Keeley was already off, Gideon following behind her. “Wait. I’ll help.” 

			“Goody” was the last thing Alexander heard before his focus refixed on the woman before them.

			“Why were you attacked?” Alexander asked, unable to stop himself. It was the first time he hadn’t spoken with intention. Other than to the enchantress-in-training. 

			A mistake, judging by the uncomfortable stares. 

			Mo, however, chuckled, her glasses falling off her face and hanging on the beaded chain about her neck. “A library is a place of refuge. A place where one can be anyone. Where knowledge and empathy collide.” She gave Alexander a pointed look. “To a man like Benedict, such things are more of a threat than any weapon.” 

			True. 

			“It was this passage. The one the book of Rennedawn revealed.” Blade flipped the book open, pointing to the page with the same words. 

			Rebecka came up beside him to peer at the text. “What does this prove? Other than plagiarism.” 

			Alexander held out his hand. “May I see?” he asked with gentle politeness, and Blade handed it over without question. When Alexander peered down at the page, the illustration beside it made gooseflesh rise on his skin. 

			A depiction, one in colorful shards of stained glass. A faceless man and a faceless woman, reaching for each other in a field of flowers, their bodies positioned as if they were running while light beamed around them. But Alexander was fixated on their hands almost touching, just out of reach. 

			The sadness coursing through him was instant and overwhelming, like this moment was happening to him. It was the astounding phenomenon of a book. How could a heart possibly break for someone it had never met? 

			And yet. 

			“Could it have been one of the windows in the manor? Before the boss had them rearranged into murderous images?” Becky asked. 

			“Alexander’s been here the longest.” Tatianna pointed to the page and looked at Kingsley. “Is this one of the windows in the manor, Alexander?” 

			Alexander gave the page another long perusal, taking in every detail with careful attention. He told the truth when he looked up and said with strain, “Not in the manor.” He winced. 

			And without cause or warning, his body transformed, his limbs shrinking rapidly and uncomfortably until his view of the world became much shorter, everything else doubling and then tripling in size. 

			He was a frog again. 

			He etched a word quickly on a sign. 

			Ugh 

			“I’m sorry.” Clare winced, picking him up and away from the discarded clothes, then plopping him on a chair. “Think human. Think human,” she chanted like a fan at a sporting arena. 

			“Mayhaps if he starts thinking as a frog when he is human.” Mo offered the vague advice with a raspy chuckle, then returned her attention to the children’s book, sitting taller. “If it’s a passage from the book of Rennedawn and you do indeed possess a copy, you should compare them.” 

			“I have it!” Lyssa slid into the room with the book in her hands, and Alexander coughed a laugh into his webbed front foot. Had she been waiting in the wings to spring in on cue? 

			He admired her patience. “How did you get it out of the safe?” Blade asked.

			Lyssa blinked. “I stole Trystan’s keys.” 

			Rebecka was unamused. “We need to get your sticky fingers under control, you kleptomaniac.” 

			“Blossom told me to.” Lyssa held up the snail, very serious. 

			Blade was beside her, giving Lyssa a subtle thumbs-up. “I believe her. The snail’s untrustworthy.” 

			Lyssa grinned, opening the book to the cover page and walking it toward Mo. But she froze. 

			“Moira?” Lyssa whispered. 

			Mo gave Lyssa a quizzical smile. “My full name.” 

			Lyssa appeared fearful, taking a step away, then another. 

			Alexander was at her side instantly, standing in front of the child, prepared to shield her if necessary, small as he was, not trusting the gleam in Mo’s eye. Furiously he scribbled down one word. 

			No

			Lyssa objected. “Who are you—” 

			“Moira.” The librarian was unruffled as the book in Lyssa’s hands began to shake until it flung out of her fingers and into Mo’s. “I’ve missed you,” Mo breathed, running her fingers down the front pages. “And I’m sorry, to all of you.” 

			“For what?” Gideon asked, nearly frantic at the way the tone of the room had changed. 

			“This.” 

			The book opened, and one by one…they were dragged inside. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 49

			Evie

			“How can my dagger still have any magic if it returned to you?” Evie asked dubiously, walking with Trystan through Hickory Forest after saying their goodbyes to Helena. Marv and Roland had agreed to just a few days more at the Fortis Fortress to try more remedies for Marv’s poison. 

			“I believe because there is a piece of my magic still living within you. It belongs to you now.” 

			She was selfish. Because she wanted more than a piece; she wanted it all. The dagger vibrated back at her side. The call to the scar was a little fainter now, but warm and comforting, as was the man beside her.

			They ambled back to the manor. Slowly. Taking in the other’s presence after so long apart. 

			Seven days. 

			Each as painful as a year passing between them. 

			She didn’t wish to think of it. “Why did Benedict have Otto Warsen hide it in a dagger at all? Why not the memory flower, like other magic he’s stolen?” 

			“I suppose the Core Healer magic was too potent for the memory flower Benedict had taken it with. He thought to hide it within a dagger Otto Warsen was forging for safekeeping instead.” 

			“The one he cut me with.”

			Trystan tensed beside her, his fist clenching at his side. “Yes, the one he cut you with.” 

			“He’s already dead, you know,” she reminded him with a poke to his shoulder, then grabbed it tight when he hoisted her over a puddle without warning before gently placing her back down. 

			“For which I am glad,” he said vehemently. “For the sake of my torture implements.” 

			She tried not to swoon. 

			“So, you’re a Core Healer?” Evie smirked, scanning him up and down. “Are you going to grow a long beard and travel the continent, throwing wild parties?” 

			“It does seem backward, doesn’t it?” he mused. “That my magic is the healing sort.” 

			Evie thought of the past months, remembering how he’d quietly protected those he loved. “No,” she replied softly. “It’s not backward at all.” 

			The red on his cheeks deepened, and he was gruff when he replied, “All right. I’ve had enough of the compliments.” 

			“No way. I haven’t gotten to commend how handsome and gallant you are!” She laughed, and he turned, capturing the sound with his mouth, wiping the smile from her expression and replacing it with heat. 

			“You can tell me later,” he murmured in her ear and then straightened, wiping the mischief from his face with dry indifference. 

			She smiled as they continued walking. “Poor Helena,” she said, thinking of her decimated business and trying for a safer subject. “You’re sure it’s wise to leave her and Raphael alone?”

			“Helena seems perfectly capable of managing herself.” 

			“I was worried for Raphael,” Evie corrected with a laugh. 

			“Marv and Roland couldn’t stay, and I assumed you didn’t want Helena managing the rebuild alone.”

			Marv still held valuable information, and they wouldn’t be getting anything out of him without the poison taking him first. 

			“I don’t. It was a good idea.” She stumbled over a branch and glared at it. “It doesn’t seem fair that in addition to being a villain, I also must be clumsy.” 

			“It’s your true origin story,” Trystan added dryly. “Evie Sage: wanted for running into a side table.” 

			She rolled her eyes at him…and then tripped again on a clump of moss. 

			He caught her, and the heat between them intensified. The dark mist that had been suppressed inside Heart Village’s borders surrounded them. Trystan’s hands glowed as well, an iridescent opal light coming to mingle with the darkness. When they met, it was like every part of them touched. 

			She gasped, and so did he. The two of them stared for five long seconds. 

			And then the truce was over. 

			With a gasp, he pulled her in, the magic surrounding them in a wave of mingling power. “I want you.” He held her face, asking a question with his dark, beautiful eyes. 

			“Now,” she breathed, moaning her delight when he swept her into his arms, stumbling until he found a tree root so large it created a small pocket of privacy in the empty wood. As he carried her, she tore at his shirt, ripping the collar until it split down the middle, giving her free rein to touch his skin. 

			He growled into her neck, nipping at the skin, so uncontrolled she turned feverish with need. Together, they fell into the grass beneath the tree root, Trystan rolling her until it covered them. “Someone could come,” he murmured, undoing her braid, running his fingers through her hair, gripping her curls. 

			“Could it be me?” she said with an eyebrow raise.

			His cheeks blazed.

			She giggled at his prudishness, running a finger down his chest, feeling a heady power when she slipped her hand beneath the ties of his trousers, his dark eyes flaring, and he hissed out a breath at her touch. “I’m not worried,” she told him. “I don’t worry…not when I’m with you.” 

			“And you will never have the need.” 

			He growled, hardly able to get the words out, tugging down the blue silk dress Helena had loaned her, baring her breasts and taking one in his mouth with laps of his tongue. 

			She moaned, grabbing at his hair, her whole body tingling. As heat in her lower belly spread everywhere, she began moving her hips against him, panting when he separated them to remove his trousers and her dress, pulling her down on top of him until her legs straddled his waist with a gasp. 

			She moved against him, and he held her for possessive kisses to her lips, her cheeks; every touch was rightness. Every breath was shared life between them, how close their love had grown into the fabric of themselves. He wouldn’t leave. 

			He loved her. And he wouldn’t leave. 

			“I have you.” He kissed her throat. “And you will have me. Always.”

			She held herself to him, until they both cried out and she collapsed against him. 

			They dressed quickly after that, with shy smiles and sweet kisses. As he turned her around to refasten her dress, he lightly accused, “There’s no hope for my shirt,” attempting to pull the sides together while she snorted into her hand. 

			“Just say you were attacked by a wild animal.” She grinned. 

			“I was.” He laughed when she swatted his arm. “We can say it was the same animal that left those bruises forming on your neck.” 

			She gaped, hand coming up to touch the spots where she felt the love marks. “Uh-oh—” 

			But their joy and playfulness died when out of nowhere, a light shot into the sky from a source they could not see through the trees. “What is that?” Evie breathed, then paled when she realized the direction it was coming from. 

			Trystan confirmed it when he said in horror:

			“Massacre Manor.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 50

			Clare

			When Clare awoke, she was surrounded by fog. No longer in Massacre Manor but somewhere else. Somewhere she knew well. 

			Her childhood home, though it looked different. Less worn, less cold. It appeared…lived in. A screeching sound came from the door, startling her backward. It was Trystan. But no. It was Trystan of the past, maybe six years old, she realized as the boy ran out to the garden.

			“Hear ye, hear ye! As king of our club, I decree that from this day on, no one is allowed to steal peonies from Mrs. Lalula’s garden. I’m looking at you, Tatianna.” 

			Tatianna had followed Trystan outside, her little arms folded in indignation, her small face and round cheeks making her look like a doll, especially paired with the poofy pink monstrosity that appeared to be a dress. 

			“Hello?” Clare waved, trying to make herself known, to not scare them. Had Mo opening that book sent her back in time? Tatianna turned and smiled, running straight for Clare and then straight through. Clare’s middle disappeared in a smoky plume for a moment before it reappeared. If she’d had a stomach right then, it would’ve emptied. 

			“Clare!” Tatianna yelled, and her head spun so fast toward her name. She wasn’t prepared to see herself. Her smaller self. She was four, perhaps. All the days of her childhood usually blended, only marked by occasions instead of dates. 

			See this scar on my upper lip? It happened when I was trying to rescue a cat from a tree. This hole in the side of the house? It happened when we tried to make muffins with six different colors of sugar. 

			There was nothing remarkable to clarify this day. Trystan was there, and Alexander, Malcolm scurrying behind them, and Clare… Little Clare and little Tatianna were just ahead, leading them to some newly found play spot. A story to be acted out, a game they’d made up. 

			Gods, she missed this. 

			But it was gone. These moments wouldn’t come back to her. It was time to stop living for them. 

			“This was a lovely existence. But it’s not mine anymore,” Clare whispered.

			And with the words, her body jerked. The house that was a fair distance away was warped until it was in front of her, the door open, an invisible force dragging her in. 

			“I’m certain he’s showing signs of it already, Amara. Isn’t this exciting?” Her father’s young face was there. Alive. Expressive. Full of joy. She missed him so much she couldn’t help but rush for him, but once again, he walked right through her. Clare wasn’t permitted to be a part of this memory a second time. Except she had not seen this…had she? 

			It wasn’t her memory. 

			“I’ve written to Benedict. He needs to know.” Amara was sullen, less sharp than Clare had always known her to be, her dark hair pulled tight in a bun that tugged at her features. Her black eyes were so like Clare’s and Trystan’s, except they weren’t kind. “I hardly think this is any cause for celebration, Arthur.” 

			Clare’s father frowned, rubbing at his long red beard. “Whyever not? Trystan having magic is a blessing. All magic is a blessing.” 

			Amara was grim when she turned away, folding her arms. Her mother looked younger, it was true, but there was a lack of youth in her even here, a lack of joy that Clare often wondered about after. Had it been lost by some great tragedy? Or had her mother simply been born without it? “Yes, well. We can’t all share your optimism.” 

			Arthur was indulgent, doting on her mother with practiced skill. “Amara, dear. If I am right, then Trystan will be revered. Don’t you want that for him? I know I do.”

			“I still can’t understand why you’d be so bothered either way by his future. You’re not his father.” 

			Clare flinched in time with her father. Gods, had her mother always been this cruel? Yes. She had no memories of her being any other way. 

			Arthur took the rebuke as well as he’d taken everything. “No, I suppose I’m not. But that doesn’t change my affection for him.” 

			Amara rolled her eyes, pouring herself a large glass of red wine. “Yes, I know. You’re a paragon of virtue, giving love to children you did not even sire. How can anyone compete with such goodness.” The door creaked open, and Clare was surprised to see a young Alexander meandering in, appearing comfortable in the home, albeit careful. “Prince Alexander, may I help you with something?” Amara offered coolly.

			“N-No thank you.” Alexander stuttered the words out, eyes darting for the kitchen. “Actually…may I have a cup of water?” 

			Amara’s smile didn’t appear at all friendly, but Alexander followed her into the kitchen anyway. Clare remained, watching her father’s face with such sharp pain, she had to cross her arms, grabbing hold of each shoulder, a latticework to keep every bit of her from spilling out. 

			It worsened when he stalked to the other side of the room and pulled a large book from the desk drawer. A book Clare knew. 

			Gasping, she followed her father, peering over his shoulder, surprised to realize she could smell the herbs coming from his skin, days spent finding medicines for the sick, solutions to pain. Her father had inspired Clare to work with magical plants, though it had become obvious to her over the years that she didn’t share his gift for easing pain. She seemed more adept at causing it. 

			Her father flipped a page, then another, and another, all blank, save for one, and this one he kept open. “Oh, Trystan,” he murmured. And when Clare saw what her father did, she understood. 

			The etching on the page was Hickory Forest, but it was not. Endless lines of tree stumps scattered about the page—sparse forest floor, dead wilted flowers, with a cursive line of text beside it that Arthur read aloud. 

			“All must be destroyed before it is undone. To end is to begin, to lose is to gain. Rennedawn will be forever changed.”

			The voice Arthur used to read the passage was the same he’d used at bedtime, for stern talks, and for advice. It was the safe authority of a parent you knew had your best interest at heart, who did not merely love you, but liked you, too. Clare reached for him, her hand going right through his shoulder, her heart clenching when her father turned his head, touching the spot, smiling to himself. Placing the open book on the table with a tight shut of his eyes, Arthur swept from the room, following a crashing sound outside. 

			Clare made to follow as well, but the book’s pages fluttered so quickly she worried it would take flight, like a hummingbird’s wings. But the page it stopped on was the first, the inside cover. A sentence was etched there that made her halt, made everything halt. Including her mother, who had reentered the room and now was walking around the sofa to stare at the same page that had caught Clare’s attention. 

			To my dearest friend, Fate. May all our years together be as fruitful as every story we’ve made together. Endings exactly as we will it.

			And below that…

			To my dearest friend, Destiny. May all our years together be full of happy endings and joyous times. Where color peeks through to save those from grayest nights. Endings exactly as they’re meant to end. 

			That wasn’t the part that shocked Clare. It was the claw marks over Fate’s name. Angry. Vicious-looking. 

			Fate and Destiny were once dear friends. But something changed, something went wrong.

			Amara interrupted her reading, stalking for the door, and when she wrenched it open, Clare gasped, falling through furniture until she was stumbling to her bum. 

			Evie’s mother stood at the door. Her father, too. As they entered the space, so did a third figure: Benedict. There was a small infant in Nura’s arms with a shock of dark, curly hair. 

			Evie. 

			“You’re sure about this, Griffin?” Nura asked shakily. She was twenty-odd years younger, a perfect amalgamation of both Evie and Lyssa. So startlingly similar that Clare blinked, rubbing her eyes to ensure what she was seeing was real.

			“What is the alternative?” Griffin reasoned, taking the baby from the woman’s shaking hands and crossing the room to Arthur, who was already on his feet, greeting them with a grim expression. “Arthur. I thank you for what you’re doing for my family.” 

			Arthur’s eyes were downcast, and Clare waved a hand in front of him before peeking at the baby in his arms. Only a few days old, with dark mist playing in the soft curls around the infant’s face. 

			No. Oh no. This was it. This was the moment where they’d changed fate, where they’d changed everything. 

			Renna Fortis entered next, carrying a familiar plant. The memory flower. They were going to take Evie’s magic and—

			Little Trystan sprinted inside, wide-eyed and startled when all the adults in the room turned to him. Arthur looked ashamed, a hand washing down his face, tugging at his red beard. Their warm home didn’t appear warm any longer, chilling further when Amara crossed her arms, nodding at the newcomers. Either she’d been expecting them or she was incredibly composed in the presence of several new faces, including the king of their land. 

			“Shall we get on with it, then?” Amara asked, sounding far too blithe for the act she was about to commit. “Trystan, come here.” 

			Trystan didn’t move. He looked at Nura Sage, who was huddling in the corner, her dark eyes watering with unshed tears. Tugging a yellow handkerchief from his pocket, he handed it to her with a small smile. “For you, my lady.” 

			Nura took it the way one would take hold of a butterfly’s wing, unable to look at the little boy whose life she was about to permanently alter. “He’s a dear boy, Griffin. How can we—” 

			“It’s him or Evie, Nura,” Griffin snapped. If the man had a thread of patience, it was now gone. 

			“Be calm and worry not, Mrs. Sage,” Benedict declared with a practiced smile—one he knew would put his people at ease. “Trystan’s born Core Healer magic will eventually destroy the darkness from your daughter’s. We’re merely taking her out of the equation.” 

			Little Trystan walked toward Arthur and pulled at his hand. Arthur wouldn’t look at him, and Clare wanted to scream. The infant cried when Renna held the flower over her, an ugly sound coming from the mist now extracting itself from the small body. 

			“Stop! You’re hurting her!” Trystan’s small voice called, and he ran for Benedict, appearing to understand nothing but the pain the baby was experiencing. 

			But Arthur caught him about the waist. “It’s all right, my son. I promise you. It will be all right.” 

			The scene froze, and a voice called from somewhere at Clare’s right ear, a whisper, the way doubts crept in. “You can stop this, you know,” the voice said. 

			“What?” Clare whispered back. “Stop it? How?” 

			“Wish that it never happened. That their fates were never switched, that their paths were never meant to diverge here. Wish it, and it shall be done.” 

			Clare’s lips parted, and she gasped. Wish it all undone? That Trystan had never become The Villain? That their family had never splintered? That she had never made the mistakes she’d made to get here? 

			How different their lives would all be. 

			It was tempting. So, so tempting.

			So Clare shocked herself when she said firmly, “No.” 

			“No?” the voice questioned. 

			“I love my brother,” Clare whispered, “and as much as I wish he’d never had to feel the pain of this…he did. To erase it, to undo it—by the gods, what a hypocrite I’d be all over again.” 

			“You’re certain?” the voice asked. 

			Gods help her, she was. “My love is not contingent on his never having done bad deeds. I will take my brother exactly as he is now. I should not like to change anything about him.” 

			The voice was not attached to anything Clare could see, but she was certain she heard it smile. “Congratulations, Ms. Maverine. You passed.” 

			And when Clare awoke with a jolt, a cold sweat beginning behind her neck, she felt lighter than she had in years. She stared at Moira, who was smiling, glowing, waiting for Clare to piece it together. 

			“You’re no librarian,” Clare started, with two fingers hovering above her mouth.

			Moira nodded, then gestured to the others, who were wrapped in leaves and vines sprouting up from the open book, eyes closed. Clare knew each was in their own test, which only they had the power to get themselves out of. “What am I, Clare Maverine?” 

			Clare breathed. 

			“Fate.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 51

			Blade

			Blade wondered why people so feared the ghosts of the past when they could just as easily fear the ones already present. 

			It was clear he was in a vision, a dream. His father had scolded him enough over the years for his lack of attention that Blade had trained himself to fixate on every word, every detail, in case he was asked to repeat something. Anything to avoid the shame he’d feel when he was wrong. 

			So he was certain now: Moira was no librarian, her game that of the mind, so Blade reminded himself to stay sharp as he watched his father, a grayer version than the last Blade had seen, entering King Benedict’s office, slamming papers down with a fervent cry of, “You’re finished.” 

			His father was seething in a way Blade had never seen. His stern face was red with anger, his fists clenched, every muscle in his face strained. They strained somehow further when Benedict smiled. “Now, now, Iven. Let us not be hasty. Come, have a drink.” 

			“You attacked Massacre Manor. Twice. My son could have been in the cross fire, you self-serving bastard.” 

			His father’s accusation, and the fear in his voice as he said it, forced Blade back a step, his mouth parting, his heart picking up pace at his shock. He wondered if his father was saying it merely for his benefit…until Benedict went to open a window and practically walked right through him, and Blade realized the king couldn’t see him. 

			Meaning neither could his father. 

			So that fear, that protectiveness was real?

			“Rest assured I had my reasons for those attacks.” Benedict folded his arms, staring out at the kingdom. 

			“I don’t care any longer. When we began this farce, you swore to me it wouldn’t go this far.” 

			Benedict turned abruptly, grabbing Iven by the neck. On a cry, Blade ran for them, reaching out and touching…nothing. He could only watch. 

			Horrified, Blade began yelling, “It’s not real. I know it’s not real.” 

			A voice whispered above, “I do nothing but reveal.”

			His father clawed for Benedict’s eyes, but the king held him in place. “It is tiresome for you to grow a conscience this late in the game, Iven.” Then he released the man like he’d just patted him on the back, looking unruffled. “Lest I make your son remember it for you.” 

			Blade’s chest heaved. 

			Iven held up the clutched papers. “Keep my son out of this. Or these will find their way into the news pamphlets tomorrow.” 

			When Benedict reached for the papers, Iven straightened his shoulders, looking prouder than he had a moment ago. “I’ve made copies already. And if anything happens to me or my son, they go to the public.” 

			Benedict’s face transformed—into amusement. “Very well. Do your worst.” 

			What? 

			Had his father found the most useless bit of blackmail in history? Bend to my will, Benedict! Or the world learns the truth about your sock fetish! 

			“You don’t care if the kingdom finds out you’re putting their tax contributions into a curse?” 

			Blade gulped. Sorry, Pops. Great blackmail.

			Several Valiant Guards filed in just then, but Benedict signaled them to stay at the doors. “It won’t matter much what any of them think soon. Why should I pretend to care any longer?”

			It was one thing, Blade thought, to suspect someone in power was evil. It was another entirely to see it plainly and boldly spoken from their mouth. To know the depth of their damage to the world was already done. 

			Funny. How this moment appeared to be the first thing in recent memory that Blade and his father agreed on. 

			Just as Iven turned to storm out of the room, everyone froze, and Blade heard a voice calling to him. “Wish for your father’s love and respect. And it shall be yours.” 

			“What?” Blade looked around for the source of the sound, but there was nothing, just the frozen scene before him. 

			“If your father truly loved you, he’d be aiding your cause. He would be an ally instead of an enemy adjacent. You could know what it is to have a parent accept you the way you are.” 

			Ouch. “Was the last part necessary?” Blade yelled with an accusatory finger. 

			The voice paused for a beat. “You’re right. That was mean.” 

			Blade snapped his fingers, vindicated. “It was mean!” 

			“You still have to decide, I’m afraid, Mr. Gushiken.” 

			“No.” Blade paused. “I don’t need that from my father any longer.” 

			“You don’t want it?” 

			Blade rubbed a hand down his face. “Well, of course I want it. How can I expect to have a working heart without a small piece of it always wanting a parent’s love? But I’m an adult. I have my people. I don’t need to wish for anyone’s love when I’m freely given it.” He smiled to himself, murmuring, “Rebecka.” 

			“All right then,” the voice said, sounding lively. “Well done.” 

			With another whoosh of air, Blade was launched forward, released by a canopy of vines, only to find himself face-first on the office floor.

			“Rebecka?” Blade shot up, searching for her immediately. “Tatianna? Clare? Kingsley?” 

			“Blade!”

			“Clare!” Blade shouted when he heard her. The other three, he realized, were still being held up by the same vines that had confined him, eyes closed, faces pinched as they each seemed to work through their own nightmares. Clare looked him over like he’d just returned home from battle, a ghastly expression on her face. 

			“I’m okay. I passed.” Blade put a hand on her arm. He and Clare had never had much cause for deep interactions, but he’d been around her enough to recognize the unrest in her dark eyes. It triggered brotherly protectiveness in him on Trystan’s behalf. 

			“I know.” Clare was distraught, the words drawn out of her twisting mouth as she returned to watching the others. 

			Blade was not certain why he was suddenly on the verge of panic, but here he was, leaning over the edge. “How? Did Moira tell you?” 

			Rebecka, eyes still closed, flinched suddenly from her perch inside the vines’ embrace. Blade reached for her, then yelped when a thorny branch struck him on the arm. “Ouch!” 

			“I know because Moira told me the truth,” Clare explained, her hand pressed to her mouth, trying to speak between shallow breaths. “If you do not pass, you do not—” 

			She stopped, and then she looked at Blade with a grimness that could kill hope faster than a knife. 

			“You do not live.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 52

			Kingsley 

			Alexander Kingsley was being dragged through light and sound until he landed upon the docks in the Maverines’ home village. 

			The sky was cloudy and gray. A woman clad in black rounded the corner, and Alexander leaped back. “Amara.” Alexander’s scratchy call went unanswered, like she hadn’t heard him at all. Which was odd enough, until she walked right through him. 

			And you thought being a frog was weird.

			“Winnifred!” Amara’s shrill voice was cold as ice. 

			Winnifred?

			And there she was, the little enchantress with a tendency to blast him with feather boas. There were purple hollows under her eyes when she approached Amara Maverine, a nervous hunch to her shoulders. 

			“Yes, Mistress Maverine? Can I help you with something?” It was a wonder Amara could even hear the girl when she spoke so timidly. 

			“What is this?” Amara held up a piece of paper. 

			Winnifred leaned over to glance at it. “That’s the seating chart you asked for. For the dinner before the funeral, mistress. Did— Did I put someone in the wrong seat?” 

			“You’re on this seating chart.” Amara’s eyes narrowed, her face in a severe frown. “Why?” 

			Winnifred’s eyes looked huge and frightened. “I—I thought you might allow me to go, Mistress Maverine. I know I am not technically part of the family—” 

			“You’re not a part of the family at all, Winnifred,” Amara mocked cruelly. “You’re the maid.” 

			Winnifred didn’t seem to register the warning in Amara’s tone, instead continuing. “I realize that, and I wouldn’t presume…” Her voice softened, light as a brush of wind. “But without me to attend, who else do you have left, mistress?” 

			Alexander could tell by the innocence in her eyes that she was asking genuinely, without malice that was deserved. 

			Amara laughed, a dangerous sound. But Winnifred didn’t realize this, not until it was too late. 

			Amara’s hand wrapped around Winnifred’s arm, squeezing so hard that the young woman let out a startled, “Ow!” 

			For a moment, Alexander forgot he was not truly there; he saw red and immediately walked over to remove Amara’s arm with as much gentleness as she was currently showing Winnifred. But his hand swiped at nothing. 

			“Listen to me, you little brat,” Amara hissed. “I took you in. I fed you. I clothed you. And so help me, if you speak to me like that again, I will turn you to stone right alongside your mother.” 

			Winnifred flinched backward, her glassy eyes turning a startling green when they began to glisten. “Yes, mistress.” 

			Amara released her, and Winnifred fell, her gray dress floating around her. As her mistress stalked away, Winnifred merely sat there. Not crying. Not saying anything. Just staring. Kingsley was fairly certain he’d never seen a person so sad. 

			Eventually, he realized that the enchantress had frozen.

			“You can change this,” a disembodied voice sang from above him. “Hers is just one of the lives permanently altered by your transformation. You can undo it—save her and yourself. Make it so you never became a frog. 

			“Those ten years returned to you. All as it should be.”

			So many years. So many chalkboard signs. So, so many flies. 

			He could undo it… 

			“I can’t,” Alexander rasped. 

			“You can. You need only make the choice.” 

			“No.” Alexander was ready for this nightmare to end. 

			“You’re certain? You won’t get the chance again.” 

			“You know damn well why I wouldn’t say yes to this.” He turned his back on Winnifred, pacing to the other end of the dock, searching for some tear in this false reality. He wasn’t truly here; this was a trick. Not real. 

			“Do I?” The ancient voice laughed. “Remind me.” 

			“Because that day I walked into the Maverines’ house, I knew I was going to be turned into a frog,” he admitted, the words burning his tongue. 

			“Did you? How?”

			“I’m the one who arranged it,” he growled. 

			The truth. 

			He’d never given it voice. Never even allowed himself to think the words. Clare could take the fault; he couldn’t afford it. For them to know why. 

			As they say, the truth will set you free, Alexander thought.

			And then Kingsley the man was thrown back into the world. His secret said aloud. 

			For the first time.

			But not the last.

		

	
		
			Chapter 53

			Kingsley 

			Screw usable thumbs. Being a frog was easier by far.

			Always landing on his feet, for example. 

			Such was not the case when he was released from the entrapments of the vines, falling—or rather thudding—in front of Blade and Clare. Pushing himself up onto his stomach, dark hair flopping into his eyes, Kingsley murmured, “Ouch.” 

			“You passed!” Clare’s eyes glittered, her smile wide. Alexander hadn’t seen one of those smiles in a long time. “And you’re human again! Oh, thank goodness. Thank goodness.”

			Alexander could feel that she was happy for his goodness. In the goodness of his choices. 

			And though it wasn’t true, Alexander hadn’t the heart to take that victory from her. 

			“Moira! Three out of five is majority. What say we end this now.” Blade threw his arms wide, yelling at the librarian who had once again disappeared.

			But there was no need to barter, as Rebecka’s eyes shot open, Tatianna’s following shortly after. Both women choked, clutching the ground the moment the vines released them. Alexander acted upon instinct and immediately kneeled to help them up. It was odd—in his frog body, he had never kept up with this habit, choosing irreverence and wit over courtly manners. As time passed, he’d assumed all his distinctly human traits would have gone. Yet here he was, offering his arm to a maiden in distress like the princely cliché he was. 

			Tatianna gripped his hand, snapping him from his lost thoughts. “Oh gods, that was horrific.” 

			“Are you okay?” Clare asked frantically. “What happened?” 

			She released a large exhale, forcing a serene expression onto her face. “It was Evie. But it wasn’t. I don’t— Trystan was in armor. Benedict’s crest.” 

			No. No. It couldn’t have all been for nothing. Alexander would not allow it. 

			He’d made concessions to his morals he never thought he would, allowed himself to be pushed around the chessboard like a pawn merely hitching a ride. 

			Alexander took Tatianna’s shoulders; his earnest expression was met with her eyebrows shooting up. He spoke slowly, had to be understood the first time. “The king’s crest?” 

			Tatianna nodded, softening. “It was them, but it wasn’t. A different them, I think. It was who they would’ve been in the story. If Evie had kept her powers, if Trystan grew up…the prince. I’ve seen the outcome of that, and believe me—it’s ugly.” 

			Alexander went rigid. 

			Becky, who appeared too dazed to add anything, leaned on Blade for support. “Did you have to choose whose side you’d be on?” 

			Tatianna swallowed. “No. I had a choice to change the past, which in turn would change the future. A future in which Clare and I had never separated. We were married—” The healer choked on her next breath, and Clare flinched. “I said no; of course I said no.” Shivering. “It wouldn’t have been right, and I— Well, I like us now.” Tatianna gave Clare a reassuring look before asking Becky, “Yours?” 

			But before Becky could speak a word, Moira appeared in a cloud of sparkling mist. “Hello, my little doves. What a splendid job you did!” 

			Blade glared, releasing Becky only to step closer to the woman. “You put all of us through deadlands-level torment, and for what?” 

			Moira folded her hands in front of her. “I’ve been alive a millennium too long. I like a little entertainment occasionally, too.”

			Alexander swallowed around a lump forming in his throat. “Then we’re done?”

			Moira’s blue eyes glittered. “I’m afraid not.” 

			Tatianna tugged herself up, regaining some of her strength—enough to argue, “We all passed!” 

			Alexander believed it was Moira’s genuine amusement that pushed the group to catch on. Just in time for the woman to murmur, “Not all of you.” 

			And then, Rebecka Erring fell to the ground.

		

	
		
			Chapter 54

			Becky 

			Dying did not feel much like dying, to be honest. It was a lot like living. Loud.

			Overly loud, now that she thought of it. There were several voices going at once. Was she in the deadlands? Were these sophisticated apparitions here to escort her to the afterlife? 

			“BRING HER BACK NOW, OR FLUFFY WILL FLAME YOU WHERE YOU STAND!”

			An eloquent threat.

			Bladen. So…she wasn’t dead, then. 

			In her mind’s eye, she was in a tiny room. Her room, in fact. The cottage she’d made her home after her separation from her family and before she met The Villain. It was modest, boasting merely one bedroom, but it had a fireplace with a large, cozy chair for reading. Life’s luxuries were sweeter when she earned them for herself. 

			“It’s true. She did not pass,” another voice said. Moira? The librarian lady. Who didn’t pass what? Not her, surely. 

			“But I can grant one grand favor to those who did. Any favor.” 

			“Could you—save Rennedawn?” Clare asked carefully. 

			“Indeed,” Moira answered. 

			“Her.” Blade’s voice urged. “You’ll save her. And I’ll save the kingdom. But only if she’s in it.” 

			No one argued the point. 

			It was done. 

			And with that thought, she was sucked out the window of her cottage, her eyes shooting open. Office. She was in the office, the sunset upon them.

			“Lovely Rebecka.” Blade’s hand was on her cheek, his face above hers, so tense, so panicked. 

			“I’m not dead,” she said in a daze. “You’ll never be free from paperwork! Or me.” Her hands came up, and she forced his mouth into a smile, too woozy to understand why that was so odd to him. 

			“You’re all right?” Blade asked, helping her sit up, his hand not leaving her back. 

			Becky nodded. “I’m fine. Just a little…out of it. Wait.” She snapped, fumbling to stand, panic suffusing every working muscle. “Wait, did I—” 

			“Die?” Prince Alexander suggested with a gentle raise of his finger. 

			“No! Gods, who cares about that.” Becky scoffed. “Did I fail a test? I’ve never failed at a thing in my life.”

			Moira was observing from afar. “I’m afraid so, dear, but please don’t be upset. Your friends used their favor wisely, and I was able to bring you back from the brink.” 

			“No!” 

			“Rebecka!” Blade argued. 

			“No!” she said to him again. “No, that’s unicorn shit. I want to take it again. I don’t fail at things. Your test is wrong.” 

			Moira was taken aback. “Dear, I cannot send you in for another test. There’s no coming back from the dead twice. Just the once.” Moira paused, then added seriously, “Unless you’re a cat. Then it’s about eight or nine, give or take.” 

			“You can’t do that!” 

			“What has gotten into you?” Clare asked, astonished. 

			“Shh!” Tatianna swatted at her. “Let her go! I’ve never seen her lose it like this. I wanna see what happens.”

			Shoving to her feet, Becky stalked forward until she was right in front of the woman playing puppeteer with her emotions. “I am Rebecka Eriania Fortis, heir to the Fortis Family Fortress and Head of Human and Magical Creatures Resources at The Villain’s office.” 

			She stomped her foot and heard Lyssa chortle.

			“I. Do. Not. Fail.” 

			The plants in the office rose to attention at her command, but she ignored them. Her connections to things that grew in Rennedawn remained the strongest on her family’s property, but it appeared her power was beginning to seep into other places, just in time for it to be sucked from Rennedawn’s soil. 

			Moira beamed. “Very well. You passed.” 

			Becky deflated, her words coming out stumbling. “You— Wait— Really?” 

			Moira winked. “Your mind was far too practical to work through a memory. I thought a live test would be more efficient—and entertaining to boot.” 

			“You little—” But before she could show Moira just how “entertaining” Becky’s fist could be to her face, Blade caught her about the waist, dragging her back. “I wasn’t going to hit her,” Becky grumbled, shaking him off. Trying not to allow his crooked grin to make her heart flutter. Trying and failing. “What are you looking at?” 

			Blade’s eyes softened. “You, lovely Rebecka. I’m always looking at you.” 

			“He is,” Alexander confirmed with that graveled voice that he seemed unable to shake. 

			Small growling and chirping chimed in as the baby guvres made their way at full speed to Moira. “Hello, precious ones.” She picked up each of them with one hand, tucking them both into her lap. 

			“Fate’s creatures,” Rebecka murmured. “You created them.” 

			Moira looked upon them with fondness before placing the little buggers back down. They sprinted now for Rebecka’s skirts. “They were once a thought in my head; now, there they stand.” 

			“Thank the gods my thoughts don’t do that.” Blade shivered. “It would get real weird in here real quick.” 

			Rebecka let out a strangled laugh, and Blade’s hand fell subtly around her hip, pulling her closer to him. 

			“That scared me,” he admitted, not releasing his hold.

			“And me!” Lyssa added, climbing out from her hiding spot beneath one of the desks. “How come I didn’t get a story?” she asked the librarian with a pinched brow.

			Moira grinned fondly at the little girl. “Because, my dear, you are the story.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 55

			Lyssa

			Moira smiled, holding out a hand for Lyssa, and the little girl stepped forward to take it. “The book will test the worthiness of the people who lay their eyes upon it by telling a story. But the book did not need to test you, Lyssa Sage. You’ve already proven yourself worthy and are a storyteller in your own right.” 

			Lyssa stared in awe. “I wrote about you.” 

			Fate winked. “And I wrote about you. Back before Rennedawn was as it is now…”

			When none of them spoke again, Fate sat down to tell a story. It was one Lyssa knew before the words left her lips. 

			“Once upon a time, there were two of the dearest friends in existence. Fate and Destiny. The two used to dream of the world the magical gods had painted and left behind and the stories that would unfold there. Fate loved the idea of a world where their stories took on minds of their own, while Destiny desired control above all else. Ultimately, the two came to blows when several storybook prophecies were born from their imaginations.” 

			“Rennedawn’s storybook prophecy,” Becky breathed. 

			“And others. For the creation of the magical continent, we wrote a story. A new one for each kingdom. I thought it harmless; what’s a few lives to play with? But after observing humanity, I realized the damage of such stories. I told Destiny I didn’t want to be a part of it any longer. That it was time to let go of our storytelling and allow the world to find its own ending.” 

			“But the magic is dying. The prophecy can’t just not happen,” Clare argued. 

			The sun was leaving them, the light in the office dimming, as Fate continued.

			“The prophecy will happen. It must for Rennedawn to remain magical, and Destiny will want to ensure it happens as she desires it to, as she planned it. But know that who you are and what you do are always choices you have. They cannot be taken from you, no matter how badly the powers that be might want it.” 

			That made Lyssa and Ms. Erring smile. Genuinely. Because it was true: life had not happened at all the way Ms. Erring had probably planned. She grew up the eldest daughter of a family she’d sought to please and ended up at a desk job, falling in love with a dragon trainer, becoming best friends with a little girl and her equally unhinged older sister. 

			No, life did not happen how Ms. Erring had wanted it. It happened as it was supposed to and, Lyssa knew, that was so much better. 

			“So you know everything of the prophecy?”

			Fate sighed, smiling to herself. “Of course. I helped create it.” 

			“Why’d we have to listen to that whole story then—oof.” Blade rubbed at his abdomen, where Ms. Erring had just elbowed him. 

			“Destiny and I wrote all Rennedawn’s stories in the place where magic first touched Rennedawn. In a place we built together.” 

			Tatianna huffed impatiently. “Where?” 

			Fate walked beyond them until she came to stand before The Villain’s office doors. She pushed them open, gesturing inside. “A place that sat abandoned for many, many years. A place that had only been seen by one person as what it was meant to be. A home.” 

			“The boss’s office?” Blade burst out, and Becky clamped her hand over his mouth. 

			The book of Rennedawn closed, now hovering in the air before it landed atop the sleek black desk, sitting below the last beam of sunlight. 

			Lyssa started to ask Fate more. 

			But the mythical being was already gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 56

			Trystan

			Trystan had heard many reasons over the years for why his manor was being invaded. 

			At the behest of King Benedict. To protect the innocents from evil. For revenge.

			But “Fate made me do it” was a first. 

			“What happened to your shirt, boss?” Blade emphasized the word, because apparently he wanted Trystan to kill him.

			He’d forgotten the garment hung in tatters around his shoulders. When they’d thought the manor was in trouble, Sage went off to search for Lyssa in the kitchens, and he went right for the main offices. 

			And regretted it. 

			Immensely. 

			He’d found Blade, Rebecka, and Tatianna examining the book opened upon his desk with rapt attention, barely acknowledging when he came in the room. “I was in an altercation, and it tore.” 

			Tatianna narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Was the altercation named Evie?” 

			“Out!” Trystan barked, pointing toward the door.

			“Wait!” Tatianna objected, handing Trystan the children’s book. “My Love My Sun. We found the passage and a drawing of it, but it isn’t anything we’ve seen before.” 

			“You’re telling me that Keeley left in search of a children’s book…and returned with one of the most powerful beings in existence?” Trystan remarked, composing himself remarkably for having just bolted up the stairs, fearful that someone was dead. 

			“I thought she was a librarian!” Keeley defended herself with a slash of her hand. 

			Clare’s reply was instant: “Same thing.”

			A croak from Alexander was confirmation. He was back in his frog form, and Trystan swore the animal version of his friend seemed different now from the last time he’d turned amphibian. 

			Probably the lack of crown. 

			Trystan removed the golden headpiece from his pocket and placed it gently atop Kingsley’s head. The frog looked up at him, then scribbled something down on a sign. 

			Thief 

			Trystan chuckled darkly. “I found it in an escaped prisoner’s pants pocket. Must have swiped it from my room. Apologies, but to be fair, half the time it would be far too small for your head.” 

			Kingsley croaked and leaped onto his desk to be closer to eye level with the rest of the room, putting his webbed foot atop the children’s book, and when Trystan took a closer look…he gaped.

			“I’ve seen this.” Walking toward the open window that angled in his favorite direction, he put out a hand and brushed his fingers against the frame. “It…it was here. That window. When I first found the manor.” 

			Kingsley wrote down two words on two different signs. 

			You’re

			Sure? 

			“I remember it distinctly because I hated to look at it. Something about it was very unsettling.” He’d lived with it staring down at him for the first week and then made the executive decision to never see it again. 

			Until now. 

			“Where sunlight shines the purest,” Clare murmured. “If we reconstruct the window and, in the sunlight, we bring together the guvre venom, Lyssa’s starlight, your magic, and Evie’s, it would fulfill the prophecy.” 

			“Probably,” Blade added carefully. “There’s no way to know for sure.” 

			“No,” Trystan rasped. “I’m sure.” 

			Kingsley furiously wrote something down. 

			How 

			“Where sunlight shines unvarnished. The purest. That stained glass covered the window, shining into my office every day…right where Evangelina sat.” 

			He didn’t look at any of them when he tilted the chair toward where the light hit. “I fell in love with her in that light.” 

			None of them spoke. Until Tatianna chimed in, looking suspiciously glassy-eyed. “Where did you move the window?” 

			Clare gasped and then sighed, appearing as if she’d connected two dots. “Don’t tell me, Trystan.” 

			“Don’t tell you what?” Blade asked, folding his arms. 

			“You know about the box?” Trystan assumed. 

			Tatianna raised a polished pink fingernail. “May we know about the box?” 

			“When I took apart the window, I shipped it away.” 

			Kingsley held up a sign.

			Who? 

			“To Arthur.” Clare said their father’s name with a detachment he knew she needed. “Trystan sent it after he escaped Benedict and became The Villain with a note that said, ‘This is all you’ll ever have. The broken pieces.’”

			A whiff of vanilla candy pummeled him as Sage popped into the room with a grin. “That’s adorably dramatic.” 

			“Evie!” Everyone fussed around her, crowding her, though the first person to hug her was Clare, much to Blade and Tatianna’s disgruntlement. 

			“Oh, hello,” Sage said to the group, then gave him a look over Clare’s shoulder, her eyes comically wide. “I missed you as well.” 

			“I’m so sorry,” Clare burst out, taking Sage’s hands with a sincerity Trystan had rarely witnessed in his sister. She had been different lately. Someone unafraid to be human. “I was cruel and scared you off. I knew you were frightened, and I reacted so badly, and you—” 

			“Whoa!” Sage grabbed Clare’s arms, giving them a gentle squeeze. “I was already going to run. I needed to. You need not be sorry.” 

			Clare hugged her again, and Tatianna looked amused.

			When Clare finally released her death grip, Tatianna and Blade swooped in for their turn, exchanging warm words and embraces. 

			“I adore this dress,” Tatianna praised, scanning it. “Though it doesn’t appear to hide the bite marks on your neck.” 

			Sage slapped a hand to the area, and Trystan slapped a hand over his eyes. 

			“Where did Arthur put the box, Clare?” Tatianna asked, looking at Trystan with a self-satisfied grin. 

			Clare remained silent, and Trystan knew whatever the answer was, it was going to be fucking inconvenient. 

			And still, the truth was worse. 

			“When Mother told the village you had, um, died”—she flinched—“there was a tree planted in your honor and a ceremonial burial beneath it.” 

			“Considering I am standing aboveground, I’m going to guess what they buried instead.” 

			“Arthur thought it was just random bits of glass!” Clare defended their father, but there was no need. Trystan wasn’t angry; he was thrilled. 

			“Where is the tree planted, Clare?” Sage asked. 

			“The Garden of Rennedawn.” 

			Trystan’s eyebrows climbed his forehead. “I beg your pardon. How did they manage that?” 

			“Why is that shocking?” Sage tilted her head. “Is there a corpse waitlist?” 

			“It’s a sacred space,” Tatianna explained. “Where people in our village often went to pray to the magical gods. One cannot even enter unless it’s for a burial.” 

			Trystan could not believe what he was about to suggest. His sister was going to murder him. Though he supposed then at least he’d get into the garden anyway. “Father’s funeral is in one week’s time, Clare. Instead of a burial at sea, what say we, as his children, insist on an alternate location?” 

			He waited for Clare to hate him, for her to be disgusted and storm away. But instead, his little sister’s eyes flashed with respect. “I think…” she started.

			He braced for her to continue.

			“We have some inquiries to make.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 57

			Evie

			Two days before the funeral… 

			Lyssa still wouldn’t speak to her. 

			And Evie understood why. She’d broken a promise; she’d broken her trust. 

			She’d said she would never leave. Ever.

			She’d begun to understand her mother’s pain at not being accepted. But unlike Evie’s mother, Lyssa could slam the door in Evie’s face every time she knocked—and she’d still keep coming back. 

			“Lyssa?” Evie knocked. “Edwin sent me with some biscuits, the kind you like. With the cheese?” 

			The door creaked open, and Lyssa appeared. Evie tried to maintain her calm. Or she’d scare her. But inside, her heart leaped.

			“I am in the middle of teatime. But you…may join,” Lyssa said as benevolently as a queen, tipping the door all the way open to reveal Trystan sitting there in the large, feathered hat Lyssa had him wear during their first tea party. 

			“Good afternoon, Sage.” Trystan stood abruptly, giving her a deferential nod while he pulled out the empty chair for her.

			She’d hardly seen him in the last few days. He’d been too busy, sending missives, consulting law books, and enlisting Tatianna’s seafaring father for a means to their village’s port. “Good afternoon, Lord Blossom.” 

			“I’m Lord Daffodil,” Trystan corrected evenly. 

			“I was talking to the snail,” Evie choked out, pointing to the small animal nibbling on a flower atop one of the tea saucers. “You’re letting her call you Lord Daffodil?” 

			Lyssa handed Evie her cup of tea with a tentative smile, and Evie swallowed her overbearing emotions, taking a hearty sip.

			“It seemed prudent, considering I picked it.” Trystan took a bite of the scone just in time for Evie to scald her tongue. 

			“You picked… All right then.” Evie gaped, wondering if she hadn’t in fact woken up that morning and was still trapped in her dreams. “Lyssa, do you think we could talk for a few minutes?” 

			Lyssa gave Evie a strange look and crossed her arms. “We are talking.” 

			“I mean in private.” Evie’s eyes flashed to Trystan, and he stood immediately, clearing his throat. 

			“We’re out of sugar. I’ll fetch more—” Trystan started. 

			“There’s some right here.” Lyssa picked up a tiny cannister, and Trystan unceremoniously grabbed it and chucked the small pot out the window. He pulled at his collar when both Sage girls stared at him. 

			“There was a spider,” he said flatly. “Excuse me.” He sailed from the room, black cape flaring out behind him like wings. 

			And then it was just them. 

			There had never been a moment of discomfort like this between Evie and her little sister. From the time Lyssa fell into her care as an infant, the hierarchy of their relationship had always remained the same. Evie was in charge. Evie took care of them. Evie was always there. 

			But that illusion had faded. And this was what remained. 

			“Lyssa, I wanted to say—” 

			“I’ve been managing quite fine without you.” She cut Evie off with a succinct smile. “You need not worry.” 

			“I’m glad,” Evie said honestly, because she was. She wanted to beg for Lyssa’s forgiveness, to do whatever it took to regain their footing, because the truth was? She was running out of time. 

			Lyssa was growing up. 

			It was wonderful.

			And depressing. 

			“Did you enjoy your time away?” Lyssa asked. 

			Evie had expected the question to be charged with resentment, but it was more careful. Fearful, even. “I wouldn’t say enjoyed…but I think in the state I was in…it was necessary.” 

			Her little sister gave her a tiny smile while she picked up her teacup. “I’m glad. You deserve some time for yourself.” 

			“Lyssa, I’m sorry!” The words burst from Evie in a trail of instant hysteria as she shot to her feet. “I know you’re angry with me, and you have every right to be, but please—I’d rather you yell than whatever this awkward politeness is.” 

			Lyssa stood up slowly, blinking as the words sank in. “Angry with you? I’m not angry with you.” 

			“You haven’t spoken to me since I got back! Every time I come to the door, you tell me you’re busy. When I come to bed at night, you’re already asleep. You’re up and out before I wake up. What else am I supposed to think?” 

			“I was trying to show you I could take care of myself!” Lyssa flopped on the ground dramatically, spreading her limbs like a starfish. She stared at the ceiling, and Evie stared at her, slowly meandering over and carefully laying herself down next to her, mimicking her stance. 

			“I know that you can,” Evie said, admiring the intricate architecture on the curved ceiling. “Lyssa, what is this about? Really?” 

			When Lyssa turned her head, silky strands of dark-brown hair lay next to her, brushing against Evie’s unbound curls. “You’re always trying to make things easier for everyone else. I just wanted to try and make things easier for you. I thought if I pretended you leaving didn’t bother me, I’d feel like less of a burden.”

			“Lyssa Dorthea Sage.” Evie rose onto her knees, pulling her sister up with her hands. “You have never been a burden to me. Not for one single second of your existence.” 

			“But you didn’t get to do so many things because of me.” Lyssa’s voice was small, and her body language mimicked it as she tucked her legs into her chest. “You missed out on all the things I get to do. It’s not fair.” Lyssa stressed the words, and Evie rubbed a finger over the back of Lyssa’s hand. 

			Indeed, there were many things Evie would never get to do. Many things she’d missed out on. But she missed nothing. 

			“You’re right. There are lots of things you get to do that I didn’t.” Evie’s eyes welled with tears. “But I got to do something no one else ever will.” 

			Lyssa’s chin dipped. “What?” 

			Evie’s finger went underneath it, tilting Lyssa’s face up until their eyes met. “I got to raise you. And I promise you, sweet, that is the best thing I’ve ever done.” 

			Lyssa’s arms went around her neck, and she cried into Evie’s shoulder. “I hated pretending I don’t need you. Because I need you quite a lot of the time, it turns out.” 

			Evie combed a hand through her sister’s hair and said, “It’s just as well. I need you quite a lot of the time, too. I missed you the whole time I was away.” Her magic did, too, it appeared, spilling out of her fingers in wisps of smoke, wrapping around her hands. 

			It was the perfect time for Trystan to walk back in with fresh sugar, spy the scene before him, and come to a halt. “There’s crying. Should I leave?” he asked steadily. 

			“No, it’s happy crying!” Lyssa giggled, climbing to her feet and tugging Trystan back toward the chair. 

			“You’ve made up, then?” He grunted, taking his teacup with an upturned pinkie. 

			“Yes,” Evie confirmed with a smile, claiming her seat beside him. 

			“Thank the deadlands. That was a stressful few days,” Trystan grumbled. “Now onto more important matters.” 

			Lyssa clapped. “Oh yes! Evie.” She turned toward her sister with an earnestness that made her laugh. “We’ve discussed it and agreed you shall be invited to our tea parties so you may join the villain lessons.” 

			“Oh?” She lifted a brow in Trystan’s direction. “How so?” 

			“You’re still learning your magic, but you need to have the right attitude about you,” Lyssa replied. “You’re too peppy.” 

			“Hey!” Evie protested while Trystan turned his face away, shoulders shaking. “Did you put her up to this, Chuckles?” 

			“I wish.” He grinned, and she held his gaze for just a few seconds longer than necessary. 

			Evie leaned ever so slightly in his direction, but a child’s chair apparently couldn’t take even that much from her. There was the sound of wood cracking, and then she was falling to the ground on her arse. 

			“The chair broke,” she said, frozen in shock. 

			“It was already broken,” Lyssa said airily. “Lord Trystan fell off it when I asked if he was going to marry you.”

			It was a very good thing Evie was already on the ground. Because the chances of that knocking her on her ass were high. “Oh?” she drawled. “And what was his reply?” 

			“He didn’t reply. He just fell over,” Lyssa whispered from behind her hand. 

			“I did not reply because that is hardly something your sister wants to be thinking about right now.” Trystan’s color was heightened, his hair mussed from running his fingers through it. He looked younger, unsure. 

			Evie knew that their lives and futures were still uncertain. But she was also coming to learn that it was better to enjoy her present moments of peace than be at war with a future she couldn’t predict. 

			“I think about it,” she murmured. 

			His head turned toward her so fast, she backed up an inch. “You…think about it?” His disinterested tone and the flatness of his expression were negated by the near-wild look in his eyes. 

			“All the time, actually.” She smiled shyly, feeling a bit like when she’d had her first crush. Bubbly but bashful. So nervous, each word out of her mouth felt like a match beneath dynamite. 

			“She does,” Lyssa agreed. “She named your children in her work journal.” 

			“Lyssa!” Evie screamed, arms flailing upward. “Wonderful. Now he’s going to think I’m a madwoman.” 

			He smirked, like this was a challenge being presented. “My taste runs toward madwomen, actually, so I find that suitable.” 

			Lyssa looked between them with a bewildered expression before settling her eyes on Evie. “He sniffed your pillow.” 

			“I did not!” Trystan objected angrily. “I was yelling into it. Per your instructions.” 

			Evie stared blankly, because she really was now convinced that she’d never woken up. 

			“He kept your scarf, too, Evie—from when you first met,” Lyssa pointed out.

			“What is happening!” Trystan held a hand to his head, like he needed to hold his mind in place. 

			“So…” Evie felt that warmth in her chest, the kind that comes from allowing your worries to melt away, leaving them all behind…the kind of feeling she only got when she messed with Trystan Maverine. “You’ve been obsessed with me for a while, then?” 

			“Obsessed?” Trystan raised a sardonic brow. 

			“Pining. Desperate.” She sighed dramatically, hugging her arms around herself, pretending to preen. “Keeping a shrine to me in your wardrobe.” 

			“I held on to one scarf!” Trystan argued, rubbing at his temples. “That’s hardly a shrine.” 

			She booped his nose, and his response was to stumble back like she’d punched him. “Be honest. You’ve sniffed that, too, haven’t you?” 

			He scoffed, eyes darting side to side. “Don’t be ridiculous.” 

			Lightning flashed in the windows, and then thunder struck, and suddenly the sun had disappeared. “That’s odd. I didn’t see…storm clouds.” 

			Another crack through the window, and shuffling sounded in the hall…then screams. 

			“What’s going on?” Lyssa asked nervously. 

			A furious knock on the door had them all on their feet. “What?” Trystan barked. 

			Kingsley appeared when the door opened. Human Kingsley, that is. “We have a guest.” 

			His gravelly voice was calm, but it did not match his rumpled clothes and disheveled appearance. “Actually, two…large guests.” 

			Lyssa gasped, jumping up with a joyful screech. “The guvres!” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 58

			Blade

			One day before the funeral… 

			“It’s okay, Fluffy. They’re friendly.” 

			Rebecka patted Fluffy’s back. “Don’t lie to him.” 

			Blade glanced over his shoulder at the guvres now gracing their courtyard. They’d been suspiciously docile since their arrival, swooping around the manor like soaring birds searching for a perch. The female’s belly remained extended, holding on to another set of guvre eggs she’d lay, by Blade’s guess, any day now. 

			They were swiftly becoming a guvre baby daycare, and Blade wasn’t certain he was at all qualified. 

			“Was it wise to leave me in charge of them? I know the others had to depart for the funeral this morning, but this seems misguided.” 

			Rebecka quirked a brow. “Your job title is dragon trainer.” 

			“Maybe it could be changed to Beast Greeter? I could give them a wave and bow out gracefully.” 

			It had been a day since the animals’ arrival, and Blade had spent most of it feeling as if he were playing The Villain himself, keeping the guvre babies away from their parents.

			Rebecka was too distracted to laugh at his joke. “I don’t like keeping the babies from them. It feels cruel.” 

			“I agree, but if we bring them their children, they’ll all fly off, and we need them for the prophecy ritual thing.” Blade rubbed a finger down her arm. “When it’s over, everyone will ride off into the sunset.” 

			That morning on horseback, Trystan, Clare, Tatianna, Alexander, and Evie Sage had embarked on their journey. The others had remained behind, as the larger the group, the riskier it was, and they were already pushing it. Blade and Becky, in particular, were tasked with ensuring that the animals didn’t melt the manor before they could put the window there. 

			“They’re calm now, at least,” Rebecka remarked. 

			“That’s Lyssa’s influence,” Blade added, observing the little girl at work, using her glowing starlight to play with the animals, who in turn were made docile by Lyssa’s efforts. 

			Evie had given the little girl a choice, either to join them or stay behind. Though it didn’t appear to have been much of a choice to Lyssa at all, for she’d hugged her sister, whispered something in her ear that made Evie giggle, and then, with a final kiss on the head from Evie, waved them off. 

			“They’re sleeping,” she whispered now, tiptoeing over to them with a chunk of meat in hand for Fluffy. “I haven’t forgotten you, Fluff.” She tossed the bit of meat, and Fluffy perked up immediately, swallowing it whole. 

			“You faker,” Blade accused, pointing a finger at the animal, who appeared very smug about getting an extra helping. Lyssa sat on the ground and took folded parchment from her satchel. “How’s the story coming, kid?” 

			Lyssa’s eyes twinkled when she peered up at him. “I’m nearing the end. It just— I suppose I’m confused because all signs point to a happy ending. I worry that I’m missing something. It doesn’t feel over.” 

			Blade shrugged. “Then perhaps it’s not.” 

			Lyssa turned over her palm. “What do you think, Blossom?” She smiled down at the snail, and Rebecka groaned. 

			“Her keeping him as a pet feels unethical,” she said. “It’s got to be against some kind of company policy.” 

			Blade scoffed. “As opposed to all the ethical things we normally do?” 

			His tone was a bit harsher than he intended, but he caught it too late, after Rebecka flinched lightly. 

			“I’m sorry. I’ve been on edge since Fate showed me my father.” 

			Rebecka softened, and Lyssa asked curiously, “I don’t know anything about your father, Blade. What’s he like?” 

			“I know as much about my father as he wanted to know about me. That is to say, hardly anything at all.” Blade grimaced. This was not a conversation for a child. 

			“My dad locked me in a prison cell and tried to blow up my sister, if that helps,” Lyssa stated with sympathy, patting Blade’s arm. 

			No, this wasn’t a conversation for a child. 

			Fortunately, Lyssa was as oddly adjusted as the rest of them.

			Rebecka bit her lip. “That’s not funny, Lyssa.” 

			“It’s a little funny.” Blade snorted when Rebecka splashed him with water from the fountain. “I’m…a bit worried for my father, actually.” 

			“Why?” Rebecka frowned. 

			“If there was any truth to what I was shown, he’s fallen out of favor with the king. And…I think it’s because of me. This is why I wanted no part of the family legacy of public governing; it all leads to blurry confusion.”

			Rebecka went rigid. “Some of us do not have a choice, Bladen.” 

			Blade’s eyes widened as he realized his mistake too late. “Rebecka, I know that.” 

			Lyssa looked between them and grabbed another piece of meat. “C’mon, Fluffy. Give your mama and papa their alone time.” 

			“We are not his parents!” Rebecka called after the little girl, with a scrunch of her nose Blade found endearing. She rubbed her temples. “Why is it you think your father is in danger?” 

			“Because the Valiant Guard dragged him off in chains. I figured they weren’t taking him for an afternoon stroll.” He began tidying up Fluffy’s area, straightening things that need not be straightened. “He’s not a bad man. He just… He never understood my mind, and he never really tried to. But now I know he stood up for me to the king. It’s such a small thing, I know, but I can’t stop thinking about it.” 

			It had been plaguing him for days, so much he’d hardly been able to speak with anyone, especially Rebecka. “Is this why you’ve been avoiding me?” she asked. 

			“I didn’t want to—” Blade winced. “That sounds like the worst excuse. I apologize.” 

			Fluffy huffed, and Blade spotted him and Lyssa spying behind the half wall; they yelped when they were caught and disappeared once more. 

			“Is this because I died for five seconds?” Rebecka folded her arms. 

			Her limp body. Her eyes closed. Leaving him. “It was more than five seconds, I assure you.” 

			Her brown eyes were warm when she tentatively reached for his hand, and he took hers in his, laying a gentle kiss to the inside of her wrist. “I’m fine. And this is all going to end soon.” 

			He reached out, feeling too vulnerable, too tenderhearted. Brushing a strand of silky brown hair behind her ear, he followed the path his finger took with his lips. “Don’t do it again, please.” 

			He looked deep into her eyes, feeling like a bit of her soul had spilled onto his and now they were forever a part of the other. 

			She smiled, holding his jaw gently. “I won’t.” 

			“Good. Now, what was your upset over my politician comment?” Blade asked. 

			“It doesn’t matter.” Rebecka waved a hand. 

			“It upset you. Of course it matters.” 

			“It was just a difficult thing to hear when you know that my future will land me as head of the Fortis family. That will require living there and making public appearances and working diplomatically. All things you’d probably hate.” 

			Blade had to ensure he understood this correctly, but when he did, a smile slowly formed as he asked, “Are you saying you’re upset because you see a future with me?” He moved closer to her, and closer still when she grabbed his collar, bringing him inches from her face.

			“Bladen. I’ve told you I love you. We are together. It stands to reason I would be thinking of what we might look forward to. But if you see this as temporary, then I’ll tell you—” 

			“I do think of you as Fluffy’s mother.” 

			“Whoa! Whoa! Whoa!” Rebecka burst out with a hysterical laugh. “Slow down there before you make me your coparent— We just started—” 

			“I know. I just thought you might like to know where I stand on the subject.” He breathed her in like vital air. “When I think of the future, lovely Rebecka, you’re all I see.”

			He smiled, lashes lowering, arms dropping, and she kissed him deeply. “Should we go up to your rooms? While everything’s calm?” 

			“Rebecka Eriania Fortis,” Blade gasped, feeling heat spike his blood pressure through the roof. “Are you propositioning me?” 

			She arched a brow. “The offer expires in three, two, one—” 

			He had her over his shoulder before she could say another word, and he was rewarded with her giggles all the way to his rooms. 

			Later that morning, as he lay quietly in bed next to Rebecka, he wondered why he was still so bothered by his father’s defense of him. For him to turn on Benedict, it had to have been bad.

			Bad enough that Blade knew Lyssa was right. 

			This wasn’t the end. It was the beginning.

		

	
		
			Chapter 59

			Tatianna

			Tatianna preferred to keep her family separate from her occupation. Which was inconvenient, as Trystan seemed determined to constantly bring the two edges of her world together. 

			“What did my father say when you asked this of him?” Tatianna asked as their horses approached the shipping port off Rennedawn’s coast. The Lilac Sea was coming into view…as was the large pink ship that her father had painted just for her. 

			Captain Jones was embarrassing. And she loved him for it. 

			“Jellyfish Jones was perfectly amenable to the scheme. Even coaxed Amara into changing the burial plan. We’re to dine aboard the ship in a small celebration-of-life dinner, and then we dock at the village.” Trystan urged his horse into a canter to catch up to Evie, as if he couldn’t stand even the few inches of separation between them. 

			“Then we bury him,” Clare murmured, and Tatianna wished she could borrow some of Clare’s pain, so that she might not be burdened with it on her own. 

			“That’s when I’ll dig up the window shards,” Evie added softly. The contrast between her gentleness and the eerie mist surrounding her was peculiar indeed. Light and shadow, vibrant color and darkened gray. 

			It wasn’t an entirely outlandish depiction of the woman herself. 

			“We’ll discuss strategy on the ship,” Trystan assured them, glancing at Evie, though her gaze remained ahead. “All right there, Sage?” 

			“I— Yes. Of course,” Evie said with a funny smile. 

			Trystan seemed to believe this as much as he believed unicorns bled hot pink. 

			They approached the side of the ship without incident, as the port was nearly empty this time of day. Alexander had been quiet but chose this moment to observe, “Is it always this dead?” 

			Poor choice of words, Tatianna thought with a wince.

			“Not many ships dock here because of the rocks,” she explained to Alexander, knowing all her seafaring from many trips as a child with her father. “It was our best bet to board unnoticed.” 

			“As unnoticed as this group can manage,” Clare added, giving her a secretive look, then nodding lightly in Evie and Trystan’s direction and lifting her eyebrows. 

			Tatianna chuckled, and by the time she looked forward again, they had arrived at the bright-pink ramp propped against the side of the boat. The murmurs above from her father’s crew were familiar and comforting, the salty smell of the Lilac Sea bringing her back to fond childhood memories. 

			“What are we to do with the horses?” Evie asked, patting the snout of the one she rode, swinging her foot over to get down. 

			“Turn them into frogs?” Alexander murmured. 

			They all stared at him. 

			“What? I’m allowed to joke about it,” he said, dismounting his own horse. His sentences were growing longer. 

			“We can bring them aboard. My father has places for animals,” Tatianna reminded them, laughter seeping into her voice. “Shall we?” 

			She went first, eager to see her father despite her protests to the contrary. The group of them followed after, bringing the animals behind them, the clomping of hooves on the wood alerting the crew to their arrival. 

			But when Tatianna’s foot touched down aboard her father’s boat, she found a most heinous greeting party. 

			Because in place of her father was King Benedict and the Valiant Guard.

		

	
		
			Chapter 60

			Trystan

			The ramp was lifted before they could retreat.

			It was just as well; Trystan didn’t want to retreat. 

			He wanted to murder. 

			Unsheathing his sword, he stalked for Benedict, swinging the blade toward the bastard. Benedict didn’t move, merely watched with a satisfaction not often found in a man about to be sliced in half. 

			The sword came down, but it repelled off Benedict so quickly and abruptly that Trystan flew through the air, slamming into the main mast and crumbling down, pains shooting along his spine. 

			“Hey!” he heard Sage yell in his disoriented state. He watched, still trying to collect himself, as she walked forward, her vibrant skirts blowing behind her, the color contrasting with the magic now spilling from her fingers. Her eyes closed as she let out a battle cry. The power hurtled for Benedict and the Valiant Guard, but the king still stood there. 

			Unflinching. 

			Something was wrong. 

			“Sage, wait!” Trystan yelled too late. 

			The magic, much like his sword, repelled off Benedict and slammed into her with such force, she gasped against its brutal onslaught. Collapsing on the ground, she choked on it. 

			Trystan swallowed the ache in his limbs, barely noticed it when he flung himself toward her, throwing himself into the magic and picking her up and away so she could catch her breath. “What is the meaning of this?” Trystan growled, holding her tight. Practically daring them to come closer. He’d end them all. 

			“Daddy?” Tatianna’s whisper of confusion echoed around the ship when Captain Jones revealed himself. “What have you done?” 

			“It’s not what you’re thinking, Tatianna,” he began, glaring at Benedict and motioning for them to come to his side. 

			Clare was the first to go, then Alexander and Tatianna. Evie and Trystan came next, at a distance, wary of the man they thought they could trust. “When you sent your missive that you’d assist in transporting us…” Trystan alluded, waiting for Jellyfish Jones to admit to his treachery. 

			“There was a last-minute condition from…a relative.” Captain Jones was apologetic, wincing at his admittance. He wasn’t happy with the situation any more than they were; that much was clear when he looked upon his daughter with protective pride and so much guilt. “Tatianna, believe me, I didn’t want to do this. I did not have a choice.” 

			“Did he threaten your life?” Tatianna was hurt, her mouth pinched, her dark brows pushing together in a frozen flinch. 

			“He threatened yours.” Captain Jones walked closer but stopped when Benedict began to clap. 

			“So touching.” Benedict grinned. “Truly, I’m honored to be a part of such an occasion.” 

			“I am going to kill him,” Trystan murmured. 

			“I can’t wait,” Sage muttered in response, holding his arm as he held hers, helping them both to stand. “What are you doing here, Benedict? Have you stooped so low you’re now crashing funerals?” 

			“No need to crash when you receive an invitation from the deceased’s wife.” Benedict motioned an arm, and out from behind the bodies of the crew came Amara Maverine, her bun severe, the hard edges of her lovely face made more stern by the deadness in her eyes. 

			“Hello, Trystan.” 

			“I should have known you had something to do with this,” Clare spat, pushing through the crew until she stood before her mother, and Trystan moved, too, in case she needed assistance strangling the woman. “As per Father’s will, we get to make his burial arrangements. You’re breaking the law if you interfere.” 

			Amara didn’t smile or frown. She stared at her only daughter as if she were a bug beneath her shoe, the inconvenience of addressing her making her eyes roll. “Clarissa, I’m far too tired to duel with you. I had to ride for a full day on this wretched ship. Now, if you’d calm down, you’ll realize that this was the best thing that could’ve happened for you.” 

			“That can’t be true.” Clare scowled. “You still breathe.” 

			The first sign of emotion flashed in Amara’s dark eyes. “Why don’t you explain, Captain Jones? Since my children seem determined to be obtuse.” 

			“Allow me!” Benedict stepped forward, sweeping his fur cape behind him, gilded crown atop his head shining in the sunlight. “I made a deal with Captain Jones. Allow me to join in the funeral festivities or I’d await your arrival at the docks with an arsenal behind me—one I would not hold back from using.” 

			Captain Jones let out a ragged sigh, the immovable confidence in the man seeming cracked, but Trystan felt his anger in the narrowing of his expression. “They agreed to a temporary stay of violence if I allowed them aboard for the celebration-of-life dinner. I thought it safer than allowing you to be ambushed at port.” 

			Tatianna sighed, rubbing at her eyes. “I’m sorry they pulled you into this.” 

			“How?” The graveled voice cut in, and all eyes went to the man who stood tall, shoulders back, an air of princely royalty in his stance. Alexander was resembling his portrait more and more every day. His hair was tamed, his attire simple but clean, gold crown no longer atop his head but shining as a ring on his finger. Its original purpose before his curse. “How do you know they won’t be violent?” 

			“Well, if it isn’t Prince Alexander!” Benedict crowed. “My, you’re looking well. Is this the work of your girl, Amara?” 

			A flash of drab gray was dragged through the crowd, a small woman tossed into the middle of the confrontation. Winnifred Erodina. “Here she is.” Amara practically sneered through her smile. “Winnifred was nearly as effective as her mother is.” Amara paused with lethal intent. “Forgive me. Was.” 

			Winnifred’s shoulders shook, but her spine straightened, a determined set to her large green eyes. Putting a foot down, she made to stand but instead stepped on her skirts. She would have fallen if Alexander hadn’t appeared at her side, holding her elbow with a barely there touch, helping her steady herself, a dark look upon his face when he stared at the men who’d thrown her. 

			“I am at your service.” Winnifred moved her arm away from Alexander, curtsying before Benedict. “Your Highness.” Her words were meek and small, but her fists were clenched. 

			Benedict tipped Winnifred’s chin up, leering at her. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 

			Sage didn’t let that stand. Trystan knew she wouldn’t. Shoving Winnifred behind her, she shielded the girl with fire in her stare. “I didn’t agree to any such stay of violence. Touch her again and I’ll skin you alive.” 

			Benedict was merely amused by her threat. “I’m afraid it isn’t a choice, Ms. Sage. The moment you boarded the boat, you entered into an enchantment. There will be no possibility of violence against any aboard the boat, and if you try, the only one hurting will be you. Isn’t that right, Lord Charles?” 

			A man to Benedict’s left nodded, his hair long and slicked back with an aggressive amount of hair oil, his small mustache curling up at the ends. 

			He looked like a caricature ad for the role of creepy sidekick. And then Trystan realized something. “You’re a magical specialist, aren’t you?” 

			Lord Charles’s beady eyes squinted. “Not any longer. My days of diagnosing people with their magic type are gone. I now work for my king. Gideon Sage left some of his blocking magic behind, and we were able to cast it about the boat, therefore turning a violent act on the other person. Like the rebounding of a shield.” 

			Creepy Sidekick spoke too much.

			Sage shut her eyes tight. “Why? Why wouldn’t you just wait and ambush us?” 

			Benedict shrugged. “Because I desired a calm conversation, and my new chancellor advised this was likely the only option not ending in bloodshed.” 

			“But I do so love happy endings,” Sage drawled, folding her arms, that wicked gleam in her eyes telling Trystan she was thriving on the possibility of a fight, the wheels in her mind already turning. Thinking of all the ways she’d make Benedict pay. 

			Trystan didn’t believe in having “types” for partners. But that was his. Maniacal woman plotting murder.

			So distracted by how her cheeks burned red beside her lips, he nearly missed the offhanded comment. “What new chancellor?” 

			Benedict appeared pleased when he swept out an arm. “Now, this is the very exciting part. Come, Chancellor. They’re eager to see you.” 

			A man moved through the array of bodies to stand beside Benedict—a knight whose face was covered with a helmet, but when he took it off… 

			Sage’s cheeks went from reddened with anger to pale with shock and fear. 

			“Hello, Evangelina.” The man smiled. 

			Sage’s voice wavered, but her stance was strong when she said, “Hello, Papa.” 

			Griffin Sage.

		

	
		
			Chapter 61

			Gideon

			Meanwhile back at the manor…

			When Gideon was young, the world had praised him for how like his father he was. Griffin had always been well admired in their village. A former Valiant Knight, the local butcher, devoted husband and father. 

			Gideon used to find joy in being compared to the man. 

			Now, the thought of his father made him ill. 

			Scanning the note again, his eyes fell to the curling swoops of the penmanship. 

			Lyssa pushed open the doors to the private study they were newly allowed entry to, beams of drafty light from the windows shining on her flouncy dress. “This is all of them, Gideon.” She placed the rest of the notes she’d received on the mahogany table.

			The room was thick with the smell of worn leather and parchment; it took Gideon back to a place he’d been once. Anywhere better than reading the coercive notes left for Lyssa to free Griffin Sage from The Villain’s custody. 

			Come at once, Lyssa! Your father needs you!

			Lyssa, come see your father. He loves you dearly.

			Don’t forget to come alone. 

			It was the last one that felt the most sinister—the desire to isolate her. “Are you angry with me?” Lyssa asked, folding her hands in front of her, biting her lip. 

			“No,” Gideon expressed vehemently. “I’m angry with the person who wrote you these notes.” 

			“Marv?” Lyssa scanned the papers beside him. 

			“I thought so. I think I still do. But Marv won’t be able to tell us anything until his poisoning is cured, and this handwriting—” Gideon pushed the notes closer to her, along with a formal report from Marvin. “See here? I thought the handwritings matched, but on this report, Marv’s handwriting is scrawl compared to the penmanship in these notes.” 

			“Oh.” Lyssa brightened. “It looks like this!” She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and handed it over to her brother. 

			Gideon took it slowly, wondering what a piece of cloth had to do with anything, but when he laid the fabric flat against his open palm, the delicate seams sewn with bits of lace, he noticed that scrawled onto it were two words. 

			It’s Me. 

			And it was identical to the notes in front of him. “Lyssa, where did you get this?” 

			“I found it.” She looked like she was contemplating. “Why?”

			“Because I think whoever wrote this was the same person who wrote your notes.” 

			His sister gave him a dubious glance, planting her hands at her sides. “You can tell that by two words?” 

			“Look for yourself.” Gideon gestured at a few specific flourishes, and Lyssa’s eyes widened. 

			“Wow.” 

			Yes. Wow. 

			Also? 

			Fuck. 

			Gideon took off his reading glasses in a huff of frustration. “I don’t see how I’m meant to figure out who wrote this.” 

			“Someone whose name starts with an E?” Lyssa guessed, and Gideon’s head shot up. 

			“Why do you think that?” 

			Lyssa pushed the handkerchief closer, and he squinted at it just a bit. And there it was: a small E sewn into the bottom. 

			“Who do we know whose name starts with an E?” 

			Keeley shoved the doors open, coming in with a grim frown. “I’m giving up. It’s been nearly a day. We’ve tracked the forest, but it’s fruitless. Fate is gone.” 

			“I just saw her,” Lyssa said, wandering over to one of the bookshelves to see the selection. 

			Keeley turned toward Lyssa dangerously slowly. “Lyssa…where did you see Fate?” 

			“Moira,” Lyssa corrected, not paying any mind to Keeley’s tone. A rubber ball, that one. “And she was in the kitchens with Edwin.” 

			Gideon turned toward Keeley, and she gaped at him, her mouth falling open. The look on her face was both comedic and alarming. “Captain? Are you unwell?” 

			“You wear reading glasses?” Keeley asked, pointing at the lenses like they were weapons of mass destruction. 

			Finally. 

			A pleasant discovery. “I do. Why? Do you think I look handsome?” Gideon grinned. 

			“Oh, Gideon.” Lyssa shook her head in disappointment. 

			“No,” Keeley bit out. 

			Absolutely yes. Gideon was never taking them off. 

			“E.” Lyssa gasped. 

			Gideon’s attention on the captain broke. “E…” 

			Lyssa was troubled when she motioned for the door. “Edwin.” 

			Gideon was correct. The answer was…wow. 

			But also?

			Fuck.

		

	
		
			Chapter 62

			Evie

			Evie Sage was about to sit across a table…from her father. 

			“What sort of torture cruise is this?” Evie hissed to Trystan as the long table was placed on the deck and everyone milled about, looking for their seat. 

			“Would you like to switch?” Trystan murmured. 

			“Who’s sitting next to you?” 

			“My mother.” 

			She shivered. “Never mind. I’ll hide behind the centerpiece.” 

			There were delightful dinner parties. 

			And then there was whatever horror this was. 

			The crew started putting out place settings, pouring wine, even offering little pats of butter as the group settled in. Like a happy little deranged family.

			As pleasant as monthly inventory. Or a tooth being drilled. 

			“This wine is divine, Captain. Your taste is impeccable,” Benedict commended jovially as he refilled his own glass, like they were all dear acquaintances sharing a meal, rather than bitter enemies doing their very best not to commit murder over the appetizers. Raising his goblet toward Evie and Trystan, he added, “You both must try.” 

			Evie lifted her glass, downed the liquid in one gulp, then extended the cup with a smug smile she knew Benedict and her father would hate. Her lips pulled wider at the thought, commanding the king of Rennedawn, “Refill me.” 

			She wasn’t looking at Griffin Sage, but she could hear his chair creak as he stood, could hear his outrage as he spat, “Show some respect, you insolent little—” 

			“No.” Trystan was standing now, too, and when Evie saw his face, she glimpsed The Villain once again, the darkness of the magic beneath her skin cheering for it. Oh no, that was her, actually. Cheering out loud. 

			She closed her mouth to stop from whistling. 

			“I may not be able to hurt you right this second, but you’ll leave this ship eventually. Continue speaking to her that way, and I will happily spend the rest of my days hunting you. Sit. Down.” 

			Griffin curled his lip as he looked at Trystan with distaste, but he slowly descended back to his seat. “You are no longer The Villain, sir. I have no need to fear you. Your magic is gone.” 

			Trystan took a swig of his own wine, not mentioning his Core Healer magic returning to him. Or what that power entailed.

			It was fair, mostly because Evie knew he had no idea the extent of its reach, either.

			“Magic was never my preferred way of killing someone,” he murmured instead with lethal quiet. And then, not looking away from her father, he reached for the bottle and poured more wine into Evie’s cup. 

			How was a girl meant to keep a level head under these conditions? 

			Tatianna was on the other side of Evie, glaring at Griffin, tapping her fingers against her folded arms. Alexander was next to Tati, still a human, thank goodness. He leaned over to face the rest of them and mouthed one word. 

			Ew.

			And then two thumbs down. Evie smiled; Kingsley had not lost his talent for saying much with a single word. And it was somehow funnier with a facial expression added to it, as his mouth turned down in a large frown.

			“How good it is to see you again, Alexander. It’s been such a long time.” Amara raised an eyebrow as she buttered her bread.

			Clare mimicked the movement. “Well, you were busy, Mother, turning him into a frog.” 

			Amara stood and hissed, “Apologize to me this instant.” 

			Tatianna opened her mouth, but Clare grabbed her hand, motioning for her to stop. The tensions were growing so fraught, no one was touching the food now being served to them by the crew.

			Evie knew that even in a state of righteous turmoil, she still had finely honed skills to call on. Villain or royalty or assistant, it mattered not. 

			She would always know how to make a bad situation…worse.

			Taking a bite of her salad, she chewed slowly, then remarked, “The chicken is dry.” 

			Charles stared daggers, his fork rattling on his plate when he pointed at her. “Your manners are abysmal, Ms. Sage.” 

			She leaned over her plate, holding up the vegetable on her fork, twirling it. “So is the asparagus.” 

			Trystan squeezed her leg under the table, but when she looked at him, impossible amusement was shimmering in his eyes. 

			“Enough unpleasantness,” Griffin ordered, shifting forward in his seat. 

			Evie deadpanned, “Oh, are you leaving?” 

			Alexander laughed into his fist, and Clare passed him a napkin, pulling back her own grin.

			Her father frowned. “I hardly recognize you, Evangelina.” 

			“That is typically the case when you’re speaking with a stranger.” Evie took a hearty swig of her wine, letting the warmth spread down her throat and into her stomach, dulling the heartache stirring at facing the man again.

			“What an interesting collection of people we have here to celebrate the life of Arthur Maverine,” Captain Jones chimed in from the table’s head.

			Interesting, yes. Like an unexplained rash. 

			“I’m sure he’d be pleased to have at least one of his children here.” Griffin sawed at the meat on his plate, a snideness to his tone. 

			“He has two children on board,” Clare corrected pointedly.

			Benedict exchanged a look with Griffin. “No. I don’t believe he does.” 

			Trystan flinched. 

			“Pass the rolls, Evangelina,” Griffin ordered, seeing the impact his words had on Trystan with a smugness that sent her into a burning rage. She was incapable of cold anger; like all her emotions, it burned brightly, the magic beneath her skin pushing to the surface yet unable to escape, the scar at her shoulder blazing beneath the cloth of her dress. The bit of Trystan’s left-behind magic, seeking to protect him.

			She could not use violence. It left her with two choices: use her words…or get creative. 

			Evie picked up a piece of bread from the basket in front of her…and chucked it at her father’s head, slapping him on the forehead with a hollow thunk. 

			It was not so much letting the intrusive thoughts win as it was a healthy surrender. 

			Trystan began choking on whatever he had taken a bite of, watching her the same way she’d once watched a bird fly full force…into a tree.

			Griffin, for his part, seemed to be shocked by the wheat-derived projectile, his mouth falling open in a soundless sputter of red-faced anger. Tatianna was stifling laughter with her fingers, leaning against Clare’s shoulder to avoid being seen, and Trystan had recovered enough to hold up a staying hand to Charles, who seemed ready to burst at the uncivilized display. 

			Evie took another sip of her wine and picked up the butter dish, then asked pleasantly, “Would you like me to pass this as well?” 

			Griffin didn’t take her bait. Instead, he sat back in his seat with a look of pure loathing on the face she’d known all her life. “I’d prefer you didn’t.” 

			“I’d prefer you not plant a bomb in my workplace after trying to sell me like a slab of meat. But silly me, you’re a butcher, after all.” Evie saluted him, feeling the warmth of the wine lowering all her inhibitions, all her fear burning away in the pit of her stomach. The setting sun was now hitting the water, and she noticed with a jolt of joy that it was creating a ring of rainbows reflecting off each wave. 

			It was a beautiful setting for such an ugly scene. 

			“Has anyone here ever read The Cunning Corset Society?” Trystan asked, casually taking a bite of the entrée now on his plate. 

			This time, it was Evie who choked. 

			Trystan merely continued looking at the food on his plate in careless contemplation, but beneath the table, large, warm fingers twined with Evie’s, the glow of the scar tingling in response.

			“And what is that about?” Tatianna smirked, looking tickled by the new topic.

			“From what I’ve gleaned so far, it explores a woman’s struggle to find harmony in an unfair world driven by men while falling for a man at the same time. Ultimately a conflict of identity.” 

			Evie’s mouth fell open, so struck was she by the assessment. Trystan spoke of the book like a student defending a theory to a group of scholars. And the answering blank stares around the table were proof he’d succeeded. 

			“And…” Tatianna urged, evilly, truly.

			Trystan’s face pinched. “Oh. Are you referring to the graphic lovemaking?” 

			“The graphic what now?” Griffin looked like he was about to explode from anger. 

			Evie wheezed. “Did you say lovemaking?” 

			“Blade told me I should avoid the word ‘fornicating’ when speaking in a romantic sense.” He looked at her with obviously feigned concern, explaining carefully, “You’re aware it’s a romance book.” 

			“I know it’s a romance book!” Evie threw her hands up. 

			At the same time, Amara slammed her hands down. “I’ve had enough! This is a celebration-of-life dinner, and you all are making a mockery of it!” 

			“And setting Arthur up to be killed wasn’t?” Clare lifted a skeptical brow. 

			“Clare!” Tatianna whispered her name in giddy shock. “Brava.” 

			Amara seethed, her shoulders moving up and down with angry breaths. “I will retire to my cabin now. Good evening.” 

			“I’ve never seen such unnecessary cruelty,” Lord Charles uttered, digging into his mashed potatoes. 

			“That’s not true,” Trystan accused, then lazily sipped on his wine.

			Charles paled, cautiously putting down his fork and knife when Trystan stood, rounding the table to face the magical specialist head-on. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

			“Come now, Charles. I know it’s been some years, but don’t say you don’t remember the summer we all spent together in my nineteenth year of life.” 

			Evie froze, the hairs on her arms rising. 

			King Benedict smiled. “And here I thought you didn’t remember.” 

			“Remember what?” Clare asked, looking ready to spill orange ink over the entirety of the table. 

			The kind of ink that melted objects into nothing. 

			“Charles was my magical specialist, once upon a time. Tell them, Charles,” The Villain encouraged. On the surface, it appeared to be a friendly invitation, but Evie knew the man better than she knew herself, and his eyes were hard chips of black. 

			Charles swallowed, looking like his dinner was about to make a resurgence. “That was a lifetime ago. I was following orders from my king.” 

			“To do what, pray tell?” Tatianna drawled, gaze sharp on the two men. 

			Trystan grabbed Charles by the collar, ignoring the man’s yelp, and the Valiant Guards stood at the threat, hands on their swords. 

			But Charles did not struggle against Trystan’s hold. Like he knew whatever Trystan would do was deserved. 

			“Charles was the one who declared me The Villain.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 63

			Kingsley

			Alexander transformed back into a frog before dessert. Thankfully, he was able to excuse himself quickly enough to do it away from prying eyes. And by that time, dinner had deteriorated anyway. 

			Into a staring contest. 

			Thus far, Alexander believed Trystan to be winning, but Benedict was putting up a fair fight. “Winnifred?” Benedict called, and over she scurried, a pitcher in hand. She poured the water with her head down, and Alexander felt himself inexplicably bothered. He knew what it was to feel small. 

			Now, for example. He was using a dinner plate as a seat.

			“Believe it or not, we came here to negotiate,” Benedict started, folding his hands and sitting forward. “I believe you have the anchor and Fate’s copy of Rennedawn’s storybook. I would like both. And in return, I’ll give you everything you’ve ever wanted.” 

			Alexander pulled out a sign Trystan had slid to him when the transformation took hold. He scribbled in neat letters, then held it up. 

			Die

			“Well said, Kingsley.” Trystan smirked, clapping. “Captain Jones. Is there a plank on board?” 

			Tatianna’s father winced. “Indeed.” 

			Griffin Sage looked bored with the conversation but assisted Benedict like the good lapdog he’d become. “I think you’re missing the point. Trystan, if you allow the curse to happen, that will hand you Rennedawn. It will make you the king’s heir, and you will never know any other life.” 

			“I would never want a life where Sage and I are on opposite sides.” 

			“You already are.” Benedict’s eyes flashed to Kingsley, the threat in them frightening. “You’re adversaries now whether you admit it or not. But the kingdom won’t survive much more of this dawdling.” 

			“It’s why we’re fulfilling the prophecy,” Trystan stated. 

			Benedict sighed. “Don’t you see? You cannot. The prophecy has already been so far derailed by the meddling we tried to do years ago. All to save a little girl who was hardly worth the trouble.” 

			Trystan glared, his eyes promising violence the moment it became allowed. 

			Griffin Sage sniffed, not looking at his daughter like the coward he was. But it wasn’t necessary, because at that moment Winnifred appeared beside King Benedict and dumped the contents of her water pitcher into his lap, drawing everyone’s attention. 

			Benedict stood up with a cry of outrage. “How dare you, you witch!” 

			“Enchantress,” Winnifred corrected quietly. 

			“Apologize to His Majesty for such a careless accident,” Griffin Sage ordered, but Winnifred didn’t cower or cry. She just stared blankly. 

			“I cannot,” Winnifred started. “For I am not sorry.” Her face lit up when she added, “And it wasn’t an accident.” She informed them of this with no sarcasm. 

			She was just sharing the truth of her mind. 

			How unusual. 

			And dangerous. 

			“Leave the girl be,” Trystan rumbled, walking to the other side of the table, standing between Winnifred and the two large men looking like they wanted to throw her overboard. “We won’t be negotiating. If this was a ridiculous attempt to rattle me, you’ve failed.” 

			Benedict shrugged, stepping back until he was flanked by his Valiant Guards. “Did you ever think, Trystan, that you’re not the one I intended to rattle?” 

			Benedict made to leave the table, walking past all of them, and on his way…

			He looked right at Alexander.

		

	
		
			Chapter 64

			Lyssa 

			Lyssa Sage always had a story to tell. 

			Evie often told her that once Lyssa had begun talking at the ripe age of eleven months, she never stopped. Everything was an adventure, everything another way to entertain. She loved the emotions people went through when consuming a story. The tears, the laughter, the swooning, the fear. 

			Well, she didn’t love the fear. 

			When the three of them walked into the kitchens, Gideon busied himself with the cauldron brew and Keeley took one of the honey-covered buns Edwin was pulling out of the oven. “Careful, Captain Keeley!” Edwin urged. “They’re hot.” 

			“Forgive me.” Keeley gave him a bashful smile. “It’s been so long since you’ve made honey buns I forgot myself.” She glanced about the room nervously. “Edwin, have you seen Moira—I mean, um—Fate?” 

			Edwin gestured toward the door. “She left in a hurry. Said she had to get something. I’m sure she’ll be back in a blink.” 

			Keeley didn’t seem to believe that, but nodded in understanding, turning her attention to the newcomer walking in.

			Joseph the Scholar entered the room, ducking his head through the corridor, and Edwin began nervously fiddling with his glasses. “Did I hear you made honey buns? My favorite.” Joseph smiled fondly, and Lyssa watched Edwin’s cheeks go from his normal blue to indigo. “Did you make these for me?” 

			“I merely had the ingredients.” Edwin dropped the pan on the stove and turned his attention back to stirring the cauldron brew. “Was there something you needed, Joseph? The kids wanted to speak with me.” 

			“Kids? I’m captain of The Villain’s guard!” Keeley protested. 

			“And I’m an adult…technically,” Gideon added. 

			“I never want to get old. Everyone acts so weird,” Lyssa declared. 

			Ms. Erring and Blade came into the room next, holding the baby guvres. “What happened to your hair, Gushiken?” Gideon asked, eyebrows high. 

			“I…napped…too hard.” Blade cleared his throat, and Ms. Erring turned very slowly to stare at him.

			“See? That’s weird.” Lyssa felt vindicated. “Edwin, have you seen this handkerchief before?” 

			Edwin took the cloth in his large hand, staring at it closely. “No, it’s hardly big enough to cover my thumb.” He chuckled, and Lyssa realized how ridiculous this was. As if that scrap of cloth could be at all useful to an ogre, except perhaps as a blanket for a pet mouse. 

			“What made you think it was mine?” Edwin asked. 

			“There’s an E at the bottom,” Gideon muttered in defeat, wincing through sips of his cauldron brew.

			Joseph came to Edwin’s shoulder, and the chef stiffened, holding his breath when Joseph leaned in. “I recognize this.” 

			“You do?” Lyssa blinked.

			“This lace is only used for capes of enchantment,” Joseph explained. “May I?” he asked Edwin gently, and the ogre handed it over, their fingers brushing, and they both smiled nervously. 

			“Stop staring,” Keeley hissed at Gideon. 

			“What?” Gideon hissed right back. “I’m a romantic. So take me away in handcuffs, Captain.” 

			While the adults in the room bickered, Lyssa got back to work. “What is a cape of enchantment?” 

			“Every family line of enchantresses has a cape passed through the family,” Joseph explained, studying the piece with rapt interest. “On occasion they’ll take pieces from the cape and use them for baby blankets or—” 

			“Handkerchiefs,” Lyssa concluded. 

			“Exactly.” Joseph smiled at her. “In Rennedawn, there are only ten family lines of enchantresses. It’s the only kind of magic that is passed down from generation to generation and not awoken later in life.” 

			“The Fortis family has something like that,” Ms. Erring added. “But it’s silk.” 

			His eyes brightened. “I didn’t realize we had a member of the Fortis family here. I am pleased to make your acquaintance. I’ve studied your family for many years.” 

			“Wonderful. Are you any closer to diagnosing them?” Ms. Erring replied dryly. 

			Joseph chuckled, pointing at her. “You’re just like your grandmother.” 

			“Thank you.” Ms. Erring softened. “You know her?” 

			“We’ve crossed paths a few times. She’s always been a wonderful dance partner at a party.” The ogre smiled sideways at Edwin. “As is Edwin.” 

			“Oh?” Keeley smiled to herself, and Lyssa bit her tongue before she swooned. 

			Edwin’s laugh was strangled. “No, you’re being kind. I stepped on your toes.” 

			Joseph’s eyes were warm on Edwin’s face. “I never noticed.” 

			Blade mock-whispered to Gideon, “Should we leave?” 

			Keeley, Ms. Erring, and Lyssa shushed them both so fast the boys flinched away from them. 

			Lyssa found she enjoyed having that effect on people. 

			“So the E would stand for…” 

			“Erodina.” Joseph snapped from the spell that had him gazing upon Edwin’s face. “This would probably be the Erodina line.” 

			“It’s Winnifred’s?” Ms. Erring asked. “But Winnifred just showed up a few days ago. And Marv was imprisoned not long after. She cannot be the person who wrote the notes to Lyssa.” 

			“Then someone she would’ve given it to.” 

			Ms. Erring jumped, wide-eyed. “Bladen, fetch me a raven—I need to write to Roland. I have an idea.” Blade was sailing from the room before she finished. 

			“We could send one to Evie as well. If she crosses paths with Winnifred in Maverine’s village, she might be able to find out who had her handkerchief last,” Gideon suggested, and Edwin shook his head. 

			“If they’re still on the boat, it’ll be harder to reach them. We’re better off waiting till the morning and sending it directly to the village.” 

			They all quietly agreed with Edwin, including Lyssa. She wandered toward the window where Ms. Erring stood, watching Cassandra and Clarke climb on top of each other to get closer to Becky’s hands for head pats. “They’re so sweet.” 

			“They’re a nuisance,” she said fondly, lifting the small animals into her arms. “But I suppose not all bad.” 

			Lyssa smiled, then wondered at the way she suddenly felt unsettled. It took her a moment to realize it was because the room was no longer sunny. Then something moved behind the stained glass window. 

			A giant eye. 

			“Ms. Erring! Move!” Lyssa cried, throwing up her glowing hands.

			And before any of them could make it to the door, the room was swallowed by the guvre’s fatal venom.

		

	
		
			Chapter 65

			Evie 

			Evie was leaning on the ship’s railing, overlooking the water, when her father found her. 

			“I remember how much you used to enjoy stargazing.” His voice was discordant, grating against her soul. It was a sound that had caused such comfort but also such pain. 

			“I won’t reminisce with you, Papa.” She didn’t look at him, just kept her eyes ahead, her bare arms growing chilly from the wind hitting the sails. 

			He sighed. “I heard your mother left again. I’m sure that was very painful for you.” 

			She couldn’t hold back. Facing him head-on, she said, “No. I was well prepared to be left again. I’ve grown accustomed to it; I learned that from you.” 

			For just a brief flash, her father appeared regretful. But then his look turned calculated. “I suppose you think Trystan Maverine wouldn’t do such a thing.” 

			“I know he wouldn’t.” She pushed off the railing and walked past her father, her head held high. 

			“But he would. He will.” It was the sureness in his tone that let the doubt creep in, and she stopped. “Don’t you see the damage you leave behind? Everywhere you go, destruction will follow, and he will come to hate you. Because as heir to Rennedawn’s throne, he was born to do just that. You cannot resist the inevitable.” 

			She spun around and smiled. “Then understand this. You are nothing. Call me the kingdom’s doom if you like. All you’ll ever be is the lackey at the side of a corrupt king. I feel sorry for you.” 

			Pressing a hand to her chest, she started to retreat to her cabin, but Captain Jones appeared before her, handing her a flask and two thick blankets. “What’s all this?” 

			“The Jellyfish Jones sleep aid.” He winked at her and gave her a kind kiss on her cheek. “I’m sorry for all this. Truly.” 

			Evie patted his hand, wondering if he knew what a difference it made for her to see a father apologize. And mean it. “You did the right thing, and I’m glad for it. Which cabin should I take?” 

			“End of the hall, as far as possible from where the Valiant Guard will be.” 

			She took the ladder down, trying to ignore the whistle of one of the Valiant Guards as she walked up to her door. No violence. “Ow! You wretch!” 

			That hadn’t stopped Trystan. 

			“Oh, I’m sorry. My leg slipped.” 

			She didn’t turn around, just felt his chest meet her back and his quiet murmur, “Go.” 

			She opened the door, and he swept in after her, closing it, catching her before she crumbled. “I spoke with my father. I hated it.” She sounded meek and unsure. Her strength did not work with her father. 

			She moved toward the small cot in the corner, dropping Jones’s blankets and “sleep aid” down.

			“Do you want me to kill him for you?” Trystan asked softly as he followed her, his dark eyes scanning hers—searching for damage, no doubt. 

			“No.” Evie felt haunted by all the things she’d never be. “I want him to be alive and well when he loses. I want him to have to witness his failure.” 

			Trystan’s lip curled, his handsome face deeply shadowed in the candlelight. “You have a gift for maliciousness.” 

			“Or just a gift for being evil.” 

			“I’d mark them the same.” Trystan shrugged, his smile falling when he found a tear running down her cheek. Damn it. “Hey.” He turned her face gently toward him, and that made the tears come faster, leaving hot, angry streaks down her face. “What is it?” 

			“It just feels too terrible to be real. That I can love you and you can love me and yet it’ll still end terribly. I know everything out of my father’s mouth is a strategy, an attempt to do damage. But it doesn’t mean it’s not true.” 

			His hand cupped the back of her neck, slowly moving her toward the table pushed up against the wall. “It’s not true. What did he say to you?” 

			She smiled sadly. “Oh, the usual. We’re doomed to become enemies. Any efforts to the contrary will be in vain. I leave a trail of destruction in my wake, and one day, just like everyone else, you will grow tired of it, and you will leave.” 

			He released her, his face twisted in anger when he walked to the porthole, looking out at the thrashing waves. “I can’t wait to be off this fucking boat.” 

			“So you can leave me?” she joked, laughing through the words, her mind trying to test the waters of them. Her heart repelled the notion, but not as much as Trystan, who spun around so fast and angrily, she stumbled back. 

			“Is that really what you think?” He stalked closer, face darkening with each step, and not for the first time, Evie felt a sick thrill. The sort that overtakes you when facing off with an adversary. “That we’re leading to an end in which…I abandon you?” 

			“It was just a joke.” She chuckled nervously, fiddling with the ends of her curls. 

			“No. It wasn’t.” He stared deeply into her eyes, like her soul was bared before him and there was not a corner of it that he could not see. She couldn’t handle it for long, her gaze falling down to the light-pink floorboards. “Look at me,” he ordered.

			“No.” 

			“Look at me.” He was angry, but it was soft. She’d seen his anger volatile, but this wasn’t that. This was a quiet rage. “Evangelina.” 

			“What?” She landed her gaze upon his face, throwing her hands in the air. “What? You want me to say I’m scared? Fine, I’m scared! I’m trying to be this new version of myself, and I don’t know how. I have dark magic and I have a destiny I never knew about, but I’m still who I’ve always been! I don’t know how to reconcile them, and I don’t know how to reconcile that a man I had to fight tooth and nail to acknowledge his own feelings hasn’t already given up on me.” 

			He smiled, and it was terrifying. “You’re afraid because you know the truth.” 

			Evie swallowed, a small sound coming from the back of her throat when he gripped her cheeks and pulled her closer to his mouth, hovering just above her lips. “What—What truth?” she whispered. 

			“You know,” he rumbled. “Say it.” 

			The command was firm, calm, grounding her where she stood. 

			“That no matter what I do, no matter where I go, whatever heinous acts I commit or pain I turn to humor, you will never care if I’m the worst person in the world.” Her heart pinched as his dark stare bore into hers. “You won’t leave.” 

			The realization settled in, and she let herself believe it, ignoring the shields to protect herself, to protect her heart. It was useless anyway; he was already there, holding it. 

			But then he released her, the flame in her blood cooling to confusion. “You just said— Where are you going? We’re not going to…” 

			He gave her a crooked grin, grabbing one of the blankets she’d placed on the bed. “We’re not going to what?” 

			Her face heated, and her skin prickled with embarrassment. “Play…checkers?” 

			“I don’t think I can in good conscience succumb to my extreme desire to”—he paused thoughtfully, and the boyish, playful look upon his face made her feel lighter—“play checkers.” He walked toward the door with composure that annoyed her. 

			Mostly because she was coming undone like a poorly tied ribbon. 

			“There are Valiant Guards crawling all over this ship,” Trystan continued, “and these cabin doors do not lock. I intend to remain posted outside in case any of them forget there is to be no violence on board.” 

			“You can guard me from in here,” she protested. 

			His gaze was a caress, from her legs to her chest until he settled on her face. “If I remain in here, I won’t be guarding you.” 

			He didn’t need to say what he’d be doing instead; she could see it in the heat of his gaze. “Meet me on the ship deck just before sunrise,” Trystan requested, opening the door and stepping into the hall. 

			Evie frowned. “Why?” 

			“We need to strategize how we’ll get to the Garden of Rennedawn before the rest of them.” 

			He said nothing else, just gently closed the door, and Evie knew she could settle herself, knowing he was on the other side, standing sentry. The wind rushed the porthole, and Evie felt a spark beginning.

			Of a very bad idea.

		

	
		
			Chapter 66

			Becky 

			When Becky’s eyes opened, there was a bright light shining above her. 

			Did she die…again? 

			No. There was supposed to be peace in death, and she was far too irritated. “Lyssa. I know we should encourage you to shine your light, but could you not do it right into my corneas?” Becky squinted to see beyond the little girl casting her starlight over them. The kitchen was not destroyed. 

			Instead, it was…changed. 

			The once dingy, worn walls were now vibrant and bright, the stone changed to warmed brown, the walls with bits of ivy growing upon them, small flowers blooming wherever it touched. 

			Even the stained glass window was changed; everything was brighter. Everything and, it seemed, everyone. 

			Lyssa dimmed her light a smidge, staring at the room in awe. “Did—I do this?” 

			The flap of the guvres’ wings as they swooped around outside the window indicated their retreat. It had been foolish of them to think the animals would commit any harm when their young lay inside. But no one could have guessed the extreme room makeover. 

			“What happened?” Blade sprinted back into the kitchen, sweat glistening on his forehead as he immediately ran to Becky, pulling her into his arms. “I saw them fly up, and I thought— Gods, is this how the boss feels all the time? No wonder he’s so uptight. I want to wrap you in thick cushions.” He stopped his tirade when he took in the rest of the room. 

			Gideon helped up Keeley, whom he must have grabbed when Lyssa screamed. “The venom should’ve killed us.” 

			“Ah, but that is where you are wrong, children.” Moira—Fate—appeared at the door, her eyes crinkled in delighted mischief. “With the right people, destruction can become creation.” 

			Keeley threw her arms in the air. “Have you been hiding in the manor the whole time?” 

			Moira shrugged, unbothered by the perturbed faces staring her down. “I used to live here. You don’t think I know every nook and cranny to go undetected?” 

			Lyssa blinked, and Rebecka stepped closer to her, protective against any perceived threat. “The guvres and I…made the kitchen…” Lyssa trailed off, at a loss for the right word. Which, in Rebecka’s opinion, should alarm all of them. 

			Fate hobbled over to Lyssa, crouching down to face her, eyes twinkling. “Magic. Your starlight and the guvres restored life to this room.” 

			Rebecka stepped closer still, noting that the once-dull-brown table was a turquoise color, the legs curved and adorned with soft yellow flowers. “This is what the room was supposed to look like, then?” 

			Fate grinned. “It’s what the whole of the manor was meant to look like. The fading of the magic isn’t new. The world has been dwindling in color since its creation.” 

			Blade cleared his throat. “How do we get it back?” 

			Fate pulled out a lovely paintbrush with a white oak handle and soft pink bristles. “We paint it again.” 

			“If we need to paint the whole of Rennedawn, I’d recommend a much bigger brush, Moira.” Keeley blinked at the object. “Unless… Is it enchanted?” 

			Fate cackled. “Not in the slightest. I bought it secondhand at a craft fair.” 

			Becky snorted, planting her hands on her hips, still looking about the room in awe. 

			As was Edwin, his eyes welling up when he saw the beautiful detailing that appeared against his stove, the bright, happy glow coming from the pots and pans atop it. “It’s so beautiful.” 

			Clarke and Cassandra clomped out from inside the cabinets they’d hidden in, leaping about the room like it was a playground. The animals were so attuned to each other, they swooped in the air in complete unison, their little wings carrying them with tiny puffs of sparkling purple mist. 

			Lyssa held up her hands, meeting the venom with her silver-white light. It gleamed, splashing bursts of brilliant color all over them. 

			Rebecka flinched, feeling something strike her, but it wasn’t painful. It felt like a warm glow around her heart, and when she peered down, she found her brown dress was now a bloom of fuchsia and green. Her practical loafers had been replaced with intricately woven daisies, and though she had no idea how such shoes could be comfortable and structurally sound, somehow they were. 

			“That was amazing!” Lyssa stared in awe as everyone in the room got a splash of color: Gideon’s simple attire was replaced with a shirt of vibrant blue, and Keeley’s red leathers disappeared beneath softer ivory material trimmed with shimmering gold. And Lyssa’s day dress was gone in favor of one with a large tulle skirt, iridescent and covered in butterflies. 

			And Blade…looked exactly the same. 

			When he saw her noticing this, he gave her a sly grin, motioning to his obnoxiously colored vest. “Can’t fix perfection, I’m afraid.” 

			She rolled her eyes but smiled, faltering when she remembered. “Were you able to send a raven for Roland and Marv to return?” 

			Blade ran a hand through his hair. “I did just in time to spy the guvres headed right for the kitchens.” Clarke toddled over and nibbled at Blade’s ankles. “Found a snack, did you?” Blade picked him up with a grin. 

			“Why is it so important they return, Rebecka?” Joseph had a rabid curiosity in his gaze—one that let her know his was a mind that never stopped asking questions. He wanted to seek answers to all he knew. That had once been Rebecka’s mindset, too. 

			She was unsure when it had changed. 

			“I thought perhaps if Marv still can’t answer our questions about the traitor without the poison killing him, perhaps he can tell us what he knows of the handkerchief?” 

			Joseph was silent for a moment before he spoke. “I believe that with the guvres’ venom and Lyssa’s starlight, you can do more than heal the manor’s magic.” 

			Becky’s heart began to race, overcome with a singular feeling. It was the one that signaled life was about to shift on its axis once more. “How do you know that?” she asked carefully. 

			Joseph stood up straight with a miraculous smile upon his face. Blissful relief. 

			“Because when I initially walked into this room, I was suffering from the Mystic Illness,” Joseph stated, and Edwin’s lips parted, his eyes widening. 

			Joseph scanned his body, noting the colorful robes replacing his previous cloak, a flourish to the sleeves that reminded Rebecka of one of her mother’s old dresses. 

			But she forgot all of that when Joseph looked up and said with joyful disbelief: “And I think I’ve been cured.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 67

			Trystan

			The predawn fog rolled over the water, the outline of his village coming into view from a distance. Trystan had fallen asleep outside Sage’s door with his hand on the hilt of his blade and awoke remembering that she was sleeping on the other side. 

			I usually sleep in the nude. In case you were wondering, she’d said to him when they were locked in Lord Fowler’s home. 

			What a fucking awful time to remember that tidbit. Now the stiffness in his back was nothing compared to the stiffness in…other places. 

			“Good morning,” Sage said brightly from beside him, still working on tying up a sash at her shirt. 

			The Valiant Guards have all better be knocked out, he thought darkly. Or he’d see to the task himself. 

			She fiddled with the last loop on the thick belt cinched at her waist and then bent over to tie her boots, revealing large patches of lovely skin at her collarbones. Her curls were damp. 

			Had she taken a bath? 

			The last time she’d done that, he’d nearly given himself a concussion. 

			“Are you well?” she asked, tilting her head, her sleeve slipping down, taunting him. 

			He cleared his throat. “I’m distracted. There is a very good chance when we dock, Benedict will be ready to take us into custody with more Valiant Guards. We need to be off the ship before them.” 

			Sage glanced over the side of the ship with a look of consternation. “Like a tuck-and-roll situation?” 

			“Something to that effect.” 

			“Good morning,” Clare said in a singsong voice. Her short dark hair was pulled back by several rose pins, and her dress was flouncy, the bright green woven with gemstones that made her sparkle. “I thought I’d wear Father’s favorite color today.” 

			Trystan’s own clothes weren’t nearly so sentimental. He wore all black—it was what he always wore—but he carried the yellow handkerchief Sage had given him within his pocket, to represent his father and the love he’d saved. It was the most sentimentality he could offer. 

			“Why are you up so early?” Trystan asked, searching the boat for Alexander. 

			“I need to speak with Tatianna’s father.” Clare said the words quickly, breaking Trystan’s focus. 

			“About anything in particular?” Sage asked with a small grin. 

			“Nope.” Clare was lying, but Trystan was uncertain why Sage found this so enjoyable. She was grinning like a cat that had just swallowed the family goldfish. 

			“You’re sure?” Sage batted her eyelashes. But before Clare could object, Alexander leaped atop her shoulder, holding up a sign. 

			Propose

			Evie screamed, holding Clare’s hands and jumping up and down. “I knew it!” 

			“Shut up!” Clare placed both hands over Evie’s mouth. “I’m merely speaking to him about the possibility. I’m waiting for the right time.” 

			“And that’s at Father’s burial?” Trystan was genuinely asking, so he wasn’t certain why Sage whacked him on the back of the arm. 

			“What’s at your father’s burial?” Tatianna appeared, talking through a yawn, though she paused when she saw them all staring. “What is it?” Her dress, too, was vibrant, splashed with every shade of pink, the sleeves resembling the wings of an angel. 

			“We were discussing how we are to get to the buried window before Benedict and the Valiant Guard do.” Clare stared pointedly at him. “Right, Trystan?” 

			“Yes,” he confirmed dryly. “It’s all we can talk about.” 

			“What if you two go now?” Tatianna suggested. “Take one of the light boats before the rest of them get up, head to shore. We’ll say you’re sleeping in if they suspect anything. Or that you’re ‘lovemaking.’” Tatianna snorted. 

			Clare recoiled. “Ew.” 

			Trystan ran the scenario through. The “leaving right then” scenario. Not the “lovemaking.” He wasn’t trying to embarrass himself in front of his sister and sister adjacent. 

			And Sage. 

			“They’d notice if one of the lifeboats was missing. There are only two of them,” Trystan pointed out. 

			“There’s another solution,” Sage said, pushing down her pants, revealing frilly shorts acting as undergarments. 

			“What are you doing!” 

			He glanced around the boat furiously, but the deck was empty save for one of Benedict’s men keeping watch in the crow’s nest, though the snoring coming from it didn’t indicate much watching.

			And then she untied her sash and pulled off her loose shirt, leaving her in a sleeveless white undershirt and bare, smooth legs. 

			But Trystan had no time to enjoy it. 

			Because Sage winked at him, climbed over the side of the ship, and jumped.

		

	
		
			Chapter 68

			Evie 

			The water was freezing, and the tide was strong. But she’d already committed to this ridiculous plan. Now was not the time for regret. Now was the time to swim. 

			A splash came from behind her, and she paused, treading water. “Have you lost your senses?” Trystan growled, struggling through another stroke until he was treading water beside her. “You couldn’t have at least waited for a Cloak Float?” 

			She snorted at the thought of the garment often used when children learned to swim to keep them above water, resembling a cloak but made for the floating. She hadn’t seen one in years.

			“I haven’t used a Cloak Float since I was a little girl.” She rolled her eyes, beginning to swim again. It didn’t bode well that her arms were already burning, the strength of the current not at all what she’d expected. “The boat must go all the way around to dock, whereas we will wash up”—she lost her breath momentarily when a wave came and pulled her under, but she bobbed up quickly—“on the beach.” 

			His hand closed around her waist, pulling her above water. “Hopefully not as a corpse,” he grumbled like a curmudgeonly old man, tugging her along through the current. 

			The surface of the sea was tinged orange from the sunrise above. It felt like bathing in sunlight. The waves grew calmer the farther they moved from the boat, and warmer as the sun moved higher in the sky. 

			Evie began floating on her back to rest a moment. Closing her eyes, she allowed the light to sink below her skin, to all the places of her heart that should have hardened. But Evie felt herself smile. 

			Because she still found beautiful things in the quiet moments. Even in the terrible ones. And she was coming to trust that she always would. 

			“I’ll continue swimming soon,” she assured Trystan. 

			There was no response. Not even the sounds of him splashing gently beside her. She went vertical immediately, scanning the water, but he wasn’t there. 

			Don’t panic, Evie.

			“If you got eaten by a shark, I’m going to be…” She breathed heavily, swimming closer to the shore, stopping to look around once more. “So pissed.” 

			No answer. 

			Time to panic, Evie. 

			“Trystan!” She dove under the waves, searching the water, but couldn’t see through the salt burning her eyes. She came up for air, barely taking a breath before she was back under. She thought she saw a blur of movement, but it was gone seconds later. She broke the surface again, the mist coming out of her fingers, hovering above her, waiting for a command. 

			Find him, she willed. Find the nearest human body. The power dove below the waves, and she followed it, searching the water as the black mist crowded around someone, lighting them up in rainbow iridescence. 

			There. Bring him to me. 

			The magic surrounded the blurred body, and Evie met it halfway, wrapping her arms around his muscled chest and pulling him to the surface. “Trystan!” she urged, shaking him. His body was limp. 

			No. 

			The shore. We need the shore. 

			And without much effort at all, the dark mist began pushing them through the waves until they were washed ashore. Evie grabbed Trystan’s bulky shoulders, dragging with effort, her magic assisting to get him farther from the water before she dropped onto her knees. 

			“Wake up.” She shook him, but he didn’t respond. Not so much as a jaw twitch. His face was soft, peaceful. She pounded a fist against his chest. “WAKE UP!” 

			Water sprayed out of his mouth, and he gagged on it, turning over and clutching at the sand. “Deadlands,” he cursed. “Did you have to hit me so hard?” 

			“What happened to you!” she shrieked, ignoring the stare from an old fisherman walking past them with a bucket. “Move along, fish man!” she barked, and the man ran. 

			Trystan chuckled, his head flopping to the ground, eyes shut, chest moving rapidly with his ragged breaths. “That man has been selling bait on this beach since I was a child, and I’ve never seen him scared.” 

			Evie took a beat, trying to calm her racing heart, drinking in the image of Trystan, alive and well. She never could have saved him if not for the dark magic. She owed it…everything.

			“What happened?” she finally asked him. 

			“I dropped something and wildly overestimated how long I could hold my breath.” He coughed more, water still making its way out of his lungs. 

			“What could you have dropped that was so important?” 

			His fist opened, and there was the key Benedict sought. The anchor to bring about the curse sat glowing in his hand. “I couldn’t risk Benedict finding it back on the boat.” He sat up, and Evie helped him, baffled by his good spirits. “Now. Shall we go to the Garden of Rennedawn? And end this once and for all?” 

			Evie glanced down at her scantily clad body. “Perhaps we might find me some clothes first?”

			His eyes widened, and he searched around him, looking for watchful eyes. 

			“I insist on it,” he said gruffly. 

			And off they went. Knowing this was their last chance to save Rennedawn. 

			Whether it be from Benedict…

			Or from Evie.

		

	
		
			Chapter 69

			Gideon

			Gideon Sage didn’t think he’d ever have cause to see his family’s home again. 

			Yet there he stood. 

			In front of the cottage that held some of his best memories, and some of Evie’s worst. 

			After Lyssa had transformed the kitchens, she’d pulled him aside, twirling prettily in her sparkling tulle dress, and made a request of him. 

			To find all the stories she’d written and left behind. 

			He couldn’t deny her. He was tired of letting down his sisters. 

			There had been no time to consider how he’d react to the place. He assessed it now, his eyes roaming greedily over every detail. The thatched roof that he’d repaired with his father when he was just twelve had held up. The flowers lining the walk that their mother had planted continued to bloom, and the dew still formed on the grass as it always had. 

			The only thing that appeared to be any different was him. 

			“So, this is where you grew up?” The voice startled him, and he unsheathed his blade and aimed before he realized who it belonged to. Captain Keeley stared down at the knife with amusement. “You going to run me through, Sir Knight?” 

			Gideon scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. As if a mere blade would be enough to dispatch you.” 

			Keeley tilted her head. Her hair was loose—because she wanted to torture him, apparently—and she still was in not her Malevolent leathers but the magical outfit Lyssa had gifted her with. Her shoulders were bared by the gauzy white top, her small waist cinched by a white-and-gold corset that made her lovely skin look radiant with the rising sun as a backdrop. 

			Gideon had been to all manner of brothels in the kingdom’s capital, as the Valiant Guards were frequent visitors and their most generous patrons. He’d seen many naked women’s bodies without a blush. He’d even had his way with one or two willing participants from said establishments.

			There was no reason for him to lose himself over Keeley’s collarbones. 

			“What would it take?” Keeley asked. 

			Gideon blinked, disoriented. “What?” 

			Keeley rubbed her lips together. “To dispatch me. What would it take, do you think?” 

			“I do not know. An army.” Gideon turned toward the cottage, needing the distraction of childhood trauma. 

			“So, this is your childhood home,” she said, her breath brushing the back of his neck. 

			“It appears to be.” 

			Keeley leaned her elbow on his shoulder, in a gesture so casual another person watching the scene would think they did this every day. 

			He wished they could. But the bright star he used to wish upon wasn’t there. It would never be there again. His mother. 

			Gideon’s thoughts grew loud. 

			You failed your family.

			You failed your sisters.

			You never should have come back.

			And then Keeley shattered them all. “It’s not the abandoned tower I grew up in, but the tulips are nice.” 

			He was immediately overwhelmed with gratitude. When one descended into the dark of their mind, it was always lovely to have a companion. “I wish I had met you sooner,” he murmured, and her golden eyes widened. 

			She didn’t respond, just started walking toward his house. 

			“Where in the deadlands do you think you’re going?” 

			“To see your house. Isn’t that why you came?” Keeley threw open the door and entered without turning around, and Gideon hurried after her, stumbling over his own feet to keep up. 

			Gideon threw the door wide open and found her already making herself comfortable. He was so arrested by the image of her quietly perusing a bookshelf in the living room that he began to have somewhat peculiar delusions. Of the two of them living there, raising a few demon children, Gideon taking up gardening. 

			He shook his head, holding his temples, alarmed. 

			“I’m inclined to ask if it’s Evie or your father who has such an intense taste for erotica. But I’m really hoping it’s your sister.” Keeley scanned the shelves, pulling down a small paperback. 

			And Gideon grew more alarmed. 

			She opened the book, riffling through the pages. “Oh my. Is this position even possible?” 

			“Would you like to try?” Gideon suggested, then grunted when a throw pillow slapped against his face. “But yes, I’m sure those are Evie’s.” 

			Keeley squinted back at the modest bookshelf, digging for another piece of his family. She pulled down a few more books—an almanac, a cookbook—then drew a bound pile of parchment from the shelf, staring at the top page with a mix of fascination and amusement. “Trystan and the Lost Princess. By Lyssa Sage.” 

			His lip tugged upward. “Let me see.” They both sat down next to each other on the sofa, their legs brushing together, their eyes locking in a moment of tension, a heartbeat, and then she was tossing the books and papers into his lap. Clearing his throat, he stared down at the work. “She’s really something, isn’t she?” 

			Keeley hummed her agreement, leaning over his shoulder as he paged through the ten-year-old’s story. “She’s got a big imagination. That is a gift.” 

			“Don’t all children?” Gideon mused. 

			“I suppose in a sense. But not all are allowed to let it flourish. Your sister did a very good job with Lyssa; you can see that she’s fearless in who she is.” Keeley frowned, fixating on something on one of the later pages. “Huh.” 

			“What?” Gideon leaned over, tried to find what she saw, but when he looked up to catch her eyes, their faces were inches apart. He broke.

			“If I kiss you right now, what are the chances out of ten you’ll slap me?” 

			“Six,” Keeley breathed. 

			“I’ll take those odds,” he rasped, threading his hands through her hair and pulling her lips to his, sipping at her like it was essential to life, to his next breath, and she responded in turn. Clutching at his shirt, encouraging him atop her until the pages and books fell to the ground.

			She pulled his shirt from his trousers, her cold hands finding the flat of his stomach, and he hissed out a breath from the shock and the pleasure that immediately followed her touch. His lips found any part of her he could reach, brushing down her cheeks, over her jaw, down the delicate slope of her neck. 

			“Gideon?” Keeley’s voice was questioning, and Gideon noted how she froze beneath him. 

			“I’m sorry,” he murmured, sitting himself up, running a hand through his hair. “I got carried away.” 

			“No, Gideon, look.” Keeley pointed down toward the old cookbook. It had hit the ground with a thud, falling open to a section of hollowed-out pages. 

			And what they saw…were not recipes. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 70

			Trystan

			“What if we ask very politely?” Sage suggested.

			“We could do that,” Trystan agreed with her, “if we want them to notify every Valiant Guard within a mile radius that we are here.” She was now wearing the dress Trystan had pilfered from a nearby clothing line. It was just a touch too big for her, but it would do to at least keep her comfortable. 

			“They’re called the Gardens of Rennedawn—doesn’t that mean entry should be open to all its citizens?” 

			You’d think, wouldn’t you.

			They were hiding behind a bush, just before the garden gates, where they could see a fenced-in field of flowers beyond. Tall trees waved at them from above the walls. “You’re thinking like a good person, Sage. You must think with Benedict’s brain.” 

			She glared at him. “Ew. No. Can’t I just use my magic to knock the guard out?” 

			Tempting.

			“You could, but we risk there being other guards we’re not seeing. We may need time to come up with a foolproof plan— Sage!” 

			She’d pulled the dress back over her head, and now, in her minimal undergarments, she was walking toward the garden entrance. “Excuse me, sir?” she asked sweetly. 

			He could feel a vein protruding from his forehead as his heart thundered. He had to physically restrain himself from interfering, his hands biting into sharp branches as he reminded himself to trust Sage. But not the man he was going to fucking kill for leering at her. 

			“Oi, miss, you can’t be out here dressed like that!” 

			Sage laughed, guileless, so convincing that even Trystan might have believed it. The Valiant Guard certainly did. “I’m so clumsy. I was out for a swim, and would you believe it? My dress was swept away. Do you happen to have something I might cover up with for my way home?” 

			The guard saluted, eager to please the pretty girl asking a favor of him. Trystan didn’t blame the man for tripping away. “I’ll be back in a moment!” 

			“Take your time!” Sage waved, then turned toward the bush Trystan was holding so tight, blood trickled down his palms, and she bowed, her smile that of satisfaction. 

			“That was risky,” he chastised, handing her dress over. “He could’ve recognized you.” 

			“Fortunately, that man’s eyes were nowhere near my face.” She laughed, pulling on the garment, then did a double take when she saw him scowling. “Cheer up.” She patted his face, and that teasing was like a cup of cauldron brew for how it made his heart race. “We’re about to dig up your grave.” 

			They walked toward the gates and gently pulled them open, wincing at the creaking when they entered, keeping close to the walls. 

			“How will we know which tree it is?” Sage whispered, and Trystan saw there were many edging the gardens, but only a select few were farther in among the piles of flowers. “What if we dig up a dead body instead?” 

			He shrugged. “Accidents happen.” 

			“Trystan!” 

			They continued walking, Sage trying and failing to push her drying curls out of her face, until she took a misstep on a stone underfoot and let out a startled shriek. “What was—” 

			“Arthur,” Trystan whispered, his stomach bottoming out as he realized what it was: his father’s headstone, standing guard over the freshly dug grave, the dirt topped with a dozen white daisies. “It’s Arthur.” 

			Suddenly, it became real. 

			His eyes burned, emotion pounding into him. The numbness of his loss was wearing off, and what was beneath it hurt. Deeply. “Do you know,” he said, feeling a tear slide down his cheek, “I don’t think I really believed he was gone.” 

			Sage said nothing, because there were no words that could soften the ache of loss. But she took his hand, laying a kiss to the top of it, warming it, reminding him that there was still life to live beyond the pain overwhelming his heart. 

			“I’m so sorry.” Her voice cracked, and Trystan found that she, too, had tears streaking down her face. “I’m so sorry this happened.” And she was; he could see it in the quiver of her lip, in the shaking of her hand in his.

			“Do you think he would’ve been proud? That I was a Core Healer?” He was baffled at the vulnerability in his words, but Sage had a habit of doing that—wearing him down until the truth was on full display for her. 

			She grabbed his cheeks, stepping atop his feet to lay a gentle kiss to his mouth, one he returned, eyes shut tight as he savored the taste and feel of her. How every time was better than the last. “I think he was already proud of you for being you, Trystan.” 

			Her soft smile affirmed it. 

			“I love you,” he whispered, cupping her cheek. 

			She grinned, eyes sparkling. “I heard that rumor.” 

			He kissed her once more—he couldn’t help it—before turning toward the grave. “Let us look for mine.” 

			“No need,” she murmured, pointing toward a tree not five feet away from where his father was laid to rest. “They put him right next to you.” 

			Trystan felt the tears burn again, but he moved through them, grabbing the shovel leaning against his father’s tombstone, freshly coated in dirt. It was preferable to using their hands, as they’d originally planned. 

			He adjusted his grip on the worn handle and brushed a palm across the top of the stone. “Thank you, Arthur.” He swallowed, leaning down until his forehead touched the stone, his tears landing atop the dirt. “Thank you for giving me Evie.” 

			And with those parting words, Trystan Arthur Maverine turned toward his own grave. 

			And began to dig. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 71

			Gideon

			“It’s…ink.” Lyssa stared at the dozen jars they’d found in nearly every cookbook on their family’s bookshelves, which Gideon and Keeley had carefully hauled back to the healer’s quarters, where the baby guvres pranced about, playing a form of peekaboo with their parents in the windows. 

			Nobody stopped them, lest this room become the adults’ next target. 

			“It’s the ink Papa used when he was spying on Evie,” Gideon said, urging her to look closer. “They’re extremely rare.” 

			“How does it work?” Keeley asked, picking one up, popping off the lid. Gideon took it gently from her hands. 

			“Lyssa, may I use your quill?” Gideon asked, and his sister handed it off with a distrustful stare. 

			“Do not bend it.” 

			Ms. Erring walked past them, stopping to blurt, “Don’t even joke!” Clearing her throat, she mumbled, “As you were.” 

			Lyssa scrunched her nose, staring down at the empty parchment when Gideon bent to scribble on it. “It looks normal to me.” Lyssa tilted her head. 

			“But when I put a mere drop on a different piece of paper…” Gideon completed the action, and the women gathered round to watch the sentence scribble itself in Gideon’s exact writing. “It copies down anything written from that specific pot of ink.” 

			Lyssa appeared troubled by this news. “That’s a horrid invasion of privacy.” 

			“Lyssa, where is Evie’s work journal?” Ms. Erring asked skeptically. 

			“Under her pillow.” 

			“And you know that because…” Ms. Erring continued, staring at her. 

			“Because I read it,” Lyssa explained shamelessly. 

			The HR woman’s eye twitched before she moved on. “I give. What is the point of rehashing this? The mystery of the notes has been solved. Who cares if Griffin was hoarding ink?” 

			“If he used this ink in his correspondences with Benedict, we might be able to get some important information out of it.” 

			Gideon took another one of the vials, dropped a bit of ink onto blank paper, and they watched. And waited. 

			Until words began to form, slowly but surely. No, not words. A heart? And two names in the center. 

			Evie and the Villain.

			Gideon chuckled, crumpling the paper up before it could reveal more, setting the inkpot aside. “That was one of Evie’s, then.” 

			Keeley rolled her eyes. “What if all of them were hers?” 

			But it seemed Lyssa had been doing her own investigating while their backs were turned. Staring wide-eyed at the parchment in her hands, she held it closer to her face. “I don’t think this one was hers.” She gave the paper to Gideon. 

			And when he saw what was written there, he understood why. 

			Villain’s office has been infiltrated. Bomb planted to destroy office unsuccessful. No casualties. Another method must be used. 

			Signed, 

			A man trapped. 

			“Did Papa write this?” Lyssa asked. 

			“Likely,” Gideon murmured. But something niggled at him that the answer was no. “Could have been Marv.” 

			“Marv didn’t plant the bomb,” Keeley objected. “He was accounted for at the front gate through the entirety of that incident.” 

			A chirp interrupted them. 

			Clarke stumbled over his sister in an effort to climb up Becky’s skirts, and she let him, holding the animal tightly to her chest. “Do we find it odd that the parents have been trusting us with the babies without any qualms?” 

			Blade huffed. “I think turning the kitchens into a colorful cartoon painting wouldn’t be considered ‘no qualms,’ but why would they? We’re unpaid childcare.” 

			“How would a guvre pay you?” Lyssa asked, tapping her chin. 

			Gideon sighed. “Death by melting, likely.” 

			Lyssa gestured to her dress that had appeared when the starlight and venom met. “Or a tutu.” 

			“One has to wonder which is worse,” Becky grumbled, patting Clarke’s back when the animal let out a rumble-like burp. 

			The sound startled Lyssa into dropping another bit of ink onto a blank sheet of paper, and words slowly formed across the page. 

			True love was never part of the plan.

			Signed, 

			A man trapped. 

			“It was my father. It must have been. I’m sure.” Gideon held up the paper, reading it again, wondering why the more he stared at it…

			He wasn’t sure it was his father’s. He wasn’t sure at all.

		

	
		
			Chapter 72

			Clare 

			“Do you think they drowned?” Clare asked as the crew hurried around the boat, throwing down the anchor, preparing for them to disembark. 

			“Ever the optimist, my love.” Tatianna closed her hand around Clare’s, kissing her cheek. “I’m certain they didn’t—the earth would have rattled.” 

			Amara exited her cabin, wearing a formal black dress, and Clare took a step back into Tatianna’s side. “Clarissa. I expect you to be front and center for the burial today.” 

			“Of course, Mother,” Clare said with a saccharine tone. 

			Amara glared. “What are you wearing? That’s hardly appropriate for a funeral.” 

			She looked down at her bright-green dress. “Father wouldn’t have wanted a sea of darkness to bid him farewell.” Clare straightened her spine, feeling so much stronger than the times she’d faced her mother before. She no longer cared what her mother thought of her; her judgments could no longer sting. Now all Clare felt when her mother glared…

			Was triumph. 

			“We’ll never know, will we. Winnifred!” The young enchantress scurried after her mistress, her long hair falling behind her as she raced to catch up with Amara, who was now departing the ship. But she stopped at the top of the plank when Tatianna called after her. 

			“Why did you marry him—Arthur? You had Trystan, but there were other ways out of being a mother, of being his wife.” 

			Clare sucked in a breath, frozen, but her mother appeared human—sad, even—when she said, “He was my one taste of goodness. I wanted some of the joy he gave to others. But even Arthur could not give it to me. If you never listen to me again, Clarissa, remember this: joy can be given by others, but it must live within a person for it to truly grow.” 

			Amara straightened, swallowing, her neck muscles straining. “Maybe you’ll be better at nurturing it than I was.” And with that parting shot, Amara walked down to the dock. 

			“Clare?” The ever-present pink ribbon tied to Tatianna’s wrist rubbed against Clare’s shoulder when she went to touch her. “Are you all right?” 

			“Yes.” Because she knew with absolute certainty that she could be better at nurturing the good in her life, while her mother was doomed to spurn it. Which reminded her…she needed to facilitate some joy right that second. “Go on. I’ll be right behind you.” 

			Tatianna nodded, patting her hand.

			“Jellyfish Jones!” Clare called when the pink bows pulling back Tatianna’s braids had disappeared from sight. “May I speak with you?” 

			Tatianna’s father’s ostentatious coat was easy to spot as he weaved through the crew departing for the dock. Clare’s anger at Jones had faded overnight, now replaced by a heaping pile of nerves. “Good morning, Clarissa, how do you fare?” 

			She didn’t lead into the question. At all. 

			“May I have your permission to ask Tatianna to marry me…again?” she blurted out, then winced, realizing how fickle this sounded. 

			Jellyfish Jones took off his hat, holding it to his chest, appearing overcome. “I’ll tell you the same thing I did when you asked her mother and me the first time.” 

			Clare searched her memory and then smiled when she found it. “I need Tatianna’s permission, not yours.” 

			He pulled Clare in for a hug she sorely needed—the kind you get from a father. Her heart twisted when he patted her back. “You do have our blessings, always.” He pulled away and swallowed, sniffling. “Your father was…well, he was my best friend, and I know if the roles were reversed, he would look out for my Tati. So, though I’d never seek to take your father’s place—should you need one, I am at your disposal.” 

			Clare was crying freely when she hugged him again. “Thank you.” 

			When they separated, he frowned. “Have you seen Alexander? The man or the frog?” 

			“No, I haven’t since Evie and Trystan went to, um…rest.” 

			Captain Jones frowned. “That’s curious. Perhaps he already disembarked? Though I suppose we would notice a naked man leaving the premises.” He chuckled, but the amusement faded when he did a double take at the side of the boat. 

			“Missing something, Captain?” King Benedict appeared on the deck in opulent dress, his sleek black fur cloak blowing behind him in the wind, and Clare was frightened to find a bit of Trystan in the way he walked. Griffin Sage followed his king at a distance, taking subtle glances around the boat. “I thought we could all disembark together, as a show of good faith.” 

			“Evie and Trystan will be along in a moment,” Clare told him, fearing something had gone wrong. 

			“Clare!” The urgency in Tatianna’s voice as she reappeared on land was the only thing Clare needed to abandon ship—literally—leaping atop the ramp and sprinting downward until she saw the source of Tatianna’s cry. 

			Her mother, Lia. “Clarissa!” Lia pulled Clare in for a hug, kissing both her cheeks. “My goodness, how well you look! Doesn’t she look well, Tatianna?” 

			“Mother.” Tatianna rolled her eyes with a fond smile. “Yes, she looks very well.” 

			“Indeed!” Malcolm appeared next, and Clare felt relief like no other, throwing her arms around her older brother. “You took forever to arrive.” He laid a kiss to her head and handed her a sealed letter. “This came to the house this morning addressed to Evie. Is she about?” 

			“She’s coming,” Tatianna blurted. Clare ripped the seal, and Tatianna squeaked. “Should you be opening that?” 

			Perhaps not. But it was a good thing she did. For when Clare finished reading the missive from Gideon, her heart fell and her soul twisted into ugly knots. “Oh gods,” Clare whispered.

			“What is it?” Tatianna murmured. 

			Clare couldn’t feel her fingers. It was as if they were unattached from her body entirely when she said, “It’s Alexander.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 73

			Evie

			They were halfway through digging when Evie heard steps coming down the pebbled path. “Trystan,” Evie hissed, throwing her shovel in one of the butterfly bushes, pulling at his arm. “Someone’s coming.” 

			“Oi! There you are. I managed to find you a right pretty frock, that I did!” the guard started. Then: “Hey! What are you doing?” His bushy brows were pushed together, a sneer on his lips. He made it three steps toward them before something struck his head, knocking him out cold. Standing behind him, rock still raised in his hand, was a man, staring at the rock like it was the one that had done the swinging.

			“Kingsley!” Evie cried, grabbing his hands and hugging him. “That was a wonderfully timed rescue.” 

			Alexander Kingsley bowed, his borrowed cloak covering a white linen shirt, the fabric wrinkling when he bent. “I’m happy to be of service…for my friends.” 

			“Are the others already here?” Trystan asked. 

			Kingsley waved his hands around with a reassuring smile. “No, I followed when you two went overboard.” 

			“I didn’t go overboard,” Evie corrected pleasantly. “I jumped.” 

			Trystan sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Yes. We’re all aware.” 

			“I knew someone once who sighed like that,” Evie observed seriously. “She was a mother of five.” 

			Kingsley snorted, and Trystan turned his gaze on her. There was a warning in it that excited her. A dare. “Shall I help dig while you two—” 

			Trystan stared at him darkly; Kingsley took the hint and the shovel, getting to work. 

			Evie felt calmer knowing the guard was…out of the way and truly took in the memorial garden of Rennedawn. It was beautiful. Rosebuds formed on a brightly green bush, trees of every shape and every color creating a canopy above them. Plants she’d never seen before sprouted up from the grounds, near the fountains, atop the birdbaths. It was peaceful. 

			A place to rest. 

			Evie sat next to the tree and allowed the boys to dig, holding her knees and searching for peace within herself, within her magic. She wondered if there would ever be a time she did not have to put so much effort into it. She was tired of being resilient. 

			But Evie reminded herself that there was no shame in resting before you took on the world. Maybe she need not always earn it. 

			“What’s your favorite memory with Arthur?” Evie asked, weaving blades of grass between her fingers. 

			Trystan stopped shoveling for a moment and began to chuckle to himself. “He caught me trying to run away from home once.” 

			Kingsley chuckled, too. “I remember that. An interesting five minutes.” 

			“It was fifteen minutes,” Trystan corrected, looking delightfully boyish in his embarrassment. “I made it all the way down to the beach before he caught me.” 

			She was going to split a lip for how wide her mouth was pulling. “How old were you?” 

			“Six.” Trystan struggled through another shovelful of dirt. “He ran me down before I could get on a raft that no doubt would have sunk. And dragged me back to the beach. He…he didn’t ask why I wanted to leave, and he didn’t use his Core Healer magic to fix what I was feeling. He told me—he told me he’d be deeply saddened if I left. That he’d miss me.” 

			Trystan swallowed, and Kingsley turned his head away, but Evie saw how red his eyes had grown. 

			“He loved you,” Evie said softly, feeling a pang for the loss of someone so good-hearted. 

			Trystan sniffed. “He— He wasn’t a perfect man. But he was someone I used to wish very much…to be like.” 

			Kingsley’s voice was gruff. “You’re all the best parts of him. That, I know.” 

			“What about you, Alexander?” Evie asked softly. 

			Kingsley gave a shaky smile, putting the shovel down for a moment to think. “That’s too hard. He was always so welcoming to me. I always had a home in this village. He was a man who created warmth for everyone around him. Even when they didn’t deserve it.” 

			Evie was humbled, seeing the impact of one man. The lives he’d touched, the stories he’d altered with a gentle hand. How one life could touch so many, how no soul need be wasted, and how every act of goodness would live on even after they departed this world. 

			It was a privilege to witness. A life well lived.

			Kingsley had stopped talking, too choked up to go on, and the men continued to dig at a brisk pace until they hit something that sang against their metal shovels. 

			“You’ll have to be sure you get all the pieces.” Evie stood, watching them uncover the box. When its smooth black surface was cleared of dirt, Trystan jumped down into the hole to extract it.

			“Sage?” Trystan’s tone was light, his eyes soft as he stared up at her. “Remember how Clare assumed Arthur had no idea what the glass pieces were?” 

			Evie grimaced. “Yes?” 

			“We were wrong.” He stepped to the side and revealed the stained glass window from the book of Rennedawn, recreated in perfect likeness. Except the field of flowers was even more detailed, dandelions scattered about the air, as the two figures reached for each other. 

			“We did it.” Trystan gaped. “We can fulfill the prophecy.”

			Alexander Kingsley stared at the large pieces of glass in disbelief. “You— It’s perfect.” 

			Evie saw something flash in Kingsley’s eyes. But her mind drifted from it when Trystan leaped from the hole with a laugh, spinning Evie about, and she squealed her delight. “Trystan! What’s gotten into you?” She laughed, and he put her down, kissing her soundly, his joy infectious. 

			“Whatever it is, you should hide it, because the funeral party is going to be here any minute,” she added soberly, and he let her down, cheeks red, rubbing at the back of his neck. 

			“Right. Yes. Of course. I’m going to just— Alexander, would you hand it to me?” 

			Kingsley reached down, staring at the window with a shuttered expression, then slowly passed it off to Trystan. He immediately grabbed a shovel to fill the hole back in. 

			“Go meet the others,” Evie encouraged Trystan. “I’ll help him.” 

			Trystan gave her another firm kiss, a promise in it. “It’s going to happen, Sage.” 

			“What is?” she asked, endeared by how excitement seemed to completely overtake him. 

			“Our girls,” he whispered with a sly smile. “Two of them.” 

			Evie wondered if too much joy was dangerous for her health, because her heart thundered and she felt a little like she might die from it. As Trystan disappeared into the greenery, Evie grabbed the second shovel and assisted in replacing the dirt. 

			Kingsley seemed to take a moment, hunched over his shovel with his back to her.

			“You don’t seem happy?” she observed sympathetically. Of course he didn’t; the poor man was still half cursed with no hope of being any different. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.” 

			As he turned to her, Alexander’s dark golden eyes had a kindness in them, one she knew was intrinsic to his person, as much a part of him as the color. “You’re a very caring person. Trystan is lucky to have you. The office is, too.” 

			“And to think I almost took a different job,” she huffed in amused disbelief. With that one choice, she’d altered the entire course of her life. 

			Alexander kept digging, growing entranced by the motions. “No, you never would have taken it over that mother. And I think you were far more suited to being The Villain’s assistant than a maid on a quiet estate.” 

			It was true. Evie never would’ve survived there; her restlessness would have cropped up eventually, and her life would’ve changed anyway—

			She froze, her smile fading, her heart falling toward her toes. “Kingsley, how did— I’ve never told anyone…that I gave that job to someone else.” 

			Kingsley faltered but kept to his task. “You must have,” he murmured quietly, but Evie heard it differently. 

			Like a warning. 

			“No. I didn’t.” She stepped away. “How do you know about that?” 

			“Evie, please.” He looked up at her, and his eyes were pleading and sad. 

			And in that moment, she felt something beautiful die. 

			“Evie!” Clare’s voice was an echo of her pain, as Evie turned to see her sprinting toward them with Tatianna at her heels. In that moment, she could sense what was coming, didn’t even need to hear the words. She just…knew. “It’s Kingsley! He wrote the notes! It was him!” 

			In the time it took her to blink, it seemed, Alexander had dropped the shovel and grabbed Evie by the collar, a lethally sharp blade at her throat. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered in her ear as he started to back them both away from Clare and Tatianna. “I’m so sorry.” 

			Trystan burst through the trees next, and when his eyes found hers, his mouth flattened. “Well, Alexander. Are you ready to tell the truth?” Trystan walked forward, hands in the air, but his next words shocked them all:

			“Took you long enough.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 74

			Blade 

			“Your grandmother is well?” Blade asked Roland, walking him and Marv at a rapid clip out to the courtyard, where Lyssa stood with the guvres. 

			“Sicker by the day, but always in good spirits,” Roland replied. “Where’s my sister?” 

			“She’s on her way down.” Blade paused, observing the other Fortis brothers who had unexpectedly tagged along. “You all know she’s going to be very angry that you are here, correct?” 

			Reid Fortis gave his winning smile. “Even me? I’m her favorite.” 

			Roland snorted. “Whatever you need to tell yourself.” 

			“I said one of you bring it back!” Rebecka’s voice was that of a woman who had been defied outright. It was scary.

			He was really enjoying it. 

			“We thought it was safer for us all to come together,” Reid offered jovially, slapping his hands on Roland’s and Raphael’s shoulders. 

			“For whom?” she inquired, walking up to them with crossed arms and a lifted brow. 

			Reid laughed, shoving Raphael forward. “Rafe, tell her how much you wanted to see her.” 

			“I wanted to see you,” Raphael grumbled. Rebecka rolled her eyes, but Blade could see the tiniest hint of a smile. 

			She was happy they’d come. 

			And now Blade was, too. 

			“Marv, almost didn’t see you there, buddy. How’re you feeling?” Blade patted his shoulder, and Marv winced. 

			Roland put an arm around him, holding the guard up. “The flowers I was treating him with stopped helping. The poison is no closer to his heart, but he’s getting weaker.” 

			“Bring him to the courtyard,” Keeley ordered, bounding down the steps. “There may be a solution.” 

			In the sunlight, Fate stood with her two large creations, the female guvre leaning her head down for a bump of her snout. “Lulu won’t produce any more venom until she sees her babies,” she said as they approached. “And Fergus is at risk of melting whatever his breath will touch.” 

			“There was a boy in my class who had that problem,” Lyssa said with a serious expression. 

			Becky’s brows went up. “I’m assuming Lulu and Fergus are the adult guvres?”

			Fate tsked. “Numerous meetings with them and you all never asked their names? Poor manners indeed.”

			“Wasn’t one attempt at killing me enough?” Rebecka replied dryly and sniffed. Her manners were impeccable.

			“Can you guarantee they won’t fly away the moment we bring them out here?” Blade asked, wringing his hands. He felt terrible keeping the babies separated, but they couldn’t lock them all away again. Not without consequences from the elderly woman staring at them from behind the lenses of her large glasses. 

			“No.” Fate shrugged. “I am against interfering with my creations. That’s Destiny’s territory.” 

			“Might you make an exception?” Rebecka asked. “You said yourself you didn’t approve of the Mystic Illness. This could stop it.” 

			Fate sighed, giving Lulu another pat before addressing them. “Do you not think there have been many instances in which I wanted to step in? But to go against my own principles in such a way would threaten the very fabric of my existence. I would disappear.” 

			“If we lose the guvres, we will lose my grandmother. Countless citizens in Rennedawn will continue to suffer because you won’t do anything,” Rebecka accused, her face twisting.

			“My dear, my life is as long as an endless thread.” Fate appeared sympathetic but unmoved. “This is not the first tragedy I’ve witnessed. I suffer through each one.” 

			“You won’t do anything to ensure they stay?” Keeley asked, frowning. 

			Fate winked at her. “I won’t do anything to ensure they leave, either.” 

			Rebecka stared at Lulu, who stepped forward, her head dipping, rubbing against her hand. A thank-you. For loving her babies, too. 

			“Lyssa, bring them out.” Rebecka’s voice cracked, and they all shifted to watch Lyssa open the door with a creak. Clarke and Cassandra toddled out clumsily, stumbling over each other, chirping happily. 

			Lulu let out a small sound, lowering her head until it was flat against the ground, waiting. Clarke and Cassandra flew over, nuzzling into their mother’s cheek. They cuddled against each other. But they did not take flight.

			And the world suddenly felt right again. 

			Fate clapped. “If I interfered, you would never have everyday wonders.” 

			Lulu rolled to her back, allowing the babies to flop atop her stomach, playing like a couple of puppies. And Fergus let out a happy screech, shooting for the skies in swooping, swirling patterns. A celebration flight. 

			Blade whistled, clapping along with Fate. Soon Rebecka joined, and her brothers, too. 

			They celebrated the new lives and the old, the good and the bad. 

			Until a whoosh through the air rang in Blade’s ears, and when he followed it, he wasn’t celebrating anymore. Instead, he watched in horror as a large spear sank into Fergus’s side. 

			And alongside the cries of his mate, the male guvre, in all of his colorful splendor, fell from the skies. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 75

			Kingsley 

			It was done. 

			The worst of it was finally over. 

			And it had only taken losing everyone he cared for in the process. 

			“You—you knew?” Alexander had been so careful. So meticulous. He couldn’t believe all this time, his friend had allowed it to go this far. 

			“No. No, I didn’t know.” Trystan laughed caustically. “I never would have suspected you. But you knew that, didn’t you? I trusted you. I loved you like a brother since we were children, Alexander, and because of it, I ignored every red flag in front of my face. But I see now. I see you.” 

			“I didn’t want it to come to this, Trystan.” His voice was smoother after days of practice, but the edge was still there. Perhaps it always would be. 

			“Oh, no?” Trystan’s words were low and deadly. “Then release her.” 

			Alexander tightened the blade at her neck. “I need the window. Bring it to me, and nothing will happen to her.” 

			Evie spoke. “You won’t hurt me, Kingsley.” 

			Alexander couldn’t bear this, but he had to. He’d tried to keep his hands clean, to stay out of it, but there was no other way for this to end. Alexander Kingsley had but one option. 

			“I will if I must,” he replied steadily. “In this, Evie, we are adversaries.” 

			Trystan’s eyes were so frigid. “How long?” 

			“Benedict got ahold of me when I left the manor eight months ago. Just before you found me.” 

			“The day I met Evie,” Trystan concluded. 

			Alexander swallowed. “Indeed. I began working with him then. Trying to prevent you from fulfilling the prophecy.” 

			Tatianna stepped closer, and he tightened his hold on the blade. “Why? Why would you ever agree to such an arrangement?” 

			Alexander swallowed. “Because the curse must happen. For all your lives to be saved.” 

			Evie shifted in his arms, suddenly pressing herself away from him and farther against the knife, cutting into the top of her neck. He flung the knife away like it was monstrous and fell backward, holding the tree for support. His hands shook.

			“I apologize if that freaked you out. I was growing tired of all this.” Evie rubbed at her neck, and Trystan tracked the motion, the dribble of blood that slid down to her collarbone. “Told you he wouldn’t hurt me,” she said lightly. 

			“There is a wound on your neck that wasn’t there a moment ago.” If looks could kill, Trystan’s would eviscerate. “I wouldn’t agree.” 

			“I don’t mean to cut this greeting party short!” Malcolm huffed, sprinting toward them. “But you have maybe five more minutes before the king cannot be stalled any longer. Exit plan?” 

			“There is none,” Alexander murmured, knowing he’d led them to a dead end. 

			Trystan’s fist was the least of what he’d been prepared for, but the hit knocked him to the ground nonetheless. Malcolm shoved his brother back, and Clare kneeled beside Alexander, hands hovering. “There is, actually.” 

			“Was that my cue?” a voice called, hidden in one of the tallest trees above. 

			“It was, Lord Fowler.” Trystan moved away from the clearing as Lord Fowler’s flying contraption drifted in. The eccentric man who’d gotten his kicks by kidnapping them at his theme party not so very long ago landed gently on the ground. “You have the window?” 

			“Safely tucked away,” Lord Fowler confirmed, saluting, his thick mustache moving with his assurance. 

			“Trystan, I’m begging you,” Alexander pleaded with his oldest friend, missing the days he needed but one word to express himself. “The curse must happen. Rennedawn must break in every way before it becomes whole again—just like that window. Fulfilling the prophecy at this stage is putting a small bandage on a free-flowing stab wound.” 

			“How do you know that?” Tatianna asked. “Benedict? He’s a liar, Alexander.” 

			He wasn’t lying about this. Alexander knew it with certainty. “On this point, he has no need to lie. If he believed the prophecy would gift him Rennedawn, don’t you think he’d be doing everything in his power to fulfill it himself instead of sabotaging your efforts?” 

			Trystan appeared to be contemplating his words, tilting his head. “If this was all some grand scheme to save us, why would you keep it a secret? Why would you help him at all?” 

			Alexander shut his eyes tight. “I knew someone had to do the difficult thing in order to save us all. Someone had to be the one to make the choice no one would want to make. What did it matter if it was me?” His voice grew quieter. “I was just the frog.” 

			“You were always far more than that.” Clare pressed her lips together until they were colorless. 

			“The prophecy will work,” Trystan said. “You’re wrong.” 

			Alexander choked on his next sentence. “I hope that I am.” 

			“We’ve got to go, Villain.” Lord Fowler addressed Trystan, assisting Tatianna, Clare, and Malcolm inside. “Room for two more aboard.” 

			Evie stood between them. “We— No, we can’t leave.” 

			“I won’t come.” Alexander expected another strike when Trystan moved toward him, but instead, his oldest friend clapped him in a hug. “What—what are you doing?” 

			“A very wise woman once told me that much could be solved with a hug. I am—” He breathed in. “I am so angry at you. But when you realize that Benedict played you, we’ll be waiting for you—at home.” He blinked furiously, rubbing the back of his arm over his eyes. 

			Alexander didn’t bother to hide the tears burning in his own eyes as he watched his best friend leave with the woman he loved. The basket lifted off, and he tracked the movement, waiting until they were too high. Too far away to see what he’d pulled out of Trystan’s pocket. 

			“Prince Alexander?” Benedict appeared at his shoulder. “Were you successful?” 

			He didn’t look at the king, knowing his hatred would be far too easy to see. Instead, he handed it over. 

			The key. 

			The anchor. 

			It was really over now. 

			And he’d never forgive himself. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 76

			Gideon

			Gideon still recalled his first day as a Valiant Guard. The vow he’d made to protect the innocent. He might no longer be a knight, but that vow still stood. 

			“Where did that spear come from?” Gideon yelled, his anger palpable, so tangible he could almost taste it in the air around him. 

			Blade and Rebecka rushed to the male guvre. Fergus. The animal had a name. And a soul. And a deadly spear sticking through his belly—one that bore Benedict’s emblem. 

			Clarke and Cassandra surrounded him. Lulu let out a cry when she leaned down to touch her snout to Fergus’s barely moving chest, his pitiful sighs of pain. Fate let out a shriek like nothing Gideon had ever heard. A sound that would haunt him. 

			“Where!” Gideon yelled again. 

			Keeley grabbed his arm and pointed. “It came from over that way. Give me a moment to get a team together and—” 

			But Gideon didn’t have a moment. He had his anger, his useless blocking magic, and no care for his own safety. He took off in ground-eating strides, passing the gates, cutting through thorns, ignoring the way they sliced at him, the careless drag against his skin when he finally broke free and ran. 

			Ran until he came upon them. 

			Valiant Guards, five of them, loading up another spear, ready to strike. To kill. He’d once been one of them. The thought had never brought more disgust than it did now. He would retch, but his stomach was hollowed, his heart shredded. 

			“Which one did we hit?” a knight asked. 

			“Who cares. The king said to get as many as we could. Load it up again in case we see another.” 

			“You really think any more will fly into the air after that?” another asked skeptically. 

			“They’re animals.” The knight in charge laughed. “They don’t think like people do, you numbskull! Load it up!” 

			Blood trickled down the open wounds on Gideon’s arms and the few on his cheeks. He felt the slices burn when he picked up his sword and ran for the knights with his weapon raised. Cutting into the first one, he spun around, using the surprise to dispatch another. The blade made a sickeningly wet sound when he pulled it from the man’s abdomen. He flinched, and the moment cost him. 

			With a cry, he fell to the ground, a sword about to come down on him—but a shriek sounded above him, and Keeley appeared, snapping the knight’s neck and swinging her blade into the other. 

			One remained. He didn’t remove his helmet, so Gideon had no way to know if he would recognize him. 

			It didn’t matter. 

			The steel of their blades clashed, and he grappled with the man until they both fell to the ground, rolling, the weapons flying away. Gideon swung a fist, causing the helmet’s visor to lift, and he saw the face of a captain of the regiment he’d once admired. A Valiant Guard he’d thought had earned the title. 

			But at the end of the day, there was nothing valiant in working for a king who hated his people. “You were a good recruit once. A promising member of the Valiant Guard,” the captain spat. 

			Gideon grabbed the dagger at his side, pulling it free and raising it high. Then he said with enough hatred to burn down forests: 

			“I’m a Malevolent Guard.” 

			The dagger came down. 

			But the satisfaction in the kill didn’t remain. 

			Because Keeley screamed. And everything went dark.

		

	
		
			Chapter 77

			Trystan

			Fowler didn’t take them all the way to the manor. At Trystan’s request. 

			Because when he searched his pocket, he found the fucking key gone. 

			“You’ll take the window back to the manor, and I’ll go to the capital,” he ordered after they’d landed in the nearby forest. “No doubt that’s where they’re headed.” He handed the stained glass piece off to Tatianna. 

			“And Evie, too, I assume?” Malcolm pointed in the direction Evie was already running for. 

			Damn it. 

			“Get back to the manor,” Trystan called, unsure why he felt the need to stop and turn around. “I’m sorry,” he said to his siblings. Alexander’s betrayal was too painful to express, so he merely said: “For all of it.” 

			Malcolm and Clare tentatively wrapped their arms around him, and he froze uncomfortably. This was as close to a sibling mourning session as they were going to get, it seemed.

			“Very well. That’s sufficient.” He patted both of their backs, acknowledging that though their father was gone, they had him still. 

			Within each other. 

			“Come back soon, bonehead. We’re due for a family dinner.” Clare smiled sadly. “I would hurry, though; she’s quick.” 

			Trystan threw his arms up. “Naturally, she’d develop that skill now.” 

			Sage moved unreasonably fast for a woman with such short legs. 

			“You’re walking with such purpose because you came up with a plan…yes?” he called out to her.

			She stopped, allowed him to catch up, then continued walking again. The sun still shone high in the sky, gliding over her, giving him a beautiful thing to gaze upon. 

			“You must be so hurt,” she said, still looking forward as they walked. “Because of Kingsley. I can’t believe he would—” 

			“I can.” 

			Sage’s eyes sharpened at the comment. “Wait, were you lying to him? Did you suspect him? And you didn’t tell me!” 

			Trystan stared. “You suspected your father of being the traitor, and you didn’t tell me.” 

			Her mouth was open in preparation for more yelling, but she stopped walking, her lips slowly closing. “I forgot about that,” she grumbled. “You really knew? Is that why you had Fowler waiting?” 

			“No, I didn’t really know; not until I saw him holding a knife to your throat did I allow myself to believe it. But I knew something was different. I knew I needed to send a raven for Fowler in case the king made any wrong moves. But no, Sage, I didn’t know the wrong moves would be from Alexander.”

			And it really fucking hurt. Because he still cared. “I can’t totally blame him. He was so convinced the curse had to happen. And he was stuck in the body of a frog. What did he have to lose?” 

			“You.” Sage’s voice broke over the word. “His home.” 

			Something unraveled in his chest, something that had been like a vise grip since he became The Villain. Because he was mourning, and it was painful, but she was still here.

			“I don’t think I realized it,” he said in wonder, brushing a curl from her eyes. 

			“What?” she asked, staring at him strangely, probably because he was doing the same. 

			“When my home stopped being Massacre Manor”—he kissed her lightly, savoring it, like it was the last time he’d get to do it—“and began being you.” 

			A low rumbling sound echoed his sentiment; he tried to ignore it. Until it grew louder—and closer. “What is that?” Sage asked, pushing against his chest, her face twisting in an adorable scrunch. 

			“I don’t know. It sounds like— Gods damn it all. Really? Now?” 

			“Can the world stop ending for a moment so we might have at least one to ourselves,” Sage grumbled, bouncing beside him, grabbing his shoulder to move around him. “Move your big head! I cannot see.” 

			“My head is not big.” 

			“Very well.” She scoffed. “Move your adequately sized head so I can see— Oh my. Is that an angry mob?” 

			Indeed. He knew the sight well. The pitchforks swinging, the torches held high despite the daylight clearing their path, the raucous yells for The Villain’s demise. 

			But then he heard a call that stilled him. 

			A call for Evie Sage. 

			“They’re after…me? Me specifically?” Sage squeaked, and Trystan knew the sound now, knew that he wouldn’t find hopeless tears when he looked upon her face. 

			“A milestone moment for you, and here I am without a portrait artist to capture it,” he muttered dryly in response to the beaming smile on Sage’s face. 

			“I realize you are being sarcastic, but I’ve never had an entire mob of people after me. It’s very flattering.” She drummed her fingers against her lips, observing as the group came closer. “What do you usually do when a mob is after you?” 

			“I chop their heads off.” 

			“Oh.” Sage frowned, mouth twisting. “Is there a less gory option? I could barely stand it the first time I did it.” 

			“We’ll run.” He stated it like it was an inevitable action rather than a choice. 

			“A less boring one?” she asked cheekily. 

			“There she is!” a villager screamed, and Sage didn’t joke any longer. 

			She grabbed hold of his hand and began tugging him along, breaking into a sprint he was forced to follow until he was breathing hard beside her, moving deeper into the trees. “I thought running was ‘boring,’” he pointed out. When he gripped her hips to nearly toss her over an array of green bushes, the feel of her beneath his hands was enough to distract him from the dangers; his fingers stayed poised to grab her again even after he let go. 

			“Only if no one is chasing you.” She gave him that sinister half smile that would send a lesser mortal to their knees. 

			It couldn’t be helped. 

			He turned his hand over in hers, tugging her with great force until they were off the path, hidden in the brush, and pressed her against a tree. 

			His lips were on hers before she could form a question, but she didn’t appear to mind, grabbing at his hair, holding him to her. 

			Her lips moving against his, her tongue brushing at his mouth, forced a groan from the back of his throat. First of pleasure, then of pain when it needed to end. Nearly ending himself in the process, he let her go, kissing her cheek before pulling away, satisfied at how he’d left her.

			Wild. Her pupils huge, her lips swollen from his attentions, her chest heaving, her cheeks red, the color traveling all the way down her neck until it disappeared into her bodice. 

			It was a strangely possessive feeling, knowing how far that blush traveled, knowing the secrets of her body as no other did. Evangelina had stripped him of all civility, he realized; he was no better than an animal guarding its mate. 

			He suddenly had great sympathy for the male guvre. 

			“Time to go?” She blinked slowly. “Already?” 

			The mob was fainter than before. “I think they passed us by. Come, I know a shortcut.” 

			“Are we foolish to chase after the key instead of enacting the prophecy now? The destiny monster said the curse wouldn’t happen until three sunrises before Hallows’ Eve. We’re still nearly two months away.” 

			“No, the destiny monster said that is our final chance to be free of the curse. There’s nothing saying Benedict can’t enact it during the most powerful times of day. Like Edwin said: sunrise, midday, sunset.” Trystan pointed at the light dimming from the setting sun. “We need the key. And we need it now.” 

			They kept walking through the forest they’d spent so much time in—running for their lives, falling in love, discovering there was life to be lived. Through the dirt roads they went, until they found a clearing.

			Entirely filled with dandelions. 

			Sage stopped beside him. “I know this place.” 

			Trystan looked around. She was right—there was something eerily familiar about it.

			The dandelions began to glow, and her eyes widened. “Trystan? We need to leave.” 

			He didn’t question it, just took her hand and pivoted on his heel. 

			Until Benedict stepped through the trees on the other side of the field with a smile that looked suspiciously like victory. 

			“Don’t leave on my account. The fun is just beginning.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 78

			Evie

			Evie, for lack of a better word, exploded. 

			Her dark magic swirled around her hands, twisting among the foliage until every person she sensed hiding in the trees froze beneath her will. She couldn’t stop it, even as that power wrapped around Trystan, freezing him in place. 

			“No. How do I— I didn’t mean to get you!” she cried, willing the magic with her mind to retreat from him. 

			Trystan looked unfazed, if not mildly amused. “You know, I’ve done this to so many people, and I must say, I don’t care for it.”

			“Ah! No! Bad magic!” Evie waved her hands, but the magic only twisted tighter. “Is it hurting?” 

			“It feels like a hug,” Trystan gritted out. 

			“Does it really?” Evie’s lips parted. 

			He sighed. “No, Sage, it feels like my organs are being wrung dry. Take a deep breath. You’re in control.” 

			“But I’m not,” she said brokenly, feeling the darkness begin to swallow her. “I’m not in control of anything. I’ve never been.” 

			“You are,” Trystan said resolutely, straining against the mist, to no avail, until an iridescent light shone from him, a hundred different colors gleaming from his chest. From the very core of his being.

			A Core Healer. 

			Evie’s magic parted for him, making room for the color in all its gray. 

			Trystan broke through it and grabbed Evie’s shoulders. “Stay here with me.” 

			Emotion stuck in her throat, the mist slowly dissipating around everyone until it fell away, leaving nothing but Trystan and her—and the other unfortunates who were getting in the way of a very romantic moment. “Flirting may not be your strong suit, but your romantic declarations are very well done.” 

			He smiled, dimple peeking through. “I’ve been reading a lot of romance novels.” 

			Then he turned to face Benedict. 

			“Isn’t this a cozy affair. Expecting us, were you?” Trystan asked Benedict. “How did you return north so quickly?” 

			“I am the king.” Benedict kicked up dandelions as he stomped through the grass. “And I knew you both would want to complete the curse together.” 

			“It’s my dream.” Evie’s words were dry, but her body was on high alert. “To help you destroy us.” 

			Benedict feigned a wounded expression, his hand going for his chest. “I’m hurt! That you would assume I would ever destroy my only son. Why, you’re my heir! The future of the kingdom. I’d be remiss to lose you. And Ms. Sage, well…there really is no way to appear good without someone else appearing truly evil. You’ve been doing quite nicely.” 

			The light that had shined over the dandelions receded to one sliver of silver floating through the air, until it stood in the middle of the field. 

			And then that same light…transformed and molded into a woman, her complexion flawless, her long, dark hair pulled into a braid that ran down the length of her back, her body adorned in the finest gold and jewels. Evie recognized her immediately. “The destiny monster.” 

			“Please. Just Destiny is fine.” The woman’s voice was like honey, dripping sweetness, perhaps to hide the bitterness. “I feel I know you so well; why, we’re practically family.”

			Evie sighed. “I mean, you do have a weird vendetta against me, so you’d fit the bill.”

			Benedict gestured to her. “The Sage family is a marvel, isn’t it? One child meant to guard, one meant to save, and one meant to—” 

			“Destroy,” Evie finished for him with another roll of her eyes. “Yes, yes, we’ve done this. I’m the kingdom’s doom; I am heading for ultimate destruction. I have an atrocious family tree. What else you got? Because none of that will convince me to help you.” 

			“In that case,” Benedict snapped, “why don’t we bring in your incentive program.” 

			For the first time since Evie had taken control of her magic, she felt a small shot of fear. “What incentive?” 

			“I’ll leave you two choices. Help us enact the curse and save Rennedawn. Or allow Rennedawn to perish, allow the magic to die out and the land with it. Oh.” Benedict snapped, waving a hand, and chains clinked behind him. “And your brother will die.” 

			Gideon was dragged into the meadow coughing, black marks on his shirtless torso, marks much like the ones Marvin was sporting. Poison.

			Except unlike Marvin, this poison was going right for Gideon’s heart. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 79

			Gideon

			Gideon Sage had so many things in his life worthy of his regret. He had allowed the burden of running their family to fall to Evie. He’d escaped the pressure of their mother’s erratic moods instead of supporting her through them. He’d narrowly avoided his father’s devotion to Benedict and the cruelty that happened as a result, but he’d allowed it to fall to his sisters instead. And when his memories finally returned…he had chosen the easy way out. 

			The coward’s way.

			And now, he had decades of shame built up. If there was anything he knew about hiding the difficult things, it was that they always found their way out into the open. 

			Twisting in the knight’s arms, he searched for Keeley, feeling a shot of panic, hardly noticing the poison burning its way through his bloodstream. “Where is she? They were right behind us.” 

			“Stop moving, you bleeding deserter.” The knight jerked him up and held a sword to his throat. The chains around his wrists were so tight it felt like his bones were being rubbed raw. 

			“Keeley!” Gideon bellowed, ignoring the commands of his old comrades. Gods, if they touched her…if they hurt her— “Where is she?” 

			“I am here. I am all right.” Her smooth voice felt like ice held to his flaming skin. His heart pounded in his chest when he turned to see a knife at Keeley’s throat. 

			“Oh yes. That appears all right.” Gideon’s sardonic response was lost in his thrashing to get closer to her. “Unhand her.” 

			A fist landed in his gut, and Gideon fell to his knees. 

			When he looked up, Evie was charging for him but was stopped by another knight grabbing her from behind, clapping cuffs on her wrists to subdue her. 

			“Remember these, Trystan?” the king taunted. “They once belonged to you.” 

			The handcuffs Gideon had imbued with his shielding magic, which repressed the magic of whoever wore them. Yet another thing for him to feel deeply ashamed of.

			Evie was defenseless. 

			Gideon turned again to see his father come up next to the king. Griffin let loose a sound of outrage before shuttering his expression, tightening his lips before speaking. “This brutality is unnecessary. You need her willing to help.” 

			Evie noticed—Gideon could tell by the slight twitch in her jaw—but she showed no indication that she was touched by their father’s concern. Instead, his sister’s immediate response was…to laugh. 

			“My goodness!” Evie shook off the guards, and they let her, the light sounds of her merriment drifting to the sky, her head dropping before looking up with a hopelessly amused expression. “The concern for my well-being is flattering but far too late.” 

			Griffin glared at her. “I wasn’t looking for absolution.” 

			She smiled with gentle menace. “Good. Because you’ll never have it from me.” 

			Gideon tried to help, inching closer until the guards released his arms and he fell to the ground, the burning in his chest making it impossible to stand. “Eve.” 

			His sister locked eyes with him, and he gave her a stiff nod he hoped she’d interpret as, I’m all right. Are you? 

			She nodded back, her mocking smile going softer before turning on the men holding Trystan. “You’re going to do what, exactly, if I don’t comply? Let the poison kill my brother? Have you some kind of fixation on attacking siblings? Is it only-child syndrome?”

			“Let’s not give them ideas,” Gideon pressed lightly, trying not to notice that several swords were unsheathed and about two steps from running him through. 

			Benedict waved a dismissive hand at Evie. “Ms. Sage, please. I’m simply presenting you with a choice: you proceed with enacting this curse or your brother will never get the cure.” 

			“Don’t make a choice, Evie,” Gideon demanded. “Don’t play this out with them. You’re not responsible for anything they do.” 

			Evie stared at him, something unreadable in her expression. It looked startlingly close to resignation. It was a look he had never seen on his sister’s face. There had always been a drive, a wheel turning, an energy that she seemed to wield in endless supply. 

			This look now? It was that of a shell. 

			“Sage,” Trystan called carefully. 

			But Evie ignored them all, addressing only the king when she asked, “What does the curse involve?” 

			“Evie, no!” Gideon yelled. 

			Benedict appeared surprised, his eyes going wide for a fraction of a second before he schooled his expression. “I will need each of the Sage children’s respective powers. I have a bit of Lyssa’s starlight magic in the memory flower; fortunately, I believe it will be enough so that we might leave the child out of this.” 

			“Do not speak of my sister,” Evie seethed.

			“You mean my mother’s magic. That’s what’s within the flower. Not Lyssa’s. Lyssa has no part of this,” Gideon objected, a shot of fear knocking the breath from his lungs. 

			King Benedict sighed. “I forget there are just so many secrets we’ve kept over the years. The magic I ‘stole’ from your mother wasn’t hers to begin with. Much like how we used the flower to move Evie’s magic to Trystan, when Lyssa was born, your mother was to take the mantle of the starlight magic in the prophecy so that Lyssa might have a normal life. Turns out, we acquired but a drop.” 

			Normal life. Sure. If normal included severed heads for morning greetings and an ogre for company. 

			“Why take it back from our mother?” Evie asked. “Why go through all this trouble when the plan was the curse all along?” 

			“The curse was never the plan,” Destiny hissed, her words creating an ominous air over the field of dandelions. “I weaved the perfect tale, and you all destroyed it with your meddling and your choices. What we are about to do is not a curse—it’s a correction. A chance at the events that should have happened. If some did not look to overturn my will.” 

			“What of Fate’s will?” Gideon asked, trying to pull the focus from Evie. 

			“Fate is weak,” Destiny spat. “I am the true storyteller. I decide the path of every being in this world, and I’ll allow it destroyed before I relinquish my control. I’m righting a wrong. Rennedawn will not survive without it.” 

			Benedict placed the memory flower before them, then turned to Evie, extending a hand. “Come along, Ms. Sage. Meet your true fate. It’s been waiting for you.” 

			“No,” Trystan ordered, twisting out of the guards’ arms and grabbing the nearest sword. Even under threat, he still threw himself in front of Gideon’s sister. “We’re leaving.” 

			Benedict’s eyes flicked over his son with distaste. “I imagine you think you can save her. But the life I’m promising is the one you used to dream of, Trystan. Beloved by all the people of Rennedawn, doing good deeds for others. That’s possible in another world. It’s possible if you step aside and allow us to do this. In the world as it stands, your status as The Villain is dwindling, and when it fizzles out, when the people find someone new to hate—as they already have in Evie—what then? What part would you play?” 

			Maverine’s black eyes grew darker, the sword held tight at his side, the muscles in his shoulders bunched. His jaw clenched tightly as he took one step forward, then another. Eyes not leaving his opponent, Gideon cursed the shackles at his wrists that kept him from assisting. 

			But then Maverine did something that appeared to shock not only Benedict, but Destiny, too. He smiled wide enough for a dimple to deepen in one cheek. “The part that allows me to remain at her side.”

			“Like a lapdog,” Benedict sneered. 

			No one moved when Trystan Maverine lurched forward, gripping Benedict’s collar and tugging the king close enough to hear his hissed whisper, which echoed throughout the field, rocking more dandelion wisps into the air:

			“Like her husband.” 

			Benedict choked on the word, as did Gideon, but Evie… 

			Evie’s jaw was hanging so low, Gideon worried it would unhinge and fall off. 

			“Are you proposing to me…right now?” Evie squeaked, and the rest of the onlookers seemed to avert their eyes in unison. 

			Maverine raised a brow, gaze not leaving Evie when he tossed Benedict aside like a bag of refuse, stalking for Evie with determined strides. “No. I am merely letting you know that I intend to.” 

			Evie’s eyes were so round, they were owlish when she blinked up at the man she’d once called her boss. 

			“Benedict, enough,” Destiny spat. “I have other kingdoms to torment; I have not the time for this. You promised me the curse would be enacted before the day’s end.” Her long braid fell over her shoulder as she moved. 

			“Fetch the new book,” Benedict ordered, wiping blood from his lip. 

			And when the book of Rennedawn was placed open on the ground, the blank pages began moving rapidly. 

			The monster’s hands waved in a circle, creating a cyclone of beaming light splashing to the page as an ancient voice left her lips. “In this story, a new tale to weave, where all will go back to how it’s meant to be.” 

			“Not the rhyming again,” Evie grumbled, but the levity fell flat when the starlight from the memory flower slipped into the book’s pages, injecting it with light so overwhelming, every person in the field winced, covering their eyes. 

			“Now you, Gideon.” King Benedict gave him an encouraging smile. “I promise you’ll enjoy what’s on the other side of this. A cure to the poison about to kill you, for one.” 

			Smoke was coming out of the book now, a smoke that looked nothing like the kind that came from something natural, such as fire. This was magic—this was danger. “I won’t.” 

			“I only need a touch of your blood,” Benedict relented. “You need not even offer your magic.” 

			“I said no!” Gideon boomed, shoving the guard holding him down, then charging Benedict—until he felt a sharp twinge and pain lancing at his middle. The sudden shock of it did not fully register until he looked down. 

			And saw a sword…shoved through his stomach.

		

	
		
			Chapter 80

			Evie

			It took Evie’s mind several seconds to register the sword protruding from her brother’s stomach, and the horrific, guttural noises that came from her mouth. 

			“Gideon!” Evie dropped to the ground, nearly crawling the rest of the way to her brother, who’d fallen to his knees, chains clanking, staring at the sword with wide, unflinching eyes. 

			Eyes like their father’s. Who burst from the tree line in a rage. “Benedict, what are you doing!” Griffin yelled, charging for Evie and Gideon, but Evie raised her chained hands with a nearly feral sound escaping her lips. 

			“Stay back!” she screamed. “Don’t come near us.” This couldn’t be happening. How could every moment of hope, of goodness, end here? In tragedy. In pain. “Gideon. Don’t die.” 

			Gideon held tight to the sword in his middle. “I’ll give it my best, Eve.” 

			“Don’t pull it out,” Trystan ordered at her shoulder. “It’ll just escalate the bleeding. We need Tatianna. She can fix this.” 

			“He won’t make it to Tatianna,” Keeley whispered with more panic in her voice than Evie had ever heard from the captain. Evie hadn’t seen her come closer, but the guards appeared to have retreated to the edges of the clearing, ensuring none of them had an easy means of escape.

			“Trystan. You’re a Core Healer! Can you—” 

			“I’m afraid Trystan can’t help you, Ms. Sage.” Benedict tsked. 

			And Trystan growled, an inhuman sound, at the statement. “Like the deadlands I won’t.” 

			“Even if you manage to heal the wound, you won’t heal the poison because there is no cure.” Benedict’s words fell upon them with heaviness. “Not in this world, but in the one beyond. The cursed Rennedawn.” 

			No. 

			No. 

			Please. 

			“You have starlight magic.” Evie looked up frantically, her eyes landing on the king. “Use it to heal him.” 

			Benedict was watching the scene with triumph, as if this was what he’d wanted all along. He’d wanted to torment them into this moment, to play with them like prey. And they’d fallen right into the trap. There was no way out of this. 

			“I’d be more than happy to. But the healing magic of this world will not cure this poison. I do not lie to you, Ms. Sage. You can save him if you say the incantation Destiny requires. As must Gideon, of course.” 

			Gideon gripped her hand; his dear face was etched with such pain, Evie’s heart broke for the thousandth time. “Don’t, Evie. Don’t. I deserve this, really. It’s all right.” 

			Tears burned at the hopelessness of it all. They’d always had a way out of things before, but not now. There was only one way forward, and Evie would walk through that door before she allowed her brother to die. 

			“I thought I lost you once,” she whispered, kissing her brother’s cheek. “I refuse to do it again. Everything will be okay.” They were words she used to say to Lyssa, words she’d always believed. There was a profound relief in her that even now, in this terrible, heart-wrenching moment, Evie still found that optimism buried below the pain. 

			Everything would be okay. They would make it so. 

			No matter what they had to do before it was. 

			“Fine,” Evie said, standing with her shoulders back, her eyes on the man who’d ruined her life in so many different ways. “Bring the book. I will give you what you want.” 

			“Evangelina.” Trystan stumbled toward her, coming close enough for her to touch him. 

			She lifted her fingers to his cheek. “You promised there was no world in existence in which you wouldn’t come for me. Did you mean it?” 

			His eyes were boring into hers. Anger, frustration, and fear were all emotions she read there, along with tenderness, unfailing love, and devotion. “I did.” 

			“Then find me in this next one. Would you?” 

			She dragged his face down toward her and placed a desperate kiss to his lips, one born of all the pain in her he’d healed, all the parts he’d mended, how vital he was to her, like air or water. He was her life. 

			He kissed her back with equal intensity, equal fervor, and it took every last stitch of her strength to wrench away from him, stumbling toward the book and summoning the magic inside her. 

			Griffin stepped forward to unlock the chains around her wrists, and they fell to the floor. She might have seen remorse in him, but she imagined even the most wretched souls had second thoughts from time to time, and an ounce of sorrow from her father was worth nothing. Mist spilled over the book in a swirl of darkness, then shot into the open pages of the book until it floated. 

			“Repeat after me,” Destiny said, no smugness, just determination to see the task done. “I claim my Fate as it will be and give Destiny free rein.” 

			In her surrender, through her agony, Evie found the silver lining.

			At least it doesn’t fucking rhyme.

			She repeated the words, though they felt sour in her mouth. 

			What would happen to them? To Lyssa? To Trystan? What would the world become in the wake of this curse?

			“Gideon?” Benedict urged.

			Her brother repeated his own words to the book, giving his shielding magic, the attention on him for a moment so that no one saw when Trystan turned to her. 

			“They cannot undo the past,” he murmured. “Do not let them fool you. They can curse the land and force it into something new, but no matter what they do, they cannot erase what’s already happened. When it’s done, you must remember.” 

			A loud boom echoed off the book, exploding into magical smoke, the edges of it spreading until it swallowed all of them, and Evie felt panicked. The force of it knocked her to the other side of the dandelion field. 

			When she sat up, she heard rumbling coming from the direction of the sea, and she saw a cloudlike, swirling mass coming toward them. 

			The curse. 

			Evangelina Sage and Trystan Maverine locked eyes. 

			And they ran. And ran. And reached for each other. 

			Their hands were about to touch. But just before they could…

			The curse took them.

			And everything changed. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 81

			Trystan 

			Two weeks later… 

			Prince Trystan Benedict Martin had never been more furious than he was right now. Pounding through the forest on horseback, chasing after the runaway carriage with a vengeance, his Valiant Guards riding proudly aside him to stop the ne’er-do-well who had absconded with his father’s priceless artifacts. 

			Leaping over a fallen log, he took the lead. As heir to the throne, his responsibilities would always be the care and keeping of Rennedawn and its citizens. No doubt she was behind this—the wretched creature who had tormented Hickory Forest and the rest of the kingdom for the last time. He would catch her, and he would rid the kingdom of her evildoing once and for all. 

			“I’m rounding to cut off the carriage. Stay on her tail!” Trystan ordered and was heeded immediately by several knights behind him. He made for the shortcut he’d found the other day as he’d ridden through here, scouting for the evil the public called “The Villainess” or “The Wicked Woman.”

			A more ridiculous moniker there’d never been. But the memories of hunting her were fuzzy, like something his mind could not put together, though every time he dug for the reason, he was sidetracked, finding any other thing to fixate on. 

			Riding at full speed, he cut the carriage off at the front. The horses reared up, chuffing, the carriage unhitching and barreling for a tree, crashing into it with a sickening crunch. Trystan winced. 

			Dismounting his horse, he launched himself for the ruined conveyance, searching for the woman adorning all the Wanted flyers in Rennedawn. She had flames for hair and an unsightly smile that unnerved even the most stoic of knights. Her cheekbones were pointed in a jagged, unappealing manner, and everything about the etching gave her the deportment of a woman who sought to harm innocents. 

			Trystan vowed to protect those innocents. “It’s over, Villainess,” Trystan called out, grabbing the door and yanking it off in one powerful tug, only to find it— “Empty! The carriage is empty!” he called to the knights who should have been trotting up at any moment. 

			But they did not. Trystan heard not even a whisper of hooves pounding the dirt. He did hear, however, a voice that made his body awaken and all his senses go on high alert. 

			“How curious. Do you think she escaped?” The voice was smooth and light, the words laced with laughter and something else that was forcing a buoyancy into his chest. 

			Whirling around, he met the point of a knife at the tip of his nose. And he saw her. 

			There was much to see. 

			The flaming hair was nowhere in sight, but a thick bounding of curls cascaded down the woman’s back. Her light eyes were lined with kohl that should’ve made them piercing but only seemed to highlight something soft in them, and her smile was both like the Wanted flyers and nothing like them at all. 

			It took over her whole face, lips so full and red he was certain he’d never seen the like. Her cheekbones were high, her nose a gentle arching slope that was now scrunching up as she observed him. She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Inconvenient, that. 

			Since he was duty bound to kill her. 

			But when he went for the sword at his belt, every instinct inside him screamed to halt. Every inch of him repelled the thought of doing her harm. What was this? One look at a pretty girl and he forgot all sense of duty. He wasn’t an untried youth—he was a man of nearly thirty. Get it together, man. She’s not that pretty. 

			Yes she is, his sick, treacherous mind objected, and when he tried to snap himself out of his stupor, he realized he’d said nothing for several long seconds and she remained there, blade pressed to the tip of his nose, a curious tilt to her head as she observed him. 

			Say something to her, you fool! Anything.

			“You were meant to be ugly.” His words came out with the blunt force of a battering ram, and the damnedest thing happened as a result. 

			She laughed. 

			The sound was like bells ringing a chord deep in his soul, tugging at something in his mind he could not reach. It bothered him that he couldn’t place it, like he’d heard it before but couldn’t recall where. “Apologies for the disappointment, Your Highness. On the contrary, I heard you were meant to be handsome.” 

			This needled him. “And you think me…not?” Why in the blazing bloody fuck was he asking her that? His father would have his head if he saw him now. 

			Her blue eyes softened further, and that grin pulled wider, which didn’t seem possible, but she managed it just fine. “I think you very handsome, actually. I just expected there to be a large crown atop your head and some princely arrogance to keep it in place.” 

			She was teasing him. He’d always had a poor sense of humor, but even he could see the mirth in her eyes, the unbridled joy she exhibited like stardust. Where was her menacing grin? Where was the evil that should’ve floated around her like the wind did now, brushing her curls aside gently, one falling across her lips? 

			For the deadlands’ sake, the woman was unequivocally lovely, and how dangerous that was. The reminder of her magic, of the menace she’d wrought, of the knights she’d killed brought him back to himself. 

			“Remove your dagger, madam,” he growled, shoving her hand away, the contact of her skin against his burning like a brand. Shaking out the limb at his side, he flexed his fingers, trying to rid himself of the tingling sensation that wouldn’t abate. “You’re under arrest for your crimes against the crown.” 

			She responded by spinning with her arms up, and Trystan began to wonder if the wench had hit her head. “It is a beautiful day, is it not? Lovely for walking.” She brought her hands down, clasping them behind her back. Her dress looked like a black opal, the sleeves falling at her shoulders and ending around her wrists, flowing out like a waterfall. Perfectly poised for someone about to be arrested. 

			“Lovely for walking, yes. I find it significantly less so for stealing.” He seethed, feeling his jaw clench and his fist, too, when she twirled back to face him, appearing light, amused. Colorful. The word rang somehow discordant in his mind.

			She was earnest when she moved closer. Unafraid. Undeterred by the hardness in his expression. “You’re correct, in that I much prefer to steal in the dark, but your father insists on daytime transport. What am I to do?” 

			He searched for a trace of sarcasm, of menace. He found none. She was being sincere. It flabbergasted him; he found himself at a loss for words. 

			It mattered not. She clearly didn’t. “I mean, of course your father isn’t anticipating what’s convenient for me, because I am the one stealing from him. It would be odd if he did accommodate me. Although it would be more courteous, which princes seem determined to be. If you could make a recommendation for nighttime travel, I’d be most grateful.” She had asked this favor like it was reasonable. Like it wasn’t outlandish or absolute lunacy. 

			“I will not aid and abet your villainy, madam.” He was stern, pleased with himself for not sounding as confounded as he felt. 

			“I wish you’d stop calling me that.” The woman wrinkled her nose, waving the dagger back and forth in a negating gesture. “It makes me sound so boring.” 

			No. This woman was not boring. She was out of her mind. That or she was trying to unnerve him, playing the kind maiden to lower his defenses. 

			She paused, looking bewildered for a moment, and then let out the most pitiful sound he’d ever had the displeasure of listening to. It took a moment for him to realize it was a sneeze, a small squeak of a thing, followed by a sheepish expression. 

			It was working. How in the gods’ names was this working? 

			He couldn’t help it; he dug in his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief, a gray one. The same one he always carried along with him. Sullenly, he handed it to her, lamenting his foolish gentlemanly compulsions. She took it and let it slide over her fingers, and his body did the most horrid thing. 

			It responded. 

			Yanking his hand away from the vicinity of hers, he looked onward for aid. Where in the deadlands were his men? This woman was bewitching him. That had to be it. There was no sense in this pull. None. 

			And yet not a single knight could be seen ambling down the dirt path. 

			“What happened to my Valiant Guards?” he demanded with every ounce of royal domineering in him. 

			“Oh, they’re around,” she said airily, unaffected by his harshness. She looked amused. Trystan was unsure if he was dealing with a true perpetrator of evil until she finished with, “Hanging around, to be exact.” 

			His blood chilled. 

			With a cold sweat starting at the back of his neck, a block of lead dropping into his stomach, he turned on his heel, walking—no, running—back up the path that led to his men. And there they hung. By their toenails. 

			All alive. 

			And yelling like they’d been skinned. 

			(They hadn’t.)

			His first question should’ve been where she found her never-ending audacity. Instead, what spilled out was, “How did you get them up there?” He stared, incredulous. 

			“Oh, it was nothing.” She sounded bashful, and he found her cheeks flushed with red. “An old parlor trick, really.” 

			“I wasn’t complimenting you,” he bit out. Until he realized…he wasn’t not complimenting her, either. But he wasn’t quite so far gone that he’d allow himself to admit that. Aloud. “I was asking so I can ensure you never do it again.” 

			She gasped, her eyes glassy when she looked away. A small sniffle escaped her nose that made him feel like a caged animal. “You’re not crying.” He willed it because she couldn’t be. He refused to dispatch The Villainess when said villainess was overwrought. “You cannot be crying.” 

			Another small sob escaped her, and then that horrible, delightful laughter got sprinkled in again, her false emotions slipping away to reveal her genuine, blinding joy. “My goodness. Are you always this easy, Your Highness?” 

			“Are you always this difficult?” he volleyed, his eyes catching on the red flush at her chest, the way it went lower and lower until it dipped somewhere beneath her bodice. 

			“Most definitely,” she answered gleefully, then twirled a finger around one of her curls, and he found himself transfixed. 

			This woman is a villainess indeed.

			I have to get the fuck out of here.

			“Sire! A little help?” 

			The call was from one of the Valiant Guards, still hanging upside down. “Yes, yes, man, give me a moment.” But when he turned back to The Villainess, she was gone, racing in the other direction. “Hey!” he bellowed, feeling more frantic than was likely necessary. He didn’t need frantic energy right now; he needed anger. He needed motivation to catch and destroy her. Instead, he found himself running at top speed, launching his large body atop hers until they both tumbled to the ground. He rolled, trying to take the brunt of the hit when they landed, the pain against his shoulder enough to rob him of breath. 

			“Hello.” She blinked up at him, her eyes so wide that he swore he saw a reflection of his soul in them. He had to look away. “Is there something you wanted? I really have a lot to do today, so I needed to be off posthaste.” 

			“I arrested you. You can’t leave.” 

			“Oh, apologies.” She tried to look chastised, but he saw right through her. “I’d forgotten. Is tackling people to the ground part of the arresting process? Or perhaps you’re just the sort to take advantage of your position to accost women?” 

			He shoved himself up onto his hands. “No! How dare you.” 

			“Or perhaps your desire is to accost me specifically? Humiliation is always a worthy punishment.” 

			“Certainly not,” he growled, shoving off her so fast he nearly fell backward. “I would never— How dare you insinuate—” 

			“I’m sorry.” It was amazing how she could go from mocking cruelty to genuine softness within seconds. “I shouldn’t have said that; it was unkind. I don’t even know you. I react poorly when I feel overpowered.” 

			The statement did unconscionable things to his heart, as did the cry out of her mouth when she was suddenly dragged up by her hair and clamped in iron chains. “Got her! I have her, Your Highness!” One of the Valiant Guard captains, Meenka, shoved his hand over The Wicked Woman’s throat and pulled her to his chest with a smarmy, pleased laugh. 

			They’d captured her. 

			It was confusing to Trystan why this achievement felt very much like a horrible failure. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 82

			Evie 

			Evie Sage hadn’t gone by the name in as long as she could remember. At her home, Massacre Manor, she was the boss, the horrible harlot, The Wicked Woman. The crowds were ravenous for alliteration. 

			And it amused her to no end. This, however—having her wrists shackled by the disgusting knight at her back, his pungent breath hot on her cheek when he laughed? Her magic stirred at her revulsion, but the chains were imbued. With shielding magic. 

			Fucking Gideon. 

			Her brother had joined the Valiant Guards not long before she became The Villainess. He’d never forgiven her for it, and she’d never apologized. Theirs was a symbiotic relationship. But until now, they’d had an unspoken agreement to remain out of each other’s respective professions. She would endeavor not to interfere in any of his orders from Benedict, and he would ensure he didn’t accept any missions involving her defeat. 

			Well, if he wanted to play the game this way, then she certainly would be willing to oblige. 

			She wondered if His Royal Highness would be willing to deliver a message to her brother, which in turn made her wonder if the two men were friends. The thoughts came to a skidding halt when she realized she was in fact still in custody of the loathsome man behind her and she shouldn’t be wondering about the prince at all. Ever. Even if his face was pleasing and his eyes were so dark she wanted to bury herself in them. 

			“She’s a tiny thing for such an evil wench.” There was a hard tug on her hair, and she bit her lip so she wouldn’t cry out. Didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. 

			The prince had stood slowly, staring intensely at the hand in her hair, at the shackles on her wrists. His expression was inscrutable, but Evie imagined he was feeling triumph. What a boon this would be to his father, King Benedict. Pompous lout. 

			But the prince did not appear pleased when he took a step closer. “There’s no need for rough handling, Meenka.” His voice soothed her rigid limbs, and it alarmed her how quickly her body responded to the mere utterance of his words. “We’re meant to be men of honor, if you recall.” 

			The man he’d called Meenka tightened his hold on her, laughing. “It’s never necessary, Your Highness, but you’ll find it makes the job more enjoyable.” 

			Everything in Evie’s body went rigid at the comment. 

			“Release her. At once.” 

			The words were so incongruous, Evie’s head shot up, her lips parting in shock at the prince’s graveled order, at the flicker in his eyes that she now recognized as rage. “Sire. I don’t think you understand. Perhaps your father hasn’t properly educated you in the ways of—” 

			“Presume to explain to me how to conduct myself one more time, and I will ensure that you never serve the Valiant Guards again, Sir Meenka. I will ask but once more before my tether runs out. Release her. Now.” 

			And release her he did. Or throw her, rather, so hard her knees hit the ground with a shooting pain climbing her legs. 

			She angled her head back, examining the man now that she had free range. “My goodness. You have such confidence for a man with…” She trailed her eyes up, giving him a thorough look. She wasn’t searching for anything to critique. Often, all it took to piss off a man was the insinuation that they were less than they acted, and Evie was so very good at tugging that thread until they crumbled beneath her polite, happy censure. “Well…for a man like you,” she said with a smile.

			It had the desired effect. Meenka’s nostrils flared, his face turning a ruddy hue that indicated she’d pushed her luck too far. He pulled his fist back, and she prepared herself to be struck, closing her eyes, wincing away. But the blow never came. 

			A sound of flesh pounding flesh was all she heard—that and a resounding thud before she dared open her eyes. 

			And deadlands was she glad she did. 

			The sight before her was not one she’d soon forget. The prince was disheveled, veins protruding in his neck, his back muscles rigid as he dragged Sir Meenka up and threw his unconscious body hard to the earth. 

			Before she could do anything else, his firm but gentle hands were on her arms, pulling her to her feet, and for a moment she just stared at the rigid jaw, the beautiful dips and hollows at his collarbones. His dark eyes. She wasn’t certain what compelled her to do it, but it was as if something else overtook her limbs, as if her body wasn’t her own, when her hand floated up to his cheek, settling on it. 

			The bristles against her fingers sent a shiver down her spine that she promptly chalked up to the fear that was seeping out of her. The clank of the chains snapped her from the moment, as did his bewildered, terrified expression. “You’re touching my face.” 

			She tilted her head, unsure of how to respond to the very obvious statement, so she settled for simply, “Yes.” 

			The prince raised a brow. “Are you happy with that decision?” 

			She wasn’t sure why, but the question made her giggle, and before she could say anything else, her chains fell from her wrists, her magic awakening with a smoldering response. But she couldn’t acknowledge her magic. She couldn’t acknowledge anything but the fact that she’d just been freed by the very man who was born to dispatch her. 

			Her questioning eyes met his, and she found only a mirror of her surprise, as if he couldn’t believe he’d done it, either.

			The clomping of hooves revealed another brigade of Valiant Guards sailing in to the prince’s rescue, and the sound shattered the fragile illusion of peace between them. His face twisted to disgust—or something akin to it—when he stumbled back. His hand gripped hers before he shoved her behind a tree with a roughness that surprised her after how gentle he’d been. 

			“We will see each other again. Soon,” he murmured. 

			She wasn’t certain if it was meant as a threat. 

			But behind the tree she stayed when the Valiant Guards approached and asked after her whereabouts.

			His eyes did not find her, but his jaw set, his hands clenching at his sides when he nodded to them with the deference a loyal prince would. “She escaped after dispatching Meenka.” 

			“Shall we continue our search, Your Highness?” a low voice inquired. 

			“No,” Prince Trystan replied immediately. “No, let us return with my father’s cargo.” 

			Evie clapped a palm over her mouth. Because his father’s cargo was already on its way to Massacre Manor in the hands of her Malevolent Guard. 

			The trotting of horses signaled that she was alone once again, free to return to her home with her spoils. But the tug she felt in the direction of the man now riding off toward the castle, peering over his shoulder one last time toward the trees where she hid like he could not believe she truly existed, made her giddy. Genuinely so. Not an easy feat these days. 

			Evie stumbled out, back to the dirt path, trying to ignore the clench in her chest when he finally disappeared across the tree line. It was only then that she felt the weight of something in her hand. Something he must have slipped to her before he shoved her away. 

			A key. 

			It was white. With purple flowers.

			A loud whoosh and flap of wings made her smile before she could even see who it was. 

			“There you are, Fergus.” When she looked up, the guvre who had remained in her care since Benedict took hold of the animal’s family landed with a thud, his rainbow scales a most welcome sight after her near capture. Patting his snout, she flitted her eyes over the mysterious scar on her dear friend’s belly. “Shall we go home?” The animal let out a hum before shooting for the skies. 

			And the whole way to Massacre Manor, she didn’t stop looking at the white key in her palm.

			Evie smiled down at it like it was a precious gift and privately, patiently, couldn’t wait. 

			For The Villainess and Prince Trystan to meet once again. 

			The Beginning 

			of the End.

			Until we all…meet again.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Winnifred

			Two weeks prior

			Before the curse

			Winnifred had few desires in life. 

			She wanted a warm bed to sleep in. 

			Food in the morning, afternoon, and evening. 

			Perhaps a touch of human interaction. 

			And to be treated if not kindly, then at least cordially. 

			Three out of the four desires was a win by anyone’s standard. When she’d returned to Mistress Maverine, the older woman had appeared surprised. The dark hollows under her eyes had deepened upon the death of her beloved husband. Arthur Maverine had traveled for much of Winnifred’s employ in the Maverine household, but she still knew that he was the family’s source of kindness and goodness. 

			It appeared that when he died, all the kindness had gone with him. Mistress Maverine sneered now at her shoddy work of polishing the silver. “My husband’s funeral turned into a spectacle for my wretched children. Must I suffer your insubordination, too?” 

			Winnifred had been too distracted by thoughts of the people she’d met. Of what might befall them. 

			She had no home. No family. No skills other than the ones Amara Maverine instilled in her at the age of twelve. Her life had been a series of making mistakes in her work, or socially, or magically. 

			She was adept at saying and doing the wrong thing. Amara Maverine had no qualms about reminding her of this. 

			“Winnifred. You haven’t packed up Arthur’s things.” She pointed this out literally, her finger waving around at the piles of his clothing, his books, her anger evident in the sharp onyx chips of her eyes. 

			“No, mistress. I wasn’t certain if you wanted to sort through them first. It felt too personal to do it myself. But if you have no objections, I can certainly get started now.” 

			She offered this as timidly as a rabbit. She disliked that about herself, but when one spent their whole life making themselves smaller, taking up space was unnatural. It didn’t help that Amara appeared furious. 

			Why did I return to this? 

			Because it’s all I know. 

			Winnie’s mother had always explained to her the value of loyalty, how important it was to be kind to every person and creature in the land. Amara had taught her different lessons. Do not speak unless spoken to, do not raise your voice, do not talk more than necessary, and make yourself scarce when you aren’t being of use. 

			Both had stuck. But there had been many restless nights Winnie lay awake in bed, wondering if those lessons had shaped her into a coward. And how on earth she could find any bit of bravery. 

			“I tire of your mistakes, Winnifred.” 

			Winnie bit her tongue. It wouldn’t do to remind Mistress Maverine she hadn’t needed to return, that she’d done so only out of obligation. Out of habit. And perhaps it was a horrid truth, she could admit now, that Winnie had grown comfortable in her cage. 

			Here, at least, it was safe. Not with all those new people who threatened so many emotions she was unaccustomed to. The feeling of being in a place filled with people who loved one another. 

			It didn’t sound as bad anymore. 

			“Have you lost your tongue, Winnifred?” Mistress Maverine asked with a disdain that coated Winnie’s skin, making her feel as if she needed a bath. 

			“No, Mistress,” Winnie answered dutifully. “I am merely at a loss as to how to appease you.” 

			There was nothing bold in the statement, but Winnie may as well have thrown wine in her boss’s face for the way she stood from her chair, eyes blazing. “You ungrateful girl.” 

			She didn’t see the blow coming, just felt the smarting of her cheek when Amara’s open palm made contact with her face. 

			Winnie’s head whipped to the side, and she held her cheek, hating the prick of tears at her eyes. Hating that despite the anger that brewed in her at each slight, she never found it in herself to object, to stand up for herself, to leave. 

			A coward’s fate. 

			It wasn’t the first time Mistress Maverine had struck her, but it was the first time she’d followed it with a blatant threat rather than an excuse disguised as an apology. 

			“I took you in. I gave you food and a safe place to exist. Do you know how many people would pay out the ear for an enchantress? Despite your terrible conduct with your magic, I could’ve made a fortune several times over. But I kept you. To save you. As a favor to your mother.” 

			The memory of her mother’s ragged fear struck Winnie silent until she felt like she couldn’t breathe. But the anger was fueling her, driving her to madness. Stone. They’d turned her mother to stone for a crime she did not commit. A crime Mistress Maverine was guilty of. The truth struck Winnie harder than Amara’s palm. 

			What the fuck am I doing here? Winnifred reached into her pocket, holding tight to a gift that made her brave, one she wouldn’t reveal.

			“Mistress Maverine, I quit.” The words were resolute but quiet. She couldn’t muster the sound she needed to give the statement the strength it deserved.

			But she’d said it. It was done.

			Amara stood, turning slowly, menacingly, toward her. “You…what?” 

			“I shouldn’t have returned,” Winnie reasoned. “You clearly do not want me here, and so I am ready to grant your wish.” 

			Her ear was in a painful grip before she realized what was happening, and she froze. Amara’s eyes were furious, her cheeks red, a monster hiding beneath the pretty surface of her face. “Until I dismiss you, you’re not permitted to leave this place. You owe me far more in room and board than I’ve paid you, and if you leave now, I’ll have the debt collectors drag you back. You’re not leaving here. Ever.” 

			Shaking. She was shaking. Unable to object as Amara shoved her to the ground, her ear stinging from the rough handling of her boss. 

			“I don’t— I can’t,” she wheezed. 

			The door slammed open. 

			And there stood the very last person Winnifred thought she’d see. 

			Prince Alexander Kingsley walked into the home like it was his own. His golden eyes were bright, and his once-long hair was cut shorter, falling in thick locks over his forehead. The sunlight streaming in with him illuminated his golden skin, and his lips were twitching like the scene before him was amusing. 

			She tried not to hate him for it. 

			“Alexander?” Amara whispered, stumbling back, her hand over her mouth, saying his name like she was answering a ghost. “Why—why have you come?” 

			Winnie had the same question, but she was too busy choking on air to ask.

			Helplessly watching as Alexander took several long strides forward—

			And shoved a dagger through Amara Maverine’s heart. 

			Winnie gaped, her mouth opening and closing. Her entire body prickled, shock setting into her frigid limbs.

			The dagger came free, and Amara dropped to the ground, eyes open as blood stained the floor around her. Dead. She was dead. 

			This was an odd day for Winnifred.

			Odder still when Prince Alexander looked down upon her, his gold eyes softening only a touch when he greeted her with, “Hello there, Winnifred.” 

			What was an appropriate response to a man murdering your boss in front of you?

			“Hello,” she replied softly with a highly inappropriate little wave.

			Well. That wasn’t it, surely.

			But the sudden death had been so aggressive, she was barely able to grasp the implications. Slowly, though, they sank in. She was free. She was free. 

			Which was why it was a conundrum indeed when Prince Alexander gripped her arm as gently as one would hold a feather, helping her to her feet, eyes at the bruise upon her cheek, a tic in his jaw. 

			She was wholly unprepared for what happened next.

			Because the prince who had entered into the home that had become her prison and casually slaughtered her boss now turned to her, near jovial.

			“Winnifred,” he said. “How would you like a job?”

			[image: ] 
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