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			For my grandma.

			I would make a deal with a dryad if it meant you could be here to read this.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Silence is loudest in the myrtlewood forest. Birds screech, animals skitter over dry leaves, trees fall. Screams reverberate off wooden trunks. And no one is around to hear. Not a single mortal soul. Until a rare sunny day in southern Oregon, when a family of three arrived at Myrtle Tree Trail for a pleasant hike.

			Only one of them would leave.

			The child was no older than ten, with hair the color of fire and freckles spattering her face like she’d just trampled through a mud puddle. She wore a look in her wide silver eyes all dryads feared. Most mortals who visited the old forests gazed past them into the trees, looking at everything and nothing all at once. But there were some—an unlucky few—who were gifted with the Sight.

			And this girl could most certainly see.

			“This is where the Myrtle Queen lives,” her father whispered in her ear while her mother busied herself with tying her shoe. “Stay close, okay?”

			“Who’s the—?”

			Her father pressed a finger to his lips, shaking his head. He didn’t talk about the fae or dryads while her mother was around.

			Nodding obediently, the girl didn’t ask any more questions, keeping her eyes on the tree line and reveling a little in the secrets she kept with her father.

			A wood sprite lounging beneath a spiky red plant caught the girl’s eye. She stopped walking and knelt down. If anyone were to look closely, they would see the hollows of the girl’s cheeks, the thinness of her arms. As if all the strength in her body had been stolen by her eyes.

			The sprite startled at her closeness and dashed into the brush.

			“Wait.” The girl stretched out a speckled hand. “I won’t hurt you.” Reaching into her pocket, she procured a lemon drop she’d snuck from the emergency candy bowl and offered the sweet. “Here.”

			Peeking out from behind a shrub, the sprite laid its black eyes on the candy.

			Her father glanced over his shoulder, a knowing grin lifting his sunken features as he caught sight of the sprite. There was awareness in his eyes, too, less childlike wonder than vigilance. He slid a worn red notebook from his pocket and made a note in the pages as he often did when they were in the forest. As if he wasn’t merely witnessing the fae but studying them.

			“What are you doing, Maddox?” Her mother’s Sightless eyes sharpened to daggers as she turned them on her. “Your dress is getting filthy.” Then a change of tone. “Is that candy in your hand? Do you want to end up in the hospital again?”

			The sprite leapt behind the shrub again as the girl named Maddox let the lemon drop fall to the ground.

			Flashes of movement. Quick footsteps, until she counted two, three, four, five, six of the creatures she’d only ever seen from afar. Creatures that looked human but had antlers and horns of different sizes. Lithe, strong bodies. Cunning, mischievous smiles. These were the fae born from the trees. Dryads.

			All of them were dressed in shades of brown and green and black. For a moment, Maddox smiled. She had never seen dryads so close before. Her father had always warned her about them. Told her to run straight home if she ever saw them. It seemed a silly warning. She’d had far scarier run-ins with the little pixies that stole fruit from their bushes with sharp, greedy claws. Dryads usually stayed back and watched. Like deer.

			But these creatures weren’t looking at her like a deer would. They were looking at her like…predators.

			Fear pinpricked down her limbs, making her hands go numb.

			“Maddox. I’m speaking to you,” said her mother.

			But she barely registered the words, distracted by a pair of dark dryad eyes. They held a cruel smile and a deadly promise. And their hands held wooden daggers. The dryad nearest her had wild dirty-blond hair and dark makeup accentuating the darkness of their pupils, blown wide like a mountain lion about to pounce. This dryad held a finger up to their lips as if letting her in on a secret. Shh.

			You like the pretty dryads with the pretty sharp blades? a voice said on a gust of wind. Watch what we can do, little axeling.

			The dryad moved fast. Quick, soundless steps danced along the trail until the tallest of the creatures loomed behind her father. As he turned, she saw dread pool in his eyes just before she screamed.

			“Dryads!”

			But it was too late.

			Blood from the gash in his neck spilled to the ground, turning the dirt muddy. Later Maddox would remember the gurgling sound her father made as he dropped to his knees like he was praying at an altar, both hands attempting to stem the crimson flow. She would recall his notebook tumbling to the ground, just out of reach of the tide of blood. But most of all, she would remember the look of horrified realization in her father’s eyes. As if he’d been winning at a game of chess only for his opponent to say, Checkmate.

			Her mother screamed, “Deacon!”

			Without Sight, all she registered was her husband lying in a pool of his own blood. Meanwhile, a horror-struck Maddox watched as the spaces between the trees filled in with the very dryads her father had warned her about. The ones she used to think were shy and afraid. Afraid of her.

			Two more of the creatures stepped onto the path, one with lichen-crusted antlers akin to those of an elk, and the other with the curling horns of a ram. Both carried wooden blades.

			“Momma, run!” Maddox screeched.

			Or would have screeched, if one of the dryads hadn’t come up behind her, hadn’t wrapped an arm around her shoulders and covered her mouth with a calloused hand. Her own hands flew up, nails digging into their skin. The dryad only laughed.

			Maddox watched as the antlered dryad stood behind her sobbing mother and drove a blade into her back. Watched as they did it again and again.

			The forest was silent no longer.

			Her mother’s screams grew faint after a time. Then she was gurgling, too, blood pooling with her husband’s. Wide eyes stared unseeing at the creatures who had just stolen her life.

			“You’re welcome, Maddox Sinclair,” the beast behind her whispered in her ear, the words carrying a chill that felt like knives down her shoulders.

			Then they were gone, their laughter lingering on the wind in an eerie song. Until the silence returned, punctuated by Maddox’s gasping breaths. Dizziness swirled in her brain as she stood before the still forms of her parents, as she watched their blood pour onto the ground. Her heart wouldn’t slow, hands wouldn’t stop shaking. Even though she’d watched it all unfold, she couldn’t wrap her head around what had happened. Couldn’t understand why.

			When she knew she was alone, Maddox began to scream.

			But no mortal heard her. She sobbed, but no one came. Not for hours.

			If a girl falls apart in the forest, and no one is there to hear…does she even make a sound?

		

	
		
			
				1

				Maddox

			
			I sit in the open back of a neon pink moving truck, legs tucked beneath me as I flip through a photo album gifted to me by my best friend and, as of today, ex-roommate. When I get to a Polaroid of the first night in our shared apartment, I pause.

			The floor is littered with boxes, open take-out containers, and bottles of cheap champagne. The green fairy lights Javen wound haphazardly up the wall cast us both in an emerald sheen that is more flattering on his deep brown skin, whereas I just look sickly. Even more sickly. But I’d been so fucking happy that night. A rare smile brought out the dimple in my freckled cheek, my gray eyes turned to half-moons with unconcealed joy. Content and full and ready to take on life with the person who knew me best. Didn’t matter that we didn’t have parents or any stable partners. We had each other, and that was enough.

			Now a painful lump swells in my throat, and my stomach churns. I swallow the emotion. There will be plenty of time to fall apart later, after Javen is well on his way to San Francisco to realize our shared dream of escaping this dying logging town. The lingering buzz of a panic attack hums just beneath my skin, waiting to take over. Not yet, though. Not just yet.

			I reject the feeling. Lock it down.

			My attention is drawn away from the frozen memories at the sound of a high-pitched squeal emanating from the bushes lining our apartment’s walk. A pair of vibrant blue pixies are seemingly fighting to the death over a plump huckleberry. I used to watch them all the time when I was little, giggling at their antics. Now I merely glower. There is nothing funny or cute about the fae.

			Javen shoulders his way out of the front door with three bottles of cider in hand and a family-sized bag of sweet onion chips clenched between his teeth. He breezes right by the tiny fairies, nearly crashing into one, but they disperse in a huff before he’s able to.

			Even after all this time, it still feels strange that no one else can see past the fae’s glamoured veil. Once upon a time, I thought the Sight made me special, blessed by some magical god. Now it feels like a curse. Every winged creature or horned beast I stumble upon makes me see red. The same shade that pooled in the dirt as I screamed for help on Myrtle Tree Trail sixteen years ago.

			“Three ciders?” I call to Javen, closing the photo album and placing it atop a box labeled More Costume Shit in bright green marker. “Please tell me you didn’t invite one of your weird coworkers to see you off too.”

			He makes a face. “Ew, of course not. One cider for me since I’ll be driving, and two for you, to help you cope with the fact that you won’t get to see my glorious face every day.”

			The words are said in jest, but they’re far too painful for me to offer more than a tight-lipped smile. Cloaking misery in humor is a habit Javen and I both acquired in foster care. Succumbing to emotions in a house with people you didn’t trust was not an option, so we made light of heavy things. It made them easier to carry, along with the black trash bags of meager belongings we toted from house to broken house.

			He settles beside me now, popping the top off a spiced apple cider with the edge of the pink truck. “When are you taking all your stuff over to the new place?” he asks. “You talked to the landlord, right?”

			I hide the lie I’m about to tell with a deep glug from the bottle. “Tomorrow, probably. Wanted to spend today wallowing.”

			“Valid.”

			Javen tried to convince me to move with him to San Francisco, but I told him I needed to save money. The understatement of the century, as I’m currently down to my last hundred dollars. And two days ago, I had to inform our tiny apartment complex that I won’t be able to afford the deposit on the one-bedroom I’d been planning on moving into.

			Lack of money aside, I can only apply for Medicaid in Oregon as a former foster youth in this state. So I can’t go to California until I get a job that would either pay enough to cover my medical supplies or has excellent insurance. And, for some reason, none of the places I’ve applied seem particularly impressed with my measly high school education, my handful of service and hospitality jobs, or my five-month stint as a virtual assistant.

			As of this moment, my house is none other than the Jeep I bought back when I naively assumed I’d be able to afford the monthly payments with my fancy new corporate job. That’s what happens when you believe the bullshit promises of a tech company selling you a dream only to let all their remote workers go a few months later.

			Javen rips into the bag of sweet onion chips, grabbing a handful before passing it to me. “Want me to get your diabetes bag? It’s in your car, yeah?”

			“No need.”

			My dark ginger hair is piled in a messy bun on top of my head, held in place by a black velvet scrunchie. Tucked in the bun is a capped syringe filled with insulin—a backup for when I’m not wearing pockets or don’t want to bother with the whole process of drawing insulin from a vial when I’m in the middle of doing something like packing a moving van full of the brightest part of my life.

			I slide the syringe from its hiding place, remove the cap with one hand, and jab the needle into my bare thigh, emptying two units into my bloodstream to cover the carbs I’m about to devour.

			Javen watches with half-lidded eyes. “You’re going to accidentally stab someone doing that shit, you know.”

			“If I’m stabbing anyone, it’s not going to be an accident.”

			His eyes open all the way now. “You’re a bit vile sometimes, you know.”

			A bit.

			Shrugging, I pluck a handful of chips from the bag, trying not to make it too obvious that this is the first sustenance I’ve had all day. Between rationing insulin and saving money, food has become a bit of a luxury the last few weeks.

			“Any luck with job applications?” he asks, trying and failing to sound casual.

			I swallow and take a long drink of cider, buying myself time to figure out an answer. Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I place the bottle on a box labeled Smut. “Not yet, but I was going to talk to Twanna about working at the bar again for a little while. I’ll save up some money and be right behind you. Then we can live out all our most chaotic dreams in the city.”

			It’s a lie, but maybe it will stop him from worrying. The only local bar in Arborfell just hired a new girl after the guy who replaced me moved to Eugene to work at a bigger bar.

			The problem with living in a dying logging town on the coast is there aren’t enough jobs to go around. Businesses are closing left and right, and it’s not as though we have an abundance of tourists traipsing through our little town. The second a position opens that doesn’t involve operating feller bunchers or fishing boats, it’s snatched right up like a piece of bread tossed at a flock of seagulls.

			When I was younger, I used to look at twentysomethings like me and think, God, I can’t wait to be like them. Able to make my own decisions. Live where I want. Do what I want. Be free. Now? I’d give anything to go back to my sixteen-year-old self. Grounded and sent to my foster room for sneaking out again. Pissed at the people who weren’t my parents, blissfully unaware of how easy I had it with my “free” insulin and a roof over my ungrateful head.

			Sucking his teeth, Javen presses the mouth of his bottle beneath his chin. “I could murder your fucking boss. I swear to all the gods.”

			“Same.” If it meant I could afford a home, food, insulin, and all the other supplies it takes to manage this disease, I would sincerely consider it. The worst part about that corporate job was that it gave me a taste of what life could be like if the Fates had been kinder. New car, clothing, and spending money, and I got to see how easy life with type 1 diabetes can be if you have enough money to manage it.

			Cordless insulin pumps and continuous glucose monitors. The ease of being able to dose for food without injections, to check my blood sugar on an app rather than prick my finger and feed it into a test strip. Those few months made me feel like I could actually breathe again. Gave me that sense of control I’ve desperately searched for ever since I was a child. But all of it was snatched away with a single email.

			All I can afford now are vials of insulin and syringes, and even those have me pinching pennies and skipping meals. And ever since those days of luxury, I swear the needles sting more going in.

			Javen sighs, tossing another chip into his mouth and pulling out his phone to scroll social media, pausing on a muted video of a man gesturing wildly at the sky. In the subtitles, I spot UAPs and ORBS. Without looking up, Javen says, “Well, you know, if looking for a job here doesn’t pan out, you could always make a deal with a dryad.”

			I roll my eyes at him, though he doesn’t see. “Fuck off.”

			Dryads have been a part of Arborfell’s local lore for decades, perhaps even centuries. Like Bigfoot, the Jersey Devil, or the Loch Ness Monster. The rumors were probably started by someone else who had the Sight, warning everyone about the forest creatures with antlers and blades made of wood. Even Javen, someone who listens to hours of podcasts about the existence of aliens, has never viewed dryads as anything more than another silly cryptid fable.

			When I first met him as a terrified ten-year-old in a cramped social worker’s office, I wouldn’t shut up about the fae creatures who’d killed my parents. No one believed me. They pitied me, of course, but dismissed my ramblings as a fairy tale my brain created to shield me from the trauma of watching my parents’ slaughter.

			The police questioned me several times, trying to get a composite sketch of what they thought was a human killer on the loose. I was adamant about what I saw, describing the dryads in detail, down to the gray-green shade of lichen on their antlers, the rough bark of their horns. Eventually, the investigators gave up on me, recommending I receive intensive therapy.

			And when Javen and I were placed in the same foster home years later, he asked, “So, who really killed your parents? I know you don’t believe it was dryads.”

			I couldn’t blame him. It’s not easy believing in something you can’t see with your own eyes—though I’m fairly certain he’s never actually seen a UAP or extraterrestrial before. It didn’t take me long to change my story from My parents were killed by dryads to I don’t remember. Must’ve blocked it out.

			To this day I still haven’t shown Javen the journal I scooped up from beside my dad’s stiffening body. I haven’t dared ask him to help decipher the pages and pages of cryptic notes my father transcribed about dryads and other fae.

			
				Don’t drink the wine.

				Mortal music enchants them.

				Ironfae presence increasing in Sylveris. Deforestation? Expansion?

				Teach Mads self-defense. Axe? Knife? Gun?

			

			No. Those scribbled secrets stay with me alone, locked away with the rest of the shit I keep in that haunted attic of mine.

			I bring the cider to my lips, gulping until it’s gone before tossing it into our recycling bin.

			Javen opens another bottle, perhaps sensing my smothered exasperation. “Drink up, buttercup. It’s all going to work out. You’ll be in San Francisco before you know it.”

			Forcing a false smile, I nod. “Yep.”

			He flashes me a toothy grin. My heart twists as I realize this may be the last time I get to see it, at least for a while. I know he’s just moving and not dying, but something about this feels like a death. The cleaning out of our shared apartment. All his colorful swaths of fabric and half-completed costume projects, his fairy lights and oversized plants that took up space in every window. Bright rugs and glitter bomb shoes all packed away in this ugly pink moving truck. Leaving behind a greige shell of a sad apartment I can’t even afford.

			Pressing a kiss to the top of my head, Javen hops up and declares that he has to pee before hitting the road. My stomach grows heavy with dread.

			No, I want to say. Please don’t leave me. Not yet. I can’t do this alone.

			“I’ll watch the truck, make sure no one steals Tabitha.” I pat the black wig of a mannequin he bought from the owner of a retro clothing store that shut down early last year.

			“Guard her with your life.” He makes to climb from the truck and pauses, reaching behind one of the boxes and unearthing my old ukelele. “Wait, don’t you want this?”

			Shoulders shrugging up to my ears, I say, “I don’t play it much anymore. Plus, it will give you something to remember me by.”

			My mom was the one who taught me music. It was the only thing we really bonded over. She was a skilled pianist and gave me lessons as soon as I was old enough to plink out the tune to “Mary Had a Little Lamb.”

			Before she was killed, she promised to teach me guitar after I got the hang of the ukelele first. The last song I ever learned from her was “Nature Boy” by Nat King Cole.

			Javen places the instrument back in my arms. “Absolutely not. I have a million pictures to remember you by.” He does a twisting jump off the truck, pointing at me. “And quit acting like we’ll never see each other again. I will simply not allow it, Maddox Marie.”

			The reminder of another Javenism—dubbing everyone’s middle name Marie—brings a lump to my throat.

			“Go pee, Javen Marie.”

			He jogs back into the apartment, leaving me alone again.

			Pulling out my phone, I check for any missed calls and nearly choke when I see there’s a voicemail with a number that matches the one I’ve dialed every day for the past month. With shaking hands, I tap the button to play the message.

			I know before the second word is uttered that the news isn’t good.

			No, the man on the phone informs me, I am not eligible for Medicaid…because I turned twenty-six just three days ago. And twenty-six happens to be the cutoff for foster youth medical coverage. Almost young enough, but not quite.

			The final placating words of the message are drowned out by the blood thundering in my ears. All the anxiety that’s been slowly winding through my chest twists and tightens like a viper coiled around my heart and lungs. Constricting. My breathing quickens and sweat turns my hands slick. Hopelessness presses on my shoulders and claws down my back as my new reality circles like a ravenous vulture.

			You almost made the cut, the man on the line said with an audacious chuckle. Almost. What a horrible word. The very epitome of unsatisfying. Like almost being at a job long enough to earn severance before they eliminate your position. Almost reaching orgasm during sex. Almost getting the chance to move out of this town full of loggers’ offspring, has-beens, and wannabe dreamers. Almost guessing the correct amount of insulin needed to cover a carb-loaded dinner.

			I almost want to look up the name and address of the man who left this message, drive out to wherever the fuck he is, and smash him in the face with this ukelele.

			Sliding from the moving truck, I pace to my Jeep and throw the instrument and photo album into the front seat, slamming the door instead of screaming. I lean back against it, the cool metal seeping through the fabric of my shirt until my skin is chilled. An unseasonably cold May wind strokes my cheeks with her cruel fingers.

			Our apartment sits on the edge of Arborfell, redwood trees to the south and the Pacific Ocean to the west. Usually, I try to avoid looking directly into the forest, especially when the wind blows like today. Undulating branches make the trees feel eerily alive, reaching toward me. The tightness in my chest intensifies, and I swallow the bloody memories creeping up my throat in the form of bile.

			A flicker of something in my peripheral vision—something with horns—draws my eye to the trunks of the trees, but when I shift my focus, nothing is there.

			Fucking dryads.

			They’re the root of everything terrible in my life. The reason I lost my parents. The reason I was sent to cognitive behavioral therapy to help me cope with my “hallucinations.” My hands clench, eyes narrowing at the trees. I could take the hunting knife I bought for not-hunting into the forest until I find a dryad to take my anger out on. Could dig through one of my boxes for the old throwing axe I used to compete—and win—with. Maybe one of those two-horned dryads would like a third.

			“Hey,” comes Javen’s voice from behind me. “You okay?”

			I turn to him with false brightness. “Yeah! I’m fine.”

			Javen approaches with half a store-bought sheet cake—the one he got me for my twenty-sixth birthday—presenting it like a crown on a cushion. The whipped white icing is outlined in big globs of purple flowers, and the words piped in elegant script are HAPPY FUCKING BIRTHDAY DOX. Now it just says KING DAY.

			“Don’t forget about this. The fridge is supposed to be all cleaned out by the end of the day, and as much as I’d love to eat cake while I cry to the Hamilton soundtrack, I should really pay attention to the road.”

			I take the cake with trembling fingers. For once, it’s not because of a low blood sugar. “Cake for dinner it is. Every diabetic’s dream.” Except I sort of fucking hate sweet things. I associate them with medicine.

			There’s a catch in my throat, notable enough that Javen takes the plastic container back, sliding it onto the hood of my Jeep before pulling me into a tight hug. “I’m gonna miss you so fucking much, Dox.”

			“Gonna miss you too.”

			Tears soak both our cheeks when we pull away. One of my foster moms who was obsessed with magnified images once told me, under a microscope, dried tears look different depending on the reason for them. Something in the chemical makeup of emotions changes their properties. I’m sure Javen’s would look like starbursts of hope and reminiscence right now. Mine probably look like rotten tree roots infecting the rest of the forest.

			“I don’t want to say goodbye,” I tell him, grateful I can camouflage some of my despair at my crumbling life with missing him.

			He pinches my left cheek, the one with the dimple. “It’s not goodbye. It’s see you later.”

			“See you later, then.”

			Pressing a kiss to the crown of my head, he squeezes my hand and leaves me to bite my trembling lip. With the truck all closed and a final wave out the window, Javen takes off down the road.

			I sit in my Jeep—my new home—with all my earthly belongings piled in a sad heap in the front seat, a dais for the sugar bomb Javen left me. My gaze fixes on the corner of my dad’s journal, just sticking out of my backpack. Its pages are filled with notes and musings and little stories. Stories I’d like to think he would have told me when I was old enough to appreciate the gravity of them.

			He thought he had time.

			Panic rises, filling my chest cavity. Like I’m a vase teeming with nothing but dirt and a thousand wriggling worms. Slithering down my ribs, burrowing into my stomach. Puncturing my heart over and over until it resembles a blood-soaked sponge.

			Out my car window, the dark trees taunt me. I can almost hear them cackling at my misfortune.

			My gaze is drawn to a dirt trail leading into the tree line, where a young man with dark brown hair and tan skin walks, hands shoved in his pockets. There’s nothing particularly unique about him—save for the pair of demon-like horns adorning his bowed head. My gaze narrows. Dryads don’t usually come this far into town.

			He glances over a shoulder, but before I can get a good look at his face, it’s bathed in shadows. Then he disappears into the forest.

			Could always make a deal with a dryad…

			Again, I look to my father’s journal, pulling it out and opening it to a page I’ve returned to many times—one of the first entries he made.

			
				Myrtle Queen makes deals.

				Take Myrtle Tree Trail.

				Find the largest tree.

				Leave no room for loopholes.

				Every wish comes with a price.

			

			The ever-present gloom of my life lightens for the first time. I’m at the metaphorical end of my rope, so what else is there to lose? Who else is there to go to? Also, if I can’t get what I want—what I need to survive—maybe I can take a few dryads down with me.

			Without registering what I’m doing, I shift my Jeep into drive and pull slowly onto the tree-lined highway in the direction of Myrtle Tree Trail. Every atom in my being should be screaming at me to turn around, reminding me what happened there when I was a kid. But I’m older now. No wiser, maybe, but at least I’m armed.

			My mind scrolls through my father’s journal, read so often his words are like memories—of antlered dryads and green-skinned arborfae with translucent wings, of tree sirens and wood sprites. Of the city-dwelling ironfae. Tales of treetop kingdoms and caverns filled with bones and a queen who grants wishes to desperate mortals.

			The Myrtle Queen.

			After combing through my dad’s notebook while my foster families slept, I would dream of meeting the dryad queen, about asking her to take me away from my capricious foster-kid life. But I’d remember the notes in the margins—the warnings—and change my mind. Nothing seemed grave enough for me to risk a run-in with a dryad my dad had deemed “formidable.”

			Never trust a dryad was a phrase that came up more than once in the pages of his journal, tucked between anecdotes of tree fairies who ripped men’s bones from their bodies to decorate their walls.

			According to one of the songs my mother taught me on piano, only fools rush in. But I have never pretended to be anything other than foolish. It’s either rush in or sit and wait for the inevitable. Like watching a giant wave approach without moving an inch.

			If I don’t do something, I’m going to be a homeless diabetic. And it takes far less than a fool to know that homelessness and insulin dependence don’t mix.

			I’m not sure how long I’ve been driving now. Pulling off the highway onto a narrow road, the memories fade into reality. My car groans as I put it in park, awareness trickling in as my eyes slide to the little brown sign that reads Myrtle Tree Trail.

			The last place I saw my parents alive. The home of the Myrtle Queen.

			Hope she likes cake.

		

	
		
			
				2

				Castor

			
			It has been said that only fools make pacts with dryad royals.

			It has also been said that I am the most foolish of fools. But what else is to be expected of a desperate dryad prince whose blood curse kills any soul who feels an ounce of love for him?

			“I didn’t mean it!” a rather unlucky dryad who dared cross me calls out. “I’m sorry, Your Highness!”

			Seems the dryad who hurled a glob of spit in my direction is now reconsidering his life choices.

			Among birds’ nests and hanging moss, the Redwood Court resides in the treetops hundreds of feet above the forest floor. We typically avoid leaving the safety of the wooden paths strung between tree trunks. But sometimes I’m forced to remind my “subjects” how to show their prince the proper respect.

			It’s either that or sob into my morning wine like the pathetic monster I am. And we simply can’t have that.

			So now the expectorating dryad has found himself squatting on the end of a branch that juts out like a mortal pirate’s plank over hundreds of feet of nothing but air. I watch him from the safety of the path, drumming my fingers on the railing.

			Looking obliquely over at my guard, I say, “What do you think? Is he telling the truth?”

			A muscle jumps in Tamarind’s jaw as his copper eyes narrow. He’s not enjoying this. “I believe he is being truthful now, Your Highness.”

			The dryad lets out a desperate yelp as his right foot slips a few inches. “Yes, he’s right. Thank you, thank you, sir.”

			“I don’t.” I press my hand against the wood of the railing, darkness and rot spreading slowly from the tips of my fingers, traveling down the wood and over the edge of the path toward the branch on which the dryad stands. “Do you know what sorts of powers I possess, my salivating friend?”

			“Please don’t, Your Highness. Please—”

			“Do you?” I repeat.

			The railing begins to crumble as the rot inches into the branch. “Yes! Yes, I do. I’m sorry. I swear. I will never do it again. I swear.”

			I lift my hand before the rot makes it halfway through the branch. There is now a foot of space in the railing where the wood has disintegrated. “Good.” The dryad flattens, white-knuckled hands gripping a knob. “See to it that, next time our paths cross, you keep your curses and saliva inside your mouth. Can you do that?”

			The dryad begins to crawl along the branch back toward the safety of the walkway where Tamarind and I stand. “Yes, Your Highness. I’m sorry. I’m so—”

			“No, you’re not,” I counter. “You aren’t sorry for what you did. You’re sorry I did something about it. You saw the cursed prince and thought that, just because I spend my nights venturing into the Nightshade District, I am nothing like my golden brother.”

			“No—that’s not—”

			He makes it to the pathway, and I reach through the space left in the destroyed railing, grasping his shirtfront and pulling him up. “It’s true,” I growl. “I am nothing like my brother.” My voice lowers to nearly a whisper. “I am much, much worse.”

			Then I let him go, watching as he scurries up the pathway like a petrified rodent. I shove my hands in my pockets to hide their shaking. My heart thrums with anxiety, and a lump has taken residence in my throat. When I was younger, I couldn’t control the tears that came with people’s cruel words. But crying only made things worse. So I learned how to swallow them.

			Wine and tears: a balanced royal breakfast.

			“You are late for Court, Your Highness,” Tamarind murmurs.

			I let out an un-princely snort. “Yes, what will King Durian do without me by his side?”

			We make our way toward the citadel, a fortress built inside a ring of the grandest redwoods in our kingdom. In the center stands the Sovereign Tree, the most ancient in all the Sylveris woodlands. Legend says the prodigious first dryad to grow from this land sacrificed his physical body so his tree would live eternally, drawing on his magic, producing Sovereign heirs. The size of a dozen redwoods in circumference, the tree dominates the kingdom with its bloodred bark and candelabra branches housing the heartwood trees of all previous Sovereign dryads who came before my brother, King Durian Sempervirens.

			And then there is my heartwood. Gnarled, black, and craning over the Crown District like a vulture waiting for an injured animal to finally die. It’s definitely the ugliest thing about me.

			“Any luck in Arborfell today?” Tamarind asks in a monotone.

			I can’t tell if there is judgment there or not. Once upon a time, Tam and I were close friends. When I was tired of being a prince, I would sneak over to the Nightshade District—back to my roots. I felt more comfortable there in the squalor and depravity than behind the pristine walls of the palace.

			But then my curse reared its ugly head, and I quickly pushed everyone away. With Tam, it was more of a violent shove. Of course, as fate would have it, he would later wind up beholden to me as my guard.

			“I tried to woo a barista girl I haven’t met before—”

			“Well, that’s—”

			“—but then I found out she has two little sisters she takes care of because her mother has cancer.”

			Tamarind grimaces. “—Oh. Yeah, no, that one won’t work.”

			“No. I may be a monster, but I’m not a demon.” I laugh, but it sounds closer to a sob. “There’s a rumor that Evodia hired a mortal wine pourer at Magesté, though. Could be promising.”

			Tamarind and I discuss my foolish pact so frequently, it’s started to sound like we are merely conversing about another blood nymph sighting and not my hunt for a mortal victim to fall in love with me.

			Nearly a year ago—after the gruesome death of yet another lover I accidentally let get too close—I dropped to my knees before my brother’s throne and tearfully begged him to make a heartwood pact with me so I could be rid of my curse.

			At first, he pushed back. Denied my pleas. A heartwood pact is not something to go into lightly. All angles must be examined. All potential pitfalls must be analyzed. Fae magic is never straightforward, after all. He assessed me for a long moment, puzzling it over until his shoulders slumped and he conceded. “If that is what you wish, brother.”

			The memory of Durian’s hands wrapping around mine is almost tangible now. My wrists tingle with the recollection.

			“From the roots of my tree to the tops of my branches, this I swear to thee,” he’d chanted in a low voice. “Make a mortal fall in love with you before the Sylveris Solstice—to speak the words and mean them—and you will be free of your curse. And should you fail, you will spend a year in the Bloodwood Tree. From my heartwood to my bark, ring by aged ring, this binding pact I make with thee.”

			Heartwood pacts demand a balancing of the scales, a consequence for a failed pact that is the opposite of what the pact maker would get if they were to succeed. For a prince who wishes to be uncursed so that he can safely have friendships and lovers and connection…exile in the Bloodwood Tree is quite the counterweight.

			My blackened heartwood tree looks like a delicate rose compared to the Bloodwood Tree, a sentient prison enchanted by druids during the first Sylveris War. The execrable tower feeds off fear, and any unlucky soul who lands themselves inside its bones finds the edge of their sanity within days. Back then, it was meant for prisoners and foes from other forests. Now that there is a treaty of peace between the two kingdoms, it’s used for Redwood traitors and treasonous dryads. A bit harsh of a punishment in my opinion, but my heartwood is tragically soft in areas such as this. It’s why I would make a terrible king. Memories of my weeklong stay within its core haunt me like an angry specter. An icy chill skitters across my skin.

			When I made that pact, a year seemed like plenty of time to get a mortal to fall in love with me. But it seems I underestimated my own morality. There were too many reasons not to sentence mortals to death by my curse. Like them caring for younger siblings, or being exceptionally kind, or having a dog named Bingo.

			A line of dryads and arborfae snakes along the interior of the citadel. They stand on bridges and pathways and spiral around the earthen platform grown on the tightly woven branches within the ring of trunks, waiting to have an audience with their beloved king.

			I pass and they cringe away, as if being near me could infect them with my malevolent taint. Young Castor would burst into tears at their hatred. Now I throw my head back in a show of mad irreverence, cackling at their fear. I scare myself sometimes, but it’s better than being laughed at.

			The inside of the throne room is nearly a hundred feet tall, with various chambers branching away from the center. Alcoves, crisscrossing catwalks, and verandas offer countless places to disappear during an event. I found each of them when I was a broken boy hiding from the crowds, and I later returned with lovers when I learned how to wear the mask of the cursed prince who tasted of danger and heartbreak.

			Most fear me, but a fair few thrill seekers flock to me. After all, to love me is to court Death. Melodrama is another symptom of my curse, I’m afraid. Surely it’s not just how I am.

			The Sovereign Tree infiltrates the throne room, asserting its dominance. The throne is carved out of the tree itself. And upon the throne sits my antithesis: King Durian Sempervirens. Every bit the light to my darkness, with his perfect golden hair, fair skin, and elegant horns, smooth as sanded wood and wrapped in golden leaves.

			“Castor,” he says as I take the stairs two at a time to sit in the second throne dwarfed by the majesty beside it. “Was the hawk slow in reaching you?”

			“Not at all. I’m just late.” I wave a hand at the waiting line before him. “Please continue. I’m only here to make you look better.”

			Durian’s guards stare disdainfully down at me, sneering at my wrinkled silk shirt, half tucked into my trousers, void of a velvet doublet or leather vest. It’s almost as though I do not care to impress them.

			All I do is care what people think about me, but they don’t have to know that.

			Two woodlings—squat creatures the color of redwood bark with black eyes and blacker teeth—waddle up to the dais, offering me a flagon of auric wine and an empty goblet. I take both, pouring myself a generous helping to get me through another morning listening to my brother dazzle his subjects with his smile and charm while I sit to the side speaking in puns and riddles no one appreciates.

			At least there is wine.

			A man comes forward carrying a small sapling—a young dryad that looks like a human infant with bark-like skin that will slough off as they mature. He holds the hand of another that appears to be no older than two. The little boy squeals and tries to toddle away before the man grabs the back of his trousers. “Good morning, Your Majesty.” He attempts a bow but fails as the sapling standing beside him tries to climb onto his back. “Apologies. Er—”

			Durian offers a broad smile. “Why have you come to Court today, good sir?”

			“Your Majesty, my name is Quince Croft. I’ve come because my partner is very ill. I am afraid he does not have much time left with us. We’ve been to the healer in the Rose District, but the prices are steep. We are unable to afford the draft she has prescribed. I am here to ask for the Crown’s help and mercy.”

			Durian nods as the man speaks, smile rooted in place. “While I do not typically interfere with the business of Redwood healers, I can see that you are a loyal caretaker to these two young ones. Where some may have turned to illicit means of acquiring what you desire, you came to me. And an honorable act such as that should be rewarded.”

			I take another gulp of wine, emptying the cup and refilling it from the flagon.

			“Dearest sir, I will send you my personal healer at his soonest availability.”

			The man nearly drops the sapling in his arms as he bows, thanking Durian a thousand times for his mercy. Durian presses a humble hand to his breast, nodding his head.

			One by one, dryads from every district approach their glorious king. He smiles and laughs, assuaging their fears. Charming, as always. So very charming. Every one of them avoids eye contact with me.

			“I must be getting more handsome,” I mutter to Tamarind, who stands just to my left. “These people think they can fall in love with me with just one glance.”

			“Perhaps they believe in love at first sight.”

			I drain my third glass of wine, and several drops splash onto my white shirt. “I am certainly a sight to behold, so I suppose I can’t blame them.”

			My gaze is pulled to a familiar face approaching the throne, and I sit up slightly. Dahlia Redfern works for Magesté, the Nightshade District’s most lucrative establishment. They call them orchids, the ones who offer nighttime entertainment and pleasure, among other things. Dryads will pay the highest price for drugs and debauchery. I should know. People will look me in the eye if I’ve paid them to. Sometimes they will even speak to me.

			Less than twenty hours ago, Dahlia was tangled up in my arms, pressing soft kisses to my temple as I dozed. Typically, I have a rule about only sleeping with a lover once, but last night would have been the third or fourth with her. Her tenderness has a way of easing my ever-present self-loathing. Not entirely, of course. Must keep some of it around to add spice.

			Today, her normally kind eyes are shards of cerulean ice aimed at Durian’s heart. When she steps forward, she does not bow or curtsy.

			“Pleasant day, my lovely lady,” Durian says in his smooth tenor. “Why have you come to Court today? How may I be of service?”

			“I am Dahlia Redfern from Magesté, and you can be of service by releasing my sister, Mahonia Redfern, from the citadel cells.”

			Murmurs travel along the line behind Dahlia like a shiver down a spine.

			I take a gulp of wine to have something to do other than react.

			Durian’s smile tightens. “Now, Dahlia, my dear. You know the laws. I’m afraid I cannot simply—”

			“Yes, I do know the laws, in fact,” she interjects. “And none of them state that it is just or honorable to arrest a woman in the dead of night solely based on rumors that she made treasonous remarks.”

			The murmurs grow louder, whispers exchanged behind hands and nervous glances up at Durian as the onlookers shake their heads at the disrespectful way Dahlia’s behaving.

			My brother’s smile vanishes. “If you are so familiar with this kingdom’s laws, then you know every arrest made is for the safety and benefit of the Redwood Kingdom.”

			“For the safety and benefit of the Crown District, you mean? And for the Rose District and the other wealthy dryads,” she retorts. “Not for those who live in the Nightshade District and beyond.”

			She isn’t wrong. Most of the prisoners in the Bloodwood Tree once belonged to the Nightshade District. I could corroborate this to help her cause, but I fear that would only hurt her chances of getting what she wants. Since I’m a former resident of said district and a frequent visitor even now, Durian seems to think I am biased in my support of the Nightshaders.

			I am, of course, but it’s rude of him not to pretend otherwise.

			Though I fear the real reason he dismisses my input on any Nightshade matters is because I am the adopted Sempervirens and therefore should have no true power here.

			The familiar sound of slithering rises from behind Durian’s throne as his sovereign power is put on display. Half a dozen choking vines unfurl, winding together until there is a woven partition between Dahlia and the line of waiting subjects. From the other side, disappointed laments can be heard. There’s nothing Redwood dryads love more than a good show.

			Dahlia begins to back away, but two of the vines reach out and wrap around her wrists, restraining her. “You can’t do this!” she shouts. “It’s against Redwood Law. Your heartwood should be felled for this!”

			At her remark, shock travels along the line of waiting subjects. My fingers tighten on the stem of my goblet, and a third vine escapes from the woven partition, slipping between Dahlia’s teeth to silence her.

			“Elymus,” Durian intones to his favored guard, a man of substantial height who I suspect has ironfae blood given his unnatural strength and black-gold horns. “Please escort her away. Our people needn’t endure treasonous vitriol.”

			“Yes, Your Majesty.”

			Elymus and three others descend from the dais, taking the place of the vines, which move alongside them as they vanish through a door just beyond the throne. The last thing I see is the look of betrayal and disgust Dahlia shoots at me.

			“That was a bit dramatic, don’t you think?” I mutter to my brother. “She’s just trying get her sister back.”

			Durian fixes me with a half-amused look, as if he’s trying not to show his pity for me. “If our subjects watch us tolerate bold statements of treason, they will know the throne is pliant.” His head shakes at me, and my back curls against my seat. “Soft hearts beg for blades.”

			“Can a cursed heart be soft?” I retort, refilling my goblet as the partition of vines dissipates and retracts into the rough bark of Durian’s throne.

			“That is not for me to say,” Durian murmurs before welcoming the next dryad in line to step forward.

			My mouth does not open again, save for the acceptance of more wine.

			The final subjects exit the throne room as the sun sinks beyond the canopy, lengthening shadows before casting the world in a gray pall. I’ve had far too much wine for a Sovereign prince, but the expectations for a cursed one are of a lower bar. One of the guards who took Dahlia returns, bending to whisper something in his king’s ear. Durian nods curtly before addressing the rest of the guards in the room. “Leave us.” Tamarind glances my way, and I dip my head in a slow nod. He bows, following the final dryads and guards out of the throne room. They close the towering doors behind them, leaving me alone with my brother.

			His voice comes out dangerously quiet. “You were close with Miss Redfern, weren’t you.” It is not a question.

			I look down at my wine rather than at him, assembling my mask of indifference. It never fits quite right. “Not particularly.” My wine-delayed processing suddenly registers his phrasing. “What do you mean by ‘were’ close?”

			The pitying look is back, mixed with something else. “I know you feel a kinship to the Nightshaders given the origin of your orphaned heartwood, but I fear it is unwise for a Sovereign prince to be venturing into the arms of shadows so recklessly.”

			At the word orphaned, my hand flexes, and I wish for a fifth goblet of wine.

			Dryad families are complicated networks of clustered trees connected by their roots. When mortal loggers choose to cut some but not all the trees in a forest, they can leave dryads orphaned. The only tree in their root system. The most powerful fae trees, like the Sovereign Tree, grow more heartwoods from their branches, creating heirs to take over when the previous one dies.

			Typically, only Sovereign kings are born from the Sovereign Tree. But, if a sapling is adopted, their heartwood—a dryad’s soul—is grafted with the family tree in a druidic ceremony. Mine was the first Sovereign adoption, and it shocked and delighted the kingdom. The Sovereign Tree had stopped producing heirs years before. Durian and his brother, Cyperus, were the final two. My adoption should have been a promise of posterity, but then, Cyperus hadn’t known the Sovereign Tree would retaliate. Hadn’t anticipated it would turn me into an abomination.

			“What do you mean by ‘were’?” I repeat, standing now.

			“She’s gone,” he states.

			Realization slips over me. Hot blood roils in my veins as the dark truth looms. Dahlia wasn’t just sent out as a courtesy to the patiently waiting subjects. She was sent to death. “You had her killed for a throwaway threat she clearly didn’t mean?”

			“Treason is unacceptable, Castor,” Durian states simply. “Casual threats of violence against the Sovereign Tree are not to be tolerated.”

			My fury is immediate. I want to draw on all my rotten power and send it barreling into my brother’s chest, to break this goblet in my fist and drive the jagged edges into his face. If the Sovereign Tree would allow it, that is. Its magic keeps Sovereign heirs from harming one another—a protective mechanism given the power-hungry nature of so many fae royals. A quality I most certainly did not inherit when my heartwood was grafted to this most ancient giant.

			“I did not have her killed, Castor. She was meant to be jailed in the Bloodwood Tree.” His words are slow and pointed, as if he’s speaking to a child who is on the verge of a meltdown. “But by the time they closed the cell, she was already gone.”

			“How—”

			“You said you weren’t close to her, but did she feel close to you?”

			The implication in his words crashes over me. All the fury I wish to direct at my brother turns inward, eating away like flames in the heart of a lightning-struck tree.

			It was my curse.

			Dahlia must have gotten too attached somehow. From just those few extra nights. She was among the most empathetic of those I’ve paid to spend the night with me. Too empathetic, it seems. While it wasn’t my hand that took Dahlia’s life, I have an uncanny way of drawing lovers into danger’s path. Almost as if my curse seeps into their thoughts, whispering words of compulsion. Even if it’s not in their nature to do so—like storming to the Crown District and shouting treasonous remarks in front of an ogling crowd.

			Sinking into my throne, I cradle my head in my hands. “It’s my fault.”

			I feel a firm hand on my shoulder. A tight squeeze. “Seems it is growing stronger,” he says in a sympathetic murmur. “Ah, dear brother. There is no need to feel guilty. Your curse is not your fault, as I have told you time and again. It cannot be helped.”

			I shrug away from him, but it’s half-hearted. The pressure builds in my eyes, a lump starting in my throat. My teeth clench so hard my jaw pops. Don’t.

			“Cyperus should never have adopted me. This all could have been avoided.”

			Durian’s hand moves from my shoulder as he sinks, straight-backed, on the Sovereign Throne. “Are those tears in your eyes, brother?”

			As if spoken into existence, the tears spill over, burning my cheeks with their treason. Every muscle tenses up as I will the emotion away. Stop. Please just stop.

			“Don’t give up all hope now. The Sylveris Solstice is over a fortnight away. There’s still time to find a mortal to fall in love with you.”

			“I’ve gone to a mortal town nearly every week for months,” I grind out.

			He nods slowly, a wry smile showing itself. “Perhaps if you borrowed time from your sojourns to Magesté?”

			“Thank you so much for the helpful advice, brother.”

			Durian’s smile flickers. “You think I want you to end up in the Bloodwood Tree if you fail to complete the heartwood pact? A single week in there was enough to turn you into an anxiety-riddled nepenthe addict. I shudder to think what a year would do.”

			My teeth grate painfully together. We both know exactly what a year in the Bloodwood Tree would do. It would drive me to madness. Utter insanity. Two dryads from the same family tree cannot kill each other—even adopted abominations like me. Mere involvement in the other’s death would destroy their heartwood as swiftly as that of the brother they’d slain. But if I fail to complete this pact, I will be as good as dead. And, if I succumb to madness, Durian will be the final heir. The Sovereign Tree’s magic will cease, the wards will fail, and the kingdom as we know it will fall to ruin.

			And nepenthe—an ancient fae psychoactive drug—is the least of the vices I’ve acquired since my time in that cursed tree.

			“Can we speak of anything else? Tell me of your journey to the City. The Iron King still up to his old tricks? Has Archer managed to steal you another mortal or two?”

			“Why the subject change? Do you not wish to fulfill the pact? To rid yourself of this curse that’s haunted you for so long?” His voice has a smooth, melodic quality to it. I’m convinced he could enchant a tree siren with that golden tongue of his. Even I fall under its spell from time to time. Such as now.

			Because here I am, allowing myself a moment of thought on how it would feel to be uncursed. Unbroken. People smiling rather than grimacing. Shaking my hand instead of avoiding my gaze. Gentle, casual touches in place of desperate nights. To be cared for, truly cared for. Maybe Durian is right. Maybe I should focus on it. Maybe that’s all I should do for the next two weeks. I’ve been too in my head. Too concerned about the mortals I’m meant to enchant. The sand in my hourglass has dwindled quickly down, and I’m no closer to fulfilling this pact than I was a year ago. Meanwhile, my curse seems to be growing more powerful. Who knows, soon people could drop dead just by speaking to me or fall ill after looking me in the eye. Like that mortal myth with the snake-haired woman.

			My ever-present anxiety spikes to a fever pitch. Without speaking, I leave my throne, descending the dais on unsteady legs, panic and desperation powering my muscles now.

			“Ticktock, Castor,” Durian calls out. “I’m sure there is a lovely mortal somewhere out there just dying for you to sweep them away.”

		

	
		
			
				3

				Maddox

			
			I’m still in my car, my hands wrapped tightly around the steering wheel.

			What…the fuck…am I doing?

			Wasting time, when I could be filling out job applications. No matter that fast-food restaurants and gas stations don’t pay a living wage and don’t offer medical insurance.

			A slow-building tremor shakes my fingers, and a wave of heat courses from my face to my core. Could be from nerves or the lingering alcohol. Could be my body reacting to the horrifying fact that I’m returning to the same forest where my parents died, where I screamed and cried for hours as I watched helplessly while my parents’ blood turned the dirt dark and muddy.

			But no. My body only reacts like this to one thing: too much insulin.

			With unsteady hands, I test my blood sugar, going through the mindless steps:

			
					
					Attempt to jam the tiny test strip into the meter with the grace of a teenage boy trying to find “the hole” for the first time. It takes three tries and twelve curse words, but eventually I get the strip in, and the meter flashes on, demanding: DELIVER BLOOD NOW.

				

					
					Prick finger with dull lancet that should have been changed weeks ago.

				

					
					Deliver blood to the test strip god.

				

					
					Wait while the machine thinks.

				

					
					Wait a little more.

				

			

			Finally, the meter beeps and a bright red 53 flashes across the screen. Anything under seventy is considered too low. Anything under fifty is flat-out dangerous.

			I reach into my bag to retrieve the package of Skittles I keep in case of emergencies. They’re cheaper than glucose tabs and achieve the same goal. Pouring a handful in my palm, I toss them in my mouth like a pill popper who’s gone too long without a fix.

			Leaning back against the seat, I squeeze my eyes shut, waiting for my racing heart to slow. My hands are the first to calm, then my vision refocuses. The fog in my mind dissipating as the sugar takes effect.

			This is why I drove all the way here, to the metaphorical doorstep of the Myrtle Queen. This is why I can’t enlist in the military or couch surf. Because no matter how independent I try to be, I will always be dependent on insulin.

			I glance back to the white-and-brown sign that reads Myrtle Tree Trail. The last time I saw it, I was in the back of an ambulance while police canvased the area, treating it as a crime scene, collecting evidence to search for a suspect they couldn’t even see.

			An EMT on the scene wrapped a blanket around my shoulders, offering me a box of juice. I remember thinking I should tell him that my mom didn’t allow me to have sugary things if my blood sugar isn’t low. Then I remembered her rules didn’t really matter anymore. I wasn’t sure if I was more upset or relieved by this. I had always wanted to be able to choose when and what I ate. Little did I know, that sense of control was merely an illusion. I have as much control as my disease allows me, and even less after factoring in what my health insurance allows. Which is currently nothing at all.

			My phone has one bar of service—enough for me to send Javen a quick text that I’ll be off the grid for a bit. I don’t mention anything about dryads. Instead, I feed him another lie, claiming I sold my soul to Arborfell Logging for some extra money. It’s something I’ve joked about doing in the past, but not completely unbelievable given my chaotic employment history.

			My car’s engine clicks and pops as I kick open the door and slide out, stringing my arms through my backpack. I hesitate, an odd sensation tickling my neck. I spin around, but nothing is there.

			Riding out a shiver, I step forward onto the trail.

			Silence is loud in the forest. Hidden birds chirp high in the trees. Tiny creatures skitter up trunks and under bushes. Insects buzz by my ears. I’m on high alert, looking left and right and up.

			Myrtlewood trees with emerald trunks tower above like sea monsters frozen in time. Tentacles of branches stretch across the canopy, creating natural arches above the leaf-strewn path.

			My chest aches from holding my breath, waiting for something to happen. Some sort of miraculous thing. The opposite of what happened last time, only minutes after my dad had leaned over to tell me, “This is where the Myrtle Queen lives. Stay close, okay?”

			“Hello?” I whisper. “Anyone out here? Myrtle Queen? Dryad…people?”

			I hope my deep loathing for them isn’t completely obvious, or the not-for-hunting hunting knife in my pocket.

			I mentally review my father’s journal entry, repeating the words over and over as I move along the trail.

			Take Myrtle Tree Trail. Find the largest tree.

			To be fair, several of these trees are rather fucking large. Each larger than the last. I keep pausing, examining the bark, trying to find some sort of symbol that screams, THE MYRTLE QUEEN LIVES HERE.

			But then I reach the end of the trail and immediately know I’ve found The One. The tree before me looks as though it belongs in an old sea monster B movie, with its tentacular branches and base wide enough to fit twenty of me shoulder to shoulder. It’s magnificent, with five separate trunks sprouting up from the single hollow moss-covered base. Knots distort the branches like an old woman’s gnarled fingers, flaunting its great age.

			The forest is screeching now: the constant chittering of birds from high above, the babbling creek to my left, the surround sound of bugs. But no fairies leave their hiding places. I drop my bag, walking around the base of the grand tree, revolving in a circle with my arms out in surrender.

			“Hello?” I try again. “O great and powerful Myrtle Queen? I need…” I sigh, dropping my arms to my sides. “…help.”

			Nothing.

			I place my palm against the trunk, pressing hard. The aged bark cuts into my skin. “My dad told me about you.” Warned is more like, and he never spoke much about her. Not aloud, at least. Though his journal is full of little notes I’m pretty sure are about her. “He said he met you.”

			And then six of you fuckers murdered him, but I’ll put that aside for now.

			I wait. Nothing.

			Leaning my forehead against the trunk of the tree, I close my eyes and try to remember every detail my dad casually mentioned or scribbled down in his journal. Something to help me here. Literally anything.

			And then—Mortal music enchants them.

			I sink to the ground beside my backpack full of things, gently pulling out the ukulele I’d stuffed inside. There’s nothing remarkable about it. The wood is dark and scratched. Decorating the space to the right of the instrument’s bridge is a faded sticker that says CHAOTIC BISEXUAL, which I added after my sexual awakening at fifteen. I run a finger over the letters. When did all my chaos turn to crisis?

			With my back pressed to the myrtlewood tree, I strum and pluck at the strings in a simple, lyricless melody. If I had a piano, I could enchant this entire forest. But, alas, I just have this fucking ukulele I can hardly play.

			Something stirs within the hollow trunk of the tree. My heart leaps, and I scramble aside as a reddish-brown blur shoots past me and into the bushes across the path. I climb to my feet, craning my neck to get a better look, letting myself believe, letting hope creep in. The creature stares out with yellow eyes, tail swishing back and forth.

			Just a fox.

			Rolling darkness fills me, burning from the inside out. I could resemble the hollow myrtlewood tree behind me. A frustrated scream rumbles through my chest and out of my mouth. I aim the lament at the fox. Rather than run off, it crouches farther down, watching me, its tail stilling.

			I snatch up my bag to make my way back. Back to what, though? I have no home. No steady job. No family. No friends left in Arborfell. Javen is driving straight for San Francisco as we speak. I’m twenty-six and can no longer cash in on my former-foster-kid dues. There have been a few times in my life I thought I’d hit rock bottom. But I was wrong. This is it. Worse. It’s the fish shit beneath the rocks.

			Panic chokes me as I face the gargantuan tree once again, shallow breaths and tears coming quickly. I’ve never felt so small, so positively insignificant. Falling to my knees, I bend in half, placing both of my hands on the trunk as if in worship.

			“Please,” I whisper. “I don’t know what else to do. Please…help me.”

			The softest wind blows next to my left ear as a voice murmurs, “Finally, the lady asks nicely.”

			Before I’m able to look up, a stabbing pain erupts across my shoulder, a cloth blackens my vision, and hands encircle my wrists. Then I’m being dragged across the dirt to the tune of cackling laughter.

		

	
		
			
				4

				Maddox

			
			The air down here is cool and damp. Much like the early morning air on Myrtle Tree Trail. But this is a different cool, a different damp.

			The scent of wet earth overwhelms my senses. No light streams through the thin cloth tied around my eyes. For the first several minutes, I thrash and tug and scream, trying to get away from the creatures dragging me underground. The sounds of the forest have vanished, and I’m stumbling blindly down a shallow slope. The more I struggle, the more loudly the voices laugh. The air sizzles with what I can only describe as static. Like magic hangs in the atoms between me and them.

			Eventually, I grow quiet, allowing them to lead me into whatever hell they reside. After all, I asked for this. Begged on my knees for this.

			Up until this moment, my mind had been hyperfocused on all the things the dryad queen could do for me. Now all I can think of are the things she and the rest of these creatures can do to me. Long-forgotten nightmares come crawling back. Nightmares of grown men screaming like children, of cruel laughter emanating from trees, of the Myrtle Queen. How beautiful and terrible and powerful my dad had painted her in his journal. The kind of power that could grant a mortal’s greatest wish or turn their fragile body to dust.

			As they pull me forward, I trip on sharp rocks, falling to my knees a few times before they yank me roughly back up.

			“Where are you taking me?” I growl in the direction of the creature whose claws are digging into the skin of my left bicep.

			“Picky mortal, aren’t you?” the voice says. “First, you ask for a favor from the queen. Pleading for her help. Then, when finally listened to, you try to escape. Don’t fear, axeling. We wish only to help you.”

			Axeling.

			I’ve only heard that one other time in my life: the day those dryads murdered my parents in cold blood.

			Watch what we can do, little axeling.

			I can’t remember the voice of the dryad who whispered in my ear that day. Can’t tell if it’s like the one now on my left. Maybe it doesn’t even fucking matter. This dryad’s voice is all hard edges and sharp points. A ragged dagger jammed into my ear canal.

			“It might feel more like you were helping me if you’d remove this blindfold,” I say through gritted teeth.

			Laughter crackles around me.

			The stone of dread in my stomach grows heavier. They have no intention of letting me go. Suddenly, diabetes and homelessness are the least of my problems, which is oddly invigorating and terrifying all at once.

			Gradually, the blackness pressing on my blindfold lightens. Damp earth mingles with the scents of salt, bay leaves, and copper. Murmuring voices multiply around me, echoing. My head swivels left and right, trying to make out the shadows through the blindfold, when suddenly it’s ripped away.

			I’m standing in a cave-like dome the size of a football stadium. It’s like all my dad’s journal entries have come to life before my eyes. There’s something hauntingly dreadful about it, and yet breathtaking nonetheless.

			A wall of human skulls; a path of flat, sparkling crystals; candles everywhere—in sconces, massive pillars tucked in corners, and ornate candelabras that belong in the Phantom of the Opera’s sex dungeon. Dryads with antlers, leather armor, and spears line the walls. When my eyes travel over them, taking them in, they stiffen. I suppose they don’t get many mortals with the Sight down here.

			A natural skylight in the earthen dome hundreds of feet above our heads creates a moonbeam spotlight on a raised rock, which is odd because I swear it was daylight when I was dragged in here. Two staircases carved from tree roots flank the rocky dais. Atop the dais is a throne made of bones and rubies, and on this throne sits a thunderstorm in the form of a dryad woman.

			In my mind, I always saw the cartoon version of Maleficent from Sleeping Beauty when I imagined the Myrtle Queen. Like a demon come to life. But this woman looks more like an antlered angel—the kind of angel who gets kicked out of heaven but isn’t allowed into hell.

			Everything about the dryad queen is striking, like lightning crackling through dark clouds. Sharp golden eyes, bloodred lips, fair skin with tattooed vines winding around toned arms, high cheekbones, and a pair of black antlers like those of a white-tailed deer. Her dark blond hair is all shaved on one side, divided by an intricate braid. Over her leather armor is a bodice made of gold in the shape of veined leaves cradling her rib cage. The dryads to my left and right press down on my shoulders, forcing me to my knees.

			“Kneel, axeling,” the one on my left purrs in my ear. “This is the woman you begged to meet. Queen Amanita Umbellularia. The great and powerful Myrtle Queen.”

			I’m trembling, and for a fleeting moment, I wonder if my blood sugar has dropped again, but this doesn’t feel like hypoglycemia. This feels like staring death in the face. I stiffen to hide the most obvious signs. Javen once told me if you clench your ass cheeks, it will keep your hands from shaking. Might as well try it.

			Mixed in with the fear is a magma-hot hate that unfortunately makes me tremble even harder.

			“I’ve come to ask a favor.” My voice is stronger than I expected. “I’m told you do that.”

			The queen’s brow, edged in specks of gold, rises. When she speaks, her voice is a deadly melody. “Told by whom?”

			A smattering of cackles echoes around me. I wish they would shut up. For a moment, I consider making them, but when I shift my hips, the hard outline of my knife is no longer in my pocket. Stealthy motherfuckers.

			The other dryads in the room sit at wooden tables and in animal-skin chairs, watching the exchange with mild interest. Some lean against the wall; others stand with their arms crossed. Not a single one of them looks like they wouldn’t enjoy killing me.

			The fingers of the dryad to my left dig into my shoulder. “The queen asked you a question, axeling.”

			There’s that word again.

			“My father,” I answer finally, tamping my desire to break this dryad’s fingers. “My father told me.”

			“Your father?”

			I nod. “He said he met you.” Though this isn’t wholly true. He wrote about her in his journal and spoke of her as he did most fae things—cryptically and without elaboration.

			“Did he?” She rests her chin on her fist. “Come into the light, child.”

			The two dryads holding me down release my shoulders enough to allow me to stand. I take four steps forward until the moonbeam kisses my face.

			The queen tilts her head. A flash of recognition. The fist under her chin drops, twining in her lap with the other as she stares down at me with an odd expression.

			“Deacon Sinclair’s daughter.” It’s not a question. “I was wondering when you would show up.”

			A stir runs through the watching dryads. Their eyes widen, backs straighten. I have their full attention now.

			The knot in my stomach constricts. “So you did know him?”

			The Myrtle Queen’s scarlet lips form an unreadable line. “The last time I saw Deacon, he had just killed the previous Redwood King.”

			Shock shatters down my body in waves of pine needle pricks. My dad? A murderer? No. The man who nursed baby forest animals back to health, who everyone in our little coastal town loved, who wasn’t afraid to show the broad spectrum of his emotions? He wouldn’t hurt anything or anyone, let alone kill.

			Disgust curls my lips, my hands forming fists. I know better than to say what I’d like to this dryad queen, so I just shake my head slowly. “You must be mistaken.”

			She’s wrong. She has to be wrong.

			Maybe dryads can’t tell mortals apart. Maybe she’s thinking of another six-foot red-haired man named Deacon Sinclair.

			“Oh, no, Miss Sinclair. I’m quite positive.”

			“My father wouldn’t do something like that.” My confidence in my father’s morality wavers at the end of my sentence.

			“I assure you, he would.” The queen flashes an amused grin. “Deacon Sinclair was rather good at doing as he was told.”

			“You…told him to murder a dryad king?”

			Her expression tightens. “I told him to rid Sylveris of its Redwood poison. King Cyperus was far too tolerant of Unseelie creatures, allowing them to live among us though they aren’t bound by Sylveris Law. Then, of course, he made a most grievous error in choosing to ally with the Iron King, leaving acres of my forests to fall so avaricious city-dwellers could expand their palaces of ore.” The queen’s voice has grown sharper and colder. “So, yes, Miss Sinclair. I asked your father to murder a king. And he happily obliged.”

			I can’t come to terms with a version of my father that would happily murder another living creature. In the confusion, my anger blooms. Denial rages. But then the doubt creeps in.

			My breaths come faster. Words from his journal—words I didn’t know the meaning of until now—flood my mind.

			
				The sovereign redwood must fall.

				Knife? Gun? Axe? Rope?

				The king’s heartwood is less guarded than his heart.

				Fewest guards at midnight.

			

			“You seem surprised.”

			“I just…Why?” I’m not sure if I’m asking why my dad would kill the Redwood King or why she ordered him to. Not sure I even want to know the answer to either question, to be perfectly fucking honest.

			The queen’s grin widens. “You are not the first Sinclair to ask me for a favor.”

			The dryad to my left whispers in my ear, “Begging runs in your family, axeling.”

			My teeth grit together. Swallowing the words I’d like to spew at them is like keeping down rising bile.

			“What favor?” I ask through my teeth.

			“Your father and I made a pact. And, in exchange for granting his request, he was bound to work for me, do my bidding.”

			All his scribbled notes on the Myrtle Queen. Fragmented stories about fools who’d made deals with her, who hadn’t been specific enough in what they wanted. When I first read those passages, I wondered how he knew, where he’d gathered all his intel if we were the only two around who could see the fae.

			He knew because he was the fool who’d asked first. A fool warning the foolish.

			Or perhaps his journal was never meant to be seen by anyone but him. Maybe it was just a diary to remind himself of things the Myrtle Queen compelled him to forget. In the span of seconds, I’ve come to the horrifying realization that I know nothing about my dad.

			My world spins and shifts like I’ve just been dropped into an alternate universe where everything is different but somehow the exact same. Maybe this is an alternate universe. Or maybe the mortal world is. All those weeks away from me and my mom with his logging company. He was with the Myrtle Queen. Working for her.

			Killing dryad kings for her.

			“What did he ask for?”

			She smirks down at me. “That is not for me to say.”

			“Well, I can’t exactly ask my dad, since you dryads murdered him, now, can I?”

			“We dryads did nothing of the sort,” the queen snaps. “The Myrtlewood is not the only kingdom in Sylveris, after all. Deacon killed the Redwood King and the next day found himself dead by dryad hands. Now, who do you think would most likely be responsible for that?”

			My eyes narrow. I’ve read stories that suggested the fae cannot lie. But there was no mention of this in my dad’s journal. Seems an important fact to note. “Did he even get the thing he asked for? Was his wish granted?”

			Was it worth it?

			The Myrtle Queen folds her hands in her lap, shoulders shimmying slightly. “Yes, he did. I fulfill all pacts made with me. A woman of my word.”

			The telltale sound of a backpack being unzipped meets my ear. A dryad with moose-like antlers removes the contents one by one, passing them to the others mingling around a heavy wooden table built from what appears to be a slab of a massive, multiringed redwood to my left. They laugh gleefully at each new object.

			A brunette with a mohawk hangs two pairs of my underwear on her antlers, waving her head back and forth. Another takes the bag of Skittles and picks one out, popping it into his mouth before making a show of choking and spitting it onto the ground. One of them pulls out my old competition throwing axe and drops it in disgust. Yet another snatches up my ukulele and plucks violently at the strings. The mohawked dryad rips the instrument from her hands and slams it into the stone wall, splintering the delicate wood.

			My nerves sizzle, every muscle in my body tightening. Then a dryad with blue hair pulls out my bag of diabetic supplies, and fire erupts in my core.

			“Stop.” I try to release myself from the dryads’ grip, but they just hold on tighter. Blue Hair keeps her hold on my bag of supplies, but doesn’t move to open it, her stare traveling to the Myrtle Queen.

			“You are angry, Maddox Sinclair,” the Myrtle Queen purrs. The way her lips curl upward tells me my anger pleases her.

			“Am I allowed to ask for a favor or not?” I snarl, dropping the false niceties.

			The queen shakes her head slowly, smile still painted across her face. “No favors are free.”

			“I’ll pay,” I counter. “I’ll do anything.”

			“Anything?” the queen parrots. “That is quite an array of options you’re offering me.”

			I cast a sidelong glance to the Skittles sprinkled across the ground, surrounded by the nosy dryads still rifling through my things. “I wouldn’t be here if I had any other viable options.”

			If I gave it more thought, maybe I would be able to find some government program that helps people like me, down on their luck. Handouts for penniless and jobless type 1 diabetics. But would I have the time to fill out the paperwork? Would I survive the grueling wait to see if my request would be approved or denied? Am I needy enough for them? As a former foster kid, it’s hard for me to trust any government programs. To trust anyone at all. Better to traipse into the forest and make a deal with a dryad queen. Because bargains with the fae are two-sided. Both parties benefit. The government has to be bullied into giving aid, and even then, has a million hoops to jump through in order to receive it.

			The queen steeples her fingers beneath her chin. “What favor are you asking of me?”

			“My life is…a fucking mess. I have no job, no money, no health insurance, no home, no family. I’m—” I’m about to say, type 1 diabetic, but regular mortals don’t even know the difference between types 1 and 2, so I doubt a dryad royal would even know what it is to begin with. “I’m…sick,” I say instead, “which wouldn’t be that big of a deal if I had piles of money, or if the American health-care system weren’t such a greedy fucking—”

			“Yes, that is all very sad,” she interrupts, “but what do you want, precisely? Piles of money?”

			Locking down emotions that threaten to show themselves, I give myself a moment to think. Loads of money would be nice. But would it be worth whatever she’s going to ask of me, like she did my father? No, I’m going to need more than just that. Call me greedy. I call it pragmatic.

			“I want to be cured.” This is all I truly need to survive, but I don’t trust this dryad woman to not twist my request into something she could benefit from. And my dad’s journal said specificity is key in deals with dryads, so I elaborate. “I mean—of my diabetes. I want enough money to be able to afford to live on my own. I don’t want to ever have to rely on drugs to keep me alive.” They could just kill me and that would essentially fulfill my wish. “And I want to live for a very long time.”

			She seems almost impressed by my thorough request; a crooked smile lifts one side of her mouth. “And in exchange for these things, you would do…?”

			“Anything.” I hate the desperation in my voice. Though, what could a person who begs a favor from the Myrtle Queen be other than desperate?

			She taps her chin with a long, thin finger. “I will have to think about our bargain. There are so many options, you see. Meanwhile, Drosera and Atlas will take you to the visitors’ quarters.”

			“Visitors’ quarters?”

			“You are our guest now.”

			Whether I want to be or not, it seems.

			“To your feet, axeling,” the dryad to my left snarls—Drosera or Atlas, I’m not sure which. I only know I truly don’t like her one little bit.

			I turn to the queen. “So you’re considering granting my request, then?”

			She stands from her throne, showing off her full magnificence: crystal-encrusted leather armor, golden bodice dotted with rubies, thin leather weapons belt strung low across her hips, muscle cording her arms. She looks like a warrior queen. I don’t fear many people. But I fear her.

			I glance down at my own ensemble: combat boots, baggy ripped jeans, and a cropped T-shirt decorated with a skeleton hand making the rock on sign. She looks like a force, and I look like a troubled youth who never grew up. Somehow, though, the queen’s eyes gleam as they skirt over me…as if she sees something I don’t.

			“I’d be a fool not to consider a bargain with the daughter of Deacon Sinclair.”

			There’s reverence in her words, and I am unable to decide if this is a good or bad thing.

			Drosera and Atlas pull me through the darkness to the “visitors’ quarters” like a prisoner being led to their cell. The dryad to my right has been exceptionally quiet, unlike the one to my left. If my very life didn’t hinge on the Myrtle Queen’s decision, I would have already punched this one in the face.

			The way her nails cut into my arm tells me the dislike is more than mutual.

			I jerk my arms out of their grips. “I can walk perfectly fine on my own, thanks.”

			The one on the right seems taken aback. The one on the left flashes her teeth, snatching my arm back and nodding for the other dryad to do the same. “Visitors don’t walk freely here, axeling. For their safety.”

			My blood simmers. “What the fuck is an axeling?” I ask finally. A question I’ve had since I first heard the word sixteen years ago.

			The dryad actually laughs. “Mortal brains are quite small, aren’t they? I’ll simplify it for you. A duckling is a baby duck, yes? And a fledgling is a baby bird. If this is true, then an axeling—”

			“—is a baby axe. Brilliant logic.”

			“So close. An axeling is the child of an axe wielder. But axe-wielder-ling doesn’t quite roll off the tongue, does it?”

			Child of an axe wielder. I suppose it makes sense that the prejudice between us would swing both ways. Unfortunately for these dryads, I cannot muster the energy to care about what makes sense for them. “Guess I should call you daggerlings, then.” The children of the murderous dryads who drove their wooden blades into my parents.

			Amanita implied it was not Myrtlewood dryads but Redwood who committed that crime, but before I can weigh the thought that maybe not all dryads want to kill mortals, the one to my left says, “I would have far more nicknames to choose from if you’re trying to name us after our weapons of choice.”

			And just like that I’m back to hating them all equally.

			As we walk, all I can glean in the darkness is that the one on the left has tan skin and dark hair in a braided mohawk between a pair of ebony antlers. The dryad on the right is pale with hair so blond it’s nearly translucent. It’s been ratted and pulled up into a wild ponytail flanked by white, two-pronged antlers. Both wear leather armor strung with weapons.

			I’m desperate to know what my dad asked the queen for. The idea of it still feels like a fictional story.

			My father, who made a deal with the Myrtle Queen.

			My father the liar.

			My father the murderer.

			But it also feels like a crucial piece to a puzzle I’ve been trying to solve for years and years. How he knew so much about dryads. Why he didn’t trust them. Why he didn’t want me to trust them. The first thread of resentment toward my dad weaves through the cords of my heart. Maybe he didn’t think a young child was ready to know the truth. Maybe he thought he’d have time.

			My resentful heart clenches.

			We make it to a row of chambers with a trio of torches hanging from strings of bones like grotesque Christmas lights. It makes me think of Javen, of the apartment I left behind. They feel like a million miles away.

			The ruder of the two dryads guides me to the leftmost stone door in a row of dozens. “Open the door, Atlas,” the dark-haired one says. “I’ll hold her.”

			Guess that’s Drosera, then. Cute name.

			“So, these are your ‘guest rooms,’ huh?” I ask, pretending I’m not bothered that I seem a lot more like their prisoner.

			The blonde—Atlas—lets go of my wrist, and Drosera grabs it, pulling my arm back to keep me from attempting to escape. Like I would be senseless enough to try. Atlas pulls out a white key that looks unnervingly like bone. Surely not human bone?

			Bones as vessels for enchantments, one of my dad’s notes said.

			Drosera guides me over the threshold, releasing my hands once we’re inside and Atlas is blocking the way out.

			It’s quaint but admittedly lovely. A bed covered in woolen blankets and white animal furs is nestled into a small alcove. More pillar candles stand in clusters, and there’s a shallow basin filled by a natural waterfall behind a partition of agate stone. So, yeah, basically I’m Christine Daaé during the “Music of the Night” scene, minus the sexy, brooding, admittedly toxic Phantom. Much less interesting, if I’m being honest.

			“Enjoy your stay in the Myrtlewood, axeling,” Drosera says in a sinister mockery of a hotel room attendant. She makes to step out of the doorway, and I whirl around.

			“Wait—how long will I be in here?”

			“As long as the Myrtle Queen wants you to be.”

			“Wait.”

			Drosera pauses in the doorway, turning dark yellow eyes on me.

			“I need my supplies—my insulin and needles. Please,” I add with a smile that probably looks more like a grimace.

			“Nice try.” She starts to pull the door closed behind her.

			“I’m not trying anything,” I say quickly. “I could die in here without my—”

			The door bangs shut, echoing with callous finality as the lock slides home.
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				Castor

			
			Iwake in a pool of sweat and memories.

			Cyperus’s final words to me ring like a screaming banshee in my mind.

			I love you, kid. You are meant for greatness. You’ll see.

			Then clangs Durian’s tearful attempt at commiseration, the day we buried our brother.

			“It’s not your fault he’s dead, Castor. Don’t listen to them. I’ll stop all the whispering. I’ll tell the whole kingdom if necessary.”

			“It was my curse,” I told him in a hollow voice, flinching at this new knowledge that people were whispering at all. But of course they were. “I know it was.”

			“Surely your curse couldn’t kill a king…” But the uncertainty in his voice and the doubt in his expression were more than clear. My curse had killed dryads and fae and mortals before. Now it had stolen our brother, the Redwood King.

			Surfacing from my memories is like crawling out of murky water just to find myself in an airless room. The sun has already dipped beneath the horizon. I’ve slept all day, it seems. That’s how I prefer it. Fewer people stare in the dark.

			Dahlia’s death hangs heavy in the air. My curse is getting stronger. So I have to get over my mortal morality problem and find one to fall in love with me. Her death will save lives in our kingdom. And there is a new mortal working at my most frequented haunt.

			I dress in charcoal breeches and an ashen leather jerkin, languidly descending to the sitting room, where I’ve erected an iron vanity littered with mind-altering substances. Dark cherry wine, huckleberry mead, oleander tea, and my favored vice: nepenthe. A bowl of the dried purple leaves sits in the center of the vanity beside a mound of thin lavender paper. A wood sprite sleeps curled atop the pile, one sheet tucked over them like a blanket. These creatures have infiltrated my branch so frequently, I might as well build them their own room.

			I nudge the sprite with my middle finger. They startle awake, glaring up at me. “Move.”

			Sighing heavily, they trudge to the tin of oleander tea, climbing inside. I roll a generous helping of nepenthe leaves in paper, sealing it with the edge of my thumb.

			Tamarind materializes in the doorway, decked in his usual obsidian armor—unlike the king’s guards, who wear decorative gold breastplates and carry golden spears and probably take golden shits.

			Not long after Cyperus’s death, when Durian was holding Court for the first time as king, he mispronounced a dryad’s name so profoundly that I couldn’t stop laughing. In a fit of fury, Durian lashed me with a salt sword while everyone watched. Tamarind stepped out of the waiting line and shouted, “That’s enough! I think he’s learned his lesson…Your Majesty.” I hadn’t seen Tamarind since we were both kids. After I learned about my curse, I’d stopped visiting my friends in the Nightshade District and had refused to see Tam when he showed up at the citadel gates. But he stood up for me then, and I can still remember Durian’s dangerous words that followed.

			“Perhaps he has, young healer. But have you? Redwood Law would have me send you to the gallows tree for this blatant disrespect. But, since you feel brave enough to risk your life to protect the cursed prince, I will appoint you to be his personal guard instead.”

			Afterward, Durian apologized for his loss of temper, for taking his grief over losing our brother out on me. I knew then that part of him did blame me for Cyperus’s death. Perhaps a large part.

			Now that Tam is my guard, neither of us has mentioned our childhood friendship or that day in the throne room. Both of us remain dutifully behind the line that separates guard from friend. Though there are times where he steps dangerously close.

			I hold up the nepenthe. “Care to partake?”

			“Not tonight, Your Highness.”

			“You always say that. What is it you fear about drugs? The loss-of-control part or the having-fun part?”

			Tamarind’s jaw clenches, chin tilting forward. His normally shoulder-length black locs are pulled high atop his head like the crest of a gray-crowned crane. “I am afraid of the forgetting part.”

			“Forgetting is the most desirable part.”

			Shrugging into my coat, I light the nepenthe and take a long, slow pull of the milky smoke. It tastes of burnt sugar and forgetting. “Shall we?”

			We leave my branch, venturing to the nearest samara dock. Decades ago, dryads walked and climbed everywhere. But, taking a leaf out of the lazy mortals’ handbook, they created a means of moving more quickly between districts. The small carriages are modeled after their namesake seed, with a single blade propelling passengers through the air like mini mortal flying machines.

			Soaring over the wooden pathways veining through our treetop city, neither of us speaks. The Redwood Court is an elevated land of plenitude and repose. Humans don’t bother us up here, not even the mortal climbers. That’s why what happened to King Cyperus was so unexpected, why Durian increased the number of guards standing watch on the candelabra branch and around the Crown District.

			For decades, Redwood druids have harnessed the magic of the Sovereign Tree to create wards around our city, to keep tree-felling mortals out—unless they are brought in by a dryad who fancies a pet. But some mortals, the most dangerous ones, it seems, have the Sight. So far, no fae has been able to capture one of them, to figure out how it is they can see the things most cannot. Is it some unknown form of mortal magic? Some distant fae relative in their bloodline? Did they steal one of the Iron King’s antidotes to tieg wine? Who’s to say? Certainly not me.

			Our samara enters the Nightshade District, the sector of decay and indecency where the nymphs and nomads of the treetops bare all and pay handsomely to partake in immoral things.

			Typical that my haven would be home to the dregs of Redwood society.

			During the day, this district is quiet: dryads sleeping on dilapidated stoops and arborfae awakening to clean up the previous night of debauchery. But at night it blooms like the flower after which it’s named.

			Satyrs play lyres in the street, enchanting drums to back them up with a thundering beat. Arborfae are clothed in spiderwebs, dryads are decked in no more than draping vines, some prancing nude through the wooden streets. Clouds of nepenthe hang heavy in the air, drawing me in. I’m paid little notice as we pass above, for I am not the most dangerous creature here.

			And then there is Magesté.

			On the outside, the brothel-turned-cabaret looks like a grand café built around a redwood in the heart of the district. Evodia Debray, the madam of this establishment, knows me by my first name, and isn’t afraid to yell it when I do something ill-advised. Like turning her nicest bed into a pile of rotten wood when my romps get out of hand.

			The samara lands at the edge of the District Center, and I toss the pedaler a few gold pieces. A massive, latticed windmill made of obsidian dotted with emeralds looms above, and a line of patrons winds around the District Center, shorter than usual tonight. I cash in the power of my tarnished crown by walking past the grumbling guests, letting myself inside.

			A green arborfae with iridescent wings greets me at the door, carrying a tray of cherry wine. Glimmering gauze is all that covers her thin, naked body, the color of a sprig of grass.

			“Happy evening, Prince Castor,” she says. “Cherry wine for you?”

			I take the goblet from her delicate hand. “Always. Thank you, Fern.”

			Either Fern hasn’t heard the news of what happened to Dahlia yesterday or she is a fabulous actor. I assume it’s the former because when she found out I was the cursed prince, her eyes grew to the size of death caps. It’s unlikely Durian would have let the news spread quickly. It will arrive to this district as a trickle. Then, once it does, word will catch like an ember in dry grass on a windy day.

			Evodia is nowhere to be seen, and I peek through the green-feathered curtain into the dark theater, which is only half filled.

			“Unusually barren tonight,” I say to Fern, who is rearranging the glasses of wine so they don’t topple to one side.

			“Everyone is preparing for the Crown Masquerade, I suppose.” She gives up balancing the glasses on her arm and slides the tray onto the desk, spilling papers across the floor. “I wasn’t here for the last one, so I’m not sure what to expect. Evodia tells me it is…quite a lot.”

			“It is. Quite a lot of overdressed dryads toting around their enchanted mortal accessories and pretending they’re important.” I lift my glass to her and duck through the black-feathered curtain to my right with Tamarind trailing behind. “Have a pleasant evening, Fern.”

			I drain my glass and find a vacant chair in the corner of the parlor, the room where the sex is cheaper and the wine is plenty. Tamarind retreats into the shadows. A piano enchanted to play on its own sits in the center of the space, filling the room with a sensual melody. A pair of naked dryads straddle the bench before it, touching each other in ways most would deem inappropriate in public. But this is Magesté.

			Immediately, I spot the mortal server Evodia recently hired. Her eyes have the trademark glaze of tieg wine, her lips curved in a subtle smile. She’s pretty, I suppose. Dark hair and light green eyes. There is an imperfect quality to mortal beauty I’ve always found captivating. The fae are practically flawless by mortal standards. It’s part of what draws them to us when we allow them a glimpse into our world. Even the ugliest fae are ugly in a breathless sort of way.

			Spotting my empty glass, the mortal server flits over to fill it.

			“Don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of making your acquaintance yet,” I say to her, laying on the charm thicker than honey on stale toast.

			“I’m Daisy!” The girl looses a high-pitched giggle, then cups her hand next to her mouth. “That’s not actually my name, though.”

			“Would you care to sit with me, Not Daisy?”

			The girl laughs even louder this time. “Evodia told me I’m supposed to fill guests’ drinks.”

			“Yes, but I am the prince of the Redwood Kingdom, so I outrank her in authority.”

			She shrugs and plops into the seat across from me. “Okay!”

			I take another deep drink of wine, smothering the encroaching memories of Dahlia strutting around this place, of the realization that she never will again. Because of my curse.

			My curse. My curse. My curse.

			The words echo in my head like a heartbeat, temporarily drowning out all sound.

			I drain the glass, and Daisy leans forward with the pitcher to fill it again. “You’re really thirsty, huh?”

			“Extremely. So, tell me about yourself—”

			“Daisy,” a stern voice interrupts.

			My shoulders slump as Evodia enters my line of sight.

			“Careful, Prince Castor,” she directs at me as Daisy hops up from her seat, still smiling that too-big, tieg-drunk smile. “If you don’t slow down, you’ll pass out before the night’s revelry truly begins.”

			“Oh, don’t worry, Madam Debray. My tolerance is boundless.”

			Evodia arches a brow at me before she snaps at Daisy, “Go check on the guests in the theater. They’ll be wanting more wine, I’m sure.”

			“Okay!” the girl says in a dreamy voice, flouncing through the feathered curtain.

			Evodia’s lilac skin glistens as she moves into the dim light emanating from the sconce on the wall. The embodiment of the very nightshade flowers that decorate her establishment. She leans straight-armed against the back of the empty chair opposite mine, assessing me.

			“I know the deadline of your ridiculous pact with your brother draws near, but Daisy is off-limits.” She wags a finger at me like a disapproving mortal mother. Telling her about my pact was definitely a drunken—perhaps tearful—mistake.

			Taking another gulp of wine, I try not to let her see me crumple with disappointment and frustration. Pretty sure I just look constipated now. Better that than vulnerable. “Where did you find a mortal girl anyway? Thought you were against bringing them here.”

			A red slip of a gown lies flush against her ample curves, leaving rather little to be imagined. Compared to her feathered and jeweled ensembles, though, it’s quite understated. “Fern found her trapped in a tree siren’s nest just outside of the Rose District. She’s endured too much of their song to be brought home. She would just find her way back.”

			“The Rose District? That close?”

			“The king has spent so much time worrying about warding out the mortals—when he isn’t inviting them into his bed, of course—he’s completely ignored all the other threats in this damned forest.”

			Dryads and arborfae are among the few in Sylveris deemed “Seelie.” Which is to say that we follow Sylveris Law and are reasonably ethical creatures who don’t murder everyone we encounter for sustenance or amusement. Then there are the “Unseelie” blood nymphs, tree sirens, and wood hags, with their lawless nature and questionable morals. Though I’ve always found the moral area between the Seelie and Unseelie to be fantastically gray.

			The ironfae are a third type, drawing their magic from minerals and ore rather than organic material. They are neither Seelie nor Unseelie. Leave it to the fae who choose to live among mortals to strive for individuality and eschew labels. Durian has always enjoyed his time with the Iron King, visiting his palace beneath the City every few fortnights to take his pick of mortal women while schmoozing fellow royalty. Though several of the ironfae courtiers visit the Nightshade District from time to time, I have visited their palace only once and left with no memory of what transpired. I do hope I enjoyed myself.

			“Durian does not believe the other threats are worthy of concern.”

			“There are many things the king does not deem worthy of concern.” Madam Debray walks around the chair she’s been leaning against and sinks into it. She whispers indistinctly, and the sizzle of magic surrounds us: vines of silence. “I know Dahlia was killed.” Her usual gregarious demeanor has been replaced by a slow-building storm. “Tell me what happened.”

			It takes a great deal of strength to maintain my composure as I look down at my wine rather than at Evodia. She may have heard Dahlia was killed, but she doesn’t know how. Thinking Durian is at fault is easier to swallow than her being sentenced to death by my curse. “She, er—” May have loved me and paid the ultimate price for it? “She raised her voice at the king. Threatened his heartwood.”

			“What precisely did she say?” Danger curls around her words like a viper biding its time.

			The wine isn’t working quickly enough. My fingers brush the nepenthe in my pocket. “Something about felling his heartwood after his vines restrained her.”

			Evodia practically hisses. “Why did he restrain her in the first place?”

			“She was raising her voice about Mahonia’s arrest. People in line were growing anxious.”

			“Where in Redwood Law does it state that we are not permitted to speak above a delicate volume?” Evodia’s voice rises within the cage of silence, making it all the more piercing. “Mahonia wasn’t arrested for treason. She was arrested for denying one of the king’s guards a night with her. There was no trial, no witness, no evidence of treason.”

			This is dangerous territory, even within vines of silence, speaking ill of Durian’s choices with so many witnesses—distracted as they may be. I keep my eyes on my wine, swirling it once…twice…a third time. “Perhaps Mahonia was not the girl you thought she was.”

			But I’ve spent a great deal of time around Mahonia. Of all the orchids, she was always the kindest to me. Kinder even than her sister.

			“You’re pretty, Castor, but not foolish. And only foolish people speak ill of my orchids.”

			“Are you threatening the Redwood Prince, Evodia? Do you really want to see what it would do to your profits if I stopped frequenting your establishment?”

			More wine. Some of it spills on my pants. I wave a hand over the stain, watching as it vanishes. My slow words sound nothing like my spinning thoughts.

			Evodia looses a dark laugh at this. “Perhaps you are foolish. To think we would suffer without your weekly visits to Magesté, plentiful as they are.”

			“Are we actually arguing? I cannot always tell, you see. All the wine.” I hold up my glass, tightening my grip to hide the tremor in my fingers.

			“That depends on what you can do for me,” Evodia says. “Believe it or not, some of us concern ourselves with the well-being of others.”

			“Why are you lamenting to the cursed prince? What good am I to you?”

			My unspoken words hang in the air between us. I can’t help you. I have no power here. I have no power anywhere.

			She leans forward earnestly. “You have your brother’s ear. You can convince him to release Mahonia. To release all the Nightshaders who have been unjustly arrested.”

			I pull the nepenthe from my pocket, pressing the tip with my thumb and forefinger until it begins to smoke. Taking a deep drag, I wait for the calm to settle over my electrified nerves. Evodia watches me, waiting. A stream of lavender smoke billows from my mouth. “You overestimate our familial bond.”

			“And you underestimate the damage he is causing. You think he is merely distracted by other tasks rather than actively neglecting the safety of our district. You think you have no power at all when there is power in proximity. There is privilege in your untouchable last name.”

			I almost laugh at this. The look on Durian’s face anytime I bring up Nightshaders’ concerns is one of great irritation. He can call me brother all he likes, but I’ll still always be the adopted boy from the Nightshade District.

			“That’s enough,” I state more firmly. “Your faith in my power is appreciated but tragically misplaced. Nothing I say about this district will be well received by the king.”

			Evodia wilts in the seat across from me. I wish I could tell her that I can help the Nightshade District, that I can convince the king to let those she cares for go free. But I can’t say any of this.

			My self-loathing increases tenfold when I speak again. “I will just have to patronize this sector more frequently to make up for the losses. Spread the love and gold around.”

			She stands, hellfire in her amethyst eyes. “You shouldn’t be spreading love around at all, now should you, Castor?”

			The sharpness of her words lances me. “No.” My voice comes out hollow. “I suppose I shouldn’t.”

			“You spent the evening with Dahlia the night before last,” Evodia says pointedly. “How many times had that been?”

			The nepenthe isn’t working. At all. “Maybe…three. Four? I don’t know.”

			She nods solemnly. “Perhaps it would be best if you kept your distance from the orchids for a while.”

			Alarm and anxiety and all the panic feelings sizzle through my chest. “You are cutting me off, then.”

			There’s lonely without love and then there’s just lonely. Without anyone to even pretend with. What am I supposed to do, face the night on my own?

			“With the arrests, we’ve already lost several orchids and my best bookkeeper. Fern is a sweet girl, but not quite as organized as one might hope. And since you’ve made it clear that you have no intention of helping release those who were imprisoned, I can’t afford to lose any more. I don’t want any of them getting too…attached to you.”

			Waving a hand, she retracts the vines of silence and disappears through the feathered curtain, leaving me alone with my nepenthe and wine.

		

	
		
			
				6

				Maddox

			
			Afew months ago, when Javen and I were rewatching The Walking Dead, I looked up how long diabetics could go without insulin. Javen had dreamt up an elaborate zombie survival plan that involved chopping down hundreds of trees and building a fully functioning community within the timber walls.

			But when he’d asked what I would do I’d answered, “Stake out in the biggest pharmacy I can find, I guess.” Because, in the case of zombies taking over, it’s likely my disease would kill me before any feet-dragging creature ate my brains. He looked down, ’cause the zombie game wasn’t fun now.

			According to Google, there is no single answer as to how long diabetics can live without our life source, and it depends on a billion uncertain factors. The general consensus is that a type 1 diabetic with a fully dead pancreas like mine can live a few days without any insulin before they die of DKA. A week if they’re lucky.

			Right now, I’m not feeling so lucky.

			I’ve missed both doses of long-acting insulin—the kind that lingers in your system, battling the body’s normal glucose production. Plus, there is dawn phenomenon to deal with—an early-morning rise in blood sugar that happens for seemingly no reason other than to piss diabetics the fuck off.

			The longer I’m in this fanciful underground cell, the more quickly my breathing comes. My hands shake. My head pounds. It feels like a tree has fallen on my chest.

			Sitting with my legs propped up on the leather chair at the base of the bed I refuse to sleep in out of spite, I curl forward into a ball, pressing my head between my knees, squeezing.

			When I was younger, I had panic attacks all the time. They were usually brought on when I felt out of control of my own body. When my mom and my doctors insisted on controlling everything I ate, how much insulin I took, how much juice I needed to correct low blood sugars. Everything was in their hands. Never mine.

			There were instances in my childhood that I felt so out of control that I created a coping strategy I called “locking down.” My mom had a bit of a temper, and locking me in my room was the best way in her mind to shelter me from it. Despite the comfort of my bed and toys and books, the feeling of being trapped was there all the same. I would start to panic, to breathe so quickly I felt dizzy. So I found a way to soothe myself.

			First, I’d make myself as small as I could. A ball, like this, wrapping my arms around my legs like a roly-poly. I’d picture myself as a house in a storm with doors and windows flung wide where anything and everything could get in. Open and vulnerable. I’d picture this, then go around and mentally close every open place. I would start with my sternum, a set of double doors. I’d slam them closed and lock them. Twice. My brain was an unlatched window. Pull it shut. Lock it. The rest of me was more manageable. My trembling hands. My shaking legs. My spine. All windows and doors. I closed each one. Locking and latching and bolting. Until all of me was secure and contained and safe from the outside.

			I do this now. It takes longer to work than usual, but eventually it does.

			My breathing slows.

			My mind stops spinning.

			My racing heart slows down to a steady thump…thump…thump.

			But the longer I’m in here, locked down or not, the higher my blood sugar rises. If my body’s cells were a popular nightclub, glucose would be the clubbers waiting in a long line outside and insulin would be the bouncer at the door letting people in.

			Only I have no bouncers. I have no doors. My clubbers have nowhere to go. So they crowd around the building and break away to cause mischief. A riot is breaking out in my body.

			

			~

			The next dryad to enter my prison is Atlas, the quiet one with the bone-white antlers. She brings with her a tray of food. When I refuse it, she frowns and crosses her arms sternly, though I catch a hint of warmth in her gaze. Worry.

			Must be a trick of the light.

			“I can’t eat without insulin,” I tell her plainly. “Let alone survive without it. That little black bag filled with needles and glass vials literally keeps me alive.”

			The corners of Atlas’s mouth droop as she looks from me to the tray of food and back.

			I’m about to say something shitty just to make myself feel better when I catch the smallest hint of empathy in the set of Atlas’s brows. If any of these human-hating dryads are going to help me, it’s going to be this one. I sit up. “Please, Atlas,” I whisper. “All I need is my insulin. I swear you can slit my throat if I do anything other than check my blood sugar and give myself an injection.”

			Atlas remains mute, hovering and watching me for a few moments before leaving, not even bothering to take the breakfast tray with her.

			Fuck.

			Collapsing onto the base of my bed, I wonder absently how much longer I have left. Maybe I should’ve made a deal with Death instead. My eyes flutter closed.

			The next thing I know, Atlas is looming over me. I scramble up, my heart flying to my throat. Then I register the little black bag in her hands. I freeze.

			Atlas places my supplies on the bed like someone approaching a starved animal, and I snatch it up before she has a chance to change her mind. She backs away and leaves as quickly as she came.

			I inject myself with my long-acting insulin first, just in case she decides to dash back in here and steal the supplies away again. Then I test my blood sugar to see what I’m working with, hoping to see anything other than HI, which would mean it could be any number over six hundred.

			The meter counts down from five, beeps, and then reads: HI.

			Cute.

			Loading up another syringe with short-acting insulin this time, I plunge the needle into the small pudge of my lower stomach and pray to the evil tree gods that this keeps me alive.

			

			~

			It takes hours for my sugar to drop into the 400s and even longer to lower to 298. When I was first diagnosed, I had no idea what numbers were good and bad. There’s a lot of information about this online, and it’s different for everyone. But, for me, above 75 and below 150 is my comfort zone. Anything above 150 makes my anxiety soar.

			To avoid complete insanity, I force myself into a fitful slumber.

			When I awaken, my blood sugar is 206. Better. Looks like I might not die…yet.

			Without warning, the door slams open to reveal my favorite dryad. “Get up,” Drosera orders. “Queen Amanita has invited you to dine with her to discuss your terms.”

			I sit up. “She decided what task she wants me to do?”

			“Do I look like the queen’s number one confidante?” she returns. “I’m a protector, not a courtier. Now come on.”

			I remember a small note scribbled in the corner of my dad’s journal. Protectors bound by the Myrtle Tree, not loyalty.

			Sliding out of bed, I tug on my black combat boots, swipe my supplies from under the furs, and approach her side. I’m not making the same mistake twice.

			She takes note of my bag, and I wait for her to snatch it from my hands. But then she steps aside, waving me through the door. “If you try anything with that, I will slit your throat.”

			“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

			I’m a bottomless pit of questions, but I don’t want to know the answer to any of them more than I want Drosera to keep her mouth shut. The dim light of the throne room shines up ahead, but the dryad protector stops just before the entrance at a stone archway tucked into the shadows. Inside is a long table covered in food and surrounded by dryads. At the head sits the Myrtle Queen.

			I enter like a doe stepping into a clearing after hearing a twig snap.

			This dining room is surprisingly quaint for a queen and morbidly decorated. Lined on shelves along the walls, taper candles sit within what appear to be individual vertebrae plucked from a large animal’s spine. A fireplace packed with purple pillar candles of varying size creates an ethereal lavender glow behind the queen, and a bone chandelier hangs above the table. There’s something strikingly beautiful about it. It’s cozy and whimsical, and if Javen were here, I just know he would say something like, Okay, but I’m fucking obsessed with this aesthetic.

			Amused eyes watch me pass.

			I sink into the seat beside the queen. Today she wears bloodred leathers with a silver leaf bodice, rubies that hang in ropes from her antlers, and a delicate circlet made from what looks like moonstone. I stare at it a long moment, wondering how she managed to get it over her multipronged horns.

			“How have you enjoyed your stay?” she asks pleasantly.

			“The room is nice. Not a huge fan of the locked door, though.”

			She smiles with a little less than half her face now. “A precaution. You understand.”

			“Do I?”

			Her smile vanishes. “No, I don’t suppose you would.” She places a wooden goblet before me filled with deep green wine. “Care for a drink, Miss Sinclair?”

			Don’t drink the wine.

			This phrase was scribbled over and over in my dad’s journal. Enough for it to become a bit of a mantra. Until now, I’ve never been offered any wine.

			“I don’t drink,” I lie.

			A shadow shifts in her golden eyes. “Have some food, then. I hear you hardly ate anything.”

			“As I told your protectors, I can’t eat without insulin.”

			“Oh?” Something in the way she’s looking at me says she already knew this. Yet she left me in there anyway. “But you have it now.” She nods to my lap, and my hand tightens on my bag.

			“Yes.” I resist the urge to glance Atlas’s way.

			“So? Use it. Eat.”

			Every single eye is on me as I pull my meter and bottle of test strips out. My blood sugar has dropped to 138, and the slight tremor in my hands tells me it’s tumbling its way down. I could probably just eat the meat and cheese and be fine without dosing, but there are plenty of carbs on the table that can balance out the extra insulin. Dark breads slathered in honey, chocolate studded with dried fruits. Plus, I don’t want them to think I was lying about needing it.

			Filling a syringe with only one unit, I plunge the needle into my stomach as the dryads watch. The queen snaps her fingers at them. “Eat your meals. You’re making the girl uncomfortable.”

			Obediently, the protectors all look away, serving themselves and digging into their food without silverware.

			The queen takes a long sip of her wine, watching me deposit everything back into the bag. “That must be quite a bother.”

			“Quite.” I load my own plate with herbed potatoes, honeyed bread, greens, and roasted venison. “But the shots aren’t the difficult part.”

			“Mmm. And what would you say is the difficult part?”

			“For me, the cost mostly. The fact that, in this country, only the rich and people with decent insurance can afford all the supplies it takes to successfully manage this disease. And then it’s the constant awareness of what I eat and how I’m feeling and how much insulin I’ve taken or not taken. Preparing for how much activity I’m going to do that day and making sure I have enough candy with me in case I go low. Just…everything.” I tear off a chunk of venison with my hands and drop it into my mouth, nearly swallowing it whole. “If the Big Pharma assholes actually gave a shit about people like me, then I could deal with all that other stuff. But, alas, here I am.”

			Her eyes narrow slightly, as if processing my words. I realize she likely doesn’t know what insurance or Big Pharma is, but frankly I don’t care to explain. I hardly understand any of it myself. All I know is they have all the power, and I have none.

			“Well, you’re in luck, Maddox Sinclair.” Something flickers in the queen’s expression. “I have a mission for you. And, if you complete this task, I will give you what you requested. Your health. Freedom from this disease. Money. Everything you asked for.”

			My hand stops reaching for another bite and drops to the table. “What’s the mission?”

			The Myrtle Queen’s face lifts in a half grin again. She pulls a scroll of paper out of her weapons belt and hands it to me.

			I scan the bold black lettering at the top of the page. “What’s a Crown Masquerade?”

			“It’s a celebration in the Redwood Court to kick off many more revelries before the Sylveris Solstice, which takes place in a fortnight.”

			Sylveris, I’ve learned from my dad, is what the fae in this area have dubbed all the coastal forests of Oregon, Washington, and California. From what I can tell, it’s split into two territories: the Redwood Kingdom and the Myrtlewood Kingdom. I know they both work together and…against one another. I’m guessing if the last thing my father was ordered to do was kill the Redwood King, they aren’t on the best of terms.

			“Aren’t you…at war?”

			Her lip twitches. “Not anymore.”

			No need to go to war when you have humans to do your dirty work, I suppose.

			“If you’re not at war, then why did you have my father kill the last king?” I challenge.

			“Cyperus Sempervirens was a decent man, but he was an unwise ruler. Too trusting of mortals. Too kind. Too generous. His kindness was dangerous to our forests. And then Cyperus allied with the Iron King to increase the strength of their wards in exchange for soulless forestland. Which happened to include parts of my territory. So I had him taken care of.”

			She shrugs as though she’s speaking of hiring a pest exterminator rather than ordering my father to commit murder. I shift uncomfortably.

			“As for the current king…he is dangerous in an entirely different way. Arrogant and self-serving. He pays no attention to the rest of the forests in Sylveris, pretending at Sylveris Council meetings and making false promises. And the other rulers believe him. Imbeciles.”

			The queen takes another deep drink of her wine, running her tongue across her teeth. “The redwoods are now protected by human laws. Mortals revere them, traipsing through the trails like wide-eyed toddlers. And the Sovereign Tree possesses a magic unlike any other, warding mortals out of the Redwood Court, allowing them to step from one edge to the other in the span of a blink.”

			“Then how did my dad kill—”

			“Your father had the Sight, like you do. He was able to see between the creases of our worlds.” She takes the invitation from me and folds it in half, tapping on one side and then the other. Then opens it again. “Like this.”

			She hands the invitation back to me. I fold the paper as she did, running the pad of my thumb along the edge. “Is this the last king in line?”

			“He has a brother.” The Myrtle Queen waves a dismissive hand. “But the prince is useless. The Sovereign Tree stopped producing heirs, so King Cyperus thought he would enlist druid magic to splice a sapling’s heartwood with the royal family tree. Now the prince is tragically cursed, the poor thing.” She doesn’t sound sorry for him in the least.

			“Cursed how?”

			“Anyone who has loved him has perished,” she says with an indifferent tone. “In the Myrtlewood, he’s known as the one-night-stand prince. Dryads make bets on how many times they can get him into bed with them.” She chuckles. “Though it seems he has taken a fancy to mortals of late. Much like his brother.”

			“That’s…” I’m not sure what to say to that, honestly. So I just skip awkwardly over it. “Why has the Sovereign Tree stopped producing heirs?”

			The whole concept of trees producing anything humanlike is still beyond my measly understanding. Fae magic is just odd enough to be incomprehensible.

			The queen’s shoulders lift casually, uncaringly. “Sylveris is connected by a network of roots none but the druids can comprehend.”

			“And do the druids know what is happening to the Sovereign Tree?” I feel like I’m speaking another language right now. I don’t even care about the Sovereign Tree or its murderous cursed heirs.

			“Likely. But druids do not speak unless willed to by the forest.”

			I don’t understand. I don’t understand how fae magic works or how trees communicate with their roots or what a druid or even a dryad truly is. Google says dryads are tree spirits—because yes, I looked it up at some point—but these creatures before me are quite solidly here. They’re born from trees but look human, save for their bark-like antlers and horns. My dad’s journal has several diagrams of the different types of fae with labels and names, but trying to make sense of it is like trying to calculate a particularly difficult physics problem without having learned the proper formulas. Maybe this is how it feels when I’m trying to explain the difference between type 1 and 2 diabetes to a nondiabetic.

			My head begins to hurt, so I return to the task at hand. “Um, so, I’m guessing my mission is to attend this party and…”

			Don’t say kill the Redwood King.

			“And kill the Redwood King.” Fuck. The queen smiles with her whole face this time. “Kill him, sever his horns, and bring them to me. Then our pact will be complete.”

			“Sever his horns?”

			“Correct.”

			“Why his horns?”

			“Don’t you worry about that, Miss Sinclair.”

			Clenching my teeth, I nod slowly, not letting my trepidation make an appearance on my face. “And this masque is happening when?”

			“Tonight.”

			“Tonight,” I repeat numbly.

			“Kill the Redwood King before the night of the Sylveris Solstice,” she says, fixing me with an unwavering stare. “Bring me his severed horns, and I will cure you of your disease forever. I will provide you with all you could ever need. You have my word.” She holds out a hand. Hesitating only a moment, I take it. She speaks again, in a sort of chant: “From the roots of my tree to the tops of my branches, this I swear to thee. From my heartwood to my bark, ring by aged ring, this binding pact I make with thee.” A searing burn stings my palm and sizzles around my wrists, and I understand. The pact has been sealed.

			I kill the Redwood King, and I’m cured. I’m struck with a heady mixture of horror and hope. For the first time in months, I feel like I’m actually doing something to change my life for the better. Like I have a purpose again. A morally reprehensible, bordering-on-straight-up-evil purpose.

			But we’re talking about dryads here. Potentially the same dryads who killed my parents in cold blood. Is murder still evil if the person deserves it? Is it still a selfish deed if it will save more lives than it takes? I think of the plethora of people in power in American health care who’ve signed away the lives of thousands with the stroke of a pen in the name of profit. The Redwood King is not one of them, but if the Myrtle Queen is to be believed, he’s just as self-serving as they are.

			I’m sure he deserves it, I decide.

			The Myrtle Queen raises her glass now, and I mimic the gesture. “Cheers, Miss Sinclair. We shall see if you live up to your father’s legacy. But be vigilant. The Redwood King loves to play games.”

		

	
		
			
				7

				Maddox

			
			Ihave never seen so much gold in all my life, let alone worn it.

			A golden gown, golden jewelry, golden shoes, and a delicate golden mask decorate my body, with a splash of golden glitter painted across my eyelids. It looks like King Midas threw up on me.

			“Does the king have a thing for gold, or do you guys just really like color schemes?” I ask Drosera and Atlas as they guide me out of the cavernous kingdom.

			“The king has a thing for gold and mortals,” Drosera answers. “So you should have no trouble drawing him to you.”

			“You mean you don’t think he will be drawn to my dazzling personality and stunning beauty?”

			Drosera merely snorts.

			“I thought mortals couldn’t go into the Redwood Kingdom. How does he have a thing for them if they’re never around?”

			“They can be brought in by a dryad. And they can see with the help of glamours and tieg wine.”

			“What’s tieg—”

			“It’s what I just told you,” she snaps. “It enables mortals to see. Fills them with wonder and excitement rather than horror at being snuck into a hidden world by a horned creature.”

			“Oh, okay. I know exactly what it is now, thanks.”

			Don’t drink the wine, indeed.

			We climb a narrow set of stone stairs that lets out into a long passage lined with human skulls. I press my hand to the golden dagger now tied to my thigh—the dagger meant for the Redwood King’s heart.

			“If I live through this, you’ll have to give me the name of your interior decorator. Very macabre chic.”

			A wicked smirk rolls across Drosera’s cool visage. “Oh, I can show you exactly how we acquire those decorations if you’d like.”

			I pretend her remark doesn’t strike terror deep into the marrow of my decorative bones.

			“So, uh, what’s it take for a human to end up as interior design here?” Hopefully, it isn’t that they failed their pact with the Myrtle Queen.

			“Most of those are from decades ago, when your kind deemed it necessary to fell thousands of our trees.”

			“So these are mostly…”

			“Axmen,” Drosera answers before I finish the question. “Yes.”

			“I see.”

			“No different from you building your empires from our skeletons. It may seem grotesque to you, but how do you think a log cabin looks to us?”

			I hate that she has a point.

			The passage lets out into dense foliage. Drosera and Atlas step lightly between the trees without making a sound. I trample after them, cursing under my breath as my dress catches on fallen branches and sharp rocks.

			The ground smooths and slopes downward into a valley of myrtlewood trees as gargantuan as the one behind us. Branches iced in moss and lichen twine together high above, forming a roof of sorts. A rushing river cuts through the center of the tree city, bisected by tree root roads. Tittering laughter and celestial singing pulse in and out like cicada song. A swarm of indigo fairies flits past us, twirling through the twilight. Dryads traverse the trails, ducking into houses built within tree trunks.

			“And regular people can’t see this place?” I reach out a hand to touch a hanging vine coated in orange flowers.

			“They can’t see us. But they could trample through here if they wanted.” Drosera grips the handle of the largest of her many weapons strung along her belt. “We make sure they don’t.”

			“How?”

			“Don’t you worry about that. Hurry up. At this rate, the masque will be over before you get there.”

			Hiking my dress higher off the ground to keep it from dragging through the nettles, I trudge forward. An oversized golden clutch filled with my insulin, needles, and testing supplies is all I’ve been permitted to carry. That and the throwing axe hidden beneath my skirt—and the dagger strapped to my thigh. They didn’t see me sneak my dad’s red leather journal out of my backpack and stuff it among my supplies.

			“Are we just going to walk to the Redwood Kingdom? Isn’t that like sixty miles from here? Pretty sure the masque will be over by then. Unless you dryads party real hard.”

			“It’s the Redwood Court,” Drosera corrects. “The Redwood Kingdom is spread out all across the western coast.”

			“My bad.” A pause. “So are we walking to the Redwood Court, then?”

			Drosera shakes her head, muttering to herself, and Atlas points across the river at a myrtlewood tree with a hollow arched base. A short line of dryads and what Drosera calls arborfae has formed. The only difference I see between the two is that dryads have antlers or horns and most arborfae have wings or unnaturally colored skin. One by one, they pass through the arch and vanish into the air as if they never existed at all.

			“Magic portal?” I say.

			“An egress,” Drosera corrects.

			“Ah, right. That was my next guess.”

			As we approach the myrtlewood archway, my stomach begins to churn with the reality of my deal. And it’s not like my dad’s around to give me pointers. “How do you kill a dryad?” I blurt.

			A humorless laugh escapes Drosera’s lips. “That’s something I suppose you’ll just have to find out on your own, axeling. Being the daughter of Deacon Sinclair has likely taught you a thing or two about murdering dryads.”

			I grit my teeth and resist the urge to practice on her.

			“Hmm. I believe, unless I’m quite mistaken, that my father killed dryads on your queen’s orders.”

			Drosera rounds on me. “Your father was a mortal axman who cut down entire colonies of dryads. He didn’t need any orders from the queen.”

			My head bobs back at this. Usually, I’m quick with a riposte, but nothing comes to me. Just the reminder that I clearly didn’t know my dad as well as I thought I did.

			Atlas presses a hand to Drosera’s shoulder, and a meaningful glance passes between them. The blonde still has not spoken a single word in my presence. I wonder if it’s out of fear for my kind or if she simply can’t.

			With a steadying breath, Drosera turns her head to speak without looking me in the eye. “You can kill a dryad as easily as any mortal. The king will be heavily guarded, so you’ll want to get him alone. If you can’t manage that, then you’ll have to find a way to kill his heartwood, which is also heavily guarded.”

			“I’m sorry. His heartwood? Are you talking about his di—”

			“The tree that houses his soul,” Drosera interrupts with a curled upper lip. “The Sovereign Tree has a branch that hangs above the citadel. All the heartwoods of the Sovereign kings grow from that branch.”

			“Do all dryads have heartwoods?”

			Drosera’s eyebrow lifts at me, as if shocked I can see them but do not know something so seemingly simple. “Yes. Each dryad has a heartwood tree. It’s the source of our magic, and why some of your stories seem to paint us as spirits rather than fae.”

			“Are all trees heartwoods?”

			“Are all mortals parents?” she counters.

			“No, thankfully.”

			She waves a hand and flattens her lips as if to say, Well, there you go.

			I can tell I only have a few questions left before Drosera decides the pain of answering me is greater than what the Myrtle Queen would do to her if she were to stab me through with one of her wooden blades. “So I either have to kill the king or kill his…heartwood.”

			“You catch on so quickly. And here I thought all mortals were ignorant.”

			“Which is easier to kill?”

			“Both are pretty impossible given the Redwood Court’s increase in security,” Drosera says pleasantly. “But judging by how fond the king is of playing with mortals, I’d say he is the less impossible option.”

			“Will it not be a bit suspicious for a random mortal to crash their tree party?”

			“Oh, you will not be the only mortal at that party…Though most of them are there as accessories or pets.”

			“Pets?”

			“A fun trend started by the Redwood King. He has been known to enjoy certain games with humans.”

			“What sorts of games?”

			“All kinds. Mostly of the sexual variety.”

			I’ve played my fair share of sexual games. But something about her tone tells me those are not the sorts the Redwood King likes to play.

			“Good luck, axeling,” Drosera says. “Go do what you mortals do best.”

			“Fuck shit up?” I say. Drosera’s eyebrows lift slightly. This may be the first time I’ve surprised her. “I plan to.”

			Without another word I step through the egress.

			

			~

			I pitch forward into a forest I know to be at least sixty miles away from where I just stood. The air returns to my lungs, and I gulp it down, ignoring the bemused glances shot my way by fae decked in their best party attire. In some cases that means wearing nothing but a mask.

			I must look so mortal right now.

			Dryads and a plethora of other fae creatures walk by me, moving in a single direction. A lithe feminine dryad passes by wearing a gown made entirely from pink rose petals. Another is draped in nothing but glistening spiderweb. All the dryads have horns or antlers of some kind, large and animallike or thin as tree branches. Masks of all sorts hide their faces, from clusters of delicate gemstones to animal skulls with fur and blood still clinging on. I follow the throng, shoulders back, chin up, as though I know exactly what I’m doing. As though I belong. I wonder if any of them can sense my pounding heart.

			A human man wearing a collar—an actual bedazzled collar—is being guided like a pet on a leash. The dryad on the other end wears a gown woven from shiny green leaves. Rather than horror or fear or any other reasonable emotion, the man smiles, as if he’s merely on a pleasant stroll through the woods with his dryad friends.

			Several arborfae nearly collide with me, eyeing my neck like they are wondering where my collar is. I walk faster.

			Redwood trees tower around us like nature’s skyscrapers. I’ve been here a few times with my dad. Not here here, but the redwood forest. He liked to climb them, even though I’m fairly sure it’s illegal unless you go to a certain place in California, which we didn’t. I wonder if he ever thought about telling me his six-foot-deep secrets. Most of his stories sounded like fairy tales, though I guess I was too young to understand all the complicated kingdom wars and power dynamics. If he had lived long enough to see me grow up, would he have told me about his pact? Would he have stopped holding a finger to his lips when I asked one too many questions?

			The horde before me slows and compacts. I rise onto tiptoes to see over the horns and antlers of the dryads crowding my line of sight.

			Dozens of spherical carriages made of golden vines rise into the air carrying groups of masked guests. They disappear just past the highest visible branches. My first peek at dryads from the Redwood Court is of muscled males with pointed ears, scarlet masks, and capes to match. Thick horns protrude from their craniums, making them seem even less human. More like beasts masquerading as people.

			Like a carefully choreographed dance, the red-masked dryads hold out poised hands, helping guests onto the golden-vined carriages. I sidle into one of the waiting lines, behind a green-skinned woman with pointed teeth. “Lovely mask,” she notes in a voice that sounds as though she’s speaking underwater.

			I start to thank her, but she walks forward before I can, and then it’s my turn to take the extended hand of the Redwood dryad.

			“Invitation,” he requests.

			On the outside, I’m poised and natural as I slip the rolled parchment from my gown’s pocket and hand it over. Inside, I’m vibrating with anxiety. As the invitation touches the dryad’s fingers, it vanishes into the air in a puff of golden smoke. The black outline of some sort of leaf appears on the back of my hand.

			Within the globe of vines, I settle into a seat beside an older male dryad wearing a periwinkle gown even more extravagant than mine. Javen would love all of this. A sharp pang hits me in the chest. He’ll be in San Francisco by now. I wonder if he’s tried texting me or if he’s worried. I should have told him what I was doing. But even Javen would have thought I was losing my mind. I haven’t decided yet if he would have been right.

			The carriage rises through the trees, narrowly avoiding entangled branches. Darkness grows thicker, and the others in the carriage stop their excited chatter. Echoing in the distance is a haunted howling sound almost like whale song. The lyricless melody coats my nerves like a weighted blanket, quieting my anxiety. A few of the carriage’s passengers slam palms over their ears.

			The man in the gown lifts my hands, indicating I should do the same, shouting, “Don’t listen to the tree siren’s song, lovely!”

			“Why?” I shout back as my previous anxiety returns.

			“Untrustworthy creatures, sirens.” He winks.

			A humorless laugh leaves my painted lips. “I’ve been told the same thing about dryads.”

			Cackling, the man says, “ ’Tis true!”

			The carriage continues to rise, and the song disappears. Then the trees stop being just trees—they become pillars propping up the world emerging around us. A treetop city with a fairy ring of redwoods in its heart. The citadel, so I’ve been told. Aka: the fortress protecting the king I’ve been tasked to kill.

			My dad hardly ever talked about the Redwood dryads, and my young brain didn’t realize there was a difference between them and the Myrtlewood dryads he knew so much about. His journal is also relatively sparse on the topic. When I first read of a “treetop kingdom,” I pictured a palace sitting just above the canopy like Howl’s Moving Castle or something. But this is nothing like that.

			Unlike the Myrtlewood’s burrowed tunnels in the tree roots, the Redwood Court seems to be built around the trunks. Like tree houses on steroids. Which makes sense, given the myrtlewood trees’ girth is as impressive as the redwoods’ height.

			The spheres filled with partygoers stop at a wooden dock where more dryads dressed in red greet us, checking the black outlines on our hands as we step onto the platform. Guards clothed in golden metal feathers dot the dock. None of them smile.

			“To the wine!” the man in the gown announces, pumping his left fist into the air and strutting down the walkway leading into the walled fortress.

			Platforms of shamrock grass and bushes heavy with golden berries make up the interior of the citadel. An aged redwood stands in the center, a regal king of a lion pride.

			The Sovereign Tree.

			I remember the first and only time I visited San Francisco with my parents, when I was seven. Since I’d only known tiny cabins and quaint establishments until that point, my first glimpse of the city’s skyscrapers downtown had my mouth hanging open in awe.

			This tree is taller and grander than any of them.

			“Fuck me,” I whisper aloud.

			“Perhaps after some wine and dancing!” an arborfae with shimmering silver skin calls over her shoulder at me.

			Built in bloodred wood around the Sovereign Tree’s trunk is what I assume to be the throne room, its heavy doors flung open to let out a symphony of music and drunken laughter. My heart flips at the sight. That’s where the Redwood King will be.

			One of the Sovereign branches curves above the throne room like the top of a witch’s hat. Along the branch, a dozen more trees have sprouted like a natural candelabra. Three horned guards wearing gold-plated armor stand, stationed as sentries around one of the parasite trees—the largest, reddest, and most vibrant of all.

			The king’s heartwood.

			A much smaller tree resides at the end, a burnt smudge on a tapestry. Unlike the king’s heartwood, this one is completely black and barren, as if struck by lightning. A tree you might expect to see in a haunted forest.

			When I was a little girl, my dad found me crying in our snow-covered backyard beside a sapling I’d planted in the spring.

			“It’s dead,” I’d sobbed. “My tree died.”

			“It’s not dead, Mads,” he’d told me. “Watch.” Then he pulled out his pocketknife and cut into one of the branches. “It’s green inside, see? It’s just sleeping right now because of the cold.”

			Sure enough, my little tree came right back to life the next spring, bursting with delicate pink flowers.

			This tree looks the same as mine did that December. I wonder if it’s cold.

			A chill trickles down my back and tremors my hands.

			Actually. That’s not a chill.

			Fuck me. This always happens after I’ve stacked insulin to correct a high blood sugar. I do not have time for hypoglycemia right now.

			Numbness spreads across my tongue and seeps into my lips, symptoms that only happen when my blood sugar is dropping fast. I move as quickly as I can in this weapon-laced monstrosity down the grand walkway leading to the throne room.

			Golden-feathered guards loom along the walkway like breathing statues, and teams of servants dressed in red carry trays of wine and other beverages.

			Don’t drink the wine.

			Masked guests mill around, sipping and chatting and paying me no attention.

			Dizziness makes my vision blur, and I stumble forward until I’m inside. The sounds of string and woodwind instruments emanate from some hidden place. Dryads, arborfae, and human pets twirl around the dance floor. Looking at them makes my head spin.

			Then I see it. A magnificent display of color. Mounds of cream topped with all sorts of fruit. Assortments of meats and cheeses. Loaves of bread baked into wreaths of leaves. Bowls of jams and jellies. Pastries and pies and honeyed nuts.

			I reach for a tart covered in berries and sugar, but another hand gets there first.

			It’s ridiculous because the owner of this hand has no idea the silent battle my body is fighting and losing right now. But I glare up at him anyway. It takes three seconds too long for me to register the thin golden crown encircling his head.

			Dark hair. Dark eyes. Dark horns.

			A black mask covers only the left half of his face. Like the Phantom of the Opera’s evil twin. More evil twin.

			The king pops the tart into his mouth, chews twice, then swallows. “Was that meant for you? Sincerest apologies.” He plucks another from the pile and offers it to me. “Here.”

			He smells of wine and insincerity.

			Snatching the tart from him without a word, I stuff it in my mouth.

			The king chuckles, taking one more from the pile and placing it in my now-empty hand. “Have another. You seem rather hungry.”

			You seem hungry for my dagger, Your Majesty.

			“Your Highness,” a soft voice echoes my thoughts. A man with dark locs piled atop his head approaches. He wears a plain black mask covering the top half of his elfin face, which is only a few shades lighter than the fabric. Holstered in his weapons belt are a series of knives and a single scythe. “A word?”

			The king nods to this man before turning back to me. “Enjoy yourself tonight.” He winks. “May want to lose the gown, though. I hear the king is attracted to gold.”

			People who refer to themselves in the third person are my least favorite sort of people. I nearly throw my tart at him. Then he’s gone, disappearing into the crowd along with my chances of stabbing him. But it’s okay. A few more minutes and my vision will clear, my hands will stop shaking, the world will stop spinning.

			It shouldn’t be difficult to find the king with the black mask and the golden crown.

		

	
		
			
				8

				Castor

			
			Masks and marvelers swirl around me in a dizzying display of decadence. Everyone who is anyone in the Redwood Kingdom is here. Well, I suppose that’s not true, because I am here. But there is a fantastic amount of important people at this masque.

			Even the druids, who almost never step out of their roots, sit in the high viewing boxes. Though their gray, weathered skin, sunken eyes, and drab brown frocks need some tending to. And they didn’t even bother to wear masks over their tusked faces.

			And then there are the mortals. The main reason I’m showing my face at this pompous party.

			They think they only came for a night of magic and dancing with dryads in the treetop city they’ll later remember only in their dreams. But, for one of them, what lies ahead is not quite so lovely a picture. I glance over my shoulder at the mortal with the sugared tarts, her silver eyes sparking like two blades striking together.

			Plucking two glasses of auric wine from a passing waiter, I offer Tamarind one. “Wine?”

			“Not tonight, Your Highness. King Durian is—”

			“Have you found a particularly awful mortal for me to dazzle?” I drain one of the glasses, leaving it on another tray as we wind through the crowd. The wine pools with the anxiety and desperation in my gut. The pounding in my ears sounds like a ticking clock.

			Taking a deep breath, Tamarind tries again. “King Durian is asking for you on the throne, Your Highness.”

			“Is he trying to interfere with my search for a loving mate?” I click my tongue three times. “Why on the gods’ forested earth would he do such an inconsiderate thing?”

			A line has formed up the wide dais to the throne—dryads and arborfae wishing to pay their respects to respectable King Durian. How very charming he looks tonight with his golden hair and golden mask and golden everything. It’s a useless element, really, painted over stronger metals because it can’t stand on its own. But when my sapling brother discovered a mortal pirate book that told of the treasure that is gold, he decided he wanted to acquire as much as he could. The desire hasn’t seemed to lessen as he’s grown into maturity. Our kingdom was once, in fact, quite gold-free, save for Durian’s room.

			“Pardon us,” I announce loudly, sidling past the line of eager idiots. “Must speak with my brother, the mighty and gracious Redwood King.”

			Some of them gasp at the sight of me. Some trip on the steps as they hasten to move out of my way. Mutters and whispers ripple through the line. You would think I’d get used to reactions like that. I haven’t. My eyes close for a second too long, shoulders tightening.

			“That’s the cursed prince,” one particularly loud dryad tells another. “I heard he kills every creature he sleeps with.”

			Well, that’s a new one.

			I reach the throne to find Durian grasping the hand of Lady Calla, the Redwood Kingdom’s resident stargazer. Somehow, I always forget how terrifying she looks, with gray, papery skin and thinning hair pulled tightly back. All of her void of color, nonexistent lips and nose, open sockets instead of eyes. But they aren’t empty…more like endless. As if they hold the entire universe inside.

			“Lady Calla,” I say. “How is your evening so far?”

			She turns her sockets on me, and I feel as though every last secret has been sucked to the surface of my skin, tattooed there for her to read. “It is only now beginning,” she answers in a voice that sounds like the wind. With this cryptic declaration, she descends the stairs.

			“Took you quite a while,” Durian says to me between hand grasps and greetings. “Loitering by the wine casks, were you?”

			“No need. I made sure to hire plenty of servers to dole it out.” I hold up my glass in salute to him. “You’re welcome.”

			He flashes a smile at the next person in line, thanking them for attending, before he stands. His guards step between him and the waiting guests, forming an X with their golden spears.

			“Take my seat for a moment, will you?” he says. “You can pretend it’s yours while I enjoy the festivities. As long as you don’t try to steal it.”

			“Ah, no need to worry about that. This seat is far too uncomfortable for my delicate derriere.”

			I can’t imagine how many wads of spit I’d have to dodge if I were the king. I wonder if they would dub me the Cursed King or the Crybaby King. Both have a nice ring to them, I suppose.

			Durian smirks, his evergreen eyes glittering brighter than his gaudy crown. “Enjoy your hunt tonight, brother. Plenty of mortals here just dying to fall in love with you.”

			“Ah, see, you already made that joke, and it is even less funny the second time.”

			Ignoring me, Durian approaches the edge of the dais, spreading his hands wide as he addresses the line of people. “I am afraid I must step away from my throne for the time being. I look forward to meeting and thanking each of you for joining us on this magical night. In the meantime, Prince Castor will greet those of you who wish to stay in line.”

			My heart starts up an irregular rhythm. Yes, please, everyone come closer so I can see the precise moment your pupils dilate in fear. Lucky for me, the majority of those in line exchange glances before retreating down the dais. Those remaining seem merely curious to get a closer look at the prince whose curse killed the previous king.

			Sending an amused glance over his shoulder, Durian descends the staircase flanked by his guards.

			I sink onto the throne, deflating. Tamarind stands on my right side, hands clasped before him. His presence usually calms me—by a fraction, at least. But right now, I feel electric, every nerve ending sizzling with unease.

			Those who remained in line stay long enough to ogle me before scurrying back to the party. I try not to imagine kicking them down the dais stairs…but I don’t try very hard.

			“He doesn’t look cursed,” one of them whispers.

			“Did you see his heartwood tree?” the other retorts. “It’s not his outside that’s cursed. It’s the inside.”

			My back curves against the throne. My left hand swirls the remainder of my wine. There’s no telling how long Durian will leave me up here. He’s been known to disappear all night, stealing one of the mortal pets away to his rooms and doing unspeakable things with them.

			Golden wine swirls and whirls around my glass as I agitate it. I wish I’d passed a waiter carrying cherry wine instead. I am so very sick of golden things.

			Then, as if my thoughts conjured her, the mortal girl from the smorgasbord of sweets saunters into my line of sight. She wears golden vines braided through her crown of fiery red hair, a golden brocade gown hugging every curve right up to her gold-dusted décolletage, and a delicate golden mask. Sharp golden cuffs make pointed her mortally curved ears. If I didn’t know better, I would say this girl was dressing to catch the eye of the king.

			Odd. She appears to be entirely alone, no dryad or arborfae by her side showing off the pet they adopted for the night. I watch her promenade through the room, very unlike most of the mortals dazzled by everything new and unimaginable. Part of their wonderment comes from the tieg wine they’ve been tricked to consume—the drink that hazes their brain and makes them see the things they were unable to before. But this golden girl slinks like a feline seeking its prey. Aware, alert, clear-eyed, and tense.

			“Tamarind,” I say loud enough for only him to hear.

			“Your Highness?”

			“Look at that mortal girl, all in gold. At the far edge of the dance floor. Do you see her?”

			He scans the massive crowd with knitted brows then frowns. “With the pointed ear cuffs? Wasn’t she the mortal you were speaking with by the confections?”

			“That’s the one. What do you think of her?”

			Something in his expression shifts. “For your pact, you mean?”

			“No, Tam,” I deadpan, “to butcher and hang above my fireplace as a lovely trophy.”

			His brows rise. “Really?”

			I cradle my forehead in my hand. “Honestly, Tamarind, sometimes I worry for my safety with you as my guard. Yes, for my pact.”

			“She looks…difficult. But is that enough to sentence her to death?”

			I slide my hand down my face, propping my chin on my knuckles. “Perhaps I should find out.”

			As if she feels her potential fate clicking into place, the girl dressed in gold looks up at me, silver eyes widening fractionally as they find me watching her.

			I smile, lifting my glass of wine in a silent toast.
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				Maddox

			
			The king is all angles and shades of brown—a color I’ve always associated with warmth and comfort. Yet there’s nothing warm or comfortable about this man. Horns like a devil’s. Hair like the bark of a felled redwood tree. Eyes like a mahogany dagger through the heart.

			And his eyes are on me.

			My tongue is still tingling from my low blood sugar. Though I likely overshot things with all those tarts. Giving myself some insulin to counterbalance the sugar would be a marvelous idea, but I don’t have the time, not while the king’s gaze remains locked with mine.

			Moving through the mass of spinning dancers is a challenge I hadn’t anticipated. Every step forward nearly gets me hit by a tail or trodden on by a clawed foot or whisked into a fairy waltz. I swear, I will whip this dagger out if someone so much as tries to make me—

			“Dance, golden girl!” a voice shouts. “Why are you standing there? Dance!”

			A dryad with eyes the amber of tree sap and pine-green hair erupts from the dance floor, wrapping a hand around my waist and sweeping me off my path.

			I’ve never waltzed before, but I’m fairly certain this is not a waltz. In another time, another world, Javen and I would be out here making absolute fools of ourselves like we did at the closest gay bar, in Eugene. But this isn’t another time, and it’s this world. A world where cruel magic and calculating dryads are commonplace. A world where dazed mortals wear collars. A world where I will turn from a homeless diabetic to a murderer.

			I don’t have time to dance.

			The dryad doesn’t budge as I push against him, attempting to wriggle out of his ironclad grip.

			“What sort of dance is this?” he asks with a Cheshire grin, pulling me along in an arc across the smooth wooden floor. “Mortal dancing is so odd, isn’t it? Care to teach me?”

			I whip my head left and right, seeking a way out. I can’t find my voice; we’re moving so fast.

			Then everything stops.

			“Not tonight, Archer,” comes a familiar voice.

			The dryad releases me immediately and takes a step back, bowing. “Your Highness.”

			Whirling around, I find the king standing before us in the center of the dance floor. He holds out a hand to me. “Care to not dance?”

			I glance over my shoulder, but Archer has already disappeared into the swirling mass. Allowing myself one single second to put on my invisible mask beneath my literal one, I offer the king a coy grin. “I would love to not dance.”

			Taking his hand, I join him in crossing the dance floor, expecting an inevitable collision, but the dancers part around us like water bypassing a sharp stone.

			He swipes a glass off a tray carried by a server caught up in the dancing, not spilling a drop. “Care for a drink?”

			Don’t drink the wine.

			“I’m not much of a drinker.”

			“What are you?” He drops my hand as we make it off the treacherous dance floor. “If not a drinker.”

			I glance to the empty throne at the top of the staircase carved from the massive tree invading the room. If he goes back up there, who knows if I’ll get another chance to slice his throat. My pulse stutters.

			Canting my head, I peer up at him through my lashes, lowering my voice to a hopefully seductive murmur. “Why don’t you take me somewhere private and find out.” Guess I’m driving this disaster train down the femme fatale track. Is there really any other route to go when you have glitter-covered cleavage and a dagger strapped to your thigh?

			Something flickers across the visible half of the king’s face. He glances up to his empty throne before taking a deep drink of his wine, as if buying time.

			Doubt creeps like an unwelcome guest through my mind. Before he can talk himself out of it, I add, “I’m sure your subjects can go on dancing without you watching over them.”

			His right brow lifts. “My subjects?”

			Shit. Was that somehow offensive? Did I just word vomit my ignorant mortal-ness all over him? Hopefully, the harder I flirt, the less likely he is to hang my body from the nearest sturdy branch. “Your followers. The members of your kingdom. Whatever you prefer to call them.”

			“Members of”—his eyes narrow at me for a long moment before flicking up to his throne again—“my kingdom.”

			My heart speeds as I wait for the king to order his guards to seize me or run me through with a golden spear. Though, despite Drosera’s remarks about the heavily guarded king, there are currently no guards around.

			“Perhaps you are right,” he says in a voice so low I can barely make out his words. “My subjects can go on without me for a time. I am the king, after all.”

			My hand moves to my throat, fingering the golden pendant in the shape of a teardrop. “Know of any dark corners we can tuck ourselves into?”

			“A few.”

			He offers a hand to me again, which I take with a smile. This time he doesn’t let go as we move through the party. Masked fae practically leap out of the way if we step near, two snakes winding through a field of mice. Seems the Myrtle Queen was misinformed about the reverence the king’s subjects hold for him. It’s almost as though they look at him in fear rather than admiration.

			My right hand ventures into the bottomless pocket of my dress, stroking two fingers along the cold hilt of the sheathed dagger.

			We duck into the shadows behind an immense sculpture of shattered rubies pieced back together in the shape of a rose. A spiral staircase emerges. The king relinquishes my hand, making his way up the coil of stairs. I tilt my head back, neck cracking from the awkward angle. I can’t see the top, but I follow him anyhow.

			We climb and climb and climb some fucking more. My chest screeches for air, and my legs feel as though someone is attempting to surgically remove the muscles from my femurs. The tightness of this bodice does nothing but work against me, keeping my lungs from fully expanding. If my blood sugar were still low, this would be near impossible. But I have a feeling it’s climbing right along with me.

			The staircase lets out onto a deeply recessed balcony. An oversized chaise longue the color of a dying rose takes up a third of the cramped space, and twinkling lights stream through a multicolored stained-glass window. Upon second glance, I realize the lights are actually bioluminescent pixies, as a handful of them are now pressing their tiny faces against the glass to peek in at us.

			The king moves to the balustrade overlooking the masque far below, resting his forearms on the railing. I approach his side, focusing ninety percent of my energy on breathing without panting. The other ten percent of my mind is on the dagger.

			“During masques and revelries of the past, when I was just a sapling, I would hide up here,” he tells me. “I’d watch my brother as he welcomed guests from all across Sylveris to our kingdom.”

			His brother—aka, the king my father killed. Sixty percent of my brain is on the dagger now. I start to slide my hand into my pocket, but he speaks again, and I pull it right back out.

			Music ascends, distorting into something different up here, almost celestial. A network of mezzanines and verandas transect my view of the dancers below. The height is dizzying.

			Breathe. In and fucking out.

			“I’ve always thought it seemed so dull to be king,” he says. “Sitting there on that throne while everyone else danced and enjoyed themselves.”

			His jaw tightens. Square and sharp, like I could cut myself on the edge of it.

			My hands grip more tightly around the rail. “And now?”

			“Now?”

			“Now that you’re king, what do you think?” I say. “Has anything changed?”

			There’s a subtle shift in his expression. He blinks more forcefully, just once, and casts his eyes down. Someone less observant wouldn’t notice.

			“Everything has changed.”

			What an answer. I refrain from rolling my eyes. “Doesn’t it always change?”

			“What?”

			“Everything.”

			He almost smiles. “Regrettably, no. Some things stay rooted in place for centuries.”

			I should do it now, before I lose my nerve. We’re alone up here. Completely and utterly alone. Even the pixies have moved away from the colored glass. Sliding my right hand from the rail, I stuff it into my pocket. My fingers are trembling, and for once it’s not from my blood sugar.

			Creeping my hand down as casually as I can, I wrap my fingers around the handle of the blade. All it will take is one fluid motion. Like throwing an axe at a bull’s-eye. I zone in on his throat. Just one slash and my end of the pact is done.

			I can see my heartbeat on the edge of my vision. Pulsing. It feels like the first time I tried to give myself an insulin injection all on my own, hovering the needle above the skin and wincing each time I attempted to jab it in. Stopped by a mental block.

			Suddenly, he pushes away from the railing, threading his right arm through my left, stepping back and drawing me along with him. “Shall we make ourselves more comfortable?”

			My stomach drops like I’ve just jumped out of the back of an airplane without a parachute. Like I’ve pulled him with me. Like I know we’re going to splatter all over the ground when we land.

			The king doesn’t appear to notice me struggling to pull my hand out of my pocket, leaving the damned dagger behind again. Sliding his arm from mine, he sinks onto the chaise, right beside the curving back of the chair. The only open space is on his left side, which effectively ruins my chances of secretly unsheathing my blade.

			I hesitate.

			The king flashes me a charming half grin, but something feels fake about it. “You don’t have to be afraid of me.”

			This sounds like a worn-out mantra, like he’s said it before. Many times.

			“I’m not afraid.”

			A lie I’ve told before. Many times.

			Instead of taking the seat to his left, I shift to stand before him, leaning down and placing my hands on either side of his mask.

			He stiffens but doesn’t move. “What are you doing?”

			“I’m taking off your mask,” I tell him, low and quiet. A hunter reassuring a fox while holding a gun behind her back.

			Unhooking the silken fabric, I let his mask fall to the ground. Without the disguise, his dangerous edges soften, even with those rough black horns that curl back like a ram’s, and that razor-edge jaw. His eyes hold every ounce of vulnerability he’s attempted to lock inside. I wonder if that’s what people see when they look at me after I’ve locked myself down. Can they see through the windows even when they’ve been slammed shut?

			Stroking my thumbs across his cheekbones, I say, “Now it’s your turn to take off your mask.”

			His throat bobs. “I believe you just did that for me.”

			“I mean your other mask. The invisible one. The one you always wear unless no one is watching.”

			The king’s lips part, the crease between his brow softening as his guard drops like a drawbridge. Exposed and defenseless. Right where I need him.

			“There you are,” I whisper, moving closer, giving him time to turn away. He doesn’t.

			I don’t kiss him immediately. I press my forehead to his, stroking my left hand down the side of his face. His eyes close, and he looses a breath. Even dryad kings are predictable, I guess.

			My right hand slithers back into my pocket, finally pulling the dagger free of its sheath. Do it, I urge my conscience. This isn’t the time for second thoughts or moral pondering. Do it. My pulse screams in my ears, or maybe that’s his pulse. My telltale heart hidden beneath the floorboards.

			My fist tightens around the blade as my lips brush against the king’s. He breathes me in.

			Do it.

			My bicep flexes. His hand moves up to cup the back of my neck. Gentle. Delicate.

			Monsters aren’t supposed to be delicate.

			Do it.

			But the queen was wrong about the king’s subjects worshiping him. She said he was arrogant and told easy lies. Drosera said he liked to play sick sexual games with mortals, but his trembling hands say otherwise. What if they were wrong? What if the Redwood King is not as cruel as they thought? What if—

			Do it.

			The Myrtle Queen said he was self-serving. Selfish. So selfish. This is so selfish. I’m doing this for my own self-serving desires. Spilling someone else’s blood to cure my own.

			How did my dad do it?

			I clutch the dagger behind my back. The king’s hands move up into my hair, his thumbs sweeping along my jawline. His kiss is a waltz. My grip on the dagger slackens.

			Suddenly, a hand grabs my wrist, twisting until a sizzle of pain shoots up my arm. The blade clatters to the floor. My lips sever from the king’s as I’m yanked to my feet by someone unseen, someone who twists my arm behind my back and presses a curved blade much larger than mine to my throat. Then this delicate dance fractures around me.

			The king stares from me to the dagger on the floor. When his eyes meet mine again, I watch as the drawbridge rises. And just like that, he’s locked himself back up.

			He retrieves his half mask, securing it over his face once again. Then he approaches me and whoever has a knife to my throat—a guard, I think. The one dressed all in black.

			Frenzied panic frolics with fury in my gut as the king swipes my dagger off the floor, tossing it into the air and catching it by the hilt.

			“Well, well.” He holds the blade to my temple. “Looks like it’s time to take your masks off, darling.”

			With a flick of his wrist, my golden shield falls away, skidding across the floor and leaving my face bare.

		

	
		
			
				10

				Castor

			
			Retreating a step back from the red-haired viper locked in Tamarind’s hold, I slide the length of her blade through my fingers, avoiding the razor edge.

			Looks like my instincts were right after all. For a moment there, I wasn’t so sure.

			The mortal girl is all wildfire and bloodlust. Only seconds ago, her low, melodic voice lulled me into a false sense of security. But she hid behind that golden mask, like the one she’d so carefully removed from my face. Now her gilded shield is gone, and she stands before me barefaced and vulnerable. Except she’s the opposite of fragility.

			Face the shape of a venom-filled heart. Hair the color of a flame in the middle of dry wood. Spots dotting her face like dried blood after a massacre. Silver eyes glinting at me, a pair of daggers sharper than the one she meant to drive through my heart.

			And every last inch of her is dripping with gold.

			“So. You thought you’d crash the Crown Masquerade and murder the Redwood King? Do you know the punishment for such a crime?”

			Tamarind’s brows meet, and I shoot him the briefest of warning glances. If this mortal is going to fall in love with me, believing I’m the king rather than the cursed prince will make that task far easier. But first I’ll need to be sure she doesn’t gut me in my sleep.

			The almost-murderess regards me with utter disdain, as she did before by the piles of confections. Though her mask is on the ground, it seems she’s managed to craft one all on her own. Invisible, yet just as effective. I sort of hate her for it. How easy she makes it look to appear indifferent.

			“I can guess,” she says. “Luckily, I’ve committed no such crime.”

			“Your intent was the same. The punishment is no less for those who don’t succeed.”

			She lifts her chin in defiance. “Killing you was not my intent. I was just taking precautions. I’ve heard how you…how you are with mortals.”

			“From whom have you heard this?”

			She goes still, showing no visible clue to the direction of her thoughts. “People talk rather loudly at parties.”

			“Ah. So it was just happenstance that you ran into me while carrying a dagger, and that you overheard someone at this party say that I mistreat mortals. Is that right?”

			“This is not my first dryad party, Your Majesty. Rumors spread like weeds through the two kingdoms, you know.”

			The two kingdoms. If she is used to Myrtlewood dryads, then I can’t blame her too much for carrying a dagger. But I keep up the indignant king act. “Yes, well. You should not believe everything you hear.”

			“I see that now.”

			Sylveris forests are filled with the most eccentric of beings. Creatures who can morph into different animals, fae who sleep within flowers and ride on bumblebees, dryads that can camouflage themselves perfectly among the trees to hide from a passing enemy. But an entirely lucid mortal who willingly attends a treetop masquerade as if it is commonplace? Now that is an oddity.

			“Who did you come here with?”

			She doesn’t move an inch. Though I imagine Tamarind’s scythe kissing her carotid has something to do with that. “I came alone.”

			“And yet you can see us?”

			“I’ve always been able to see dryads.” The almost resentful way in which she speaks makes me feel as though this is the only true statement she has uttered tonight.

			A mortal with the Sight who fancies herself a connoisseur of dryad parties and plotted to dance on the lap of the king. My grip on her blade tightens. How very presumptuous of her.

			“Did you know the last king was murdered by a mortal?” I take slow steps forward until I am standing inches from her.

			At last she betrays a hint of panic: Her breathing stutters, eyes flare just millimeters, shoulders stiffen. Tamarind watches me from over the mortal’s shoulder. I know, with one order, he would cut her throat with his scythe. He’d do anything I asked him to.

			“He cut down the king’s heartwood in the dead of night and left like a soul escaping a corpse,” I continue. “There were no guards stationed along the candelabra branch then. Not like there are now, unfortunately for you.”

			The girl’s invisible mask has returned. “I didn’t come here to kill you,” she says carefully. “I told you. I was merely protecting myself.”

			What a beautiful liar. No change in tone. No shifting or avoiding eye contact. Almost as if she believes it. I might believe her, too, if I couldn’t see the fire deep within her gaze, a smoldering funeral pyre built for me.

			I offer her a smile sparkling with condescension, tilting my head as if she’s a sapling who’s done something particularly ridiculous but adorable all the same. I toss her golden dagger in the air and catch it by the hilt for a second time. Then I place the tip beneath her jaw, lifting it as I whisper, “Are you saying you are afraid of me?”

			Her red lips part, but no words come. She breathes in, then lets the air slowly out before her teeth capture her full bottom lip. “No.”

			“Is that so.”

			After several beats, she finally speaks, calm and careful. “I understand if you don’t trust me. You have no reason to. But I am telling the truth.”

			I step away from her. Strolling around the chaise longue, I lean my forearms atop the high back, spinning the golden dagger like a maple seed. “Why should I trust you?”

			“If you let me live, I can show you. I’ll…I can work for you. Clean or cook. Whatever you desire.” Her words are slow, careful.

			“Brave of you to offer so much to a king you felt the need to protect yourself from. Or perhaps foolish.”

			“Something tells me you aren’t as cruel as the rumors claim. That mask you always wear is just armor to protect you from things you don’t want to feel.”

			Every muscle in my face responds to her words. My brows lift at the innermost corners, mouth flattens, cheeks sink. Fire brighter than her hair sizzles in my veins. Damn her. Damn her words. Damn the truth in them.

			If any mortal deserves to be chosen as my lover, it is this one.

			“Perhaps,” I admit, “some of what you say is true.”

			Silence settles over the three of us as I pretend to consider her offer, pushing away from the chaise longue and pacing slowly across the floor behind it. If she’s to fall in love with me, she must stay in the Redwood Court, but Durian will be a minor issue. Seeing as how she believes I am the king. Oh, the fun my brother would have if he found that out.

			“All right, mortal,” I drawl. “You may—”

			“Maddox,” she interrupts. “My name is Maddox.”

			“Is that all?”

			“It’s all that matters.”

			I do not push the issue. Mortals’ surnames are drenched in bloody history, dirty deeds, and money—or lack thereof. Dryad surnames are connected to the tree on which their heartwood has grown. Before I was adopted, I was Castor Azalea, the only sapling born from an abandoned tree on the outskirts of the Nightshade District. Then Cyperus made me a Sempervirens…and the Sovereign Tree made me a cursed prince. Names mean nothing.

			“And what should I call you?” she asks. “Your Highness? Your Majesty? Your Eminence?”

			I stop pacing. “You don’t know my name?”

			“I know you as the Redwood King.”

			“My name is…” I begin to say Durian, but then I picture the girl before me whispering my brother’s name into my ear, and I nearly heave up the tarts I ate earlier. “Castor. My name is Castor.”

			“King Castor,” she says.

			Better than Cursed King, I’ll admit. But still enough to turn my stomach sour.

			“All right, then, Maddox. I suppose I will allow you to prove your trustworthiness in lieu of execution.” I gesture toward Tamarind with the golden dagger. “Let her go, Tamarind.”

			He lowers his obsidian scythe and relinquishes her arm, retreating a single pace away from her. Maddox takes three careful steps back, facing both of us as she cradles her right hand in her left.

			“Your…Majesty?” Tamarind says awkwardly. “May I speak with you a moment?”

			“Certainly.”

			He steps cautiously away from Maddox, keeping his eyes trained on her. I follow him to the top of the stairs—her only exit unless she wishes to dive over the balcony to her death.

			I cast vines of silence and turn my back to the mortal, knowing full well that Tamarind won’t look away from her.

			“Not an inch of me trusts that girl,” he says in a quick whisper, though she couldn’t hear him if he were screaming.

			“Quite wise of you, Tam. Neither do I.”

			“If I hadn’t been watching in the shadows of the next mezzanine up, she’d have already buried that blade in you.”

			“Likely.”

			“Clearly, she came here with intentions to harm the king, if not kill him outright.”

			“That is clear, yes.”

			“And she believes you are the king.”

			“Yes.” A wicked grin curls my lips. “It appears she does.”

			“That means—”

			“It means”—I glance over my shoulder at the girl scanning the room as if she is seeking a way to escape—“I’ve found the perfect candidate to fulfill my pact, don’t you think?”

			A mortal with the Sight who sneaks into a dryad kingdom, caught with a golden dagger in hand as she tries to woo the man she believes is king, surely deserves the lethal fate of falling in love with the cursed prince. Far more than any other mortal who’s crossed my path.

			“I suppose…But how are you going to keep up this charade? Durian will shatter that facade rather quickly, I imagine.”

			“At first chance, yes, he will.”

			Truthfully, I have not thought any of this through. A common occurrence as of late. I try not to think at all if I can help it.

			“Perhaps you could send her to be locked up in another district?” Tamarind suggests. “And you could visit her at your leisure?”

			“I can’t lock her up if she is meant to fall in love with me, can I?” The dimmest outline of a plan flares in my mind. “You’re right, though. She can’t stay here…but I think I know where I can send her.”

			Tamarind pulls his focus off the mortal long enough to assess me. “Where?”

			“The only place in this kingdom with an ounce of loyalty to me.”

			Without further explanation, I dispel the vines of silence, facing the corrupt girl I must somehow trick into falling in love with me.

			“Maddox, you can prove to me that you were, in fact, not here to take my life by staying in the Nightshade District and working for Evodia Debray at Magesté.” Tamarind’s eyes snap to mine. I ignore him. “Her establishment is understaffed and in need of an extra pair of hands during the lead-up to the Sylveris Solstice. You can be of assistance to her for the next fortnight.”

			Maddox notes the dagger still in my hands. “What is Magesté, exactly?”

			“It’s an entertainment venue.” Of sorts.

			For once, the mortal—Maddox—seems at a loss for words. Even now her expression betrays nothing. It is evident she’s pondering all of this. Masticating and digesting it. But whether she is relieved, terrified, furious, or resentful, I know not. How does she do that? Even now, I’m thankful for the actual mask I wear, though I fear half of my face is displaying every convoluted emotion waiting just below my skin. If only it were thicker.

			“Perfect.” Something shifts in her eyes. “Do you visit this entertainment venue much? How will you ensure I’m proving my trustworthiness if I’m working in another district?”

			“Let’s just say I am at Magesté more than I am here.”

			Her brow lifts. “Must be very entertaining to earn the frequent presence of a king.”

			There is a shadow of judgment in her tone. Lovely: Even this vile mortal doubts my leadership abilities. “Where else should a king learn about the desires of his people than at the place they go to enjoy themselves?”

			The words leaving my mouth are complete and utter nonsense, but I pretend to believe it nonetheless. A skill I imagine most rulers have in spades.

			“Of course…So, what now?” Maddox folds her hands before her. “Shall I hang out with your friendly guard awhile so you can enjoy the rest of your masquerade?”

			Tamarind gives an imperceptible shake of the head.

			“That won’t be necessary. I am bored of this party. I’ve gotten all I need out of it.” I hand over her dagger, presenting the hilt. My first card to play. For her to trust me, she has to believe that I trust her. “Take it. You’ll need to be able to protect yourself in the Nightshade District.”

			Slowly, she reaches for the blade, as if she thinks I may change my mind and bury it in her sternum. Can’t say the thought hasn’t crossed my mind. But I need her. For a fortnight, at least.

			She weighs the weapon in her hand a moment before sliding it into her pocket. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

			“Please. Call me Castor.”

			And, to set off the beginning of our imaginary love story, I offer the girl a reluctant smile, as if I want to trust her but am afraid to. As if I want to take off my mask for her again.

			She returns it, the corners of her lips lifting slowly like they’re attached to marionette strings controlled by a puppet master. The silver of her eyes sparks. “Thank you, Castor.”

			My name disintegrates like poison on her tongue.

			I hope it tastes bitter.
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				Maddox

			
			The king and his guard sneak me out of the masquerade through a back door. I’m not sure why he’s going through all this trouble to keep me concealed. It isn’t like his mortal dalliances are a secret if even the Myrtlewood dryads know about them.

			I keep my hand on the hilt of my dagger, a foolish thing for the king to return after what I almost did. With every footstep, I envision all the ways I could stealthily bury the blade in the side of his neck. But each imagined assassination ends the same: with his grim reaper guard removing my head with his massive scythe.

			Even now, the guard—Tamarind—walks a foot behind me, his shoulders tense as if he’s ready to throw me from the platform if I move too quickly in the king’s direction. For now, I clear my head of all murderous thoughts. I’m supposed to be a dryad-obsessed mortal in a treetop kingdom, after all. I should be staring wonderingly around, struck with awe by the magic.

			Fuck magic. Fuck dryads. And, most of all, fuck me for not killing the king when I had the chance. Now his guard is never going to make the mistake of stepping away again, and I have only myself to blame. My hesitation.

			If my dad’s journal were a how-to book for dryad regicide instead of vague notes and warnings, maybe this wouldn’t be so hard. Maybe I would have a plan that isn’t just: Get the king alone and stab him.

			I send a resentful glance skyward.

			Thick branches hide the moon and stars. When I pictured dryads as a child, I always imagined them prowling around the forest floor like predators, carrying spears and roasting animals on a spit. Lounging on low branches and sleeping in hollow trunks. I never imagined fully functioning treetop cities with wooden paths, dining establishments, and storefronts built around tree trunks.

			The Myrtlewood was closer to my imaginings, down to the metatarsal chandeliers.

			King Castor leads us to a platform with a line of what look like wooden pedicabs topped with a single helicopter blade.

			“It’s a samara,” he informs me after instructing the pedaler where to go. “Meant for traveling between districts.”

			I climb inside and adjust the full skirt of my gown as the king sits beside me. His guard takes the seat across from us, laser-eyed gaze on me.

			The samara lifts into the air, sending my stomach into an uncontrolled flip. I make the mistake of leaning over to peer out of the open window. The view of nothing but wide redwood trunks and blackness forces an involuntary tremor across my shoulders. I hope it goes unnoticed.

			As is my luck tonight, it does not.

			“Afraid of heights?” the king drawls.

			I squeeze my bedazzled clutch full of diabetic supplies more tightly. “I’m not afraid of anything.”

			Tamarind snorts.

			The king shoots me a skeptical glance. “Every living creature is afraid of something. It’s what keeps us alive.”

			“The desire to survive is not the same as the fear of death.”

			“Perhaps not.” The samara takes a sharp turn over a pathway darker than all the rest. “But fear keeps creatures from doing idiotic things.”

			“Yes, well. That just confirms my earlier claim.”

			I’ve done nothing but idiotic things tonight.

			Aside from the masked party down below, the Redwood is much quieter than the Myrtlewood. Where the latter is filled with twittering birds and scurrying animals, the former is too high to hold many forest creatures—other than the predatory birds perched on branches and a wood sprite that’s hitched a ride with us. The tiny creature clings to the glassless window, keeping its massive black eyes on the occasional owl and hawk.

			I nearly pull out my dad’s journal to double-check the name, but I distinctly remember the way their skin mimics the swirls of wood grain. They look a little bit like a mix between a chameleon and Tinker Bell, the size of my thumb.

			My analysis of the creature is cut short by a distant screech that doesn’t sound anything like a bird…or any animal, for that matter.

			“Are dryads and those arbor-fairy things the only kind of fae that live up here?” I ask.

			The king and his guard exchange a wary glance.

			“No,” they say at the same time.

			“What else is there?”

			Castor casually reclines, spreading his arm across the back of the samara seat, fingers millimeters from my shoulder. “Oh, you know, just the occasional banshee and blood nymph.”

			“Also need to watch out for spider wraiths,” Tamarind adds.

			The king nods. “But those are all sugar pixies compared to the Erlking and his tree sirens.”

			As if summoned, that far-off wailing song starts up in the distance. Castor mutters something under his breath, and the air sizzles slightly around the samara, as if it’s been trapped in a bubble of static electricity. All the sounds from the forest cease, including the siren song.

			“Vines of silence,” he explains. “It’s a sort of sound barrier.”

			“I assumed.” My arms fold across my chest, which immediately starts to itch with anxiety, all my nerves fraying like a ship’s rope unraveling in the waves. I’ve never liked total silence. I fall asleep listening to angry girl music and promptly jam it into my ears the second I wake up. Alone with my own thoughts? No thank you. “You know, I think I’ll take my chances with the tree siren. Could you pop this little sound bubble?”

			Both Tamarind and Castor quirk a brow in my direction.

			They share yet another look, which only heightens my agitation. I start pumping my foot, jogging my leg like a restless kid in class.

			Amusement darkens the king’s brown eyes, and I ready a series of harsh words before he finally dispels the vines of silence. Forest sounds flood in, and the siren song has disappeared. I let out a slow breath, my leg stilling.

			“Not claustrophobic, are you?” Castor asks with a crooked grin.

			My face is a featureless mask. “No. The pair of you are just particularly loud breathers.”

			They both frown.

			I wonder why the Myrtle Queen didn’t use magic as readily as this king. Does he have more? Or is he just careless with it? My dad’s journal had tragically little information detailing fae magic. Anytime the subject was mentioned, it was accompanied by question marks.

			
				Fae magic is sourced from nature. Dryads access magic from trees? Multiple or just their own? Can it be shared in the roots?

				Some dryad magic seems more powerful than others. Species? Age of tree?

				Pact magic vs innate magic?

				What are druids?

			

			Yes, Dad, what the fuck are druids? And why did you leave so many of your own questions unanswered?

			The farther we travel, the darker the shadows become. All the decorative twinkling lights and sparkling gemstones adorning the citadel fade away. The wood of the walkways below shifts from polished and gleaming to dull, dark, and decrepit.

			Soon the only illumination comes from clusters of incandescent purple flowers hanging like streetlamps. There’s a general smell of decay in the air, something sickly sweet.

			The pathways grow steadily more crowded, swarmed by masked individuals wearing cloaks and hoods, like we’ve just entered a city of scytheless grim reapers.

			I’ll bet the king’s guard loves it here.

			A high-pitched scream sounds within an unlit home we pass over. My right hand immediately reaches into my pocket for the hilt of my dagger.

			King Castor leans toward me, lowering his voice. “Scared yet?”

			“Do you want me to be scared, Your Majesty?”

			“Does it matter?” he responds. “You are immune to fear, after all.”

			The samara lands in the center of the Nightshade District. Castor offers the pedaler a handful of coins, and I step out of the flying carriage. The glowing purple flowers hang beneath every establishment and wind around gnarled branches. The district’s center is oblong rather than circular and comes to two points sprouting off into a dozen darkened streets, like an eye with lashes coated in too much mascara.

			A latticed black windmill covered in iridescent green stones towers above. It doesn’t rotate or spin, though it seems like it should, as if it’s been frozen in time. Nightshade flowers crawl up the rounded charcoal walls surrounding the tree at its core. Above the doors the glowing blossoms form the word Magesté in swirling cursive script.

			The king opens a door, holding it for me and Tamarind.

			I’m engulfed in white tendrils of opalescent smoke, the smell of burnt sugar and dead roses hanging in the air. The front room is cramped and empty save for a heavy pedestal desk covered in mountains of paper and open books. The low beat of drums, plinking piano, and jazzy horn instruments can be heard from the room beyond a curtain made of emerald feathers.

			A raven-haired arborfae with light green skin and dragonfly wings rushes through the curtain, sweat glistening along her brow and narrow shoulders. Given how sheer her ivory gown is, she might as well be nude.

			“Greetings!” the girl says in a nervous, reedy voice. She speaks so fast all her words are pushed next to one another like passengers on a crowded San Francisco light rail. “We are rather understaffed tonight, and all the available orchids are taken. Most of our dancers are working at the masquerade. There is an abbreviated version of the show, of course, but…” King Castor takes off his mask and the arborfae stops speaking, taking a deep breath. “Oh. Your High—”

			The king cuts the nearly nude girl off with a nod, not a trace of blush on his cheeks. As if he sees practically nude women all the time. Probably does. “Pleasant evening, Fern. I’m here to speak with Madam Debray.”

			Fern looks to me and then back to the king. “Madam Debray is upstairs interviewing someone right now.”

			“She will see me.” There’s something rigid and careful about his words.

			Wringing her hands, Fern looks from the king to another curtain of oily black feathers before nodding resignedly.

			From what I’ve heard about him, I wouldn’t expect the girl to even pause before obeying. But the way they speak seems almost familiar. Evidently, he is a regular visitor at this entertainment venue, as he’d called it.

			King Castor doesn’t make eye contact with me. “I will return shortly.” Then he follows Fern through the black-feathered curtain, leaving me alone with the guard, who had a blade to my throat less than an hour ago.

			Tamarind stands with his hands clasped before him, back rigidly straight. He’s rather handsome with his dark umber skin, elfin features, copper eyes, and locs gathered atop his head like a homemade crown. His horns are not unlike Castor’s in color but are smoother and slightly smaller. They don’t twist or curve back but sit higher, like a fawn’s.

			The scythe in his hand, though? Not so cute.

			I pace the room, arms folded across my chest, trying to slow the whirlpool of thoughts drowning my mind. Clearly, I overestimated my abilities and underestimated the difficulty of the situation. Guess I have no choice but to play the king’s little game until I can get him alone again.

			Passing by the front desk covered in papers, I crane my neck to read the topmost sheet. It’s a messy grid with prices, names, dates, and time frames. I move the top paper to see the one beneath. Same names on the left row, but different names on the right. Different times. Some fifteen minutes. Some two hours. Some just say full night.

			I revolve on my heel to face Tamarind. “This is a brothel, isn’t it?”

			He opens his mouth, takes a long, slow breath, then closes it.

			“Tamarind. Is your king selling me to a whorehouse?” I grind out.

			“He is not selling you. He’s—”

			“No, of course not.” My words choke his. “He’s just allowing me to repay my debt to him by forcing me to sell my body for sex. You’re right. That’s completely different.”

			“No, that is not quite what he is—”

			Before he can finish, I push through the black-feathered curtain into a semicircular parlor with red walls punctuated every few feet by gothic arched doors, black, curving furniture, and a staircase that splits into two.

			I wind through a maze of dozens of arborfae and dryads in various states of undress and erotic positions. They pay me no notice.

			A grand piano plays a seductive melody all on its own while an exceptionally tall dryad buries her face between the legs of a pink-haired arborfae lying across the top of the instrument. Her screams of pleasure harmonize with its song. For a bizarre moment, I wonder what it would be like to join them, or at the very least take a seat at the piano and play for them.

			My eyes catch on a mortal girl carrying a tray of drinks. Her eyes don’t seem quite as dazed as the mortals from the masquerade with the leashes and collars, but they still seem off. And the way her mouth is turned up in an always-there smile tells me she’s under some kind of dryad glamour. I want to grab her and run.

			Tamarind comes to a stop beside me.

			“Are you still going to tell me this isn’t a brothel?” I look back up at the guard to find him chewing on his lip. “That’s what I thought.”

			I storm toward the stairs just as a group of giggling arborfae passes in front of Tamarind, blocking his way to me.

			“Don’t worry,” I send over my shoulder, “I’m not going to kill the king. Just make him bleed a little.”
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				Castor

			
			Evodia’s room is situated at the top of Magesté, directly behind the blades of the windmill. Unlike the rooms downstairs, the madam’s domain is one of peace and serenity, with its shades of gray and lilac and soft-hued paintings of women holding seedlings in their arms.

			Lambent candles emanate calming scents of lavender and vanilla, a jarring contrast to Evodia’s rage after I barged into her interview with a wannabe orchid who looked like they’d just smoked an entire bush of nepenthe.

			She folds her hands atop her ivory desk now, fixing me with a stern glare. “Let me see if I have this clear…You wish for me to take in a mortal girl with presumably no experience in a place such as this so you can convince her to fall in love with you to fulfill your foolish pact with the Redwood King?”

			“That’s correct.”

			“And this girl believes you are the Redwood King.”

			“She does, indeed.”

			“And you wish for me to order my orchids and dancers to refer to you as such? To convince the girl that it’s true.”

			I lean forward in the wingback chair before her desk. “Have I ever told you that you’re an excellent listener?”

			“Why bring her here? Why not keep her in a branch of the citadel and hide her away from the king?”

			“You mean attempt to hide a mortal who believes I’m king beneath the nose of the actual king who claims to have ‘ears’ everywhere?”

			At least a decade passes as Evodia stares at me, amethyst eyes burning a hole straight through my skull—though not nearly as fiercely as when I first told her of my pact.

			Folding her hands before her, she says, “You are a foolish man, Prince Castor.”

			Evodia is only twenty years my senior—not a long time for a dryad—and yet she has an uncanny way of making me feel like a child. As a prince, I technically have the authority to punish her for speaking to me in such a casual manner, but I’ve never entertained the thought. Evodia has always treated me like one of her orchids. Stern and brash, with the shadow of care.

			Not love, of course. But something that almost feels like it.

			“Have I ever denied that I am foolish?”

			“The effort you’re putting into wooing this mortal could be spent making a difference in this kingdom. Freeing people who were imprisoned without trial. Convincing your brother to pour some of his resources into this district. Help house the orphaned saplings whose homes have been destroyed.”

			My upper lip curls and a thrum of anxiety starts up in my sternum. Despite my banishment from the bedrooms of this establishment, I thought at least she would agree to the extra help. “Perhaps I can focus on that when the threat of the Bloodwood Tree is no longer looming over me like a carrion bird.”

			She heaves a deep sigh. “Well…I suppose I could use the help. Fern is positively drowning in papers, and organization is not one of her strengths. Though I won’t be hiring the girl as an orchid.”

			“Good. That wouldn’t exactly be helpful to my pact, nor do I think she would appreciate me offering up her body like it’s something to be sold.”

			She tilts her head at me, a slight smile on her dark plum lips. “Such a soft boy you are, when you stop pretending to be cold and indifferent.”

			I really should ask that mortal how she manages to craft her emotionless masks. Evidently, mine is made of glass. My eyes cast down to my lap. “Careful what you say to me. My curse might mistake your pity for love and Magesté will be left without a madam.”

			“Chin up, Castor,” she scolds. “It won’t do to wallow in guilt and self-loathing. I know you think you are made of the same vile material as so many of the cruel and entitled men who frequent this establishment, but trust me when I say you are not them.”

			A muscle jumps in my jaw. No, I’m worse.

			Evodia sighs. “Which brings me to the girl you intend to enchant into loving you.”

			My bowed head lifts. “What about her?”

			“Are you genuinely willing to sacrifice this mortal to your curse in order to be free of it?”

			The recent memory of Maddox’s furious silver eyes resurfaces, how she looked at that golden dagger with bloodthirsty longing. “This mortal? Yes, I am.”

			“Why her?”

			Finally, something I can say with complete conviction. “Because she tried to kill me first.”

			Before Evodia can respond, the air is rent with the sound of pounding—and not the kind of pounding you would expect in a pleasure house. Fists slam on the iron door. I sweep from the chair to peer through the peephole.

			Deep red hair. Speckled face. Eyes of iron.

			“Who is it?” Evodia hisses.

			“The charming mortal meant to fall in love with me.”

			The pounding comes again. Harder. Accompanied by yelling. “King Castor,” Maddox bellows. “This whore of yours requests a word.”

			Tamarind wrenches her arm from the door. “Are you mad?” he snarls, grappling her.

			“Yeah, I’m fucking furious.”

			“No, that is not—”

			Evodia huffs an incredulous laugh as the pounding intensifies, rattling the pictures and sconces on the walls. “Are you sure she is human and not banshee?”

			Regretting it instantly, I open the door to allow the choleric woman entry.

			“You both may come in,” I state calmly, as if she isn’t losing her mind out here in the hall. As if every one of my nerve endings isn’t blistering with ardent anxiety. “Release her, Tamarind.”

			My guard shoots me a doubtful look before liberating the feral mortal. Immediately, she pushes past me into the room, stopping short when she spots Evodia behind the desk.

			“You must be Madam Debray,” Maddox says. “As in, the madam of this brothel the dear king has sold me to.” Tamarind shuts the door behind him as Maddox rounds on me. “Left a few things out of your little debt repayment plan, didn’t you?”

			With forced composure, I return to the seat across from Evodia’s desk, sinking into it and propping my arms on the rests. “I’ve sold you to no one.”

			Maddox shadows me, craning over the chair like a ravenous vulture. Tamarind keeps his scythe clenched in his hand, ready to strike if prompted.

			“Whether money is involved or not,” she growls, “I never agreed to accept you as my pimp. If I’m going to fuck someone, I’m going to be the one who says so.”

			Unexpected heat spreads through me at her words along with a lewd image I banish from my mind. My logical brain knows this mortal is a dangerous creature to keep at arm’s length, but my body knows only my fondness for strong women and affinity for redheads. Typical that a masochistic dryad such as myself would be turned on by mere suggestion of fire.

			Evodia regards Maddox with newfound intrigue. “Maddox, was it? Your anger is not unwarranted, but I believe you are quite mistaken. The king has informed me of the terms of your agreement. If you wish to prove yourself to him, you may work for me, not as an orchid—a pleasure giver, that is to say—but as a bookkeeper.”

			Cheeks flushed, Maddox’s wild eyes briefly cut to mine before returning to Evodia, whose words have somehow acted as a flame retardant to this human bonfire.

			“Bookkeeper?”

			“That’s right. Fern is atrocious at organization. I imagine I’ve already lost hundreds of gold pieces thanks to her. She tries so hard, the poor thing.”

			The feral creature straightens, stepping back from me, focus on Evodia. “What would I be doing, exactly?”

			“You would keep the books, count the coin, match the appropriate orchids with the visitors depending on what they pay and desire.”

			Maddox’s quick breathing gradually slows as she props her hands on her hips, seemingly considering Evodia’s explanation. Her focus moves briefly to me before she says, “All right, then.”

			“Tam, darling?” Evodia turns her head toward him. “Be a sweetheart and fetch Fern for me. She should be in the parlor or the theater.”

			Tamarind looks to me, then to the mortal, the grip on his weapon tightening.

			“Go on.” I pull out a dagger of my own sheathed at my hip—which he knows is for show more than anything. “I’m certain I can fend off a mortal woman with no magic.”

			He seems rightfully uncertain. Of my plentiful skills, fighting is not one of them. Not with a blade, anyway. My power of decay and rot can take down a fleet of dryads if I so choose. Another reason for members of this kingdom to fear and avoid me.

			Tam assesses me a moment, then nods and slips from the room. Even when we were kids together, he seemed to be able to read me in a way my other peers could not. His empathy is what made him such a compelling healer.

			Evodia continues speaking to the mortal as if I am merely a wax figure taking residence in her winged armchair. “If you indeed accept the king’s offer to repay your debt here, I will have Fern show you around and set you up with a room. You must be exhausted.”

			Maddox’s hands slide into her pockets. She does that often. Must be a nervous tic. “I am pretty tired, yeah. And”—she glances obliquely at me, then back to Evodia—“I will work here, as long as my autonomy remains intact.”

			“Of course. That is to say, so long as you don’t burn the place to the ground with your temper.”

			“I’ll try my best.”

			A crooked grin pulls at Evodia’s painted lips. “Very well. If you can handle yourself and help keep this place afloat, the deal will remain. If not, King Castor will have to find other arrangements.” She says this last bit with a pointed look in my direction.

			When Fern arrives with Tamarind, her ebony hair is disheveled, and she looks seconds away from bursting into tears. “Madam?”

			“How are operations running tonight, Fern?”

			“They are…” Fern’s hands wring harder, her voice trembling. “They are— They could be improved, Madam. The show was not quite up to par since half of the dancers and musicians were absent for the masquerade. All the available orchids are taken, some doubling or tripling up customers. The visitors are…well, they are displeased.”

			The poor girl twists her hands so tight I’m afraid they may begin to bleed.

			“Fern,” Evodia says in a stern voice. “Get yourself together.”

			Tucking her hands behind her back, Fern sucks in a deep breath. “Yes, Madam. I apologize. I am trying.”

			“Fern, this is…” She pauses, pressing her index finger to her chin. “What shall we call you?”

			Maddox frowns. “Call me?”

			“You cannot go by your given name. Not if an Unseelie finds themselves in our establishment, which they do from time to time.” Evodia scans the mortal up and down a moment. Turning back to Fern, she says, “Oleander will be doing the bookkeeping for the time being, until the business of the Solstice cools down. Show her around and find her a room. She will begin tomorrow.”

			Oleander. Fitting.

			“Yes, Madam.”

			“Come here, Fern.” Evodia waves her over. “I have one additional request.”

			Fern approaches, kneeling beside her madam. Stealthily casting vines of silence around the two of them, Evodia speaks without so much as a whisper escaping their bubble. I can tell the moment Fern is directed to refer to me as King when her eyes widen, and she peeks in my direction.

			Maddox watches closely. For a murderous mortal, she is certainly untrusting of those who have done nothing to her.

			Evodia finishes her instructions and dispels the vines of silence. Fern pulls away and presses a hand to Maddox’s arm. “Come with me, Oleander.”

			Before the red-haired murderess leaves the room, I say, “Despite the awkward dagger situation, I’m glad to have made your acquaintance, Maddox. It is not every day a mortal surprises me.”

			“Same to you, Your Majesty.” She offers a dramatic curtsy before following Fern out of the room.

			“Poor girl.” Evodia rests her chin atop her hands. “She has no idea she’s the chosen victim of the cursed prince.”

			“Let us hope it stays that way.”
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				Maddox

			
			Moans, grunts, and warbling screams of ecstasy reverberate off the walls like an auditory kaleidoscope of pleasure. I can’t tell if I’m terrified or turned on.

			“You are not supposed to be up here!” Fern scolds a pair of masked, nude dryads with thin, multipronged antlers taking up half of the topmost stair. “This is not a free sex space. Go back downstairs to the first floors. Shoo!”

			The two dryads laugh, ignoring her as they clumsily move from one position to another.

			Fern huffs, shaking her head. She takes me by the hand and maneuvers around the writhing bodies, descending the staircase. “It is not usually so chaotic here, I promise. We are already understaffed, but then with the Crown Masquerade, it’s simply…urgh, and I feel like I am doing the worst possible job. New visitors do not know how business is conducted here. Anyway, I will find you a room. Follow me, Oleander, darling.”

			“It’s actually Maddox, but—”

			“Oh, we don’t use our given names here,” she whispers. “Safest that way.”

			“Because of the Unseelie, yeah.” My dad never told me anything about the Seelie vs. Unseelie fae, but I’ve read enough fairy lore to know I don’t want an Unseelie knowing my name.

			The weight of the past few days presses on my shoulders and the top of my head; it pulls at my hands and feet as if trying to drag me down into the pits of hell. As it always does, the maddening thoughts of the state of my blood sugar crowd my mind. The tarts were likely overkill. The sugar-crusted berries, the carb-filled crust. Each tart was probably thirty carbs at least. A low blood sugar typically only needs fifteen. When I had a CGM and insulin pump, the roller coaster of this disease was at least something I could monitor. But now I have to wait until I’m able to prick my finger and jab myself with an insulin-filled needle. Anxiety hums beneath my skin. I clench my fists more tightly.

			The more stairs we descend, the louder the sounds become. I act as though it doesn’t faze me. I’m no prude, far from it. But even the illegal brothel Javen and I once visited in San Francisco was a convent compared to this place. There is sex happening everywhere, on every available surface. And some unavailable surfaces.

			I try to look away, but it’s sort of like a car crash situation.

			When the arborfae and dryads aren’t licking or grinding on one another, they’re taking a break for a drink or puffing on what look like thin joints. Billowing milky clouds hang in the air, smelling of burnt sugar and dead roses.

			I sidle closer to Fern. “What are they smoking?”

			“Nepenthe. It calms everything down. Settles nerves, you know. I am not one to smoke usually, but tonight I may have to change that.”

			We descend all the way to the main floor, walking past a new couple taking up residence on the piano, this time bent over the keys. The continuous music is punctuated with rhythmic crashes of the highest-pitched notes, like a serial killer movie.

			The extra bedrooms are located just beneath the theater stage, which is now occupied by at least ten dryads with various sizes of horns, antlers, and other appendages. One of the horned ones looks up from the thighs he’s sandwiched between and calls out for us to join.

			“Maybe later,” I say, following a petulant Fern into a stairwell tucked beneath the stage.

			The lowest floor looks nothing like the dazzling spectacle above. It has a cabin-in-the-woods feel, with an open layout and a massive kitchen with an island and two long wooden tables. Tragic nostalgia twists in my belly as I run a hand along the back of a leather sofa, flares of memories burning like a thousand bee stings. This place reminds me of the only real home I knew as a child—the one with my mom and dad. Small and cozy and warm. When my dad was home, that was.

			Fern’s voice lifts me out of my reverie. “The orchids take turns cooking lunch for everyone. It’s our family meal, I suppose.”

			“That’s wholesome.”

			It really is, to be honest…But also, how the fuck am I going to stealthily take insulin to cover all the things I’ll eat here? I could tell them of my disease, but who knows if they would understand? If they would believe it wasn’t just some mortal drug I’m shooting up? Even some humans have thought that after seeing me inject insulin.

			“The extra bedrooms are this way,” Fern continues, stepping into a darkened hallway. “We’ll give you the biggest one.”

			Inside, a simple bed covered in a downy white comforter takes up half of the space. The only other furniture is a small bureau and a cherrywood desk with a stack of blank parchment, a single quill, and bottle of ink. Maybe I’ll write letters to Javen that I’ll never send, like a sad character in a Jane Austen novel. Though the weight of the dagger at my thigh might suggest this plot belongs to Poe.

			A round, clouded glass window lets in a lavender glow from the nightshade blooms outside. On the left is a latch. Perfect escape route.

			“Everything is clean,” Fern assures me.

			“Are these rooms…used? By the orchids, I mean.” How else can I say, Will people be fucking in my bed when I’m not sleeping in it?

			“Oh no! Of course not. I mean, it is your decision if you use your room for your own personal suitors, but you can’t charge for that. Or I suppose you could, though Madam Debray would not approve. But I guess you technically—”

			I press a hand to Fern’s bare shoulder. “You know what, it’s okay. I’ll just take my suitors to the stairway if I feel the need.”

			“Oh, the stairway is not—”

			“—a free sex space. Ah yes, I forgot. Well, I suppose I will just wait in line for the piano, then.”

			Fern nods as if this is a logical choice, then waves her arm at the bureau. “The last girl to stay here was about your size. All her clothes are still in the chest of drawers.”

			“What happened to her?” I open one of the drawers, pulling out a lace camisole. My thumb smooths over the delicate fabric, neither traditional silk nor satin but something similar. Spider silk, maybe?

			Sad eyes cast down to the fabric in my hands. “She was punished for making treasonous remarks. I just found out today, in fact.”

			“Punished by the king?”

			The arborfae nods again.

			“Why would he punish someone here when he seems to have such a close relationship with the madam?”

			At this, Fern stiffens, lips pursing. “Oh. Well. The king has…many sides.”

			“Mmm.” I drop the camisole back into the drawer, closing it slowly. “Does the king come here often?”

			Fern looks everywhere but at me.

			“He, er, yes. I suppose he does. Well, occasionally. It depends on what you mean by ‘often.’ But I must return to the front desk. Who knows how many visitors are milling about up there. Here you are.” She presses the black iron door key into my palm. “Sleep as late as you like. Sleep through lunch if you desire. But I am making my famous rose cream stew.”

			With a wink, she retreats through the door.

			

			~

			Shockingly enough, it is not easy to sleep soundly beneath the stage of a raging sex party.

			The vibrant purple light streaming through the window is replaced by the warm glow of sunrise. Feeling not at all rested, I groan and slide out of bed, slipping on a modest cream dress made of spider silk and lace, and a pair of thin black flats with leather soles. Again, I tie the golden dagger to my thigh, just in case I get my chance earlier than expected.

			I take a dose of long-acting insulin, then fill a syringe with five units of fast-acting, tucking it into the bun at the crown of my head. Just in case.

			The window lets out onto a rounded platform just beneath the main level of the District Center. I climb out, fairly certain I flashed the whole of the trees below and anyone living within them. Unfortunately for them, the forest appears to be asleep. Even the birds are quieter.

			Moving like a wraith, I traverse the path to the Crown District. I’m not about to take one of those flying seed carriages to spy on the king. My dad always said I had the uncanny ability of finding my way back home when I wandered into the forest.

			Even in the day, it’s darker between districts. Castor and Tamarind’s casual mention of blood nymphs and spider wraiths doesn’t ease my building anxiety. My feet go from strolling to speed walking to jogging. Something monstrous and spindle-legged moves in the periphery of my vision, and my jog turns into a dead sprint.

			My heart spasms in my chest, lungs screaming for air, but I don’t slow down until I spot the tree-walled citadel in the distance with the massive spire of the Sovereign Tree shooting into the sky, climbing up past the clouds.

			I glance behind me into the trees, but there’s no sign of what I may or may not have seen.

			Get it together, bitch, I tell myself in Javen’s voice.

			Through the thin slits between the walls and webs of branches, I can see the black and twisted tree, ignored by the three sentries standing obediently by the king’s.

			Guards. Even at this hour.

			How the hell did my dad get to the last king’s heartwood without being spotted? Even without guards, it seems impossible. And how did he kill it? An axe? A chainsaw? Even the smaller trunks would take hours to cut through.

			A familiar hollowness returns to my chest. The longing to talk to my dad, ask him these questions, but not being able to do either. All I have are the echoes and memories and hastily scribbled words of his past.

			
				Never trust a dryad.

			

			Yeah, well, I think I would have figured that out for myself after they killed both of my parents in front of me.

			Stalking the paths around the circular wall of mammoth trees, I look for a weak spot, a place void of protection. I find none. Guards dot the perimeter like mushrooms in a fairy ring. The only way inside is through the twisted iron front gate. All those ridiculous stories of fae being burned by iron are clearly bullshit. Perhaps the tall tales were started by the ironfae themselves, just them trolling one another through mortal folklore.

			I approach the dryads guarding the gates, pretending to be lost and hungover from a night of masked debauchery. The guards eye me closely as I try to discreetly survey the home of the dryad king I’m meant to kill.

			Built in dark red wood around the Sovereign Tree’s trunk is the throne room, its doors flung open to let out the straggling partygoers. Beyond that is a sprawling palace made of stone, wood, and stained glass.

			That’s where King Castor is. A thousand impossible miles away.

			“The masque is over, mortal,” one of the guards tells me as I take a step closer. “No new visitors are permitted entry.”

			Avoiding further interrogation, I nod to the golden guard and breeze away with an overexaggerated smile to play my ensorcelled role. I follow a twisting wooden road I assume will lead me back around the citadel. An incorrect assumption.

			Because now I find myself rooted in place, standing before a tree gruesomely ornamented with a thousand dryad skeletons wrapped in silken cocoons.

		

	
		
			
				14

				Castor

			
			Tamarind and I find the redheaded murderess standing on the viewing dock of the gallows tree. Not a surprise that someone of her ilk would end up here; I’m sure the stench of decaying dryads called to her like a siren’s song.

			The flaming hair tied atop her head in an organized nest looks like the beginning of a forest fire in the middle of this dead-filled wood. She grips the railing, gaping at the skeletons of the dryads who dared rebel against Redwood Law. Like a spider’s prey, they’re spun in vines and silk, sucked dry by the tree until all that remains are their frames. And there they stay, bones wrapped in pendulous coffins. A decorative warning.

			With a sick twist.

			“We call this the gallows tree,” I tell her. “But some refer to it as the hanging gardens.”

			Maddox startles, and a thrill of dark satisfaction runs through me. I don’t typically enjoy people being afraid of me—but her lack of emotion and fear in general is unnerving for someone who is ruled by emotions and afraid of most everything. It is particularly unnerving to think she may have no heart at all. It would certainly be my luck to pick the one human incapable of love to break this curse.

			She fixes me with a shrewd glare before noting Tamarind standing at the ready behind me. Her wall of defense rises. “This is how you bury your dead?”

			This is one of the ways Durian punishes those who openly defy him or Redwood Law. It’s a practice nearly as old as the Sovereign Tree, though King Cyperus let much more slide than Durian.

			“And that’s why our brother found himself with a felled heartwood,” Durian once told me when I mentioned all the new skeletons in the gallows tree. “If you wish for a garden to thrive, you must first kill the weeds and pests that threaten it, mustn’t you?”

			I see the logic, I guess. But I find it difficult to distinguish a weed from a poisonous plant.

			But obviously I can’t say any of this to Maddox because I am the king, and I doubt that would convince her to fall in love with me.

			I’m beginning to see some downsides to this impersonation.

			“Not quite” is all I offer. Kings have no business telling mortals about their execution practices anyhow.

			The mortal’s eyes narrow as she turns her focus back to the tree, eyes scanning each of the silk-wrapped bodies. Then they freeze on the bones of a small dryad sapling, no older than ten. I look, too, for a moment, until I can’t anymore. That old familiar lump rises in my throat, tears threatening to make an appearance, but I swallow them down. Now is not the time. Showing any form of weakness around this mortal has already proven to be a near-fatal mistake.

			“Children?” The single word is soaked through with judgment.

			Though I am just as disgusted as she is, I feel the bizarre need to defend myself—the fake king. “Dryad saplings aren’t shown mercy the way mortal children are.”

			A muscle twitches along her jawline. “I wouldn’t say mortal children are shown mercy.”

			Her eyes rake up and down my body, lingering on my horns. I made sure to dress in my most kingly of clothes—olive-green breeches, a midnight velvet doublet sewn through with strands of golden spider silk, and of course, my golden crown—a minuscule version of Durian’s, but a crown, nonetheless.

			Maddox’s attention moves to the citadel. “Whose heartwood is that?”

			I already know which tree she means, but I look anyway. A curving trunk like an elder’s back, dark twisted branches void of leaves, bark charred and wounded.

			I force my words to come out impassive rather than ashamed. “Which?”

			“The one that looks like it’s been struck by lightning. That’s the candelabra branch, isn’t it?”

			“It is.”

			“So, that means it should belong to—”

			“It belongs to my brother,” I interject.

			Tamarind’s mouth unhinges, and I chance a quick shake of my head in his direction. He closes it, but his eyes remain panicked.

			The mortal seems less surprised by this than I expected. Almost as if she already knew. “The cursed prince?”

			Her words land like barbs shot from a porcupine plant. “So you’ve heard of him.” Of course she has.

			“Why was he cursed?”

			My teeth grit tightly together at the question. Why indeed. “His heartwood was never meant to be a part of the Sovereign Tree.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“He was adopted.” The word tastes like spoiled wine. “By my late brother, King Cyperus.”

			Maddox’s gaze falls back to my heartwood. “How does that even work?” she asks. “A dryad adoption.”

			“It’s a ceremony performed by the druids. They move the heartwood from one tree to another. I’m not entirely sure how it works,” I admit. “They’re the only ones who speak Sylvan.”

			“Sylvan?”

			“The language of the trees.”

			“Ah,” she says as if she understands, though the way her lips twitch to the side makes it clear she has no inkling what I’m talking about. “But how did that curse him?”

			The ever-hollow space in my chest deepens somehow, like a bottomless pit growing impossibly more infinite. “The Sovereign Tree itself cursed him…because he was never meant to belong to the royal family.”

			She frowns more deeply now, still ogling the tree harboring my unsightly soul. My stomach squirms with unease, as if I can feel her staring at my very core. Surely mortals with Sight can’t see through dryads too. That would be rather gruesome. And in my case, highly mortifying.

			“What a lonely existence the prince must lead. It’s not as if he can help being cursed.” Her voice turns icy. “It’s not like he wanted to be unwanted.”

			Her words send a sharp pain lancing through me, spreading like veins of electricity along the cage of bones inside my chest. Because that’s one of the words I’ve pinned to myself beside my plethora of other descriptors. Cursed. Broken. Rejected. Monstrous. Unwanted.

			But at least Handsome and Alluring are tacked onto those or I’d simply have nothing to offer.

			A breeze travels through the gallows tree, the branches and vines letting out a symphony of eerie creaks. Shuddering, Maddox turns away, moving past me up the path. “I can’t be here.”

			“You can’t be here as in here, or as in the kingdom?” I follow her, attempting to swallow my panic.

			She shoots me a sidelong glance, eyes piercing me with their ferocity. I wonder if she ever lets down her guard or if she’s always steeled for a fight. “If I wanted to leave this kingdom, would you even let me?”

			“Do you want to leave?”

			“Would you let me if I did?”

			I need her here to complete my pact, but forcing her to stay would render that impossible. Who could fall in love with someone who kept them prisoner? But something about the way she looked at me last night—like I had something of hers she wanted—tells me she wouldn’t leave, even if she had the choice. “I won’t force you to prove your trustworthiness, if that is what you are asking.”

			“You owe me no favors. Why not force me to stay?”

			“As I said last night after you attempted to assassinate me, I am not as cruel as people say.”

			In my periphery, I can tell she is assessing me as we walk, Tamarind three paces behind us. I’m unsure whether I’ve passed her secret test or further convinced her of my worthlessness. Then she sighs. “I’m not going anywhere. I may be a lot of things, but I am also a woman of my word.”

			Silence dances around us like the drunken dryads at last night’s masque. But my thoughts are louder than Maddox’s feet finding every stray twig to snap. Before I made this pact, romancing those who craved danger was almost effortless. I’m the cursed prince. Dark, brooding, and menacing. My labels pulled ephemeral lovers in with hardly any exertion on my part. But this pact, laced with a netting of delicate lies, changed everything.

			Every move is crucial. Every word is one I can’t take back. A rose or dagger thrown at her empty heart, and I won’t know which until I’ve said it. My mouth opens to speak, then closes, again and again. A sparrow choking on a seed.

			“Did you sleep well last night?” I ask finally. I can practically hear Tamarind rolling his eyes behind me.

			Maddox guffaws. “Did you know, on the night of the Crown Masquerade at least, that arborfae and dryads like to romp around naked and sing ballads on the Magesté stage after the show is over?”

			I crack a grin. “Do they?”

			“And did you know that my new room happens to be located directly beneath the stage?”

			A laugh escapes my throat without my permission. “So you’re saying you slept wonderfully?”

			“Best sleep of my life. What’s even better is that I haven’t had coffee in days. That really helps.”

			What is it with mortals and their coffee? “Dryads don’t drink much of that, I’m afraid. Personally, I prefer wine in the mornings.”

			At my mention of wine, her mouth tightens. “Mmm. Well, I’m going to have to figure something out. Uncaffeinated Maddox is not a pleasant thing to endure. I’ll likely scare away all the visitors tonight.”

			I should probably ask her some questions like I care, I suppose.

			“And how are you feeling about tonight? Anxious? Frightened?”

			She snorts. “Your obsession with me becoming frightened is unnerving.”

			“Your supposed lack of fear is unnerving.”

			We reach the fork in the wooden road leading toward either the Nightshade District or the citadel.

			“Shall I call for a samara?”

			“No, I’ll walk.”

			“Let me accompany you to Magesté, then.”

			“Thanks, but I can make my own way back from here.”

			“Don’t let the light of the morning deceive you,” I tell her. “The most dangerous creatures in this forest roam in the daylight, and few actually look like monsters.”

			She stares pointedly at me, lifting the edge of her dress up her speckled thigh, revealing a dagger tied there with leather cord. Unwelcome warmth spreads through me, sinking low in my belly at the sight, but I shrug it away. This viper may have voluptuous thighs begging to be bitten, but it doesn’t make her any less of a monster.

			Tamarind catches my face and hides an amused grin with a cough. He knows my type. Bastard.

			She releases the skirt, and I track the material as it slides down her skin like clumsy hands. “I can handle myself.”

			There are monstrous fae in these woods who would swallow her whole, blade and all. Though I imagine she would somehow find a way to cut herself free. “I have no doubt about that.” I offer her a shallow bow. “Until tonight, then, Oleander.”

			“No need to check up on me. I’m not going to run away.”

			“You’re forgetting that you’re a guest in my district.”

			Gesturing toward the citadel, where the Sovereign Tree towers within, she says, “I thought this was your district.”

			“I am the king. Every district is my district. But…living in a place doesn’t make it a home.”

			At these words, something shifts in her expression, the faintest glint of some deeply rooted pain. A trick of the light, I’m sure. “Until tonight, then, Your Majesty.”

			I watch her walk away, and Tamarind appears at my side. “You bowed to her.”

			“What?” I feign disinterest, inwardly cursing myself. Years of bowing to my brothers has ingrained the gesture in me when presented with a person I simultaneously loathe and fear.

			“You bowed to the girl just now,” he clarifies. “You’re meant to be the king. Shouldn’t she be bowing to you?”

			Shooting him the most disgusted look I can manage, I wave him away. “I offered her a gentlemanly gesture. Yes, I am meant to be king, but I also intend for her to fall in love with me. If I want your advice, I will ask for it, Tamarind. Otherwise, you may remain silent. Don’t forget that your fondness for talking out of turn is the reason you’re stuck with me.”

			All emotion drains from Tam’s face like blood from a slashed throat. He offers a brusque nod, backing a step away. I get the urge to apologize but fight it down. We aren’t friends anymore. We haven’t been friends for quite some time.

			If I do manage to rid myself of this curse, what would a friendship with him even look like? For just a moment, I let myself daydream about a future where I could actually have some semblance of a normal life. A life where Tam and I sneak off into a nearby mortal town—or maybe venture a bit farther, into their larger cities—drinking and causing problems only the fae can cause. Party with the carousing ironfae. Find a couple mortals to flirt with, to kiss under their too-bright city lights. And then make our way back to the forest, arm in arm, laughing drunkenly about nothing.

			The soft wind of beating wings rustles my hair, pulling me out of my reverie. A hawk lands on the railing along the path, its beak clenched around a golden scroll.

			“What does my dear brother have to say to me this morning?” I mutter to the hawk. It tilts its head, stretching its neck further.

			I unfurl the scroll as the bird flies away. In perfect black script are only four words sandwiching an ominous trio of dots.

			Lovely choice…Your Majesty.
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				Maddox

			
			Fern’s rose cream stew tastes like cream of mushroom would if it were made with potpourri. What I wouldn’t do for a burger and fries right now. The worst part? I already took three units of insulin when I got back to my room, so I have to eat the flower soup.

			Evodia enters the room in a loose-fitting white shift. Her lilac skin shimmers with a dewy morning glow, and her face morphs from tender to stern as she makes her way around the room, checking in with each of the orchids like a mother of many. She offers me only a curt nod and nudges Fern in my direction. Seems I have yet another fae watching my every move. Though if I had to choose between Drosera and Fern, I’ll take the latter ten times over.

			Every Magesté dancer and orchid sits at the two wooden tables in the cramped dining room. Thanks to Fern’s quick whispered words, I learn not all dancers are orchids and vice versa. Some dance on the stage; others dance only in the bedroom. But they all eye me distrustfully. Everyone except the mortal named Daisy, who is smiling down at her stew like it’s said something funny.

			Four rows of arborfae and dryads of various genders size me up, the mortal girl who is clearly not under any sort of dryad enchantments. The mortal who can see. Every part of me screams other. My curved ears. My imperfect pores. The trio of zits on my chin.

			Evidently, Evodia already gave them the rundown while I was off cavorting with dead bodies and the king, who is never alone. But she insists on introducing me properly anyway.

			“Everyone. This is Oleander,” Evodia announces, tapping me on the shoulder as I force another swallow of flower stew. She peers down at me. “Stand up so they can see you.”

			I rise to my feet, faking confidence. A smile, but not too wide. A regal yet polite wave, pretending I don’t loathe every last dryad before me.

			Evodia continues. “She will be helping out here for a fortnight, so make her feel welcome.”

			A few orchids exchange loaded glances. I arch a brow in their direction, so they know I saw.

			“Well, after last night’s calamity, I say thank the forest gods,” one dryad calls out, raising their glass to me. “Welcome, Oleander.”

			Evodia goes around, pointing at each of them, giving their name and assignment. I forget half of what she tells me.

			“Where exactly are you from?” comes the voice of Cornelia, the lead dancer. She flicks a lock of rose-pink hair off her tan shoulder, watching me with eyes the color of burning coals.

			I surprise myself by answering honestly. “Arborfell.”

			At the sizzle of tension moving through the room, I regret it immediately. Perhaps it has something to do with it being a town full of loggers…

			An orchid with silvery blue skin and white hair folds their arms and leans forward on the table. “You are far from home.”

			Living in a place doesn’t make it a home.

			Cornelia stands before I can respond. “No matter. You are here now. Welcome to Magesté, Oleander. Try not to burn it down in one night.”

			“Oh, don’t be silly!” Fern pipes up. “I’ll be with her the whole time.”

			Shockingly, this statement does not appear to reassure any of them.

			

			~

			Behind the curtain of the main show stage is a row of mirrored makeup stations surrounded by bright fae lights. Orchids and dancers alike dab at their faces and wind ribbons, jewels, and feathers through their hair and around their horns. Soft piano music plays from somewhere in the wings.

			Pulled by the hand to one of the stations to prepare for my first night on the job, I’m painted and primped like a human doll. Dramatic smoky eye shadow, liner, mascara, and deep red lips. Blues, blacks, and silvers make my eyes look absolutely piercing. Now I get why Javen harped on and on about me experimenting more with makeup. He was right; it does have the ability to make you into a whole other person. I don’t even recognize myself.

			I’m fitted in an ocean-blue corset with pewter chains and clasps, matching bloomers, a garter belt with garters clipped to sheer black stockings, onyx kitten heels, and a black gossamer peignoir. I only know what any of these things are because of Javen’s constant costume brainstorming sessions. If I didn’t recognize a garment, he would spend at least an hour showing me pictures online and another hour showing me sketches of his own. If he could only see me now.

			Wonder if he’s moved all his things into his fancy San Francisco apartment yet. Bet he’s already forgotten about his diabetic best friend. Too busy soaking in his new, free life as a former foster kid who actually beat the system. If I pull this off, maybe I could join him. Just show up at his place like, Hey! So, I took your advice and made a deal with a dryad. Killed a king. nbd. Wanna get sushi? My treat.

			Fern watches my transformation like a hovering dance mom, adjusting my costume and tucking back a stray curl.

			“Is it like this every night?” I ask.

			“Every single one.” Fern flashes a proud grin. “It’s why wealthy dryads and arborfae drop sacks of gold just to step through our doors. The costumes, the makeup, the dancers. The spectacle. Magesté is not just a brothel. It’s a transcendental experience.”

			One of the dryads completes my look with pointed silver ear cuffs to hide the mortal curves of my ears, as if they are something ugly that needs to be covered. She pats me on the head and moves on to the next orchid. I smooth my hands down the boned corset, eyeing my reflection. How is it that I can look like a completely different person and feel more like myself than I have in years?

			Fern takes my hand. “Come on, Oleander. We have much to do.”

			She leads me to the front of the establishment and shows me the “books,” which consist of piles of jagged-edged papers with orchid and visitor names, time spent in the rooms, and the payment amount. Orchids get to keep most of what they make, paying Magesté a small percentage.

			I flick through the papers, swallowing the slow-building anxiety. “Is there a particular organization to all of this that I’m not seeing?”

			Fern shrugs. “Not really. I work best in chaos.”

			“I can see that.”

			There are also books filled with the orchids’ stats and “special skills.” Evidently, it’s customary to ask what visitors are in the mood for: sultry and rough, soft and sweet, acrobatics, even cuddling. I guess dryads aren’t unlike mortals in that sometimes they just need someone to lie next to for a while. I know what that’s like all too well. Loneliness was the flint to all my old flames.

			Fern and I comb through each of the bedrooms, straightening the bedspreads, lighting the candles. She uses whatever forest magic she possesses to fill the air with the subtle scent of roses and cinnamon.

			“How long have you worked here?” I ask.

			Fern’s slender shoulders tighten at the question. Every inch of her is visible through her sheer gown of glittering organza. But, somehow, she manages to make it look romantic rather than risqué. “A little over a year.”

			“Are you from the Redwood Kingdom?”

			The frown on Fern’s dark green lips deepens. “I’m not, no. I was forced to relocate…”

			“Why?”

			She avoids eye contact. “My forest lands were cut down by mortal axmen.”

			Guilt writhes in my stomach like a serpent. A flash of my dad’s company truck enters my mind, sprinkled with memories of him teaching me how to hold an axe properly, explaining how his team brought down hundreds of trees in a day with their feller bunchers. I never made the connection between what he did and what that might mean for the dryads and other forest fae I could see. Ignorance on my part, I suppose. It never occurred to me that my dad would be the villain in their history books.

			Images of screaming arborfae fleeing from their homes as they’re cut down darken my previously bright reverie.

			If he could see dryads and other fae…how could he cut down forests filled with them? It seems almost immoral. Cruel. Then comes an image of one of the many videos I watched before I was rejected from the army. People killing people. Mortals gunning down mortals. Killing is fine as long as it’s for a good cause, right? At least, that’s what I told myself when I marched up to the recruitment center, ready to sign my life away in exchange for some semblance of security. Maybe that explains the relief I felt when they told me type 1 diabetics can’t enlist.

			“I’m…so sorry,” I murmur, looking down. And I really am. Dryads have been nothing but cruel murderers in my eyes since I lost my parents. But arborfae like Fern have never done anything to earn my distrust.

			“Thank you, Maddox. It’s not so bad anymore. The Nightshade District has a reputation for morally corrupt dryads and heinous monsters.” She smooths her green hand over the comforter. “But they are also the only district in this sprawling dryad court who will accept arborfae who’ve lost their homes, adopt dryad saplings with no family. Evodia gave me a job and a room when she had no need for me.”

			“Sounds like foster care,” I mutter.

			“Pardon?”

			“Nothing…I’m glad you were able to find a home.”

			“It’s more than just my home. The orchids, the dancers, Evodia—they’re my family.”

			Ignoring the tightness in my throat, I pull aside the dark curtain covering the window and stare down at the line of visitors snaking around the circle. Dozens of them wait to be allowed inside to watch the show, to be entertained, pleasured, to escape for the night.

			Fern materializes by my side. “Ready?”

			I’ve had a lot of first days at a lot of new places. This is the first one that’s made my chest flutter with anxiety. But on the outside, I’m calm and resolute, a force of raw femininity and fire. This is all just temporary. A convenient excuse to bide my time, learn how the king ticks, and find a way to kill him without getting scythed.

			I don’t turn away from the window. “I think the question we should be asking is Are they ready?”
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				Maddox

			
			The Magesté theater fills like sand in a broken hourglass. Only a handful of the dryads and arborfae in line are here for the orchids; the rest have come to see the show.

			I sweep the disarray of scribbled-upon papers into a pile and start a new book that doesn’t make my eyes turn dizzying circles around the page. I’m nothing if not painfully organized. Though Javen likes to say it’s not organization, it’s just the manifestation of my childhood trauma.

			Fern hovers by my side, whispering suggestions in my ear as visitors point to the orchid they want on my new, neatly printed list.

			The show begins with a rolling cymbal crash, and I step through the green-feathered curtain to watch the opening act while there’s a lull in visitors for the orchids. The theater is packed with an audience of hundreds of dryads and arborfae dressed in gowns, breeches, and doublets. I feel like I’m attending an odd amalgamation of a Renaissance faire, opera, and Broadway show. Soon, the music climbs to a climax, and the crowd hushes in anticipation.

			Evodia sashays onto the stage dressed in a tight gown sparkling with bottle-green gems. She greets her guests with a dramatic spread of her arms and a sultry voice. “Welcome, my friends, to Magesté. May you leave your troubles at the door, drink a little more, and go home with lighter pockets than you had when you came.” She winks, and the audience laughs. “And now, please sit back and enjoy the Magesté Marvels.”

			Dancers decked in feathers and glittering costumes stream onto the stage with Cornelia at the center, her rose-colored hair glowing in the red lighting. The crowd bursts into whistles and applause. The jazzy music and provocative dancing are a hypnotic mix of cancan and burlesque with a dash of acrobatics and blue fire. It isn’t difficult to see why people line up for hours just to witness the Magesté dancing troupe. The arborfae with wings soar over the audience, twisting and twirling and reaching out to graze their fingers along the shoulders of the dazzled crowd.

			“They’re something, aren’t they?” a voice says, startling me.

			Evodia stands beside me, much taller than she seemed when we first met—now that she’s not sitting behind a desk.

			“Yeah, they’re—”

			“I’m rather protective of them,” she interrupts. “My dancers, my orchids. They’re my family.”

			“I…can see that.”

			She fixes me with a penetrating gaze. “If anyone were to hurt them, they would pay most dearly.”

			My chin lifts, but it doesn’t make me feel any taller. I don’t know exactly what she is implying—except of course I do. I may have tricked Castor into trusting me, but this woman is not fooled. “I’m not going to hurt anyone, Madam Debray.”

			Not here, anyway.

			Her eyes scan me up and down, twice. “Good. It was rather gracious what the king did for you. He’s by no means an orchid, obviously. But he’s something like family here.” She doesn’t elaborate, but her words are clear. If something were to happen to Castor at her establishment, I would pay most dearly.

			I keep my face impassive. “The king is lucky, then,” I say, “to have such a big family.”

			“Indeed.” Evodia fixes me with another look that clearly says Watch yourself before she pats me on the arm. “Enjoy your night, Oleander. Do let me know if you need anything.”

			Like a mop to clean up all of your king’s blood after I slash his throat? “Will do.”

			I spend most of the night in the foyer with Fern, greeting visitors and asking her logical questions like “So…what sort of protection do the orchids use?”

			Fern tilts her head. “Like weapons?”

			“No. Like. Sex protection.”

			She blinks at me. “I don’t understand.”

			I gesture awkwardly with my hands. “You know, like, things for the males to wear on their, uh—sticks?—to protect from sexually transmitted diseases and making tree babies or whatever.”

			“Ohh.” Then she laughs. “Dryads and arborfae don’t carry human diseases like that, though there is the occasional occurrence of genital mold—all the moisture, you know. Easily dealt with, though. Also, we don’t procreate. Dryads are born from the trees and arborfae from the flora.”

			Now it’s my turn to blink. “So you just have…pregnant trees and flowers that spit out tiny saplings every now and then?”

			She nods with a pleasant smile. “Yes, precisely.”

			My brows couldn’t lift any higher, I don’t think.

			“How does that…work exactly?”

			Blinking, Fern frowns. “Well. Seedlings are made in the heartwood, develop there for a bit, and then sprout and grow until they are mature enough to detach and live among their siblings, who care for them until they are fully grown. Isn’t that how it is with mortal seedlings?”

			“Um. Well—”

			I’m saved from analyzing the intricacies of human versus dryad birth and child-rearing when a tall, slender dryad steps inside the front doors. A cloak of oil-slick feathers hangs from his shoulders. Atop his head, between curling charcoal horns, sits a black top hat made of velvet with a bloodred silk band that perfectly matches the color of his nails and pointed snakeskin boots. Upon closer inspection, I note thin ribbons of metal running through his horns. That’s new.

			He takes my measure, seemingly unimpressed. Without a word to me, the dryad waits for one of our male orchids to free up, then slips away for a mere fifteen minutes, leaving behind a mound of gold far too valuable for the time spent.

			“That’s Mondo. The drug lord of the Nightshade District,” Fern informs me, noting my curious eye as the dryad ducks out the door.

			“Does he grow nepenthe or something?”

			She barks a laugh and then blushes a deep shade of green. “Nepenthe is a bit tame for him.” Her voice lowers about twelve decibels. “Mondo sells deadly things. He’s one of the only ironfae in the Redwood Kingdom, so he’s rather popular in this district.”

			“He’s ironfae?” There are a couple of notes in my dad’s journal about ironfae. Offhanded comments, like he already had knowledge of them. Nothing like the detailed notes on dryads. I always wondered if he’d encountered any when he lived in San Francisco.

			“Yes. They typically like to live among mortals, but Mondo is an exception. Rumor has it he was banished by the Iron King.”

			I lower my voice, leaning in like a schoolgirl telling secrets over the lunch table. “For doing what?”

			“He hasn’t said outright. Of course, some around here claim they know, though, because I heard—”

			A swarm of dryads fills the front room, and Fern immediately stops speaking, as if she was telling some forbidden secret.

			The visitors before us are all male-presenting dryads with thick horns wearing extravagant, split-cloaked uniforms of gold and scarlet. On each of their left lapels is an emblem of a hawk with open wings. Fern warned me about these people: the Crown courtiers.

			“Gentlemen.” I offer a sultry smile. “Welcome to Magesté.”

			The man in the front of the group steps forward, smugness oozing from his pores. “Evodia finally got a mortal orchid, huh? About time.” He looks back at the others, offering a wink.

			Rather than respond, I offer over the list of orchids’ names. “Who do you desire tonight?”

			He ignores the paper, reaching into his pocket and dropping a pouch of coins on the desk. It lands with a heavy thunk. “The best you possess.”

			Earlier, Fern informed me the highest-priced orchid is Jade, a rarity even in the arborfae world. She’s a huldra—an arborfae who can induce the most intense of tree-shattering orgasms with just a brush of her fingers. Can’t say I’m not intrigued myself. I could use some unwinding.

			Plucking the key to her suite off the wall, I hand it over. “Enjoy your night.”

			Each man asks for the “next best” thing. No specifics, just the next most expensive, whoever that may be.

			The last dryad steps forward as I’m scanning the list of orchids left. Nearly all the suites are taken. The only vacant room is saved for special requests. “How much for you?” he asks.

			My eyes don’t leave the list. “I am not for sale.”

			“I am not seeking a sale,” he says. “Rather an investment.”

			This time I look up, dark smoke of repugnance filling me like the top floor of a burning house. A man with pine-green hair and irises the precise color of tree sap stands before me. Immediately, I recognize him as the dryad who whisked me away onto the dance floor last night. Archer, the king had called him. Suddenly, I don’t just see a disgusting pig. I see an opportunity. A potentially dangerous one.

			Anytime the king leaves the citadel, he is shadowed by his grim reaper guard, who is highly suspicious of me—rightfully so, but still annoying as fuck. And if I can’t find a way into the citadel without being spotted, a citadel worker like this man would certainly have one or two secrets to spill, if coerced.

			A coy smile curves my lips. “An investment, huh?”

			He reaches out a hand, stroking two fingers down my arm. “I have a thing for mortal women,” he murmurs.

			My head tilts along with my false grin. I feel like a million insects are crawling over my skin. “Lucky you.”

			His bottom lip sucks in, teeth biting down as he looks me over like a wolf about to devour his kill. I think I may vomit. But no, there isn’t time for that.

			“Fern, would you mind keeping an eye on the books? Just for a bit? I’m going to join this dashing man in a room.”

			Fern gives a startled cough, bewilderment coloring her light green cheeks several shades darker. “Er— Of course…”

			Snatching up the key to the last empty suite on the first floor, I lead Archer through the black-feathered curtain into the parlor.

			The door to the suite clicks closed behind Archer, and I stroll casually to the red silk bed, sinking onto it and reclining back. I move to unhook the front of my bodice, just a little. “So, I do have a few ground rules—”

			“Could we keep our clothes on, actually?” he interrupts.

			My hands still. “Oh. Sure?”

			Without his friends around, Archer actually looks rather small. “I would just prefer to lie down a while.” He kicks his shoes off and climbs onto the bed. Plopping heavily down, the dryad spreads out like a starfish, his head sinking into the feathered pillows. “My feet are positively aching.”

			“Would you like me to…rub them?”

			His face brightens as though I’ve just offered to strip for him. Though I suppose I technically did offer that, and he clearly refused. I’m not sure if I should be relieved or offended.

			He closes his eyes. “That would be divine.”

			As far as feet go, his aren’t that repulsive. They may even be softer than mine. If I didn’t have more pressing matters to attend to, I’d ask about his pedicure routine.

			“Must be so tiring,” I say in a soothing voice, moving my thumb in slow circles along the arch of his foot, “working for the Redwood King.”

			“It can be,” he admits sleepily. “My job can be.”

			“But you aren’t a guard, are you?”

			Archer smiles. “How can you tell?”

			I stroke a hand up his calf, eliciting a shiver. “You weren’t wearing armor.”

			“I am not a guard. You’re right. The king does not allow them many breaks.”

			Clearly. Though I’ve only ever seen him accompanied by the one.

			“What are you, then?”

			His smile vanishes like a candle blown out. “Mostly, I am a delivery person. Of sorts.”

			“What do you deliver? Goods from the kingdom?”

			“No, that is not the sort of delivery I make.” A deep flush fills his cheeks, running down his neck.

			My voice remains low and calm, like I’m trying to coax an animal into a cage. “What sort of things do you deliver, if not goods?”

			A crease forms between his brows, and the corners of his lips turn down. “I’m not supposed to…” Distress darkens his voice. “He has ears everywhere.”

			“Who does?”

			“The king.”

			I scan the room around us. The image of tiny ears implanted into the walls sends a shudder across my shoulders. “I don’t think there are any ears in here.”

			“You don’t understand.” His breaths come faster, like he’s on the edge of a panic attack.

			“It’s all right, Archer.” I squeeze his ankle gently. “You don’t have to say.”

			I realize my mistake right after I make it.

			His tree-sap eyes snap to me now, scanning my face in a new way. Like he’s just seeing me. “How did you know my…” His expression shifts from searching to discovery.

			“You were at the masque.” He sits up abruptly, dark green hair stuck to the sweat on his forehead. “Golden girl. I knew you looked familiar. Your spots. Your red hair. I danced with you before you were swept away by—”

			The sound of a knob turning meets my ears. Seconds later, Archer’s mouth and the door to the room open in unison. A dryad’s form darkens the threshold, unrecognizable until he steps into the candlelight to reveal twisted black horns, a jaw sharper than my dagger, and brown eyes that look like unlit coals in the shadows.

			The king’s mouth curls into a pernicious sneer. “I am not interrupting, am I?”
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			Before me lies a revolting scene.

			A pile of gold coins glitters on the bedside table. The lighting of the red room is dim and romantic. Candles in the fireplace, roses on the bureau, chocolates, and untouched wine on a serving tray. Maddox with bloodred lips, wearing a glittering bodice of sapphires, black garter belt and garters clipped to thigh-high stockings.

			I feel a flush move over me and rip my gaze from her legs to the sycophantic man who works for my brother, seconds away from blowing my cover.

			Archer scrambles to his bare feet faster than a lizard wriggling free of a hawk’s talons. He folds forward into a low bow. “Your Highness. I wasn’t— I didn’t—”

			“Leave,” I grind out. “Now.”

			“Y-yes, Your Highness.” He bends to snatch his shoes off the floor.

			“Leave them,” I say. Archer’s reddening face snaps up, pupils engulfing the amber. I swallow the rancorous laugh crawling up my throat. “Go.”

			Relinquishing his shoes, he nods. Maddox watches our exchange from the bed with a measured gaze. Then Archer ducks past me, running barefoot through the parlor, past a startled Daisy.

			With Tamarind at my heels, I step inside the room, closing the door behind us and casting vines of silence across the threshold. Maddox sits slowly up, brushing her hair back from her forehead. Either she thoroughly re-dressed after whatever they’d just done, or she never removed her clothes in the first place. I resist the urge to ask. After all, she doesn’t know she’s meant to fall in love with me.

			Her forehead smooths. “I wasn’t finished with him, you know.”

			“You never should have begun with him.”

			Mild annoyance builds to burning fury in her eyes. “Need I remind you a second time that you are not my pimp, Your Majesty?”

			My chin lifts at her audacity. If I were Durian, her head would have already left her body for speaking to a king this way. But I am not Durian, so of course I’m just busy forcing my face into anything other than intimidated and uncertain.

			And, still, she continues, “You have no say over who I do or do not begin with. I’m repaying my debt to you by working for Madam Debray. That was the only stipulation.”

			I don’t believe her for a moment. As a self-proclaimed lover of dryad parties, she likely jumped at the chance to play with us even longer. One of those mortal thrill seekers who thrives on adrenaline and danger. That could either help or hinder my endgame.

			“I don’t believe that your duties include pleasuring the man my brother hires to capture innocent mortal women—women Durian has his way with before he wipes their memories and leaves them dazed in the forest.”

			“Your brother hires?”

			My stomach plummets at my own blunder, avoiding Tamarind’s belated warning glance. Yes, I know I’m bad at this. I don’t need to be reminded.

			Luckily, I have not drunk quite so much wine as usual, and my mental faculties are able to configure a decent explanation. “Yes…my brother. I may be king, but the prince has his own games he likes to play. None of which are illegal in this kingdom.”

			The blood in her cheeks drains. “It’s not illegal to have mortal women brought to your door like they are nothing more than a pizza delivery?”

			Truth be told, I’ve always been a bit revolted by Durian’s idea of fun. The number of mortals I’ve had Tamarind sneak out of the kingdom before the king could lay hands on them is staggering. But if I say this, it would look like I’m a terrible king who lets the prince walk all over him. And that story doesn’t add up. Best to go with dryad lore and things mortals can’t understand.

			“Our laws are centuries old, Maddox. Mortals have been the enemy of dryads for nearly as long.”

			“Why? Because we don’t have magic?”

			“Because you cut down our heartwoods and homes and murder innocent dryads to build your houses from their corpses,” I retort with quite a bit more venom than I intended. “Not you, of course…just—”

			“Just people I loved,” she snarls, then stops, shaking her head.

			“Believe it or not, dryads have lost people they loved as well.”

			Upper lip curling, she swings her legs off the bed, straightening her arms by her side. “Fuck them.”

			I hate her. Physically, unequivocally hate her. The day she falls in love with me cannot come soon enough.

			“Eloquent sentiment.”

			She fixes her eyes on the ceiling. “I’m not trying to be eloquent.”

			“That is clear.”

			“I thought the Redwood Kingdom didn’t give a shit about what the mortals did to the forests, since they don’t touch any of your trees.”

			My voice darkens. “From whom did you hear that?”

			Maddox’s shoulders stiffen. “Like I told you before…dryads talk at parties. Especially around mortals. It’s almost as though they think we can’t understand them.”

			“Most mortals don’t.”

			“So I’ve heard.”

			The tension in the room is thicker than tree sap. Both our chests rise and fall with angry breaths. This isn’t how you make someone fall in love with you. The image of the Bloodwood Tree looms over me, and Tamarind’s gaze burns into my back. And now that Durian knows who I’ve chosen—knows she thinks I’m him—the pressure feels all the heavier. Tam, Evodia, Durian. So many eyes on me now, watching and waiting for me to founder.

			I take a steadying breath. “I apologize for losing my head. I meant no offense…I suppose you and I have a lot to learn about each other.”

			Casting me a sidelong glance, she focuses in on the steaming mug I’ve forgotten in my hand. “That smells a lot like coffee,” she mutters.

			“That’s because it is.”

			“I thought you didn’t have coffee here.”

			“We don’t drink it much, but we do have it. We have many mortal things.” Stolen from their mortal cities. I extend the mug to her. “I brought it for you, actually.”

			Wary desire lights her features. “It’s the middle of the night.”

			“And the middle of your shift. I can dispose of it if you don’t want it.”

			Sighing, Maddox captures the mug from my hands. “I’ll take my chances, I suppose.” She breathes deeply in through her nose, then takes a sip. A low, indulgent moan escapes her lips, and I’m hit with an unexpected shock of arousal. Then she whispers, “Fuck,” and I decide it would be best if I sat down in the bloodred armchair wedged in the corner for a moment.

			“You act as though you think I might have poisoned it.”

			“Well, you are evil, apparently. Or at least that’s the vibe I got from your brother’s mortal-snatcher.”

			Anxiety spreads through my chest like rot. My thoughts go to the nepenthe in my pocket. I was hoping she would have somehow forgotten about Archer’s words. I’d caught them just outside the door.

			“Why is he so afraid of you?” she asks.

			My heart thumps harder, mind venturing down a million possible avenues. I settle on verity. Sort of. “Rumors of my supposed evil deeds have spread across Sylveris like verticillium wilt. Few of them are even close to the actual truth.”

			Maddox takes another sip of coffee. “And what is the actual truth? If you aren’t as cruel as they say…why would Archer behave like that? Like you were some kind of monster?”

			There goes the verity, slipping away like silk sheets sliding off the end of a bed. The word monster stings even more coming from her mouth. My fingers tap out a quick beat on the arm of the chair. Then I clench my fist. “If you must know, my brother is not the only Sempervirens with a fearsome affliction.”

			Wonder if the expert liar can sniff out the vestiges of my falsehood. Or the subtle tremor in my voice.

			Wrapping her hands more tightly around the mug, Maddox leans forward, enhancing the fullness of her décolletage. I tear my gaze away, ignoring the heated blood rushing south.

			“What do you mean?”

			Taking a moment to allow my traitorous lust to recede, I rise from the chair and move to the carefully crafted bureau topped by a vase of red roses. Holding her gaze, I place my palm flat on the top. Veins of blackness course down my arm and into the wood, traveling across the surface like ink in water. Decay eats away at every natural thing until the integrity of the bureau breaks down, and it collapses in on itself.

			Maddox takes in my destruction, silver eyes tracking the shattered petals of the now-withered roses. The mug of coffee lowers from her agape mouth.

			My voice comes out quiet. “You see why creatures of the forest might fear me.”

			Leaving her with this dawning understanding, I head for the door before she can ask anything else.

			“Thanks,” she says suddenly, “for the coffee.”

			“Of course,” I tell her without looking back.

			Tamarind holds the door open for me when Maddox says, “Castor?”

			I turn in question. For once, she doesn’t look guarded or dangerous. Merely curious. “Why would you spare me when you believed I came here to murder you?”

			“Honestly?”

			She rolls her eyes. “No, lie to me.”

			“To be honest…I spared you because when you kissed me the world went silent, and it’s been rather deafening lately.”

			Her mouth turns lopsided. “So you spared me because you hoped I would kiss you again?”

			“I’m not saying that.”

			“But you aren’t not saying it.”

			“Good night, Maddox. Be wary of who you choose to invite into your bed. You may never leave it again.”

			

			~

			The iron door to Evodia’s room slams shut behind me. I slide down it, immediately lighting my nepenthe and taking a deep pull of the burnt-sugar smoke.

			Evodia casts vines of silence without looking up from whatever letter she’s composing. “Your plan is going well, I take it?”

			I allow the nepenthe time to deaden my sizzling nerves before responding. “This plan is damned. Archer nearly destroyed everything tonight. After they slept together, might I add.” I look pointedly at her. She doesn’t look back. “And what precisely is the woman who is meant to fall in love with me doing in bed with a visitor? I thought her duties revolved only around bookkeeping.”

			Evodia’s leaf quill scratches across the parchment, eyes on her words. “I imagine Miss Oleander is taking advantage of the perks of her new position.”

			“Sleeping with Durian’s mortal-snatcher is far from a perk. It is a detriment. A hazard.”

			Signing the bottom of the letter, Evodia sets her leaf quill patiently down and peers up at me. “Do I detect a hint of jealousy?”

			I hold the smoke in my lungs as long as possible, letting it stream out through my nostrils. “You detect a hint of vexation. That woman is a plague.”

			“Your task is proving to be more difficult than you anticipated, is it?”

			Rubbing the end of the nepenthe out on my knee, I flick it into the iron bin by the marbled bureau. “It is going horribly, thanks for asking.”

			“Surely it isn’t all that bad…”

			My face deadpans. “I yelled at her about mortals killing dryads, and then I showed her my inner darkness, if you will. I owe you a bureau in the red room, by the way.”

			An exasperated chuckle. “Ever the dramatic prince you are.”

			“When I’m locked in the Bloodwood Tree, make sure Tamarind has somewhere to work, will you?”

			“Stop that. Don’t go giving up already. You just need to get the girl to open up to you.”

			“And how do I do that?”

			“Figure out what she craves. Go out of your way to visit her, to bring her things she would like. Speak to her as if you are entranced by her beauty and charm. And for the love of the forest gods, don’t look at her like you did last night. She is observant and will see the revulsion in your eyes.”

			I lean my head back until it cracks against the door. Dull pain, numbed by nepenthe, throbs from the impact. “How can I not look at her like I despise her? She clearly loathes dryads even though she likes to revel with us. She betrays no hint of emotions or fear or anything. Plus, there’s the fact that she tried to murder me.”

			“The same way someone can look at you and see past your curse.”

			A million horrified faces flash across my memory. Dryads dashing into shadows. Arborfae flying off paths. Whispers and quick shuffling feet. Glances filled with trepidation or disgust. Durian shaking his head at me after Cyperus’s death. Tears well up, choking me. I almost can’t swallow them this time.

			“Except people cannot see past my curse.”

			“Tamarind does. I do.”

			“Well, you are both fools.”

			“Look at me, Castor,” Evodia demands. There’s frustration and a weary fatigue in her expression, but no hate, no fear. Perhaps there is even a bit of compassion, maybe more than a bit. “You see what you expect to see. I know you think it will be torturous, but some nights you drink yourself sick, yet wake up the next day and order a glass of the same wine that ailed you.”

			“That’s because wine is the love of my life.”

			Candlelight dances in the glossy shine of her amethyst eyes. “Then pretend she’s a glass of wine.”
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			If I’m to pretend this mortal girl is a glass of wine, then I must offer up some grand gesture to make her see me as a comforting mug of coffee. What better way to do that than to bring her a steaming carafe of the revolting beverage?

			I return to Magesté the following morning with a bleary-eyed Tamarind. The bits of sky that can be seen through the spired tops of the redwoods are gray and melancholy, drizzling rain every few minutes.

			We take a samara to avoid potential run-ins with creatures not yet chased away by the dawn. I wasn’t lying when I warned Maddox about the dangers that lurk in this forest. There are creatures not even I am safe from—not even Durian. Unseelie creatures who follow their own laws and can’t be bothered with the Redwood King. Spider wraiths. Blood nymphs. The Erlking and his siren daughters. Monsters who generally keep to the outskirts of dryad kingdoms but have been known to get bored and travel farther in, close to the courts.

			It’s become an increasing problem that Durian has all but ignored. His solution, of course, has just been: more guards in more places. Which helps the Crown District and parts of the Rose District.

			When the Sylveris Council—made up of all the leaders in the Western forestlands—meets, the topic of Unseelie is broached every time. And every time, Durian somehow manages to charm the others, assuaging their fears with lighthearted jokes until they change the topic. To protect the other fae cities from Unseelie beasts would mean using resources Durian would prefer to keep for himself. The Myrtle Queen is on the other end of the spectrum and sends her protectors out daily to fight off unwanted pests. There’s a reason her lands are the safest—or perhaps the most dangerous, depending on who’s asking.

			“Do you have a plan, Your Highness?” Tamarind asks me under the cloak of vines of silence as we land at the edge of the District Center.

			“Play the part of a humble king and stare deeply into her soul as she jabbers on about mortal things.”

			He blinks at me. “That’s your plan?”

			“A little banter, a little eye contact. What is there to plan? Mortals are drawn to money and magic and dangerous things. I have them all.”

			“There are twelve days until the Sylveris Solstice,” he reminds me.

			“More than enough.” I’m lying, of course. That’s not nearly enough time. But I’ve had people fall for me in less. People who are dazzled by dangerous things. Maddox seems like one of those people.

			We wait outside of the barren establishment in silence. Tamarind stands at attention in the shadows beside a bush bursting with white oleander.

			A dull thump and a muffled curse come from somewhere nearby. Seconds later a flash of red appears as Maddox rounds the corner, smoothing her mint-green dress down over her speckled thighs. In her right hand she holds a bottle of what looks like cherry wine.

			“Bit early to be drinking, is it not?” I call out to her.

			She stumbles, nearly dropping the bottle.

			Her attention moves from me to Tamarind standing in the shadow cast by the stationary windmill, his locs hanging loosely to his shoulders and a distrustful expression on his face.

			A hint of annoyance colors her tone. “Do neither of you sleep?”

			“Not much, no,” I say. “Is that wine?”

			She holds up the bottle, as if she’d forgotten it was there. “Yes, actually. I was…bringing it to you.”

			“Poison?”

			A laugh escapes her rose-colored lips. She moves closer, keeping an eye on Tamarind, as if she believes moving too quickly will force him to use his scythe. Can’t say I blame her. “I figured it was only fair, after you brought me coffee last night. There’s a chance you may have saved a few lives, mine most of all.”

			“Well, I’ve got good news for you, then.” I wave a hand at the intricately carved stone mug and glass carafe sitting on the table before me. Steam rises like hands beckoning her forward.

			“More coffee?”

			“I figured you would need it after your first night at Magesté.”

			“If I accept that, then you should have a glass of wine. To keep it fair. I would hate to owe you yet another debt.” She places the bottle on the iron table. “I’ll go get a glass.”

			“No need.” I reach inside my thin cloak and remove a mini goblet I keep for emergencies.

			“You carry spare goblets around with you?”

			“Can’t be too careful when you are king, can you?” Swiping the bottle from the table, I examine the paper label tied to the top.

			Choke Me Cherry

			Magesté

			“I guess we’re still uneven in regard to gifts,” she says. “Coffee is a rarity here and it seems wine is plentiful.”

			“Yes, but this is Magesté wine. The only rival would be Aronia wine from Willamette Valley. Also, it’s a gift from you. That makes it quite the rarity.”

			“Yeah…I’m afraid I’ve gifted you nothing but grief these past few nights.”

			At least she is aware.

			I peer slyly up at her. “And a golden dagger.”

			Maddox sits across from me, perching like a raptor ready to fly away at the first sign of danger. Or prey. “You gave that back, remember?”

			“Just the grief, then.”

			I slide the steaming coffee toward her, and she takes the mug, breathing in deeply. She makes that little moan sound. Again.

			Bleeding trees, can I know no peace?

			“I’m afraid I neglected to bring cream or sugar. Perhaps the Magesté kitchen has some?”

			“My dad always said putting cream and sugar in coffee was like dipping steak in ketchup.” She takes a tentative sip, closing her eyes as she swallows. “I spent years choking it down for the sake of caffeine until I actually started to taste the subtle flavors over the bitterness.”

			“And what does your father think of all your dryad dalliances?”

			Her hands grip her mug so tight, I worry it will shatter. “My dad passed away when I was ten. Both of my parents did, actually.”

			There’s something dark and unspoken in her words. I try to read her face, but it has gone dangerously blank.

			“I’m sorry…” Dryads don’t have parents, but I assume losing them feels the same as when we lose siblings. “Who cared for you after that?”

			Maddox takes a deep drink of the bitter liquid, still avoiding eye contact. “ ‘Cared for’ is a stretch. I lived in many homes, bounced around from house to house, foster parent to foster parent. I never stayed in one place very long. But I suppose it’s partly my fault I was never adopted.”

			Adopted. The word surrounds me like a dense fog. “What do you mean it was your fault?”

			Her eyes glint in the dim lavender light cast by Magesté’s nightshade sign. “I didn’t make things easy for the families I lived with. I missed my mom and dad, and I was furious about the cards I’d been dealt. So I acted out. I talked back to my foster parents, broke things I knew were important to them, picked on their most treasured bio children. Then, when I got a little older, I snuck guys and girls into my room and did things I shouldn’t have with them in my bed. I stole things, drank alcohol, broke curfew, snuck out, had sex. I was a Bad Child.”

			Something shifts in my chest. Something that makes me clear my throat and look down. “Sounds to me like you were a lonely child.”

			A glimmer of pain turns her silver irises a stormy gray. “Yeah, well, I wasn’t cursed like your brother. But I suppose I might as well have been.”

			“Are you still lonely?”

			Silver eyes flash up to mine, something unreadable in their depths. Her hands cradle the mug like it’s a living thing. “I was sharing an apartment with my best friend for a while. But, uh…he just moved to San Francisco. The people I hung around were mostly his coworkers and friends.” A disarming thought appears to strike her as she frowns more deeply. “So, yeah. I guess I still am.”

			“I know a few ironfae who live in that city.” Though introducing Maddox to them would likely do more harm than good. “We could visit if you’d like. Meet up with your friend.”

			Wonder if her friend has the Sight, too, or crashes dryad parties like she does.

			“No.” The word is firm and full of unspoken something. Hurt, perhaps. Or regret. “That wouldn’t be a good idea.” Suddenly, her gaze is unfocused, far away from here, caught up in some dark musing.

			Well, this is going swimmingly. I bring her coffee and then force her to relive her darkest memories and face her miserable present. She’s probably moments away from falling for me.

			No wonder she seeks the company of dryads so frequently.

			I clear my throat. “Shall I open the wine?”

			“Probably safest.”

			Placing my palm over the opening, I slowly lift my hand. The cork follows as if it’s the positive end of the magnet and my palm is the negative. It leaves the neck with a soft pop, releasing the intoxicating scent of cherries and spices into the air between us.

			“You know,” she says, “if you ever get bored of trees, you could make a killing as a magician in the mortal world.”

			I pour myself a hearty goblet full of the deep red liquid. “I could only perform my act near Sylveris if I wanted it to be anything extraordinary.”

			“Why?”

			I tilt my head to the side, assessing her as I swirl the wine. She claims to know of dryads, attends their parties. Yet she doesn’t know some of our most basic magic. Her back straightens, but she doesn’t look away. “Because,” I say finally, “a dryad’s magic is tied to their heartwood. The farther they venture, the weaker it becomes. Until, eventually, it fizzles out entirely.”

			As I lift the wine toward my mouth, Tamarind takes a step forward, holding up his hand. “Wait, Your—Your Majesty.” I pause, and he clears his throat. “Are you certain it is safe?”

			Maddox shifts her focus to Tamarind. “You think I would be foolish enough to poison the king in your presence?”

			Tamarind doesn’t look at her, attention focused solely on me.

			Swirling the goblet again, I say, “Did you poison this wine, Maddox?”

			She inclines her chin, wearing the ghost of a smile. “Why don’t you drink it and find out.”

			“Seems the only way.” I lift the goblet to my mouth again, and Tamarind closes the distance between us, snatching it from my hand. Red liquid sloshes over the side, soaking my gray breeches. Cursing, I stand to full height, still half a head shorter than my guard. “Have you forgotten yourself, Tamarind?”

			Tam’s statuesque composure fractures, broad shoulders bowing forward. I get the overwhelming desire to apologize, to right him, but I resist. I’m supposed to be king, and he’s supposed to be my dutiful guard. Not my painfully loyal friend who steps over the line from time to time. His eyes connect with mine, a fierce protectiveness in their copper depths—the embers of our bonfire friendship glowing a bit more brightly.

			“Stand down, Tamarind,” I warn.

			He takes another step back.

			Reclining in her chair, Maddox gestures toward the bottle. “Why not take a sip yourself if you are so concerned?”

			“If I’m poisoned, the king would be left unguarded,” Tam snaps without sparing a glance her way.

			“I’m fairly skilled with a few choice weapons,” she tells him. “Don’t worry, I’ll protect the king.” At this, Tamarind bares his teeth at her, snarling like a cornered wolf. She rolls her eyes. “It was in a sealed bottle. And I’m mortal. I can’t magically poison shit with my tree powers.” She holds up both hands and wiggles her fingers in mockery.

			“Then why not drink a dram yourself?” Tamarind challenges. “Prove me wrong.”

			Irritation laces her words tightly together. “Because mortals can’t drink dryad wine.”

			Both Tamarind and I look at her now, taken aback.

			“Who told you that?” I ask.

			She shrugs. “It’s just part of the local lore. You know, step inside a ring of mushrooms and you’ll be whisked away by vindictive fairies, ask the Myrtle Queen for a wish and she’ll grant it for a price, mortals can’t drink the wine, it will drive them mad.”

			I throw my head back in a laugh, sinking into my seat again. I lift the half-empty glass. “This is just cherry wine. It will only lower your inhibitions, as will nightshade tea and nepenthe. Your mortal lore is probably referring to tieg wine, a deep green liquid that few dryads drink due to the raging hangover that accompanies it. Though the high is almost worth it.”

			A look of understanding passes over her face. “Don’t drink the…tieg wine, he meant.”

			“Who meant?” I ask.

			She shakes her head, blinking. “No one.”

			Clearly sensing the absence of immediate danger, Tamarind takes another step back from me, fists clenched tightly by his side.

			“So.” I take up the unpoisoned bottle. “What you said at the masque about not being a drinker, is that true? Or was it to protect you from our dangerous libations?”

			Drumming her fingers on the table, Maddox appears to be weighing something in her mind. She looks from me to Tam to the wine. Instead of answering, she swipes the bottle from my hands. Bringing it to her lips, she breathes in. I imagine the heady aromas of cherries and autumnal spices filling her airway, intoxicating her the way they intoxicate me.

			Tamarind watches with laser focus. She winks at him. Then she takes a drink.
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			Six days go just like this one. Coffee and breakfast wine. Share just enough about myself to let the king believe I’m genuine but not enough to damn me. Repeat.

			No daggers pulled. No blood drawn. No pact won.

			Just coffee and wine and a grim reaper guard.

			Every day Castor shows up to Magesté with a carafe of coffee. Every day I bring out a bottle of wine and whatever pastries I can find in the kitchen. Every morning I strap my dagger to my thigh, and every night I take it off, hiding it once again beneath my mattress, shiny and unstained. Sometimes Castor leaves and returns late in the night. Some days he stays from sunup ’til well past sundown. Either way, we talk and drink and flirt while his guard looks on. An ever-present nuisance.

			I try to use the time to my advantage, to learn how the king ticks. To catch his tells, uncover his weaknesses. He has many, it seems, but not the kind I’d expect. He’s casually self-deprecating and terrible at hiding his feelings. They flicker across his face like a theater marquee. Despite his kingly status, he pulls out my chair, pours my coffee before his wine, and waits for me to take a sip before drinking his own.

			When I’m talking, he locks in so intensely that he appears to forget his surroundings entirely. I told him about the time I ran away from my second foster home and tried to hide out on what I thought was an empty sleeper boat in the harbor only to find myself at sea with an old fisherman. Castor listened with such focus that he spilled his wine all over the table when Fern popped around the corner to tell me it was time for Magesté lunch.

			The worst part is that I’m actually enjoying this. Castor is regrettably funny, his clever words laced with the dryly dark humor I appreciate most. Some days our witty quips bounce back and forth like Ping-Pong balls, each trying to outwit the other. It’s rare that a man is able to keep up with me in that way. In the mortal world, my dates are filled with long, awkward silences, mansplaining, or lewd comments about how much they like to fuck redheads.

			But I’m not here for riveting conversations. I’m wasting time. I only have six days left.

			Less than one fucking week.

			I keep telling myself this is preparation for the big event. The best hunters are those with the most patience. Castor has to trust me in order for me to get close to him—away from Tamarind. Which has proven rather difficult when his guard trusts me only as far as I can throw him. Which is…not far at all.

			I wonder if my dad had this much trouble fulfilling his side of the bargain with the Myrtle Queen. Was it effortless for him? He was forever tied to her, and a week of this is already doing me in. If she ordered him to murder the Redwood King, what else had she made him do? And why didn’t he write about it? Every night after my shift at Magesté, I stay up an extra hour or two combing through his journal, trying to find something I might have missed, trying to find a map or directions or guidance through this murderous plan.

			Dark circles stain the delicate skin beneath my eyes, and blisters cover my feet. Bruises decorate my ribs from the nightly corsets, and my hips are chafed from the tight jeweled costumes. Working at Magesté is no fucking joke, and I’ve worked dozens of jobs. Among the worst was my brief stint as a birthday clown. There was also the movie theater attendant job where I was in charge of scolding people for being on their phones. And a hundred waitress gigs where old men would make disgusting comments and teenagers would not tip at all. Somehow, at Magesté, even though I am a loathsome mortal, I hold more power than I ever did at any of my mortal jobs, even the corporate dream job that threw me away like an overripe banana.

			Last night Fern and I put out a thousand tiny fires—from calming an angry visitor who underpaid to catching a pair of dryad tweens sneaking in through a window. Castor never showed up this morning. The twinge of disappointment I felt was surely due to my lack of coffee and not because I missed the time spent with him. Though, the break from his tumor of a guard was a welcome one. If Castor shows up tonight, I’ll have to find a way to get him alone. For fucking once.

			No one warned me how hard homicide could be.

			Distracted by my murderous thoughts, I take my nightly dose of insulin and venture up to the backstage costuming station.

			A pair of orchids descend on me, swapping my clothes for a boned corset made of pine-colored satin and a matching skirt so heavy it feels like stones have been sewn into the fabric. Images of acorns and pine needles are stitched down the sides and explode into a forest scene along the bottom. My hair is waved and pinned, eyes covered in dark emerald shadow and a cat eye sharp enough to kill, then I’m pushed toward the exit so the next orchid or dancer can be done up.

			The only thing I add to my ensemble is my golden dagger, hidden beneath the heavy skirt.

			“That color looks sensational on you!” Fern exclaims when I take my place behind the front desk. “You look like a tree on fire with your red hair.”

			I tilt my head. “Don’t know if that’s a good thing.”

			“I suppose not…but sometimes bad things can be beautiful.”

			Fern keeps looking at me, bursting with poorly concealed glee.

			I arch an eyebrow at her. “What…?”

			She holds out a scroll of paper with a grand flourish of her hand. “I was instructed to give this to you once you were ready.”

			I unfurl the scroll, reading the dark ink scrawled in the lightest possible touch.

			Meet me downstairs once the front doors open —Castor

			Fern perches her folded hands beneath her chin, beaming as she swivels her shoulders back and forth. “The king doesn’t ever do things like this. He must really like you.”

			“What is he doing exactly, planning my murder?”

			Her eyes widen. “Of course not!” Then she frowns. “I mean, I don’t…think?”

			“I’m joking.” A little twinge of guilt flutters in my chest when I think of how Fern will react to what I’m planning to do to her king. Would she understand or empathize? After all, she knows what it’s like to be an orphan of sorts, to have a found family. What she’s found in the orchids is what I have in Javen. There comes the briefest desire to tell her my story, to explain myself, but I swallow it. My father’s lumber company was likely the reason she became an orphan in the first place.

			When Magesté’s front doors open, chaos follows.

			“Go meet Castor!” Fern urges me while dryads and arborfae are ushered into the theater to await the show. “I’ll be fine up here. Honest.”

			I don’t argue. I have a king to kill. But, as I push through the theater doors, weaving through the gathering crowd, a sudden tremor settles deep beneath my skin and numbness spreads across my tongue and lips.

			Fuck.

			My blood sugar was like 130 earlier. How is it dropping like this? I didn’t even take fast-acting insulin.

			A sudden wave of dizziness hits. I reach out to grab the back of a theater chair.

			This is not good.

			I stumble forward. Low blood sugars can feel like all the worst parts of being drunk. The disorientation, the inability to focus on a single thing or to walk in a straight line. There’s a reason so many diabetics get pulled over for driving with a low blood sugar.

			The preshow music begins with a rolling cymbal crash. Applause explodes to my right as Evodia sashays onto the stage. Grasping the railing, I nearly trip down the stairs to the door leading to the bottom floor.

			Castor waits for me—alone—at the end of the nearest dining table. His clothes are tidier than usual, his hair less disheveled. Through my haze, I make out candles, two glasses of wine, and a pile of sugarberry tarts on a silver plate. “I thought we could—” His sentence drops away when another wave of vertigo hits me at the bottom of the stairs. The king sweeps to my side, pressing a steadying hand at my back. “Are you okay? You look like you’re about to collapse.”

			I push him away. “I’m fine. I’m just— I need food.”

			“Are you…drunk?”

			“No.” I move to the table to swipe up two of the same sugary pastries he offered me the night of the treetop masquerade, stuffing them in my mouth as he watches. These have plenty of carbs, but they aren’t fast enough. I need straight-up sugar.

			Escaping to the kitchen, I rummage through the food pantry. Dryads don’t exactly keep Skittles and fruit snacks around. It reminds me of my foster placement with a woman who had only raw, vegan everything. I had to treat my lows with bananas because she didn’t believe in processed food, and “fruit has plenty of natural sugar in it.” For a while, she was under the impression that she could cure me if I followed her lifestyle. I ended up in the hospital with diabetic ketoacidosis and got taken away from her soon after that.

			My hand knocks into a jar of sugar crystals that look like shattered fragments of rock candy. I pull down the container, prying open the lid. Grabbing a handful, I pop them into my mouth, crunching down on the saccharine shards.

			Castor is quiet a long moment, watching me. “You seem drunk.”

			“Be right back.” Shambling to my bedroom, I shut the door behind me. The insulin I took earlier is still on the small table beside my bed. My stomach swoops like I’ve just missed a step.

			Taking up the vial, I stare at the bright orange top with blurry eyes. Fuck. I took the wrong insulin. I was supposed to inject fifteen units of long-acting to keep my blood sugar steady throughout the night. But I didn’t take that. No, like a dumbass, I took the insulin that covers meals and corrects highs and acts fast. The only way to fix this error…is to eat. Eat literally all the things.

			I was going to test my blood sugar in here, but there’s no point now. I already know it’s dive-bombing to the bottom of a sea of insulin, slowly drowning.

			Fury adds to the tremors in my hands. Fifteen units of wasted insulin. I let out a single “FUCK,” the word bouncing off the wooden walls.

			Castor’s voice echoes from the kitchen. “I didn’t realize my presence was quite so unwelcome.”

			Reemerging from my room, I snatch up the jar of sugar crystals and return to the table, set with a romantic dessert for two.

			“Where’s Tamarind?” I ask brusquely, scarfing down another tart. For once the reaper’s presence would be welcome, to keep the king occupied while I feed the insulin raging in my veins. Like sprinkling dirt on a fire a little bit at a time.

			“He’s upstairs.” Castor still seems visibly taken aback by my odd behavior. “I asked him to give us some time alone. I thought you would…like that?”

			Yes, I would have liked that very much—if I were not the biggest idiot in this forest.

			“Why do you only have one guard anyway?” Pulling the jar of sugar crystals in front of me, I rest my chin in the cradle of my palm, waiting for the tremors to return. My brain is still in a fog, but the sugar seems to have fed the insulin monster for now.

			“Tamarind has the capabilities of a dozen guards all on his own.” Castor takes the seat across from me. “It becomes more of a parade when you walk the streets with a royal entourage.”

			“I feel like everything is backward here. You’re the king, yet you spend more time at Magesté than sitting on your throne. You have only one guard.” I look up to the small circlet at the top of his forehead. “And your crown is shockingly small for someone who is supposed to be infatuated with gold.”

			“It’s not the size of the crown that matters, but how you wield its power.”

			I swallow a laugh and nearly choke on another tart.

			His brow arches, as if he’s genuinely confused. “What?”

			“No, I agree. Size doesn’t matter. It’s how you use it. And you know how to use that crown real well, I bet.”

			His frown deepens. “What…?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Mortals are so odd.”

			“Everyone is odd to someone.”

			The faintest glimmer of a smile lifts the corner of his lips. “Cyperus used to say something like that.”

			Cyperus—the king my father killed. A feather of guilt flutters in my chest.

			“What was he like?” Tell me he deserved it.

			Castor’s face brightens a fraction. “Cy could turn anything into a story. I would point out a blue-winged butterfly and he would say, ‘Have you heard the tale of the fat blue caterpillar, Castor?’ Obviously, I hadn’t, because he was making it up as he went. So he’d weave some grand tale right on the spot. He could tell stories about anything.”

			“Reminds me of my dad,” I say absently.

			My dad. The man who killed the king who told his little brother stories about fat blue caterpillars.

			“What was your dad like?” Castor asks.

			I offer him the truth trapped in a cage of lies. He’ll be dead soon, so I suppose it doesn’t matter what I say. The thought sits uncomfortably in my mind. “My dad was like thunder; he had a voice that filled the whole room. But he also knew when to stay quiet because my mom…she was like lightning. Sharp. Quick. Striking. Terrifying.”

			“So that’s where you get it.”

			I push past the deep discomfort of being compared to my mother and send him a sly smirk. “You think I’m terrifying, do you?”

			“Perhaps not all the time. The sight of you with that dagger wasn’t un-terrifying, I’ll say.” His hand slides across the table just enough for him to brush the backs of his knuckles along the hand that held the golden dagger I meant to kill him with. My breath catches on an inhale. “Sharp, quick, and striking, though? Most definitely.”

			He says it like it’s a compliment. From him, I think it might be. Ridiculous, masochistic man.

			Before I can think of what to say—all my quick remarks have drowned in too much insulin—Castor asks, “Why was your mother terrifying?”

			I frown at my lap, picking at a snag in the thread on one of the acorns on my pine-colored gown. My mom wasn’t always terrifying. Not when I was very young, when my dad was around more often. Then he started going on monthlong jobs, and she began to unravel like a dropped spool of thread. And I was the only one around for her to tie herself to.

			“She liked to be in control of everything and everyone. And she had a special way of convincing people that they were in the wrong…even when they had no idea what it was they’d done in the first place.”

			“I thought mortal mothers were all warm and generous and comforting.”

			“They are definitely not all like that.”

			I don’t like talking about my mother. Too many feelings about too many things she did would push me to a breaking point if I allowed them. So, of course, I don’t. I lock them up and shove them in the basement where they belong.

			“What were you like then?” he asks. “As a mortal sapling.”

			Once I’m completely locked down, I look up at him. “Nothing special. Just a little girl stuck in a thunderstorm.”

			“How do you do that?” he says suddenly, words tinged with frustration.

			“Do what?”

			“Keep your face so blank and emotionless like that when this is clearly something that bothers you.”

			“How do you know it bothers me, then?”

			“Because— Well, doesn’t it? Or do you just not feel anything ever?” The thought seems to unnerve him.

			Rich coming from a dryad. Although this past week has opened my eyes in an uncomfortable way. Not all dryads are terrible or cruel and conniving. In fact, most of them are pleasant. Nice, even. Maybe it’s just the Crown District dryads who my father meant to warn me about. The ones with all the power. And then there is Castor…who I still can’t figure out.

			And I shouldn’t want to, because I need to murder him, like, yesterday.

			“Of course I feel things,” I retort. “But just because I feel something on the inside doesn’t mean everyone has to see it on my face.”

			“But how do you do that?” he asks more earnestly.

			I shrug, staring at the jar of sugar crystals in a bit of a daze, remembering all the times my mom scolded me for crying during a high or low blood sugar. How she reminded me what could happen if I ate something I shouldn’t. “You could die if your sugar stays high for too long, Maddox. Do you understand that? This disease can kill you.”

			What would she have had to say about me mistakenly taking the wrong kind of insulin? My teeth clench and unclench at the thought. “Practice.”

			Castor lets out a humorless laugh. “I’ve practiced for years, and yet I am unable to master my face in most situations.”

			“A king who can’t master his emotions?” I say with false dramatics. “That’s not what we want.”

			A deep sigh. “Truly, it is not.”

			“Well, it’s really not that hard. Just pretend you’re a house, and everything you feel is locked inside where no one can see.”

			“A house…”

			“Yeah.” I’m too aware of the fact that he will never get the chance to put this advice to use if I manage to kill him tonight. After my blood sugar chills the fuck out. “Just…disconnect from your emotions. They are hidden in the house. Close the curtains, lock the doors, shutter the windows.”

			He seems to silently puzzle over this. “Will you show me?”

			I take in the near desperation in his eyes. They are rather expressive, a hundred emotions flitting around inside of them. Dangerous indeed. “Sure.”

			Castor moves his chair around the table so we are face-to-face. His jaw looks particularly sculpted in the candlelight. An emotion I don’t want to examine flutters in my chest. It goes in the basement with all the rest.

			“It’s easier to do if you close your eyes.”

			As if he trusts me completely, as if I were never caught with a dagger hidden behind my back, he does. “I don’t feel like a house,” he says after a moment.

			“You have to focus. Paint a picture in your mind—like when your brother used to tell you stories. Imagine the shape of your house, the color of the walls, the size of the windows, the outline of the door. Do you see that?”

			“I think so.”

			Castor’s eyes are squeezed so tight that the skin between his brows and on the bridge of his nose wrinkles. My cheeks tighten as I repress a laugh. “What do you see?”

			“White walls…like a birch tree. Round windows. A red door.”

			“Interesting choices.”

			He frowns, eyes still closed. “Why? Is that the wrong kind of house?”

			A small chuckle escapes my throat. “No. It’s a perfectly fine house. Just keep picturing that and imagine yourself standing inside.”

			“Do I need to imagine what the interior looks like?”

			“No, that doesn’t really matter.”

			“So I’m just in an empty house with no furniture?”

			My eyes roll up to the ceiling. “I mean, you can picture furniture in there if you want.”

			“Okay.” His eyes squeeze more tightly and his head bobs back a little. “None of this furniture matches.”

			“You are literally the one in control of what the furniture looks like, Castor.”

			“I can’t just control what my mind does, Maddox.”

			“Oh my God. Ignore the furniture. You’re going to focus on locking everything down.”

			“How do I do that?”

			“Think of what you’d do if some evil forest creature were coming for you and this house was the only thing that could protect you from them. Picture yourself closing the front door and locking it, shutting all the windows and sliding the bars across, pulling the curtains and slamming the shutters, until every single window and door is locked and closed and protected from the outside.”

			Castor is silent for several seconds, the wrinkles between his brows softening. He has lovely thick eyebrows, I’ve just realized. He has lovely everything, really.

			What the fuck, Maddox? You have him helpless and unguarded. Just get it over with.

			The idea of murdering someone is clearly much easier to face than the act.

			“Okay, everything is closed and locked,” he says, forcing me to refocus, even though my brain is full of hypoglycemic fog. “Can I go lie on the bright purple couch now?”

			“Sure.”

			With his eyes still closed, the right side of his face lifts with a crooked smile.

			“Why do you feel like you have to lock down anyway?” I ask, ignoring the bizarre urge to trace his lips with my finger. “Who do you have to hide your emotions from?”

			Castor’s crooked smile crumbles. “Everyone…My brother, mostly.”

			“Have you ever been close with your brother?”

			“Durian? No. Not really.”

			“Because of his curse?”

			“The curse has nothing to do with the way Durian is toward me.” Melancholy weighs down his features. “He has never seen me as a true brother. He’s never said that outright, of course, but it’s quite clear.”

			“I thought it was the other way around.”

			Several seconds pass by. “Not everything is as it seems in this kingdom, Maddox. The Sempervirens family tree is rooted in secrets and distrust.”

			For a fleeting moment I wonder what that would be like, to be born from a tree. No parents, just brothers and sisters. My dad once told me that trees communicate with one another through a network, sending chemical and electrical signals to one another like neurons in a brain.

			“Sometimes,” he said, “when a tree is sick or dehydrated, the nearby trees will share their water and nutrients through an underground fungal network.”

			I was young, so all I could picture were trees passing plates of spaghetti to other trees with their roots. But, as I got older, the image of trees taking care of one another like that filled me with an odd resentment. As I sat alone in strange homes listening to my foster parents argue in the other room, or when I lived in a packed group home trying not to get into a fight with any of the other girls, I would think about the tree families. And I would actually feel a twinge of jealousy. If trees could care for one another, why couldn’t anyone find it in themselves to care for me?

			I found something like family in Javen, of course, but now he’s so far away that our little network has been severed. Even if I needed him, he wouldn’t be able to help me.

			“Well, at least you have family,” I mutter, unable to bite back the bitterness, “whether you get along or not. At least you aren’t alone in the world.”

			A muscle jumps in his jaw, and he finally opens his eyes, pupils nearly swallowing the brown iris. “Being surrounded by people doesn’t make you feel any less alone.”

			My stomach floods with yet another unwelcome feeling. The only thing I should be feeling is bloodlust. I could have a family of my own someday. I could have a home, could move to San Francisco to be closer to Javen, and I wouldn’t have to feel alone anymore. But I have to make it that long first. And the one thing standing in my way is the king sitting before me with the thin golden crown and curling black horns.

			There it is. There’s the bloodlust.

			More like desperation-lust.

			Sliding from my chair, I move to the kitchen under the guise of searching for more food. I bend down to rifle through a lower cabinet filled with sacks of mostly grains, seeds, and nuts. As I push things around with my left hand, I lift my skirt high enough to unsheathe my dagger with my right. “Castor, can you come help me with this?”

			With impeccable timing, the tremor in my body returns. My vision starts to blur again, and I press my forehead against the edge of the cabinet door.

			“Maddox?” Castor says from behind me.

			My hand wraps around the hilt of the dagger, teeth clenched, eyes squeezed shut.

			I can do this. I can—

			A wave of heat trickles along my shoulders and down my back. Moisture breaks out across my palms and forehead. My focus wanes, the edges of my vision darkening. I let out a breath.

			Soft footfalls sound as Castor makes his way closer.

			I can do this. He’s a foot away now.

			I imagine myself standing and spinning around, elegant as a ballet dancer, sliding the dagger artfully across his carotid. The kitchen floor slick with blood as I hack away at his horns to bring them to the queen. Sneaking out my window in a red-stained green dress. Stealing a samara, flying down into the forest, and fleeing to the Myrtlewood Kingdom.

			It’s a beautiful image. If only I could stand up without collapsing.

			My eggshell-thin plans fracture with the sound of a distant slam. Tamarind darkens the doorway at the top of the stairs, letting in the music and cheers of the show above. His eyes zero in on me, casting down to the dagger in my hand, narrowing.

			I shove the blade into the nearest bag, slicing sideways until an avalanche of dried dates pours out. Discarding the dagger in the cabinet, I slump down, back pressed against the door. I take a fistful of the dates and pop two in my mouth.

			“Are you sure you’re feeling all right?” Castor kneels beside me. Tamarind closes the door, descending the stairs two at a time. “Tam’s a healer. He can—”

			“I don’t need a healer. I need sugar.”

			“The tarts—”

			“Liquid sugar. Like juice or something.”

			Castor stands abruptly. “Why didn’t you just say that?”

			He disappears through a door behind a shelf full of glassware that clinks together as he shuts it back. In his hands, he carries a large glass jar of—

			“Cherry juice for the Magesté wine,” he announces. “There are half a dozen jars back there. And also wine, which is obviously how I know about it.”

			Saying nothing, I hold my trembling hands out. He keeps one palm beneath the jar as I tip the juice into my mouth, taking several huge gulps. Castor lets go, clearly assuming I have a tight enough grip of my own. He assumed wrong. The glass slips through my fingers, crashing to the floor and shattering.

			Deep red liquid spreads through the grains of wood like the blood I imagined spilling moments ago.

			“Sorry.” I attempt to stand but am hit by a wave of vertigo that forces me back down.

			“I’ve got it.” He presses a hand to my shoulder. “And don’t be sorry. It’s not like you spilled wine.”
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			“So, Your Majesty…” Tamarind says the evening following the great cherry juice debacle and my locking-down lesson. “What now?”

			“Everything’s going to plan.” I wave Maddox’s painstakingly wrapped gift at him and place it beside me on the samara seat. “Have some faith.”

			Everything is certainly not going to plan. It’s unclear if Maddox is simply locked up in that imaginary house in her mind or if she is truly uninterested in me, but my anxiety climbs as the Sylveris Solstice grows nearer and nearer.

			In the past, it seemed almost cruelly easy for lovers to fall fatally in love with me. It took no grand displays or thoughtful gifts. No daily visits with coffee in hand or candlelit desserts. Just casual nights spent smoking nepenthe in bed. I pat the substance in my pocket. Desperate times call for it, I suppose.

			“I know it’s not my place.” Tamarind stares out the window of the samara rather than at me. “But perhaps if you opened yourself up a bit more—shared something personal or vulnerable—she might relate to it. Or even do the same.”

			“That girl is locked up tighter than the citadel vaults. I seriously doubt spewing out a sad story will change that.”

			Tamarind’s lips press tightly together, holding back words he clearly wants to say. I don’t push him to share them. I am well aware my time is rapidly running out. My eyes cast down to the gift, about the size and width of my forearm and wrapped in silver paper. Luckily, mortals seem to value possessions over most things. And luckily, I’ve been paying attention to the kind of woman Maddox is.

			Magesté is filled to bursting when Tamarind and I arrive, Maddox’s gift tucked underneath my cloak. Fern flits about, handing out drinks to already-intoxicated visitors as Maddox stands behind the front desk, scribbling numbers on a page. Tonight, she wears a flowing gown of deep plum, fiery hair pinned back, with loose strands framing her face. Her teeth capture her bottom lip as she concentrates on her calculations.

			Something stirs in my chest. An electric zing travels over my skin. Warmth pools in my gut. All of which I ignore.

			“Sorry,” she says, without looking up, “we’re all booked for the night.”

			“Shame,” I reply. “I had such grand plans too.”

			The leaf quill in Maddox’s hand stills, silver gaze sliding up to me. “I suppose you will just have to find something else to entertain you, Your Majesty.”

			“Mmm. Afraid you’re right.” I approach the desk, leaning my forearms against it. “Are you free?”

			“For your entertainment?”

			“No, for yours.”

			I see Tam roll his eyes in my periphery, and Fern bounces up to the desk. “She’s free!”

			“Very well,” Maddox says in an unrecognizable impression of some posh mortal accent. “Shall we go downstairs, or retire to the parlor?”

			“Neither. Just change into something more comfortable and meet me outside.”

			She doesn’t protest but glances warily at Tamarind before disappearing into the theater.

			“I don’t think she’s thrilled you’re coming with us,” I tell Tam outside.

			His shoulders stiffen. “Well, I’m not thrilled that she carries a dagger around like a mini mortal assassin.”

			“She claims it’s for protection.” At first I didn’t believe her. But she’s had plenty of chances to off me if she really wanted to—especially last night—and she hasn’t taken any of them. Perhaps she wasn’t lying after all.

			I’d rather not think that, though, because I need her to be a murderer. I need her to be worthy of the wrath of my curse. Otherwise I might let myself pull away like I have the past two dozen attempts. The fact that the Sovereign Tree gave me a wicked curse but left my conscience intact is the worst part. But, of course, Durian knew this when he made the pact with me. He knew what my last mortal lover’s death had done to me. He knew I didn’t see mortals the same way most dryads did. Even after what happened to Cyperus.

			Tam’s words disrupt my thoughts. “Modern mortals don’t carry daggers for protection.”

			“Okay, Mr. Mortal Pundit. What do they carry, then?”

			He frowns. “I don’t know what they’re called, but they are not daggers. They’re—”

			“Guns,” comes Maddox’s voice from behind us. “They’re called guns.”

			Tamarind and I spin around, his hand going to his scythe. Maddox stands with her arms crossed. She’s changed into an oversized white blouse that hangs off one shoulder with tight-fitting black pants and boots. Strung across her chest is the strap of a small leather bag that rests at her hip.

			My throat bobs.

			“So, where are we going?” she asks with clearly fabricated cheeriness.

			Stepping around Tamarind, I take Maddox’s arm in mine, ignoring the unexpected jolt to my nervous system as her fingers brush against my wrist. “You’ll see.”

			For a mortal, Maddox handles the egress impressively well. She mentioned being a dryad party crasher, so I suppose she’s likely traveled this way before. We emerge on the other side on a moss-covered path leading to the top of a cliff. At my nod, Tamarind stays back while Maddox and I step forward.

			Just beyond the cliffs is a quaint seaside mortal town I’ve visited too many times. Arborfell. The settlement is bisected by the border of the Myrtlewood and Redwood kingdoms, and is therefore frequented by fae of all sorts. So much so that dryad lore has made its way into their tavern bards’ tales, spreading like climbing vines through the populace. From this view, the town looks almost fae-like, sidling up to a rocky shore that kisses an angry sea. Warm lights glitter as fairies do, and fishing boats bob in the dark waves along the docks. Maddox and I sit on a patch of moss near the edge, a foot of distance between us.

			“I come here a lot when I want to get away from the forest,” I tell her. “Sometimes the trees can feel suffocating.”

			Maddox peers down at the town, a wistful glimmer in her eyes. “Odd for a dryad to say.”

			“Did you never feel suffocated among other humans?”

			The wistful look deepens to despondence. “All right. I see your point.” A sigh bows her shoulders as she watches the ant-sized people weaving in and out of shops, the waves swelling and pulling back. “I can see why you’d come here. It’s a perfect metaphor.”

			“What is?”

			“Being up here all alone, watching people window-shop and stroll hand in hand up and down the docks. Always from a distance. Ever on the outside.”

			I don’t tell her that sometimes I venture into the town, desperate to feel on the inside of something.

			“Like your locked-up house?”

			“The opposite of that, actually.” Maddox’s gaze roves from the town to me and over her shoulder at Tam. Sighing again, she turns back to the scene below.

			“You seem uncharacteristically somber tonight.” And by that I mean she’s showing an emotion other than indifference for once. Though each day I’ve spent with her, a few more slip out, bleeding through her mask like a fresh wound.

			“Yeah, I’m just…” Bending her legs up to her stomach, she wraps her arms tightly around them, as if she needs extra support in locking herself down now. “I don’t know. I feel like I’m forever in an in-between place.”

			“In-between?”

			“More like dangling on the edge of a precipice. Everything in my life is so uncertain and confusing and…fucked up.”

			My stomach twists uncomfortably. “You’re in good company, then.”

			Maddox turns a skeptical expression toward me. “You’re a king. What do you have to feel uncertain about?”

			Every single thing. “You would be surprised.”

			“I doubt it.”

			Glancing over my shoulder, I see Tamarind wave his hand in a go on motion. My eyes narrow. This is plenty personal and vulnerable. What am I supposed to tell her? Well, Maddox, I’m feeling rather uncertain at the moment because you have yet to fall for me, and I need that to happen so I can get rid of this monstrous curse. Oh, and by the way, you will die if you do. Because of said curse.

			A violent shudder wracks my shoulders.

			Maddox laughs at the outburst. “Are you cold?”

			“No, I— No. I’m fine. Would you like to try some nepenthe?”

			Without hesitating, she holds out her hand, palm up. “Sure.”

			Passing her one of the rolls, I squeeze my fingers to the end of hers and then mine, lighting them.

			“Fancy.” She brings the nepenthe to her lips.

			“You have to…”

			But she’s already taking a long, deep drag, holding it in her lungs. She lets out a stream of lavender smoke, the tightness in her shoulders lessening, the furrowed set of her brows relaxing. “Oh, shit.”

			“Have you smoked this before?”

			“Not this.” She takes another drag, blowing the smoke in my direction and laughing. “Why isn’t there a Redwood Queen?” she asks suddenly. “Or—a second king?”

			“A second—”

			“Why aren’t you married, is what I’m asking.”

			I choke on the smoke in my lungs. “Oh. Well. Redwood Kings don’t marry.”

			“Why not?”

			“Mostly because of our history with the Myrtlewood Kingdom.”

			She turns her body to face me now, leaning forward. “What about it?”

			“Our two kingdoms have been on treacherous terms for decades. We started as one realm—Sylveris. All the dryads in all of the western forests were co-ruled by the first monarchs: Elswyth Umbellularia, whose heartwood lay in the Sovereign myrtlewood tree, and Rowan Sempervirens, of the Sovereign redwood.”

			“Why was it co-ruled?”

			“The Myrtle Queen and Redwood King were bound together by marriage.”

			Her eyebrows lift. “Guessing that didn’t work out.”

			A soft chuckle leaves my lips. “Not quite. They were rather happy for some time—centuries, even. The only threats were Unseelie creatures who stepped out of line, but with their combined armies, those were easily kept at bay. As mortal settlements expanded, though, Rowan eventually found himself a mortal lover. When Elswyth found out, she nearly burned down the Redwood Court in rage and retaliation before the druids put a stop to that. Dozens of dryads lost their lives; their blackened heartwood skeletons still stand to this day, as a reminder of the chaotic temperament of Myrtle Queens.”

			“Damn. What happened after she tried to burn everything down?” Maddox asks with a reverence I’m not sure I like.

			“After Elswyth calmed, the two rulers decided it would be best to split their lands. He took the redwoods and southern forests. She took the myrtlewood trees and forests to the north. Neither of them—nor any of their heirs—ever took a marriage partner again. And the ancient grudge passed down the two lines, building on itself like tree rings.”

			“How very Capulet and Montague.” She finishes off her nepenthe, rubbing it out on the sole of her boot. “I’m guessing that wasn’t the end of the feud, though?”

			The way she says this sounds like she already knows the answer. “No, far from it. Especially when the mortal rush for gold happened and both of our forestlands were being cut down by loggers supplying all the mining.”

			“You would think that would unite you instead of divide you…common mortal enemy and all.”

			“Yes, well. After Rowan, the new king—Heath Albion Sempervirens—put effort into preserving as much of the redwoods as possible, rather than working to protect Sylveris as a whole. He enlisted the help of the druids to spread the wards around our kingdom as far as the Sovereign Tree could manage, protecting our lands from further deforestation. Unfortunately, that didn’t quite cover the Myrtlewoods, who were left to defend their forests on their own. The Myrtle Queen at the time, Soleil Umbellularia, was furious, and sent hordes of her army to attack the redwood forests, as they weren’t warded against fellow dryads. Both King Heath and Queen Soleil were killed in the Great Blight.”

			Maddox frowns. “The Great Blight? Like an illness?”

			“A self-imposed illness.” I laugh humorlessly. I’m not the most well-versed in our history, but what I have heard of it only made me wish to know less. “Dryad armies killing dryad armies when the mortals were taking our lands out in droves. And yet, even with this, it seems we’ve learned rather little from our past.”

			Seemingly lost in thought, Maddox simply says, “Yeah, mortals don’t learn from our past either…But you have a peace treaty now, don’t you? The Myrtlewood and the Redwood?”

			“Took a minute, yes, but eventually Amanita’s wrath over the loss of her sister Soleil was calmed by Cyperus’s promise to send Redwood sentries to watch over her lands as long as she kept the peace. They signed the peace agreement during the Solstice, which is why we now have the yearly celebration.”

			A line forms between Maddox’s brows. “Interesting…”

			“What’s interesting?”

			She shakes her head. “Nothing. Anyway. Even with all of that dryad drama, I still think that’s a ridiculous reason not to have a partner.”

			“We can have partners. We just can’t marry them.”

			She tilts her head to the side. “Why don’t you have one, then?”

			Avoiding the question, I reach inside my cloak, retrieving the gift and holding it out to her. “I have a gift for you.”

			Smooth.

			“Oh?” Maddox takes it from me, cradling the thin, silver-wrapped box in her lap. “You’re a bit late, but I’ll accept it.”

			“Late for what?”

			“My birthday.”

			“Is that…something mortals get gifts for?”

			She traces her finger along the edge of the silver paper. “Some mortals do. This year I was given a layoff and an eviction. But we can’t all be royalty, I suppose.”

			Bitterness joins the taste of nepenthe on my tongue. “You think because I’m a royal, my life is filled with only lovely things?”

			“Well, I met you at an extravagant masquerade ball. And every day since, you’ve visited me at Magesté, drinking wine and chatting and relaxing. Smoking nepenthe. I’m sure there are unlovely things in your life, but I’ve yet to see any I would consider suffocating.” Our eyes connect, and I try to dampen the flame burning in my glare, but I don’t think it works.

			I can’t blame her for thinking I’m nothing more than a spoiled king without a care in the world. That’s all I’ve shown her. Behind me, I can practically hear Tam’s screaming thoughts. I should say something to show her who I really am, open myself up, be vulnerable. But when she taught me how to lock myself down in this imaginary house, she forgot to show me how to get out.

			“Are you going to open it?”

			Maddox looks down at the gift, almost as if she forgot it was there. Digging her nails into the wrapping, she tears the paper away in one fell swoop to reveal the box beneath. A smile illuminates her features at first, but when she pries open the lid, they freeze and then fall. “Is this…a dagger holster?”

			“And a weapons belt. I noticed yours was just tied on with a flimsy cord and thought you might like something a bit more secure.”

			Maddox traces a thumb down the leaf and vine etching along the ivory leather, fingering the buckles on the belt. There’s something almost forlorn in her expression.

			Stomach sinking, I reach for the gift. “If you don’t like it, I can—”

			She stops my hand with hers, fingers wrapping around, offering reassuring pressure. My hand comes to rest at her thigh. “No.” There’s an odd hollowness to her words. “It’s perfect.”

			And somehow, it seems as though I’ve taken a step forward and back at the same time.
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			If I could rewind time and redo last night, I never would have left Magesté with Castor. Not only did his stalker guard not leave our sight, but the mixture of seeing Arborfell from afar and the gift—the gift—and the nepenthe all just fucked with my brain. And, after the insulin overdose debacle, I clearly didn’t need that.

			This morning, my eyes look more tired than ever before. No sleep for the wicked, I guess. Waiting for Castor to come to me—guard in tow—clearly isn’t working. Time for plan B.

			I tug on a knee-length dress of buttercup yellow and tether my new weapons belt underneath, sliding the golden dagger into the holster. This blade is beginning to feel like yet another instrument I can’t leave home without. On the other side of the belt, I affix my throwing axe. Tucking a syringe filled with insulin into the bun on top of my head, I leave through my bedroom window once again. Locked and fucking loaded.

			The wailing siren song and distant screeching between districts is even louder this time. I swear I hear the ominous beating of massive insectile wings from just behind the nearest redwood trunks. Looks like another early morning sprint for me. Luckily my blood sugar is resting well above 150, as I’ve been forced to ration insulin even more after my careless mistake.

			When I reach the citadel, panting and clutching a cramp in my side, only a pair of guards stand at the arched entrance. Putting on my most dreamy expression, I tiptoe toward them, feigning wonder at my surroundings.

			“Oi!” one of them calls out. “How did a mortal get loose?”

			“The pretty man with pretty green hair brought me here,” I say in an airy voice that is helped along by the lack of air in my lungs. “I don’t know where he went. Have you seen him? He told me I could have more wine. Do you have any wine?”

			The guards exchange an exasperated look, both muttering, “Archer.”

			The one on the left calls out to someone inside the citadel walls to fetch the prince’s mortal-snatcher. I walk in a slow circle with my hands clasped loosely behind my back, staring up at the treetops and humming.

			“This is the third time this has happened,” one guard grumbles. “Yet he makes more gold than both of us. Pathetic.”

			Archer arrives wearing a bewildered expression. I know he recognizes me by the panicked flare of his eyes. I wave, smiling widely.

			“Wine boy!” I exclaim, lifting both my arms like a girl in the club whose song has just come on. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

			He stops short, glancing between the guards and me. “What’s going on?”

			“Your feet aren’t still sore, are they?” I ask in a singsong voice.

			“Just take her, will you?” one guard says. “It’s too early for this.”

			Archer’s frown deepens, but he takes hold of my arm anyway, guiding me away from the guards.

			“What are you doing?” he whispers.

			“Pretending to be drunk on tieg wine. Those guards weren’t about to let a mortal in to see the king.”

			“You’re here to see the king?”

			“I have some unfinished business with him.”

			“Have you…met the king?”

			“Um. Yes?” I narrow my eyes at him. Archer was literally there when Castor stormed into our foot-rubbing session. “I know you’re afraid of him and all, but could you just show me to his rooms? He’ll be fine with it. I promise. I’ve spent…way too much time with him the past week.”

			Archer is looking at me like I’ve truly lost my mind. Both eyebrows lift as he lets out a breathy laugh. “If that’s what you want, golden girl.”

			Despite my mind being wrapped up in murder and daggers, I study the sprawling interior of the citadel. Now that my blood sugar isn’t plummeting like it was at the masque, I take in branches the size of roadways woven tightly together and earthen platforms covered in emerald grass. Truly a fairy-tale wonderland up here. And I’m about to water the soil with their king’s blood.

			I really wish that thought didn’t make me want to vomit.

			Archer leads me into the palace through a maze of branches and secret passageways. I try to make note of each turn, but soon right, left, left, right, right, left becomes a jumble of meaningless directions. I’ll find a way to escape. Chop my way out if I must—not that throwing axes are great for chopping anything more than thin branches, but…

			The guards in the passageways have tripled, so I assume we’re getting close to Castor’s room. I wonder why Tamarind is enough protection for the king in a place like Magesté, but he needs a horde of golden goons to protect him inside his branch while he’s sleeping. I wonder if it has anything to do with what my dad did to King Cyperus’s heartwood tree.

			Stopping at a pair of gilded doors, Archer nods to the sentries standing on either side wearing golden-feathered armor. “Morning, gents.”

			They grunt in response.

			Archer clangs the door knocker once, pauses, twice quickly, pauses, and once again.

			The door opens, but it isn’t Castor bathed in the light cast by the glowing sconces. Before me stands a strikingly beautiful dryad man with golden hair styled perfectly, not a strand out of place, though he’s wearing a silken scarlet robe as if he just woke up. Dark green eyes the color of emeralds, dazzlingly white teeth, sharp cheekbones, and a pair of sandstone horns.

			“Prince Durian?” I say.

			Fucking Archer. Of course he would bring me to the mortal collector instead of the king. See if I ever rub his aching feet again. The green-haired traitor looks quickly over at me, his maple eyes suddenly wide and panicked. The guards flanking the doors actually unfreeze and glance my way.

			The cursed prince scans me with hungry eyes, a flaxen brow lifting as a smile unfurls. “You must be Maddox. I’m guessing you’re here to see King Castor?”

			Archer’s mouth widens, and the prince shoots him an annoyed glare. “You’re dismissed, Archer.”

			“Your Ma—”

			“Pleasant morning to you,” Prince Durian interrupts pointedly.

			A hurried bow and Archer disappears around the corner. Well. This is awesome for me.

			From the depths of the room, a dazed giggle can be heard. Peering over Durian’s shoulder, I spot a colossal bed with white silk sheets and a million decorative pillows.

			And there’s a girl tied to the bars of the headboard.

			Everything about her screams mortal, from the blunt bangs clinging to her sweat-soaked forehead to the anchor tattoo on her rib cage. Judging from the grin on her face, she doesn’t seem to be in pain. Quite the opposite, actually. But whether that is tieg wine or because she genuinely enjoys being tethered by the cursed prince is unclear.

			Prince Durian takes note of my wandering gaze and steps into the hall, closing the door behind him. “Allow me to escort you to my brother. Archer works for me, so sometimes he gets confused, the poor bastard.”

			I swallow the biting comments crowding at the back of my throat. Insulting a cursed prince who plays with mortal women in his free time wouldn’t be the best of my ideas—though I suppose it wouldn’t be the worst either.

			“I’m Durian, by the way.” He motions for me to join him down the guard-lined hall. “Though it seems you already know that. I’m sure my brother has told you all about me.”

			“Your name may have come up,” I admit, smirking despite myself. There’s something about being near someone so supposedly dangerous—someone who kills anyone who falls in love with them—that turns me on a little. Typical.

			His wide grin falls and he turns his attention to the ground. “I’m sure you’ve been warned to stay away from me.”

			“Well, luckily, I don’t usually listen to the warnings of others.”

			“That is lucky.”

			The prince leads me into a circular sunroom with a glass ceiling covered in dark vines. Shards of sunlight break through, casting a fractured spotlight on a fountain in the sunken middle of the room. Within the fountain stands a life-size marble statue of a dryad woman with antlers. A stone mortal man kneels at her feet, fists clasped before him as if he’s been pleading for his life. At the base of his head, the dryad’s left hand tangles in his hair, pulling back, and in her right hand she holds a dagger. A weathered gash across the mortal’s throat spurts water in a wave of colorless blood. The final seconds of his life play out in an endless morbid display. The burbling sound of the water turns my stomach. Like he’s forever choking on his own blood.

			“A gift,” Durian says, stepping to my side, “from the Myrtle Queen.”

			Every muscle in my body stiffens. It’s as if the Myrtle Queen planned this moment out for me. An image of what I’ve been sent here to do. Only backward. The dryad killing the mortal.

			I can practically hear her whisper. This is what you’re meant to be doing right now, Maddox, darling. Ticktock goes your mortal clock. My, how you love to waste time.

			“How…thoughtful?”

			“Our two kingdoms have a sordid history.” Durian reaches toward the statue, cupping his hand beneath the mortal’s slit throat, letting the water slide through his fingers. “But I must say, I have always admired the Myrtle Queen’s flair for the dramatic.”

			“Do you see much of her?”

			I recall what she said about the prince being useless and cursed, about his new interest in mortals and his nickname in the Myrtlewood. The one-night-stand prince.

			“She attends the occasional Sylveris Council meetings but merely examines her nails as the rest of us discuss matters of importance. Last I actually spoke with her directly was at my brother’s heartwood memorial.”

			Durian pulls his hand away from the water, flicking his fingers at the statue’s face. His emerald eyes turn on me, an ember of dark amusement in their depths. “She’s always rather hated mortals, you know.”

			“Has she,” I say evenly.

			“It’s something we’ve never seen eye to eye on. I happen to be rather fond of them myself.”

			The way his eyes drag down from mine to rove hungrily over my body makes me take a single step back. Castor’s words about what his brother does to the mortals Archer captures for him reverberate in my skull—women Durian has his way with before he wipes their memories and leaves them dazed in the forest.

			None of those Sovereign guards outside would bat an eye if he wanted to do something to me in here. The weight of my weapons reminds me I’m not a helpless mortal woman under a tieg wine trance. I could parry any advance with a sharpened blade.

			I may be able to get away with killing one royal brother. But only one…and these blades are meant for the king.

			“I do wonder why King Castor has not brought you around.” He steps forward, negating my retreat. “Perhaps he’s afraid of what I will do to you.”

			“Do to me?”

			As if we’re dancing a waltz, he steps forward, and I move back, except my heel hits the edge of a step, nearly toppling me.

			“Have you not heard the rumors?” he asks in a gravelly murmur. “About my curse. About what happens to people who get too close to me?”

			“Rumors are rumors.”

			My hand inches down to the edge of my skirt on the side with my throwing axe. I can hit a bull’s-eye from fifteen feet away, but I’ve never buried it in someone’s skull before.

			“Rumors are rooted in truth.” He closes the distance between us, and I lift my skirt in a flash, grasping the axe’s handle.

			In a breath, Durian’s hand is on mine, closing over it and pressing against my thigh, cementing it in place. My eyes fly wide.

			“Wearing weapons as if you came prepared for a fight? You’ll want to exercise caution with those. Someone might think you have ulterior motives in this kingdom.”

			Another voice fills the room, tinged in darkness. “Back away from her.”

			Castor steps through an open doorway wearing only a pair of dark gray silk pants and a matching robe. A blackened scar veins out like a lightning strike across the muscled expanse of his stomach and chest. The same blackness colors his closed fists, wisps of gray smoke escaping through the cracks between his fingers.

			Durian eyes the tendrils of his brother’s power, previous smile flickering with something very close to fear.

			A forced chuckle tumbles from Durian’s lips as he releases me, letting my skirt fall to cover my axe. Stepping back, he lifts his hands in mock surrender. “King Castor. You’re up early.”

			Castor’s head bobs back. “What did you—”

			“I was just about to invite Maddox to the feast tomorrow.” Durian sinks onto the edge of the morbid fountain, leaning forward to rest his forearms on his thighs. “Unless you didn’t want her to come. You are the king, after all, so you have the final say on our guest list.”

			Something between a sputter and a choke leaves Castor’s throat. “I…” His wild brown eyes meet mine.

			I stand between the two Sovereign brothers. The Redwood King and the Cursed Prince. If I were a trained assassin like the badass women in Atomic Blonde or Killing Eve who awakened my bisexuality, I could take both of them out in seconds.

			Looking not at all excited by the prospect of dinner with me, Castor says, “Would you like to join us for the feast tomorrow, Maddox?”

			“I would enjoy spending more time in your company as well,” Durian adds. “The king has been selfishly hiding you away from me.”

			Part of me enjoys the clear discomfort in Castor’s stance. The sweat beading at his brow. “Can’t fathom why I would do such a thing.” His words are scarcely louder than a whisper.

			Durian stands from the fountain, moves to my side, and slides his arm around my shoulders. “He’s afraid you’ll fall in love with me,” he murmurs in my ear. “I told him I was sure you were much too intelligent to fall in love with the cursed prince.”

			An involuntary shiver snakes down my back, and I can’t tell if I like it or not.

			He pulls away, hooking his thumbs at his hips, squaring up to the king.

			The two brothers share a lengthy stare—one with history and silent words, like they’re speaking a language I can’t understand. Durian’s beaming smile seems even more pronounced juxtaposed beside Castor’s ashen face and phantom frown. The prince looks several years older than Castor. I wonder if his curse is what kept him from inheriting the crown.

			Confident that today is not a good day for murdering kings, I interrupt their silent duel. “Dinner sounds lovely.” I smooth my skirt, hands skimming over the outlines of my twin weapons.

			Still sparkling and clean and unused.

			Until tomorrow.
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			Idon’t wear a golden gown to the dinner party. I wear blood red. Fern helps with my hair and makeup, achieving classic Veronica Lake waves, a winged eye, and red lips. The only hints of gold are the pointed ear cuffs studded with rubies.

			Tonight is the night.

			The king will be drinking. I will be drinking. Everyone’s inhibitions will be lowered. People will be gathering and laughing, keeping the guards distracted as I convince the king to whisk me away to his rooms like I convinced him to take me to that hidden balcony at the masquerade. Getting him alone is the key.

			My gown is a vault of weapons hidden beneath a lovely drapery—a crimson bodysuit with a sweetheart neckline and Castor’s gift strapped low on my hips, hidden by a full skirt that buttons at the waist. I holster my golden dagger and throwing axe, then tie on a silk pouch filled with a vial of insulin, a syringe, a meter, a lancet, and test strips. My blood sugar is sitting at a comfortable 120, something a feast is sure to change.

			Juggling testing my blood sugar and dosing for dinner will be a challenge all on its own.

			Not much longer, I assure myself.

			When I arrive at the citadel after a stomach-churning samara flight—because fuck running between districts in this gown—I find Tamarind waiting for me just inside the gates, standing like he has a rather large branch shoved up his ass.

			“You left the king’s side?” I say by way of greeting. “I am stunned. What if he needs to use the toilet and has no one there to assist him?”

			For once, he actually speaks, venom coating his words like a candy apple. “No golden gown tonight? How will the king recognize you? He can only see in shades of gold, you know.”

			“Wow. Where has this snark been hiding?”

			He ignores my question, waving for me to follow him down the gilded road leading around the throne room and into the palace front doors. Inquisitive dryads and arborfae watch as we walk by, a cloak of whispers billowing behind us.

			Before we reach the doors, Tamarind takes my arm, pausing me. “You would do well to remember that the prince will be in attendance. King Castor told you what he’s like. How he…enjoys the company of mortal women.”

			“Yes, I am well aware. But I’ve also heard the king himself enjoys the company of mortal women.”

			Tamarind’s brow creases. “He doesn’t—well, not in that way.”

			“In what way does he enjoy their company, then?”

			“In a…respectful…proper way.”

			“Is that why he’s come to visit me every day?” His increasing discomfort fuels my words. “Because he is trying to be respectful and proper toward the mortal he thinks tried to kill him? Or perhaps because he’s learning my weaknesses so he can get me where he wants me?”

			“You’re mortal,” he says through his teeth. “A dryad king needn’t learn your weaknesses to get you where he wants you.”

			“Why would he visit me every day, then? Why bother? Surely a king has more to worry about than a young mortal woman working in a dryad sex house.”

			Every inch of him is tense. Loose black locs frame his narrow face, tinged with fury. His left hand grips the hilt of the scythe sheathed at his waist. “Perhaps he sees something in you,” he remarks, dangerously quiet. “Something that intrigues him.”

			I tilt my head. “You’re not jealous, are you, Tam?”

			His jaw clenches like he’s biting down on words he shouldn’t speak. “It’s time you joined the rest of the guests. Just be wary of the prince. He’s been known to say whatever it takes to get what he wants.”

			“Don’t worry.” I pat Tamarind’s shoulder. He stiffens, and I laugh, pulling my hand away. “I can always smell a liar.”

			His hooded copper eyes spark like struck flint. “Can you?”

			A pair of servants leads our group of about twenty guests into a grand sitting room just outside of the dining hall. Everything here is massive and unbending, emanating the same aggressive masculinity that my old gym in Arborfell did. Aureate pillars shoot to a ceiling held by rigid beams of russet wood hung with golden chandeliers. Solid oak chairs and iron love seats clearly meant for looking at but not sitting on are arranged in right angles around tables holding gilded bowls filled with perfectly ripe fruit no one eats.

			I pick up a golden apple, expecting it to be heavy, but it feels like any ordinary apple you’d find in a mortal grocery store. I’ve heard tales of fairy fruit, but I thought that was just misinterpreted lore like so many human accounts are. Perhaps I know less about the fae than I thought.

			Tamarind departs, moving to stand along the wall with the other guards, an onyx buoy in an ocean of gold.

			I’m not sure if it’s because I’m mortal or an honorary Magesté orchid, but it feels as though the attention of other guests is disproportionately fixed on me. They glance my way, faces lighting with repressed glee as they turn to whisper to one another behind cupped hands. I’m certainly the most mundane of the lot. No horns or antlers or tree bark skin to speak of. I’m approached by a water nymph with webbed fingers whose bluish skin glistens like a dolphin’s. Her eyes are the spherical shape of an amphibian’s, and while one remains on me, the other flicks to the left and right, taking in the rest of the room. When she speaks, her voice makes an odd gurgling sound. “Have you tried the auric wine, Maddox?” she asks me. “Divine. Like nectar of the tree gods.”

			Before I can say I haven’t or ask how she knows my name, she is pulled away by a dryad whose antlers are coated in thick yellow moss and who begins loudly complimenting her pearl necklace.

			Taking a goblet of auric wine from a passing server, I stroll along the perimeter of the room, pretending to admire paintings adorning the walls. Judging from their crowns and regal postures, these are portraits of all the previous kings. All kings, no queens. Gods forbid they catch their husbands cheating and burn down another forest.

			When I reach the second to last portrait, I am unable to continue forward. A slow-forming knot gathers around my stomach as I take in the deep brown skin, black irises, and cheerful grin of the former king. Cyperus Sempervirens. His eyes were kind. Warm. I wonder if my father ever had the chance to look into them. I wonder if his actions would have been different if he had.

			But my dad’s pact ended in his death. Who’s to say mine won’t end that way too? Was my wording clever enough? Did I seal all the cracks in the deal the Myrtle Queen could attempt to slip through? Will the Redwood Court find out what I did and haunt me for the rest of my days? Even if I kill Castor, there’s still one Sempervirens left. Who will the Myrtle Queen task with killing Durian once he’s the last one standing? Castor’s story about Elswyth and Rowan and their doomed love story replays in my mind.

			Dozens of dryads lost their lives; their blackened heartwood skeletons still stand to this day, as a reminder of the chaotic temperament of the Myrtle Queens.

			Shaking my head to clear it of unwanted thoughts, I move on to the final portrait in line…King Castor.

			It seems much newer than the others. Brighter and untouched by dust.

			I take in his image with a slow sigh. Chestnut hair, slightly tousled, like he didn’t even bother combing it before sitting for this portrait, charred black horns curling back like a devil’s, brown skin much lighter than the former king’s, and that jaw. It’s almost rude how sharp it is. But, behind his subtle smirk, there’s a haunted look in his deep-set eyes, something that’s missing from all the other kings.

			The bonfire of hatred I felt for him a week ago has dimmed with each day. Which means I need to kill him tonight, before it burns out completely.

			“Handsome, isn’t he?”

			I nearly spill my wine. The cursed prince steps into my periphery. The memory of his hand on mine, pressing against the axe he knew I was hiding, rises to the surface of my skin in the form of a blush.

			“Uh—”

			Soft harp music suddenly builds, joined by violins and horns. The chattering in the room evaporates. Durian turns to face the pair of tall doors, where the guards are now forming parallel lines, a wide smile unrolling across his face.

			The doors swing open and in strolls King Castor with six attendants trailing after him.

			Tonight, he wears a tightly fitted white-and-gold ensemble complete with a straight cape that falls to the ground and a vest encrusted in half-gilded diamonds. His hair is styled, arranged so perfectly that not even the strongest gust of wind could displace it.

			In fact, it’s too perfect. I prefer how it usually is, disheveled and unkempt like it’s just been tousled by a lover’s hand. More than once my fingers have twitched to touch it, to gauge the softness of it.

			The king parades through the center of the guards like an A-list celebrity on the red carpet feigning being bashful, a flush rising from his neck to his cheeks. He seeks me out. When he notes Durian standing beside me, any trace of softness in his expression turns to stone.

			Coming to a stop, he folds his hands before him, clearing his throat to address the room. His words sound rehearsed and stiff, like he’s unused to speaking to such a large group. “Welcome, my friends, to my home. As you all know, the Sylveris Solstice will take place at the upcoming full moon. My brother”—he waves a bejeweled hand in Durian’s direction—“and I are truly pleased to have you join us in enjoying some of the most decadent wine and food our kingdom has to offer. So, er”—he clears his throat awkwardly—“enjoy the food tonight. I hope you will, I mean. Enjoy the food. It’s very good.”

			After an uncomfortably long pause, the room breaks out into polite clapping. A few dryads cover their mouths as they shake with silent laughter. Durian’s expression is lit with the light of a thousand fairies, as if he’s just witnessed the beginning of a fabulous show.

			He raises his glass. “Thank you for those eloquent words, King Castor.”

			The music begins again. Most of the guards fall away, pressing themselves back against the wall. Two trail after the king, right in my direction.

			I swear all eyes are on the three of us.

			“Enchanting speech, Your Majesty,” Durian says.

			Castor’s chin inclines. “Thank you. I agree. In fact, it was probably the best speech anyone in this room has heard from a Redwood King.”

			“Yes, I’m sure it was…” Durian returns with a cryptic grin. “I will leave you two for now. I can tell when my presence is not wanted. Unfortunately, that is nearly always the case, isn’t it? Such is the lot of a cursed prince.”

			Revolving on a heel, he winks at me and backs away, sliding between a pair of ogling dryads. They jump dramatically away from him as if he’s carrying some sort of contagious disease.

			A server passes with a tray full of wine. King Castor swipes one, draining the goblet and running his tongue across his teeth. His brown eyes burn into the prince’s back. “Shall we?”

			The dining room is just as excessive as one might expect for a dryad kingdom dripping in gold. His Majesty sits at the head of a sprawling table, and Prince Durian is to his right. I’m directed to the seat on his left.

			Elegant ivory candles housed in wreaths of pine cones and jewels decorate the center of the vast expanse of redwood. Each seat is set with golden chargers in the shape of delicate leaves beside wooden goblets wrapped in the same material.

			The feast—seventeen courses—is served by squat creatures called woodlings. I leave the table nearly a dozen times, under the guise of using the restroom, to deliver more and more and motherfucking more insulin. At first, I try to take enough to cover multiple dishes, but they are too spaced out and some don’t have carbs while others have loads. And the auric wine is so sweet.

			One of my foster families—the Cadwalladers—was of the country club variety, and they would take me and their bio kids there every weekend to indulge in decadent five-course meals. I hated it because they were ungodly strict about manners and shit, so I had to leave the table every time I needed to take more insulin to cover my food because “needles are indecent.” Eventually, I just stopped eating at those dinners altogether. I would pick at my salad and claim I wasn’t hungry while their entitled kids gorged themselves on bread and desserts.

			I think hindsight will tell me that I should have gone that route tonight. But…it’s a bit late for all that now. I’ve already stepped onto the roller coaster.

			Anytime Durian speaks to me, the king freezes, as if his brother’s words hold some kind of dark, hypnotic power over him. My mind travels in a million directions: my soaring blood sugar, my racing heart, Durian’s words, Castor’s uncomfortable silence, my father’s warnings, my pact with the Myrtle Queen, the weight of the dagger at my hip. Each thought is punctuated with the words kill the king.

			“You must be a very special lady,” the prince says after the tenth course—quail drizzled with a blackberry reduction. “I’ve never seen His Majesty leave the citadel this frequently.”

			I take another sip of wine. “That so?”

			“Can’t say I blame him.” Durian looks up at me through his lashes. “You are breathtaking.”

			Castor’s fork clatters onto his plate, and he reaches for his nearly empty goblet of wine. The quick movement knocks the glass on its side, spilling the pathetic remnants across the table. Two woodlings hurry over to mop up the mess.

			His arm, which rests on his thigh, shakes with the movement of anxious foot tapping. I press a hand to it. At my touch, he stops.

			“Chill,” I whisper to him. “I can handle myself.”

			His eyes meet mine, filled with a slow-building storm of anxiety. I slide my hand away. What does he think, that I’ll fall in love with the cursed prince in the span of one dinner and drop dead at this very table?

			If I do drop dead, it will be from hyperglycemia.

			I duck away around the fourteenth course to test my blood sugar yet again and find it’s jumped from 213 to 284. “Are you fucking with me?” I whisper aloud to my meter, pressing my forehead against the wall of the bathroom, swallowing the curse I’m tempted to scream. Low blood sugars are easy, quickly treatable. But, for me, high blood sugars are a category five hurricane traveling at 1 mph. Just sitting there, wrecking things.

			Likely, it stems from all the horror stories my mother used to tell me of what can happen to “bad diabetics” who let their blood sugar stay high for too long. How I could lose my sight, my hearing, my limbs, my teeth. Any ailment I had was blamed on my brittle blood sugar, a cookie I’d eaten the previous day or a piece of candy I’d snuck from the “low jar.”

			I fill a syringe with more insulin, wishing for a pointless moment that I had the insulin pump I briefly used to keep track of how much I’ve already taken. I wish for my life back. For a life that isn’t dictated by my blood sugar and my ability to afford its demanding care. I wish for the cure scientists keep promising is just another ten years away. The Myrtle Queen’s promise is one I can make come true. All I have to do is kill the king.

			No big deal. Just kill him.

			Simple.

			I return from my existential crisis as the first dessert is being served: a towering spectacle of cream puffs covered in a tangled web of butterscotch drizzles, dotted with elegantly carved fruits. I will not be eating any of that.

			As I take my seat beside the king, he leans over to whisper, “Feeling all right?” His breath is soaked in sweet wine.

			“Yep. Drinking just makes me pee a lot,” I say as he finishes off his tenth glass. “Are you all right?”

			“I am excellent.” He reaches over my empty plate to grasp the handle of a full flagon of wine.

			Once the desserts are devoured and the table cleared, the king stands, inviting the men to follow him to the brandy room.

			“Ladies,” he addresses the three other females and me, “it has been an honor and a pleasure to share this feast with you. There are acorn sherry and huckleberry truffles in the music room. Feel free to stay as long as you wish.”

			Evidently, this kingdom is stuck in early 1900s America. Women here, men there.

			Standing, I lean over to mutter to Castor, “Are the women just dismissed now?”

			He reaches out a hand, absently brushing my hair off my shoulder. I fight back a chill. “Trust me. I wish I could join you.”

			My chance is slipping away from me. The king will soon be in a room surrounded by men and guards and brandy. How am I supposed to commit a murder in those conditions?

			“Enjoy yourself.” My brain aches as I desperately seek another way in. I know this is a dinner party, but I didn’t realize most of the night would be taken up with actual dinner.

			Prince Durian chooses this moment to approach the two of us. The king’s temporary relaxation evaporates into palpable unease. “Are you joining us for brandy?” the prince asks me with a coy grin.

			“Afraid I am not invited.”

			Durian fixes the king with a look of shock and disdain. “Your Majesty. Surely you would rather spend the evening in the company of this stunning young lady rather than among a group of dreary old men.”

			“Well, I’m sure Maddox wouldn’t want to—”

			“I would love to join, actually,” I chime in. “If I’m allowed.”

			“Of course you are.” Prince Durian offers me his arm. “Allow me to escort you, my love.”

			I don’t know if it’s the sparkle in his green eyes or the dimples in his grinning cheeks, but I can see why people wouldn’t mind risking death to fall in love with the cursed prince.
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				Castor

			
			Durian’s little game is rapidly unraveling.

			Or perhaps that’s me.

			What was meant to be a prolonged dinner designed to humiliate me has transformed into a full-blown night of torture. I played along as he ordered his servants to dress me up, as he instructed his guests on how to behave, how to treat him as if he were the cursed prince.

			I acted as though I found it amusing. Grinned as he showed them how to leap out of his way if he got too close. Then I bit my tongue as he swept Maddox under his wing. A grand performance to paint me as the fool I am.

			With each casual remark, pieces of my poorly made armor splinter and fall away. The wine isn’t helping like it should, and the smoking room doesn’t contain near enough brandy to take the edge off Durian’s calculated quips.

			I’ve had an unswallowable lump in my throat all night and ducked away to the bathrooms for a brief panic attack.

			Everything is fine. Completely and utterly fine.

			As we enter the cavernous room of dark wooden walls and claret-colored furniture, the other guests shuffle in behind us, taking their places at redwood card tables and in clusters of armchairs, playing their parts effortlessly.

			I lead our trio to a table in a darkened corner. If I must be humiliated by my brother, the fewer witnesses, the better. I may be playing king, but everyone—save for Maddox—knows who holds the true power here. Everyone knows what could happen if I step too far across the line.

			“I do not suppose you would enjoy some brandy?” Durian says to Maddox, settling into the seat to her right as I take the one on the opposite side. “I fear it’s rather strong.”

			Maddox’s chin lifts. “I would love some brandy, actually.”

			Durian smiles and snaps his fingers. A woodling hurries over with a bottle and a crystal glass, filling it with the caramel-colored liquid. Maddox takes a sip, not looking away from Durian for a moment. I shift in my seat.

			“That is…definitely brandy,” she says.

			I wouldn’t know whether she liked it or not if her eyes hadn’t gone all watery from the burn of the alcohol.

			“The best in the kingdom,” Durian says with a pompous smirk. “Aged in redwood barrels for nearly a century.”

			Frowning thoughtfully at this, Maddox glances about the room a moment before querying, “How do you have so many wooden things if you don’t cut down trees?”

			Durian chuckles. “Not all trees die by being cut down. Plus, we have a whole team of dryads who scour mortal shops and antique stores for genuine wood pieces, which are reclaimed and brought back here.”

			What Durian doesn’t mention is that several of the felled heartwood trees in our kingdom are connected to dryads who have broken Redwood Law. That they were killed on his orders. Fortunately, he doesn’t, because it would make me look even worse in her eyes than I already do.

			I hold my already empty glass out to a woodling to refill.

			“The rarity of redwood is part of what makes our aged brandy so valuable. Not that I care so much about that, of course. I’ll admit I drink more than my fair share of the kingdom’s wine and spirits regardless of their quality,” Durian continues, his focus turning briefly to me. “It’s how I prefer to spend my time. That is, when I’m not sending people to an early grave for getting too close to me. Isn’t that right, Your Majesty?”

			Maddox shifts uncomfortably, folding her hands in her lap.

			The amber liquid in my glass sloshes as I set it on the table, keeping my fingers wrapped around the base, pretending it’s Durian’s neck. “A bit of an exaggeration, but not wholly untrue.” Seems Durian’s new acting role is bringing out words he has wanted to say, perhaps, but has kept to himself all these years.

			“Would it also be an exaggeration to say it’s my fault our brother is dead?”

			My hand tightens around my glass. I swear I can hear it crack. So there we have it. “No. That’s not an exaggeration.”

			Maddox looks from me to Durian. “How is it your fault your brother died? He was killed by…” Her sentence drops off and she bites down on her bottom lip. When she speaks again, her words come out several decibels lower. “I thought a mortal killed him.”

			I arch my brow at her. “A mortal did kill him.”

			“Because of my curse,” Durian adds, sneering in my direction. “Isn’t that right, brother?”

			“Yes.” I throw the contents of my glass down my throat, reveling in the burn. “That’s right.”

			Maddox shakes her head. “That’s ridiculous.”

			“What is ridiculous?” There’s the slightest edge to Durian’s tone.

			“It’s ridiculous to believe your brother died because of your curse when he was killed by a mortal man who made the conscious decision to kill him,” she says. “And the curse itself is ridiculous and unfair. Why should you be rejected for being adopted? It should be a good thing. It means you’re wanted. Family is family, whether you share blood—or bark—or not.”

			An unfamiliar sensation blooms in my chest. The corner of my mouth begins to tug upward, but then I see the dangerous glint of rage in Durian’s stare, the sizzle of tension along his sharp jawline.

			“I was wanted as a sapling,” he says, “until my curse started killing everyone who cared for me. Then I wasn’t so wanted anymore.”

			“But people kept getting close to you anyway—”

			“Because they didn’t realize what was happening until it was too late.”

			Frown lines form between Maddox’s brows and beside her mouth. “Well, cursed or not, you belong here now. Cyperus must have adopted you for a reason.”

			“There was no good reason to adopt me,” Durian snarls, a rash of angry red spreading up his neck. “I should have been left to die. Unwanted and alone. That’s where I belonged. My brother was a softhearted imbecile who cared too much about the wrong sorts of creatures and not enough about those who mattered.”

			An appalled expression twists Maddox’s face. “Surely you can’t believe—”

			“That’s enough,” I say sharply. “The Sovereign Tree possesses magic you could never begin to comprehend, Maddox. The prince was cursed because his heartwood never belonged on that branch.”

			“Yes, but when—”

			“It is nothing like your mortal experiences,” I interject, pumping as much venom as I can into the words. “There is no comparison, so don’t try to find one. Growing up without a stable family does not give a mortal like yourself the right to criticize or question the very foundation this kingdom is built upon.”

			Fire blazes in her eyes, showing me how many steps back I’ve just taken. She looks as though she is near erupting into a fit of fury. But, instead, she leans back in her seat, narrowing her eyes in thought before she lets out a long, slow breath. “I just don’t like to see people cast aside for something they never asked for.”

			“No worries, darling,” Durian purrs, calmer now. “My brother has been known to have a bit of a temper. But the king is quite right. I am cursed because my heartwood belongs back in the neglected forest from which it came. Because I will never—ever—be a true member of this royal family.”

			Every word is another thorn added to my crown, cutting into my temple.

			Maddox looks obliquely in my direction, as if waiting for me to hurl more cruel words her way.

			“Well,” she says slowly. “That’s quite a shame. Life is lonely without a family.”

			“Trust me.” He flashes a wolfish grin. “I never find myself lonely for long.”

			“Can’t imagine why,” Maddox simpers. “It’s not as though you’re insanely handsome or anything.”

			Durian notes the flirtatious cadence of her voice and smiles more widely. “Yes, I know. It’s a shame my brother got all the good looks.”

			Maddox laughs much too hard at this for my taste, pressing her hand to his shoulder as if he is the humor king of the redwood forest.

			Fire and lava and every burning thing fill each vein and ventricle. My fist closes over the armrest and black rot begins to seep into the wood. Immediately, I lift my hand, taking a steadying breath. I lay my cloak over the ruined armrest to hide the damage.

			Maddox glances to the piano currently playing a lively tune. “How do your instruments play on their own?”

			“Enchanted.” Durian swirls the brandy in his nearly full glass as I accept another serving from a passing woodling.

			“How does that work?”

			“Anything made from natural materials is enchantable by a dryad.”

			“But how?”

			“How does anything work?” Durian says. “I’m sure your mortal scientists could study us and come up with a formula to explain why. But what difference does that make? I want the piano to play, so it does. Don’t ask why or how, just enjoy the music.”

			“Dryads can influence natural things to do what they wish,” I interrupt. “That is how. The piano is made of wood and ivory, and a piece of the dryad’s soul lives on through the wood. That is why.”

			“I thought only druids could speak Sylvan,” Maddox says, not looking my way.

			“Sylvan is more of a two-way communication,” I say. “Dryad magic is like…a mortal giving a dog a command.”

			“Ah…”

			“What an incredibly dull conversation this is.” Durian leans toward Maddox now, ignoring my presence entirely as he speaks in a voice that makes the brandy I just swallowed crawl back up my throat. “Can you play the piano, Maddox?”

			Her eyes flit briefly to me before moving back to him. “A little.”

			“Can you sing as well?” he asks. “I’ve always found mortal voices rather enchanting.”

			Maddox glances down at her lap with the trace of a frown tugging on her lips. “Sort of. Not perfectly.”

			“Luckily, there is no such thing as a perfect mortal song. That’s what makes them so lovely.” He places a hand on her forearm. “You should sing me a song to cheer me up. I’ve been dreadfully melancholy lately.”

			For the first time, Maddox looks truly panicked. “Oh, I don’t think—”

			“Come, now, darling,” he interrupts. “Entertain us.” Durian sits back, waving a hand around the room of gentlemen pretending not to listen in on our conversation.

			“No, really.” Maddox shakes her head, clutching her glass of brandy to her chest. “I’m so out of practice—”

			“Sing.” Durian’s voice takes on a commanding tone. “I insist.”

			Maddox’s gaze moves to mine, as if seeking my counsel for once. I dip my chin into a slight nod, if only to get her away from my brother and the clawlike hands inching closer and closer to her thigh.

			She swallows the rest of her brandy, setting the empty glass on the table. “I suppose I have no choice, do I?”

			“There’s a good girl,” he purrs before calling out to the others in the room, “Quiet, gentlemen, quiet. Miss Maddox has generously offered to grace us with a performance.”

			Her jaw tightens at his words. She approaches the piano no one ever touches, and the gentle plinking of the keys ceases the moment she sits down.

			Sitting there on the wooden bench, a slight curve in her back like an elongated S, Maddox looks like she belongs anywhere in the world but here. In this place with these dryads who lord their coin and power over those who have less. She looks like she belongs in a quaint mortal café with the coffee she loves so much.

			Durian watches her with a predatory hunger. Despite the fatal end goal of this pact, there is no doubt that it’s the only thing saving her from being my brother’s entertainment tonight. He can try to meddle all he wants, but he cannot touch her. Not like that.

			Testing the keys, Maddox’s face takes on a new quality I’ve yet to witness. Concentration and echoes of memories swirl in her features, softening the edges of them. The melody of the song is simple yet haunting all the same.

			As her fingers feel their way across the ivories, her eyes fall closed. No one in this room can deny the mortal edge of imperfection in her beauty, the hint that the forest doesn’t flow through her veins.

			Then the first note rings from her throat, and I realize her voice is the most mortal thing about her. Achingly, painfully raw and drenched with every emotion and feeling she’s held back over the past several days on dazzling display. Not a trace of a lie in her haunting words.

			Her fingers stumble over the keys. But that’s what makes it beautiful, so very un-fae. The other men in the room look on, mesmerized. Durian’s piercing gaze doesn’t falter. Neither does mine.

			Her eyes fix on me as she sings the last verse. A verse about love. How it is the greatest thing you could ever learn—to love and be loved in return.

			The words are daggers and roses. Cruel lies and heartfelt truths. Slashes of claws and gentle caresses.

			The final note rings out, and in this moment, I try with all my dark, demented soul to hate her. To remember how it feels to loathe the red-haired viper. But, among all my convoluted, muddled feelings, hate is not one of them. At some point—maybe tonight, maybe days ago—her silver eyes turned from daggers to blazing starlight.

			I don’t know how she did it, how she bewitched me into this state. Through trickery, through carefully dosed poison, through some mortal magic of which I’m not aware. But of all the cruel crimes Maddox has committed against me, making me see her as something other than a monster is most definitely the cruelest.
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				Maddox

			
			The cursed prince leans against the grand piano, where I sit watching the keys play a melody all on their own now that my control of them has been revoked. The dryad men seated around card tables, drinking brandy and talking with noses in the air, are growing drunker and drunker. Their voices begin to rise, conversations becoming more passionate and nonsensical.

			Light emanating from the candles and fireplace—which seems like a hazard in the middle of a tree kingdom—has dimmed considerably, bathing everyone in a dull amber glow. Aside from the bizarre conversation with the king and his brother, I’ve spent much of the evening scanning the room for an exit strategy. Beneath the mismatched furniture that’s clearly been stolen from wealthy mortals is a floor of solid oak covered by claret rugs woven with threads of gold. Could be trapdoors beneath those, but it would be a bit obvious for me to peek under them. There is a pair of double doors, guarded on both sides, and a multicolored stained-glass window I’d have to shatter and likely fall to my death from.

			My hope of escape was just about gone until I sat on the piano bench and my eyes caught on a painting spanning the wall behind the king’s head. The scene depicts a beautiful woman plucking the strings of a harp upon a rock surrounded by a tempestuous sea. A dolphin’s head can be seen peeking out of the waves, suggesting it is listening to her play. The harpist’s gaze is on me—and likely anyone else in the room who is looking her way, as paintings are wont to do.

			Funny how life circles back around. If I had not had foster parents from hell in eighth grade, I wouldn’t have spent so much time studying all of the Greek gods and goddesses after school and during homeroom. Ms. Brem had been my safe space and refuge. I’d spend hours staring at the student-made posters on her wall, one of which depicted the nymph Calypso, whose name literally meant “to hide or conceal.” If I ever see the kid who loved to point out, We are literally never going to need this information in life, every class, I will gladly correct him because, on the left side of the painting, I can clearly see hinges hidden just behind the lip of the frame.

			To hide or conceal, indeed.

			The king leans against the wall beside his grim reaper guard, exchanging muted words in his magic sound bubble and pretending not to watch me and Durian out the corner of his eye. A mountain cat staring down another predator who caught the prey first.

			It’s clear from our earlier conversation that the two brothers have some kind of buried resentment toward each other. And it seems the sight of the cursed prince speaking to me is making King Castor feel some kind of way.

			Hopefully, it is making him feel some kind of jealous way. The kind of jealous way that makes you want to drag a person into your room and tear their clothes off—with no guards present, thanks.

			“Your singing voice is unlike any I’ve ever heard,” Durian tells me, resting his chin on his forearms propped atop the piano. “I’ve a mind to steal you away from Magesté and hire you as my own personal music box.”

			I tamp down a sneer. He sounds just like every other entitled mortal man—like he deserves me because he wants me. But Castor is still watching, so I flash Durian a coy smile. “Have you heard many mortals sing?”

			“A fair few. But the tieg wine usually distorts their voices, makes them slur their words a bit or sound more dazed than anything. You sing with awareness and power.”

			I frown down at the keys, moving as though pressed by phantom fingers. “Perhaps you could try not giving mortals tieg wine?”

			“Mortals can’t handle the stupefying reality of magic without glamours or mind-altering substances. It would drive them to madness. Tieg wine is a kindness.”

			“I’ve handled it.”

			Suddenly, his fingers are running along the edge of my jaw, lifting my chin. I resist the impulse to pull away, meeting his gaze instead. “You are nothing like other mortals, Maddox.”

			You’re not like other girls, I hear.

			He moves closer now, hand sliding from my jaw down my neck to bare shoulder and trailing farther south. “Your mortal scent is overwhelming,” he breathes in my ear. “Would you risk the threat of death to let me see if you taste as sweet?”

			My body tenses, readying to flee or attack just as Castor’s voice booms out, filling the room. “Thank you, gentlemen, for your presence this evening, but I am afraid the end of our merrymaking has arrived.”

			The cursed prince pulls away with a wicked grin, stepping back enough for me to catch the rage in the king’s eyes from across the room. The press of the blades hidden beneath my full skirt calls to mind my mission as I slide off the piano bench, stepping out of Durian’s reach.

			Castor approaches, avoiding eye contact with his brother. “Allow me to escort you out.” His voice is perilously calm.

			“How very typical of you, Your Majesty,” Durian murmurs. “Always taking my toys away before I’ve even begun playing with them.”

			Okay, no. Cursed and lonely or not—I whirl around to face the prince. “I am no one’s toy.”

			“Sure you aren’t.” Durian flashes a contemptuous smirk, then he slides his hands into his pockets and strolls out the door behind the stream of drunken dryads.

			The room is nearly empty, save for the grim reaper. I fold my arms, donning my invisible mask for the performance that is about to go down.

			Get the king alone. Get him close. Kill him.

			Then I can figure out how to bust out of here with his horns in tow. After that, I can worry about passing them off to the Myrtle Queen, being cured of this damned disease, and getting the fuck out of this forest.

			“Can I speak to you alone for a moment?” I ask Castor. My heart rate spikes higher and higher, making my head spin.

			He nods stiffly, glancing over his shoulder at Tamarind. His favored guard begins to close the doors on the others, remaining inside the room with us.

			“Alone,” I grind out in his direction.

			Tamarind tenses, fixing me with a face that clearly says, Never in your wildest dreams, you mortal plague.

			I fling my arms wide, gesturing at my gown. “What am I going to do, slay him with my mortal beauty?” I snap. “I would just like to speak to the king without feeling like a wanted criminal.”

			Which I basically am.

			I lift my skirt to reveal my bare legs, up to my midthigh, to the place just below the tips of my weapons and diabetic supplies where they hang from the hidden belt the king gifted me. “Care to feel me up to be sure I don’t have a dagger shoved up my—”

			“That won’t be necessary,” the king interrupts before gesturing to his guard. “Step outside, Tamarind.”

			“But, Your Majesty—”

			“That was an order.” King Castor’s eyes darken. “Step. Outside. And close the door behind you.”

			Tamarind waits for a beat, shooting me a look filled with hostility and hatred. It takes far too much effort to keep my mouth from breaking into a triumphant grin.

			“Vines of silence would not be wise now,” he says to the king. Then, finally, he steps through the door and closes it behind him.

			My heart starts to pump even more aggressively. I have the king alone. Finally alone. And my blood sugar is far from low, which I’m telling myself is only temporary. Only a little longer. But I have to play my cards just right—perfectly, in fact—for this to work.

			I pace to the piano with my arms still folded in front of me. Leaning back against it, I fix the king with a look of intense disappointment. “You should not have spoken like that to me earlier,” I begin. “King or not, I am still a guest in your kingdom, and you treated me like the worthless mortal you clearly think I am.”

			A muscle jumps in his jaw as he slides his hands into his pockets, reminding me rather strongly of his brother in this moment. Except, instead of a cocky smirk, he’s wearing the same expression a guilty dog makes when they’ve been caught rooting through the garbage. Tail between legs. Upturned brows. Avoidant eyes. Trash everywhere.

			I’m the trash.

			“You can’t understand why or how—and I can’t explain without endangering us both—but everything I said before was to protect you.”

			“Protect me from what, precisely?”

			“From him.” He gestures to the closed door as though Durian is standing right there, watching us with that cheeky smile of his.

			“The prince? What do you honestly think, Castor? That I’m going to fall for your cursed brother in a single night and die at your feet?” My voice builds. “Do you think I’m some pathetic mortal dreaming of falling in love with a royal dryad? A desperate girl hoping to be whisked away into the trees forever?”

			He takes several steps closer to me, sending a look over his shoulder. “Lower your voice.”

			In the dim glow from the dying fire, his blackened horns cast an ominous shadow across his face, more beast than man in so little light.

			“Are you afraid the cursed prince will return to save me from your wrath?”

			The king takes two more steps forward until we are only a few feet apart. The shadows in the room move as he does, growing in height as he comes closer to the flickering fire near the grand piano. “It’s not my wrath you should be worried about.”

			“Oh? Whose, then? Your big bad cursed brother who fucks girls so good they can’t possibly live another second?”

			Head tilted down, he glares up at me with a murderous expression. “Stop.”

			“Maybe they die from the sheer force of their orgasms. Ooohh, Durian,” I cry out, arching my back and running my hands down my bodice in feigned ecstasy. “Right there. Yes. Don’t stop. Yes. Right—”

			Closing the distance between us, he throws out both arms, caging me between him and the piano. “Stop.”

			“You know why I think you have such a problem with him?” I say in a low voice. “I think you’re jealous.”

			Veins of black appear along the skin of his arms visible beyond his rolled-up sleeves. I can feel the wood of the piano behind me start to erode beneath his hands.

			“Why would a king be jealous of a cursed prince who kills everyone who loves him?”

			“Because people do love him. They love him so much they’re willing to die for him. Can you say the same?”

			The king’s horns frame my head. He could bash them into my skull right now if he wanted to. Pieces of the piano crumble to the floor, the scent of decaying wood filling my airway.

			“And would you?” Castor’s voice rolls fog-thick over me. “Would you die for the cursed prince?”

			I bite down on my bottom lip, and his eyes track the movement, watching as I drag teeth across the delicate skin. “If I loved him, I would.”

			A second passes. Perhaps two.

			Then Castor’s lips capture mine—or maybe it’s the other way around. I can’t really focus. Everything is too hot, my head pounding from my sky-high blood sugar, my heart beating too fast.

			Our kiss is filled with every unspoken hateful word each of us wants to say but can’t. Instead of screaming at him, I bite down on his lip. Instead of cursing my name, he takes my hips in his hands and lifts me onto the half-ruined piano. My legs wrap around his torso, pulling him forcefully closer.

			I gather clumps of his hair in my hands, squeezing tightly. He winces, but instead of moving away, he groans into my mouth, sending a shock of pressure between my legs. Pooling warmth sits heavy in my stomach, tightening like choking vines.

			Fuck.

			I need to focus. My plan is working a little too well. He’s distracted. I’m distracted.

			My fingers inch to the clasp at my waist where my blades are hidden, waiting to be buried in Castor’s heart, waiting to fulfill this pact so I can go home. But then his hands cascade from my face, brushing over the curve of my breasts and down to grip my thighs. My focus wanes.

			With one hand he pushes the fabric of my gown up, fingers inching higher until I let out a startled gasp.

			Fuck.

			His tongue flicks out to caress mine, and the image of the weapons sinks into the quicksand of my mind. I slide my hands up from his hair to the base of his horns, grasping them to control the kiss. He moans again, and this time it sounds like a growl. His fingers turn clawlike at my hip, bruising, inches away from the place that’s aching to be touched. Touched by him. Not anyone else. This realization would devastate me if I had control of the direction of my thoughts.

			“Maddox.” Hot breath caresses my ear, sending a shock across nerve endings. His mouth holds my name like I’m his idol to worship on sinful knees. My hand slides from his chest to find the hard length of him betraying his interest. Not an act, it seems, though the slickness between my own thighs might say the same about me. Pressing against him, I crack a smile as Castor sucks in a breath. “Fuck, Maddox.”

			I quite literally have the king in the palm of my hand. All I need to do is focus long enough to—

			Suddenly, a loud crack rends the air, and Castor pulls me to him, holding me as the piano collapses to the ground. A cacophony of clanking keys and groaning wood roars like a sinking ocean liner. The next moment, the doors to the smoking room are thrown open and Tamarind, followed by two more guards, thunder in with weapons raised.

			I realize several seconds too late what they are now seeing. Me, straddling the king, my gown pulled up to the middle of my thighs and my lipstick tattooed across the bottom half of his face.

			Slowly, and somehow gracefully, he sets me on my feet, hands still on my waist. If he moves them any farther south, he will feel the hard outline of my weapons. I take a step back and his hands fall away.

			Castor stares down at the ruined piano. “That was my fault,” he tells them. “Everything is fine here. Carry on, gentlemen.”

			My chest rises and falls like I’ve just sprinted to Magesté and back. My lips tingle with the memory of his. The dagger and axe and bag of diabetic supplies feel heavier than ever. This pact feels heavier than ever. Suddenly, I’m Atlas and the world is on my shoulders.

			Kissing Castor did not get me any closer to killing him. If anything, it pushed me to the very edge of the plank with my name written on it in blood.

			Calypso’s haunting eyes meet mine from her painted prison. It almost looks like she’s trying to hold back a knowing smile. One egocentric goddess acknowledging another.

		

	
		
			
				25

				Maddox

			
			Murder is hard. Murdering someone you enjoy kissing is much harder.

			I had him. I had him right there, trapped between my legs like a helpless rabbit in a hunter’s cage. It would have been so easy to keep him distracted while I unsheathed my dagger. Would have been simple to trace the blade across his throat just like the statue in the citadel sunroom. It should have been simple.

			But it wasn’t. Not at fucking all.

			As hard as I like to think I am, it turns out the idea of murdering someone in cold blood is a bit more than I can stomach. I’ve wondered and wondered how my dad did this—even with his Myrtle Queen pact. He still had a conscience. He still knew what he was doing.

			But he didn’t murder the king, not really. He cut down a heartwood tree. Granted, his act ended the previous king’s life, but he didn’t stab someone in the gut or slice a blade across their throat.

			Action movies and thrillers make it seem so simple. So easy. Knife goes in, blood comes out, bad guy dies, good guy wins. Turns out, it is nothing fucking like that. I may be able to take someone out in self-defense or to protect someone else…but I’m no murderer.

			No matter how much I try to convince myself that Castor is an evil dryad king who deserves this, I can’t bring myself to kill him with a golden dagger. I can’t look him in the eyes and watch the light go out. Just the thought of it makes me want to vomit up the feast that just wrecked my blood sugar.

			I have to figure out another way.

			Magesté is still in full swing when I return. In fact, it’s bursting with visitors. I’m not ready to go from being Maddox to Oleander. Not yet. My gaze moves over the line, over the luminescent Magesté sign, over the bushes of my namesake flowers just outside my window, over—

			They move back to the flowers.

			Oleander.

			I remember hearing my parents discuss a story they read in the newspaper about a kid dying from ingesting oleander flowers. My mom was at the edge of hysterics, begging my dad to search our yard for the plant, as if I would go chomp on a random bush at the age of seven. Out of her earshot, I asked my dad if it was just the petals that were poisonous.

			“Every bit of them is poisonous,” he told me. “The leaves, the stems, the petals, the seeds.”

			“Why do people let them grow, then?” I asked.

			“Because poisonous things can still be beautiful.”

			Over the past few nights Magesté has acquired a hoard of wine from visitors—the fancy ones like to use it as a bribe to get the best orchids. Just last night, I saw a bottle of Aronia wine from Willamette Valley. The same kind Castor waxed poetic about the first morning he brought me coffee.

			It’s as if every single piece of this homicidal puzzle has lined up for me. So perfect, it almost seems too easy.

			The oleander tree clacks against the window just outside of my room, beckoning me.

			Just do it. The tree taps. Do it.

			I finally listen.

			Ducking around the building, avoiding the line of visitors, I climb with great difficulty into my room, falling with a thud onto the floor. The kitchen is blissfully empty thanks to the raging party going on upstairs. The show is already in full swing by the sound of it. I gather the supplies I’ll need and a pair of thin leather gloves to protect my hands.

			Then I return to my bedroom window and lean out to pluck flowers, stems, leaves, and even a cluster of seeds from the oleander tree. More than enough to poison a king. Opening the Aronia wine, I pour some out into a decanter filled with the oleander to let it soak.

			While my poison marinates, I find a card and some gold string, writing a note inside and labeling it For the king, signed with a heart and a swirling letter M.

			The longer the oleander steeps in the wine, the more my hands tremble, the more my heart palpitates. It’s my own fault that I’ve taken this long—long enough to stop hating the dryad king. Long enough to even like him. Ache for him.

			The ghost of his fingertips on my thighs sends an uncomfortable shiver across my shoulders. This kingdom is full of ghosts. Ghosts of my father’s choices. Ghosts of a life I could have here if I weren’t chained to this bloody pact, to my insulin and needles.

			All of this started with my father. He told me so much and so little all at once. All those stories and comments about the dryads and the Myrtle Queen, yet I never asked him for more. I never asked him to stop speaking in riddles and explain what he knew. I was just glad to be with him, away from my mom for long enough to be able to breathe.

			If anyone were to understand my desperation right now, it would be him. And I think I understand now. My dad did what he did because he had to. Because he made a desperate pact like I did. He knew that making a deal with a dryad queen came with a price, and yet he did it anyway. Just as I did.

			I stare at the decanter of wine, the oleander petals floating like a drowned girl in a white dress. I’m beginning to think maybe we are both the villains in this story.

			And yet…I still pour the oleander-soaked wine back into the bottle and drop a couple more leaves inside. I still find an unused cork in the Magesté cellar, pushing it into the top with an old metal corker. I still place the bottle back on the counter with the others to let the leaves continue to bleed their poison in the king’s favored beverage. Then I sneak back out my window and enter through the front doors as if I just arrived from my dinner party.

			“Oleander,” Fern greets with a desperate grin, carrying a clinking tray of chalices as I sidle past a group of waiting dryads. For a moment, my breath catches, as if she’s just pointed out my treachery. “Thank the tree gods you’re back. I can’t keep up with the numbers. There are so many.”

			Joining her behind the front desk, I take charge of the books, cringing at her messy scrawl and inaccurate calculations. “Why is it so busy tonight?”

			“With the Sylveris Solstice so near, dryads and arborfae from across the two kingdoms will be arriving every day now.”

			The mention of my deadline makes my stomach somersault. “That’s not for a few days, though.”

			“A few days of drinking and debauchery, both of which Magesté has in excess. Magesté has it all.”

			“Mmm.” I stare down at the disheveled papers, not really seeing them.

			“Are you doing all right, Oleander?”

			I tear my eyes away from the numbers and letters on the orchid log currently swimming together in my vision. “Huh?”

			Tonight, Fern wears a sheer blue gown, ebony hair tied at the nape of her slender green neck. I’ve long since grown used to her near nakedness. Especially since, as we speak, there are at least twenty fae fornicating in the adjoining room. Sex and nudity have never shocked me. I’ve always been open and unapologetic about the things I’ve done—a proud and confident bisexual. For me, sex was just another way I could maintain control of something.

			But tonight, I lost that control when Castor kissed me. And somehow that bothers me more than not killing him when I had the chance.

			“You seem rather tired,” Fern says, voice etched with concern.

			“I’m fine, Fern. Don’t worry about me.”

			She sets the tray of crystal chalices filled with cherry wine down on the mahogany table beside the front doors. “Mortals are meant to sleep at least eight hours a night, I believe.”

			“Where did you learn that?”

			Her dragonfly wings give an anxious flutter. “Just read it in a…a mortal medical book.”

			I arch my brow. “Did you own that book before I got here?”

			The skin of her cheeks turns a deeper shade of green, and she looks guiltily down at the scarlet rug. “No…”

			“Where did you even get a book like that? Is there a mortal black market I don’t know about?”

			Fern looks even more guilty about this. “No, but there is an egress that lets out into a mortal city where we…borrow things from time to time.”

			Feigning horror, I press a hand to my chest. “Are you saying you stole this book?”

			“Well, we steal most things from mortals. It’s recompense for cutting down our forests.” She smiles guiltily. “I just wanted to be sure you were properly cared for.”

			I stare blankly at her, blinking slowly. Then burst out into a fit of exhausted laughter. “Oh my God, Fern.”

			“I’m sorry!” she says, earnestly. “Please don’t be upset. I promise I don’t think of you as a pet or anything. I would never force you to drink tieg wine.”

			This small gesture reminds me of something Javen would do. In fact, when we were paired with the same family again, he actually bought a book on type 1 diabetes so he could understand what I was talking about when I said things like bolus and hypo and basal. He read that book two times through and covered it in highlights and notes. In fact, I think he knows more about diabetes—scientifically speaking, at least—than I do.

			Sorrow weighs heavy in my chest, both at the memory of Javen and at Fern’s genuine concern. I get the strangest desire to somehow mesh these two lives together. Like trying to connect two mismatched puzzle pieces.

			“I’m not mad,” I tell Fern. “Maybe I should drink tieg wine. All the mortals in this kingdom seem much more relaxed than I am.”

			Her wide eyes grow rounder. “No. Don’t drink—”

			“I’m not going to drink tieg wine.”

			Suddenly, a crash is heard from within the theater, followed by a chorus of shouts and a high-pitched scream. Cursing, I push past Fern and dash through the feathered curtain.

			Inside, a mass of chaos swarms in the back corner of the audience, where the normally shrouded stained-glass window is now shattered across the floor like confetti, the heavy curtain torn in half.

			I trace the sound of the screams to one of the Magesté aerialists held down by a hulking fae with veined gray wings and a face that resembles the mask of a plague doctor. A needlelike appendage bursts out of its beak and punctures the aerialist in the neck. She immediately stops screaming, her head lolling back as blood pumps from the wound and into the needle. The veins of its wings turn from gray to bright red.

			“Blood nymphs,” Fern whispers from behind me, her voice barely audible over the screams and stomping feet as nearby audience members scramble away from the bloodsucking fae.

			My eyes track to the massive wings of the blood nymph draining the life from the aerialist and an idea strikes. I rip off my skirt, buttons popping from the movement, and unsheathe my throwing axe. Two seconds to take aim, and a third to let it fly. The axe buries itself into the invisible bull’s-eye, pinning the blood nymph’s left wing to the wall.

			The needle retracts as the nymph lets out a high-pitched screech.

			Silence trickles through the crowd. Heads turn my way, seeking the owner of the axe. I stand before them wearing only a scarlet bodice and matching bloomers, with my dagger and drawstring pouch of supplies still belted low on my hips.

			The quiet fractures as the nymph rips its wing from the wall, blood spilling out of its veins like a stacked fountain. The creature drops the wounded aerialist on the ground and revolves to face me. A pair of sunken black eyes meet mine. Despite the blood nymph’s lack of pupils or eyebrows or any distinguishing facial feature…I can tell it’s fucking livid.

			Leaving the aerialist behind in exchange for something spicier, the creature leaps toward me. Even with half of a wing missing, the nymph is surprisingly quick. I barely have my hand on my dagger when my back slams into the ground and a gush of breath leaves my lungs, refusing to return.

			In my periphery, another blood nymph climbs through the hole in the window, immediately spotting the bleeding aerialist and stooping over her. But this time Evodia and two other arborfae swoop toward it, pummeling the creature with a chair.

			Magesté’s theater descends into bedlam.

			Dancers leap from the stage, thundering to the aerialist’s aid as more winged arborfae swoop down. Evodia shouts for her orchids and dancers to get to safety, but no one listens. The crowd is a writhing snakes’ nest, and visitors either dive into the fray or back away slowly. I move to stand, but the blood nymph pins me before I can.

			Its hand is made up of multijointed fingers that curl inward like a moth’s tongue. I might even think it looked comical if it weren’t closing around my throat, cutting off all the air I’ve managed to gulp down.

			Blood from its ruined wing drips onto my cheek and slides down my neck, drenching my hair and turning it redder. I claw at its spindly arm, but it grips harder.

			My head begins to swim from the lack of oxygen. My lungs ache for air. The needle juts out of its beak just as I jerk to the right to dodge it. It punctures the wooden floor and sticks. The fingers around my neck loosen slightly. But not enough.

			While it’s distracted, I stretch my hand down, twisting awkwardly as I struggle to grip the dagger sheathed at my hip. The edges of my vision darken, narrowing with each passing second. Fumbling my fingers around the handle, I wrench the dagger free, bringing it around with as much force as I can muster. The blade sinks into the blood nymph’s side, and it lets out a deafening screech. Its long-fingered hand leaves my throat and knocks the dagger away as it bends my wrist back. A sizzle of pain radiates up my arm.

			But the creature is weaker now, stab wound and wing both gushing blood. A spray of red joins the freckles on my face as the fae opens its beak and coughs. Taking advantage of the distraction, I buck the nymph off me, turning onto my stomach to crawl away. And I almost do.

			Curled fingers tangle in my hair, yanking my head violently back so it almost looks like it’s assisting me with an upward dog pose.

			There’s nowhere for me to move. It has me pinned, holding me by the back of the head. A scream pierces the air, and my focus is tugged to the doorway, where two dryads have just stepped through. My heart leaps.

			Fury burns in the king’s brown eyes like embers eating away redwood logs. They land on me and turn to a bonfire. Blackness covers his hands, veining up his arms and spilling from his palms in waves of smoke. Everything the smoke touches molds and decays in seconds. The chaos explodes into madness.

			Dryads scream and scramble to get away. Arborfae take flight into the rafters. Evodia shouts something at Castor. But his eyes are on the blood nymph. A wave of rot rumbles toward us, and I squeeze my eyes shut, waiting to turn to dust as it crashes over me.

			The blood nymph’s spindled fingers fall from my hair; its weight leaves my back. I wonder if maybe I’ve died. The screams build to a crescendo.

			I knew I’d end up in hell.

			“Oleander,” I hear. My eyes fly open to see Evodia’s panic-stricken face before mine. “You have to stop him.”

			Her hands slide beneath my armpits, lifting me to my feet. The screams turn deafening. Spinning around, I see why.

			Castor stalks toward the other blood nymph, which has flown toward a scrambling group of dryads. Throwing his hands out, the king rots the life from it, skin and muscle turning to ash, leaving behind a crumbling, blackened skeleton.

			But then he keeps walking, and the rolling fog follows, inching toward the cornered group of petrified visitors.

			Tamarind appears beside Evodia and me, wide-eyed and ashen. “Evodia, I’m—”

			“Not now, Tamarind,” Evodia snarls before turning to me. “Stop him, Oleander, before he destroys all of Magesté.”

			“Why me?”

			“You’re mortal. His power won’t touch you.”

			An arborfae crashes between us as they flee from Castor’s wrath, and Evodia pushes me forward. “Go!”

			Visitors try to use the curtain as a rope to climb to safety, but the beams snap, tumbling onto the stage with a tumultuous crash. Meanwhile, Castor continues forward, with a wake of fogging decay trailing him like a billowing cloak.

			“Castor!” I shout.

			He doesn’t seem to hear me.

			“What is he doing?” I ask Tamarind. “Why won’t he stop?”

			“He…may have consumed a bottle of tieg wine on the way here.”

			Evodia curses.

			Jesus Christ. My throat aches. My wrist throbs where I’m pretty sure the blood nymph either sprained or fractured it. My tongue is sandpaper. My brain is fog. Adrenaline pumps through every inch of me. And, of course, my mind momentarily flits to my blood sugar. I’m sure it is still outrageously high.

			But who has time for high blood sugars when a dryad king is rotting every last thing in this establishment?

			I leave Tamarind and Evodia and weave through the fleeing crowd, which has mostly dispersed to the edges of the theater to escape Castor’s plague.

			“Castor!” I shout. “Stop!”

			He doesn’t. A dryad turns to dust. I hope it wasn’t someone I knew.

			“CASTOR!”

			Finally, I push through, leaping in front of him and grabbing hold of his wrists, wincing at the pain in my own. He stops, the fire in his eyes flickering as he looks down at me, as if he’s confused.

			“Castor,” I say through a breath. “Hey. Can you hear me?”

			“Maddox?”

			“I need you to stop.”

			The blackness undulating around him fades, sucking back toward him, retreating into his hands until they’ve returned to their normal light brown. He says my name again. And again and again.

			I press my hand to his cheek. “Hey. It’s okay. Everything is okay. But you need to go home now.”

			While I have him distracted, the visitors flee to the exits, giving us a wide berth like we’re the eye of the hurricane. Evodia shepherds them out.

			Castor shakes his head like a stubborn child. “I’m not going anywhere without you.”

			“Okay, I’ll…” I seek out Evodia, who’s watching us with a furious expression. I tilt my head in Castor’s direction, raising my brows and widening my eyes. She nods once as if to say she can handle the aftermath if I’ll just get this cyclone of a king out of here. I turn back to Castor. “I will go with you. Happy?”

			The king peers down at me. Then his chin drops to his chest, tears spilling from his eyes. “No, of course I’m not happy, Maddox. I can’t be happy now. Not now that you…” He breathes in deeply and lets it out in a shaky whoosh. The alcohol soaking his breath nearly knocks me over. “There is no happy road anymore. To the left is death and to the right is…probably also death.” He sways dangerously on his feet.

			“Are you actually crying?”

			“No,” he chokes out.

			I slide under his arm and look to Tamarind. His eyes are on Castor, expression alarmed. “Help me with him, will you?”

			This isn’t my first time dealing with a belligerently drunk person. But none of the people I’ve helped stumble home could rot an entire forest. “Get his other side,” I snap at Tamarind, taking my frustrations out on the only sober one in this trio. “Where are we taking him?”

			“We shouldn’t bring him back to the citadel like this, especially when there are blood nymphs around,” Tamarind says. “He has a house nearby.”

			“Lead the way, then.”

			The theater has mostly emptied, and any stragglers leap out of our way. Before we leave, I gather my throwing axe and dagger. Tamarind merely watches without comment as I buckle them in their holsters beside my pouch of supplies.

			“Ready?” he asks, the slightest arch in his brow. Perhaps he’s realizing it’s not the worst thing for me to be heavily armed in this forest.

			The king doesn’t resist our help, and he doesn’t rot anything else, but he does start to tearfully sing a brand-new version of the song I played earlier in the night.

			“There was a boy

			A very stupid golden boy

			They said he kidnapped mortal girls, mortal girls

			Who lived by the sea

			A charming guy

			Who loved to lie

			So very vile was he…”

			“Your Majesty? Will you kindly shut the fuck up before a horde of mosquito fairies descends on us?” I whisper-yell at him.

			“Those were blood nymphs,” Tamarind corrects.

			“No shit.”

			“Right. I forgot you were a fae expert.” His voice comes out dry.

			Seems he still doesn’t trust me. Shocking. Truly shocking.

			“What can I say? I just know lots of things about lots of things.”

			“Conveniently enough.”

			A wood sprite scurries along the railing beside me, and I nearly drop the drunken king, thinking it’s another blood nymph sweeping in to finish me off.

			Castor starts up a third round of his new favorite song, and I dig my elbow into his side. “Honestly, what is in that tieg wine?”

			“You mean you don’t know?” Tamarind retorts with feigned shock. “Guess that is one of the exceptions to the ‘lots of things,‘ then?”

			“Is there something you’d like to get off your chest, Tam?” I hiss, my feet dragging under Castor’s weight.

			“Nothing at all, Mads.” My father’s nickname for me hits like a shock of ice water on the hottest day of summer. I abruptly stop, and Tamarind stumbles, struggling to keep Castor standing. “What are you—”

			“Do not ever call me that name.”

			The king’s guard opens his mouth to respond, but then our eyes connect, silver and copper locking like two pieces of metal moved too close to a magnet. I see something register in the depths of his. An understanding of some sort. I realize my usual featureless mask isn’t in place, and every devastating emotion is painted across my face for him to perceive.

			“All right,” he says with a shallow nod.

			I break our shared gaze. “Let’s just get this asshole to a bed before I give up dragging him and push him over the edge of this walkway.”

			Castor stops singing. “You are a very, very mean mortal, you know.”

			“Not mean enough,” I mutter.

			We don’t stop until we make it to Castor’s home at the end of an abandoned pathway. My head tilts back as I take in the gothic mansion made of dark stone. Vines of black roses and ivy vein across the stone front. Emerald stained-glass windows make it look like Magesté’s distant cousin.

			And not a trace of gold to be seen.

			Tamarind opens the iron door with a key kept in his weapons belt, and we drag the king’s drunken ass inside, blinking in the lack of light. As if in response, all the candles bloom with lambent flames. The architecture is very nearly the opposite of that in the citadel. Swathed in muted shades of gray, black, deep brown, and ivory, the entrance is highly decorative and theatrical. Like an opera set with twisted columns and a sweeping staircase, candelabras affixed to the top of each railing.

			Two open rooms branch off in opposing directions. To the right I spot a massive onyx island in the center of a sizable kitchen with three decanters of liquid set atop it. Walls of cloudy green-and-ivory stained-glass windows allow a conservative amount of light in. To the left is a room filled with armchairs, couches, and a sweeping vanity covered in an organized array of substances. And, if it’s possible, the air here smells more of nepenthe than Magesté.

			Everything appears to be made of stone or iron or glass. Can’t have the king getting moody and rotting his wooden home to the ground, I suppose.

			In the span of a handful of seconds, I take all of this in before turning back to Tamarind, who is now dragging the king into the sitting room and dumping him on the wine-colored chaise longue.

			Grabbing hold of my hand, Castor looks up at me with angst-filled eyes. “Stay with me, Maddox. Don’t go back to Magesté tonight. Just stay with me.”

			“I am staying,” I tell him.

			He presses my hand to his forehead. “Only if you want to.”

			“I want to.” Despite the crushing exhaustion and lingering pain, I realize I’m not lying. I do want to stay. For some fucking reason.

			He nods and turns onto his side, eyes falling shut.

			I glance at the vanity covered in narcotic substances, a plate of cheese and fruit, and a tiny wood sprite sleeping in a tin of purple leaves. “He sure loves his vices,” I mutter.

			Tamarind heaves a deep sigh. “Indeed.”

			The two of us stand in silence, watching Castor sleep. My focus breaks first, moving to Tamarind. He looks exhausted. Perhaps even more than me. But I’ve seen that expression—the way his copper eyes soften when he looks at the king—a time or two before.

			“You genuinely care about him, don’t you?”

			“It’s my duty as his guard to protect him,” he says in a low voice. “That is all.”

			“Mmm.” I consider him a moment. “I don’t believe you.”

			I move to swipe a lock of hair off my forehead and wince at the sharp pain in my wrist.

			Tamarind zeroes in on it. “You were injured by that blood nymph,” he notes. “I have some tinctures in the kitchen that will reduce the swelling.”

			He’s avoiding the conversation about Castor. That, or planning to murder me while Castor is incapacitated. Either way, I follow him. If I’m murdered, then I don’t have to murder the king. Not the brightest silver lining, but it’s starting to sound better and better lately.

			I perch on the inky marble island, watching in tense silence as Tamarind opens a cabinet filled with different-sized bottles. He snatches one from the topmost shelf—a squat, pear-shaped one full of scarlet liquid—and brings it to me.

			“Poison?” I ask, mimicking what Castor said to me when I first offered him wine.

			Tam’s face deadpans. “You don’t have to take it. I thought you would like to reduce the swelling in your wrist, but if you think I’m trying to poison you, then I’ll just—”

			He starts to turn away, but I swipe the bottle from his hand, draining it in two gulps. I smack my lips. “Oh, that’s actually not bad. I was expecting something revolting, like cherry cough syrup or—”

			“What happened in that brandy room?” he interrupts, a deep frown line forming between his brows.

			My muscles go completely still. Does he somehow know what I was planning? Did I give something away? “What do you mean?”

			“What did you say to make Castor behave this way? I don’t think I have ever seen him this upset.”

			I don’t respond immediately because I’m stunned that this is what he’s worried about. “Um, I’m sorry, but did you see what he just did to Magesté?”

			“Yes, I did. I did see that, Maddox. That is what tieg wine does to him. That’s why he hasn’t consumed it since—” He breaks off, pain arcing across his features before he begins pacing around the kitchen island.

			I lean back on the heels of my palms, the swelling in my wrist already greatly diminished.

			“Why do you care so much?” I ask. “Why are you so passionate about what affects the king’s delicate feelings?”

			“I told you. I’m just his—”

			“Bullshit. You are not just his guard. You care about him. More than care, even.”

			His dark face turns ashen. “That’s ridiculous.”

			“Is it? Or does this explain why you are oh-so-overprotective of him when I’m around? Perhaps it has nothing to do with you being worried about his safety.”

			“What else would—”

			“Perhaps you are jealous of the fact that your precious boy king is spending all his time with a stupid mortal woman instead of you.”

			He does an exceptionally good impression of me by rolling his eyes to the ceiling, but the set of his brow is somewhat unconvincing. A mix of fear and agony. “What is it with you mortals and your belief that everyone is besotted with you?”

			My lips curl cruelly up on one side. “You are good at dodging questions and hiding from the truth, I’ll give you that.” I slide to the edge of the island and hop off, not even bothered by my lack of skirt or pants. Feels kind of badass to walk around in only a bodysuit, bloomers, and a weapons belt.

			Tamarind moves to stand in front of me, his voice rising in decibel. “I’m not hiding from any truth.”

			“So you’re saying you don’t care at all for the king? That he is nothing more to you than a royal bastard you protect from mortals like me?”

			“Well, no—”

			“So you do care about him, then.”

			“I mean, of course I care about him, but not—”

			“More than care. You love him, don’t you?”

			I’m not sure why I’m going in so hard on this. Probably because this dryad, this ever-present grim reaper, is the reason things have gotten this far. The reason I care about the king now. The reason I am still doing this ridiculous dance, why I’m not already cured and out of these fucking woods. Because spending a week with anyone will make it difficult to murder them if you aren’t completely heartless. Spending a week with Castor, though, has…well, it’s fucked me up.

			Tamarind sputters, tripping over his words. “No, I do not—”

			“Just admit it, Tamarind,” I say half playfully, half cruelly. “You love him.”

			“I won’t admit that.”

			“You love him, don’t you, Tam?” His chest rises and falls rapidly. I step closer, right in front of him. “What’s wrong? Why won’t you just say it?”

			“Because I don’t—”

			“Say it,” I repeat more forcefully.

			“NO.”

			“Oh my God. Just SAY IT, Tamarind.”

			I’m yelling at him now because I may be a little drunk myself. Because I’m in pain and exhausted and nearly out of insulin. I’m yelling because my blood sugar is high, and it won’t come down. I’m yelling because I’m terrified that I can’t do what I came here to do. That no matter how many times I get the king alone, I’ll never work up the nerve to sink my dagger into his heart. Which is why there’s a bottle of poisoned wine waiting for him back at Magesté, and I’m terrified I won’t even be able to give him that, knowing what it will do.

			I just need to yell at somebody, whether they deserve it or not.

			Because it feels good. Because if I don’t yell, I’ll cry.

			“JUST ADMIT YOU LOVE HIM. WHAT ARE YOU SO AFRAI—”

			“Bleeding trees. OKAY, I love him.” Tamarind’s breath crashes against my face in tortured rage. “I do. But not in that way. Before he was adopted, he was my best—” His voice cracks, and he stops speaking. Tears spill down his cheeks.

			Rather than satisfaction, I’m consumed with nauseating regret. What is wrong with me? I am such a fucking monster.

			A horror-struck expression distorts Tamarind’s features. He lifts a shaking hand to his forehead. “What have I done?” he whispers. “What have I done?”

			“I won’t say anything to him.” I reach out a hand. “Look, I’m sorry I—”

			He flinches away from my touch, fixing me with a look of revulsion. “Stay with him. I have to go for a bit.”

			“Okay, but—”

			“Just stay with him,” he commands in an unsteady voice.

			As he storms from the room, I hear him stifle a sob. It’s this sound that makes me realize that the only unlovable person in this forest is me.

			Because who could ever love someone so selfish? So cruel. A word spat by so many of my exes. I know how to trick people into loving me, how to say just the right things in just the right way. But, eventually, when someone knows me long enough, they see right through me. The iron walls of my house turn to windows, so I leave before I become completely transparent. Before they crack the sugar coating and reveal my poisonous core.

			The front door slams behind Tamarind, and I make my way into the room with the vanity of drugs and the slumbering king. My focus trails from his still figure to a small knife beside the plate of cheese and apples.

			This is what I wanted. I’m alone with the king. No guard. Easy escape.

			I take one step toward the vanity, then another, kneeling beside it. I run a finger along the knife’s silver handle. Suddenly, Castor mutters something and rolls onto his back. I look over with doe-wide eyes. I grasp the knife’s handle, my whole arm shaking, a lump forming in my throat.

			Castor stirs again, then he speaks one word on a sleep-drunk breath. “Maddox.”

			The image of me on the piano with him in the hollow of my arms slinks into my mind. Cups of coffee with steam rising and curling. My sleepy mortal town with crashing waves seen from above. From his vantage point. Silver paper and a ruthlessly perfect gift. Blackened smoke spilling to the ground and rotting the creature that nearly killed me. The ferocity in Castor’s eyes.

			I drop the knife.

			Instead, I tug at the drawstring pouch at my hip, fill a syringe with several more units of fast-acting insulin to combat my sky-high blood sugar, and stab it into my stomach, pushing down on the plunger.
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				Castor

			
			Everything hurts. Every. Thing.

			A clock ticks somewhere. Loudly.

			So loudly.

			Birds screech outside. The breeze through the leaves is like a bellowing hurricane. All the lights here are brighter than the sun.

			Where is “here”? Where am I?

			I sit up, and it feels like slow motion. My horns are like redwood trees sprouting from my skull, achingly heavy. I breathe in, and I’m inhaling flames.

			What. Did. I. Do.

			There’s only one substance that has ever made me feel this way. Tieg. Why in the world’s dead forests would I drink that?

			Sparks of memories play along the frayed edges of my mind. Durian and his pompous smile. Maddox and her red dress. Maddox and her singing. Maddox with her lips on mine. Maddox with her hand on my erection.

			By the tree gods.

			But there was also Maddox touching Durian’s arm. Laughing at his quips. Durian’s smug grin flashing my way as he whispered in her ear, running a possessive hand down her neck.

			A crumbling piano. Maddox’s silver dagger eyes turning to stars.

			Tieg wine. A lot of tieg wine. And then…blackness and rot and decay.

			Pushing myself to an upright position takes the strength of a thousand dryads. I need wine. If only I could stand up and walk.

			The smallest sound, a whimper, pulls my attention to the couch in the corner. Curled in a ball is Maddox, sleeping fitfully. Every sharp sensation brought on by the tieg wine softens. I cross the room, treading lightly so as not to make too much sound and wake her, but also because any noise may cause my head to explode.

			There are just two days until the Sylveris Solstice, and I don’t think she is any nearer to falling in love with me than when we first met. Especially after last night.

			And yet she stayed.

			In this state, when she isn’t guarded or glowering or rolling her eyes, she almost looks like a different person. Soft, gentle, and vulnerable. My hand twitches, longing to reach out and stroke the strands of hair stuck to her damp forehead.

			I take a step forward and my toe rams into a small drawstring pouch on the floor. A glass bottle clatters out of it, along with a thin, sharp instrument I recognize from the times I escaped to a mortal city for a loathsome night of pretending. Something dark and serpentine slithers through my gut, tangling with my internal organs. I may enjoy wine and nepenthe on a nightly basis…but those are nothing compared to the horrors I’ve seen wreaked by mortal drugs.

			Another whimper escapes Maddox’s mouth.

			I kneel beside her. “Maddox?” Her silver eyes blink open, glazed and unfixed. She tries to lift a shaking hand but can’t seem to manage it. Immediately, my hangover is engulfed in a wave of adrenaline. “Maddox,” I say more urgently.

			It takes a century for her to speak, though she opens her mouth again and again. “Shhgg,” she slurs. “Need.”

			“What? What do you need?”

			She swallows and speaks a fraction clearer this time. “Sugar.”

			I recall her hands trembling the first time we met, the glazed look in her eyes then as she shoved those pastries down her throat. And the night she ate all those sugar crystals and chugged a gallon of cherry juice before breaking the jug all over the floor. I know very little about the effects of human drugs. Maybe sugar is the antidote?

			I rush from the room, ignoring the pounding protest of my body, flying into the kitchen and swiping a jar filled with sugar crystals off the shelf. When I return to Maddox’s side, her eyes are closed.

			“Hey.” I press a hand to her cheek. Her eyes flutter, but don’t open. “Maddox.”

			Without waiting for her response, I stuff one of the sugar crystals between her lips. Then another.

			The crystals dissolve quickly, and her mouth moves as she crunches down on the hard bits. It takes minutes that feel like centuries for her eyes to open again, black pupils swallowing the silver. “More,” she says, holding out a trembling hand.

			I place a pile of sugar crystals in her palm, and she brings each of them clumsily to her mouth, chewing, swallowing, and laying her head back on the blue velvet cushion.

			“Can I get you something else? More sugar? Water? Wine?”

			“My pouch,” she says through a labored breath, her chest rising and falling in rapid succession. “With my—things in it.”

			I pick up the silk pouch off the floor and offer it to her. She takes it, attempting and failing to sit up. Climbing onto the couch beside her, I grasp her shoulders and gently move her until she’s upright, leaning heavily against me.

			With trembling fingers, she pulls out a mortal device, a squat plastic bottle, and a black cylindrical instrument. I watch, bemused and silent, as she takes a thin strip from the bottle and inserts it into the electronic device, which illuminates with false light. Then she presses the black instrument to her pinkie, clicks a button, and pulls it away to reveal a drop of blood, which she presses against the strip. The machine emits an odd mechanical noise.

			Maddox frowns at the machine but says nothing, only nods as if answering a silent question. Then she dumps everything into the pouch, tying it to her belt before lying back down, her head propped on my lap like I’m a pillow. “I’m just going to wait here until I don’t feel so…heavy.”

			I start to ask her about what just happened, about why she is shaking and pale, about the devices and drugs, but I’m afraid she will move away from me. So I stay silent.

			My right hand hovers above her shoulder, settling gently down and waiting for her to push me off. But she doesn’t. With my left hand, I brush the strands back from her speckled forehead, stroking my thumb along her temple.

			Eventually, her rapid breathing slows. I realize the adrenaline coursing through my body has erased the effects of the tieg wine, an effective antidote.

			Judging from her even breathing, I assume she’s fallen back to sleep, but then she says, “How’s your hangover?”

			The smallest chuckle escapes my lips. “Mostly gone now.”

			“Do you remember anything about last night?”

			Guilt settles around my shoulders like a shawl of rocks. “Bits. I remember the dinner and drinks with Durian. I remember the piano…”

			Blush colors her cheeks, but her voice hides it. “What about after all that?”

			“I took a bottle of tieg wine from my brother’s room and drank it while Tamarind yelled at me to stop. He wouldn’t shut up the whole samara ride. I nearly rotted him.”

			“What else do you remember?”

			“After that is mostly a blur. I know I used my…hazardous power at Magesté. And I’m guessing you probably saw?”

			Snorting at this, she nods against my leg. “I definitely saw.”

			My eyes squeeze closed. “I’m sorry you had to witness that. I’m sure it was—”

			“It was incredible,” she says on a breath.

			“—what?”

			“You destroyed that blood nymph with one sweep of your hand. I stabbed it in the side with a dagger, and that still didn’t take it down. But you just walked in and”—she snaps her fingers—“turned the monster to dust.”

			A gentle laugh falls from my lips, dissipating quickly. “You’re probably the only person in this whole forest who has anything remotely positive to say about my power.”

			She takes a deep breath in and lets a deep breath out. Then she turns over until she’s on her back, looking up at the ceiling. My left hand moves to the top of her head, and my right pulls away. She looks at me, and my thumb stills on her temple.

			“Just so you know,” she says in a quiet voice, “you’re not a monster, Castor. In fact, you are much too lovable.”

			My heart leaps to my throat. The word lovable isn’t enough to set my curse in motion. For a bizarre moment, I realize my first thought isn’t of the pact with Durian or fulfilling it. There’s no leap of excitement when the word lovable falls from her lips. No, my gut reaction is panic and fear. Fear for her.

			Anguish vines through my ribs, wrapping around my throbbing heart. My voice comes out half strangled. “Why would you say that?”

			Her eyes move back and forth, from my right to my left, as if searching for something. “Seems like you feel that way sometimes, like your power somehow makes you this dark, despicable thing who’s undeserving of care. But I could be wrong. I’ve been wrong a lot lately, shockingly enough.”

			My teeth press together before I admit, “Sometimes I do feel that way. All the time, actually. I think people only speak kindly to me because they’re afraid. After last night, I can’t really blame them.”

			A melancholy smile paints her features blue. She presses a hand to my cheek. “Well, I’ve met very few lovable people, and you happen to be one of them. It’s extremely rude.”

			“Me being lovable is rude?” I force a smile.

			She nods, closing her eyes. “You have no idea how rude.”

			Oh, but I do.

			Pressure builds in my eyes and in my throat. I take a slow, steadying breath. I would love to not cry right now. Judging from how dry and aching my eyes are, I’m afraid I may have already done that last night, which probably made Maddox fall instantly in love with me.

			Her lips are mismatched in size, I’ve just noticed. The top is small and perfectly pointed like the letter M; the bottom is full and waiting to be enveloped by someone else’s. An ever-present pout. Last night’s rage-filled kiss wraps around us like a palpable memory. Her slow breathing hitches, and I catch her gaze on my mouth too.

			I press my lips to her forehead, whispering, “Only a monster would find someone like me lovable.”

			“Oh, have you not heard?” she whispers back. “I’m the mortal queen of the monsters.”
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				Maddox

			
			Trying to leave Castor’s Nightshade home feels like the moment right before I gave myself my first injection. When my hand hovered over my stomach with the needle, almost jabbing it in but stopping right before. Because it felt wrong, purposefully causing myself pain.

			Castor’s incessant fussing over me does nothing to help the matter.

			“Are you sure you’re okay?”

			“You don’t want to stay and rest?”

			“I can make you some coffee.”

			“Here, I’m making you some coffee—don’t say no.”

			Then he does, of course. And when I ask how he learned to make this supposedly revolting mortal beverage he casually says, “I learned how so I wouldn’t have to sneak into Arborfell every morning to steal from them. There are plenty of books on the topic.”

			My struck expression must make him think I’m horrified that he’s been stealing from mortals, because he flashes me a guilty smile. When, really, I’m horrified because…fucking because. Because it wasn’t supposed to be like this. Because he’s a dryad king, so this should have been simple. Because I hate dryads.

			Except maybe I don’t?

			Part of me wants to scream, Stop being so nice to me, you asshole. I’m literally trying to murder you. And the other part of me wants to shut him up with my mouth, ask him if we can pick up where we left off. Just the thought has me aching in a way I shouldn’t be. The kind of delicious ache only cured by fingers and mouths and a feverish touch.

			“Maddox?”

			I’m standing on his front step finally, trying to leave so I can gather the poison I brewed for him. “Yeah?”

			“Can I kiss you?”

			My heart both leaps and sinks, a combination that leads to a flat line. “Yeah.” The word leaves my lips in the form of a sigh.

			Almost as if it’s second nature, he takes my face gently in his hands, cradling my chin as he brushes a thumb along my jaw. He doesn’t kiss me, though. Just looks into my eyes.

			“Not scared, are you?” I tease, hating myself for it.

			A huff of a laugh. “Why are you so obsessed with me being afraid?” he says.

			“Thought you wanted to kiss me.”

			“I want to look at you first.” His fingertips move into my hair, dark gaze roaming over my face. After a moment, his eyebrows lift slightly at the corners, tugged up by some secret sorrow that I don’t understand. But Castor is just like that. He feels things, and when he does, they move across his face for everyone to see. The opposite of me. It’s one of the most beautiful things about him.

			When I met Durian, I thought he was the more handsome of the two brothers, and he technically would be if you asked a Hollywood plastic surgeon. With his golden hair and perfect white teeth and flawless skin. Beautiful like a brand-new car. But Castor is beautiful like a campfire in the middle of an evergreen forest. One that smolders as it dies.

			“Castor, I—”

			“I promise I’m going to kiss you, but I figured the longer I make you wait for it, the longer you’ll stay.”

			I roll my eyes, but instead of pulling away, I use my hand as an anchor to tug me closer to him. Wrapping my other around the back of his neck, I rise on tiptoes to press my lips to his. He’s not expecting the suddenness of it, but his mouth parts to envelop mine anyway. This kiss is nothing like our last—all fiery and full of hateful passion. This one is soft and solemn, cradling my goodbye. I apologize to the king with my lips. The only way I know how.

			We break slowly apart. Then I walk away before he can watch me shatter.

			Each step toward Magesté feels heavier and heavier, which isn’t helped by my profound lack of sleep and this morning’s low blood sugar.

			If only Javen could see me now. He’d be disgusted. All of this to be cured of diabetes? I already know what he would say.

			I mean, I know it sucks, Dox, but, like…you’re really going to murder someone? Damn, I knew you could be a coldhearted bitch sometimes, but this is some next-level shit.

			Okay, he probably wouldn’t be so harsh. He’d probably get all introspective and be like, Can you live with that, Dox? Taking a life? Do you think it will be worth it? Which, to be honest, is so much worse.

			Javen wouldn’t understand, of course. He has his new job and his perfectly clean bill of health. Untethered and without any medical burdens. If he’d lost his job and burned through his money and had no health insurance and couldn’t afford a place to rent, he could have slept on the streets and eaten food out of the garbage. A shitty life, sure, but he could live. A mere chance at life is all I’m asking for. Maybe if I’d asked for less, the Myrtle Queen would have lowered the stakes.

			In a daze, I walk forward, sipping the coffee the king made me while I contemplate his death.

			The leaves in the treetops crash together like a waterfall against sharp rocks as I travel back to Magesté. It’s unseasonably chilly, and I pull the traveling cloak Castor loaned me more tightly around me. He also let me change out of my bloodstained corset and bloomers into a white blouse and black pants. To whom they belonged, I didn’t ask.

			Last night I was so preoccupied by Castor’s horrendous singing and the looming threat of blood nymphs, I didn’t notice how secluded it was out here. No establishments or redwood homes to be seen. Just rickety walking paths strung between trunks a million feet above the ground. A tiny wood sprite crawls along the railing. I think they like the smell of nepenthe or something. The stench of it must be permanently stuck to me—especially after spending a night dozing fitfully on Castor’s couch.

			The trembling in my limbs intensifies as I picture Castor sprawled out on that same couch with vacant eyes, an empty glass of poisoned wine shattered on the floor beside him. I squeeze my eyes shut a moment, halting on the path to take a steadying breath. Stop.

			Guilt is for people who have a choice. These dryads made certain I would be robbed of that choice the moment they murdered my parents. I’ve known Castor scarcely more than a week. That isn’t enough time to feel this way. I’m just getting too wrapped up in my emotions because I’m exhausted and terrified and my blood sugar is a wreck and I’ve never murdered someone before. My head is clearly not in a great place. It’s convinced my heart to feel things it shouldn’t.

			I center myself and take a step forward that uncenters everything.

			The plank of wood beneath my foot splinters and collapses in on itself. I throw my hands out to catch myself before I fall through, stomach swooping. My pouch of supplies clinks against my throwing axe and my leg dangles over hundreds of feet of air.

			Suddenly, a soft lyrical song rings out in my ears.

			Careful there, darling girl, a mesmeric voice croons in my mind. Mortals weren’t made to climb trees. Much less fall out of them.

			I nearly let go of the other planks as a tinkling laugh travels on the wind. “Where are you?” I hiss.

			Why, right here, lovely.

			Glancing up, my eyes land on the most stunning creature I’ve ever seen—and, working at Magesté, I have seen many stunning creatures. Perched on a branch several feet above me is a willowy female with pale lavender skin, striking aquamarine eyes, and long, silver hair that glitters like diamonds in the afternoon light.

			Pulling my leg up, I scoot backward onto the wooden planks. “Who are you?”

			“I am the Erlking’s daughter,” she says out loud. “Lorelai is what you may call me if you’d like.”

			“Who is the Erlking?”

			“My father.”

			“No—yes, I figured that, but—”

			The world fills with a burst of song again, an intoxicating, lyric-less melody. I close my eyes, drinking in the sudden calm sensation trickling through my body.

			“You are troubled, my darling,” Lorelai says, her voice acting as a depressant to my nervous system, slowing everything down. “You are seeking something quite desperately. Come with me. I have what you need.”

			I try to explain that she couldn’t possibly have what I need, but then she starts to sing again, and every bad feeling crumbles away. Maybe she does have what I need…In fact, I’m sure she does.

			What am I even doing?

			It’s so dangerous.

			I could fall.

			Come with me, Lorelai sings in my mind as she leans down, reaching out a slender hand. Come, my love.

			I can’t remember why I didn’t want to go with her in the first place. There is nowhere I would rather be than in the presence of this enchanting creature. Adjusting my weapons belt, I stand again, stretching upward to reach for her.

			Her fingers entangle with mine, the singing intensifying tenfold.

			Then Lorelai smiles down at me with two rows of pointed sharklike teeth and inky smoke pours out of her throat, enrobing me in darkness.
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				Maddox

			
			My vision returns, and I find myself standing in a suspended meadow in the treetops. Lichen and epiphytes grow on flowering shrubs and smaller trees arranged in a fairy ring around the little clearing. Bundles of glowing blossoms illuminate the area, but unlike the deep purple of nightshade buds, these are a warm goldenrod yellow. Moss and thin branches have woven tightly together to form spongy ground sturdy enough to walk across with bare feet.

			Plopping down, I pull off each of the leather boots I’d been wearing beneath my scarlet gown. The constant song in my head stops and the tiredness returns to my bones. Like I’ve just been drenched in tree sap, everything feels weighted down and heavy.

			Slowly, awareness creeps in.

			“Isn’t it lovely here?” Lorelai says in my ear. “Almost as lovely as you.” She pulls my hair tie free and runs slender fingers through my loose strands, breathing in as every muscle in my body stiffens.

			“Most mortals scream when I stop singing in their little heads. But you are a different sort of mortal, aren’t you? You can see, can’t you?”

			I turn my head to look at her, but she moves to my other side. I almost ask what she plans to do with me, but I’m not sure I want to know the answer. “What are we doing here?”

			“Why? Don’t you like it?” Lorelai crawls on hands and knees until she’s kneeling in front of me, flashing a sharp-toothed grin. Pupils swallow her aquamarine eyes so they’re nothing but dark voids boring into me. Ropes of gray spiderweb hang like a makeshift dress from her wiry frame. Tiny black spiders crawl inside the woven silk.

			“I mean…” My head aches as I search for a way out of this. Any way. My weapons are still on my belt, but the siren will most definitely bite my head off with her razor-blade teeth if I make any quick movements. “Obviously it is lovely here,” I tell her. “Just curious, is all.”

			Glancing over my shoulder, I spot a break in the foliage, but beyond that is nothing but inky darkness. What time is it? My heart speeds. I have to get back to Magesté. I have to get back to—

			Poisoning Castor.

			Lorelai’s wide smile fractures, eyes narrowing as she leans in toward me, ocher smoke spilling from her mouth like saliva. “I don’t believe you.”

			Song spreads once again through my skull, filling me up, intoxicating every inch of me.

			My eyes flutter closed, and I forget what I was so worried about just a moment ago. I wish she would just keep singing and never stop. Her hands stroke along my jaw, sliding down to remove Castor’s black cloak from my shoulders. I let her, shrugging out of the heavy material.

			“What do we have here?” Her head tilts as she pats the leather belt strung low across my hips.

			Dreamily, I answer, “Weapons.”

			“What do you need weapons for?”

			“To kill the Redwood King.”

			Lorelai pulls back now, looking me over with renewed interest. “Kill the Redwood King?”

			“Yes,” I say placidly. “I’ve made a pact with the Myrtle Queen.”

			Lorelai’s smile spreads wider than ever, her song increasing in tempo. “Have you? And what has the Myrtle lovely promised you in exchange for the king’s death?”

			I giggle—which I don’t ever do, but now I’m not sure why. Giggling is great. “Lots of things. Money, a place to live, a cure.”

			“A cure from what?”

			“My mortal disease.”

			Her giggle dances with mine. “How very thoughtful of the Myrtle Queensy.”

			The song in my head intensifies, pumping through my veins like a heavy bass drop. My back arches slightly as I ride the wave of music, Cheshire cat grin stretching my lips. Lorelai leans forward, pressing a palm to my thigh as her other hand slides along my other leg and plucks the golden dagger from its holster.

			She flashes her dazzlingly sharp teeth at me. “This looks like fun. Shall we play with it?”

			Her song recedes to a delicate melody, and I nod eagerly, watching as she runs the glinting blade down my arm, dried remnants of the blood nymph still clinging to the metal. A sharp sting draws my eye to a line of red running like a vertical constellation connecting my freckles. I press my finger to the line, and it comes away wet.

			“I’m bleeding.”

			Lorelai takes my hand in hers and brings my blood-covered fingertip to her lips. A forked tongue flicks out of her mouth, wrapping around my finger and sliding up until the blood is gone. “Mmm. Sweet blood. You’re positively delectable.” She moves forward until she’s straddling me, pressing the tip of the blade to my cheek. Another sharp pain. Another trail of blood dripping down my face. Another giggle.

			The dagger traces a canyon across my cheek and carves a line along my collarbone. Lorelai’s black tongue laps up the spilled blood like a hummingbird seeking sweet liquid in a honeysuckle. It tickles a little. My gaze casts down to see my chest bathed in red, ivory blouse now crimson.

			“Could this kill me?”

			She places the tip of the knife to my neck, pressing slightly, and her sweet breath pools in my ear. “Absolutely.”

			Does dying feel like this? This simultaneously weightless and heavy feeling of being drunk on song and bathed in blood? It isn’t so bad, really. I don’t know what I was so afraid of. At least I won’t have to hurt anyone.

			A distant sound meets my ears, but I’m not really listening—not until Lorelai is wrenched from my lap and the music disappears, replaced by sharp, throbbing pain down my arm, across my collarbone, and along my cheek.

			The dizzying drunkenness dissipates and my focus zeros in on Lorelai waltzing around…

			“Durian?”

			In a handful of seconds, I register the hole in the foliage behind him, the discarded samara, his golden hair, his sandstone horns, and the bleeding cut on his cheek. Though, judging by the steady stream coming from my own, I’d say I probably look worse off.

			But also. What the actual fuck is the cursed prince doing here?

			“Who allowed you into this kingdom?” he growls at the siren. “Your kind is banished from here.”

			“I’m not scared of you, dryad kingsy,” Lorelai snarls back. “Your laws mean nothing to me or mine.”

			The magnitude of her monstrous appearance hits me all at once—her fathomless beetle eyes, claw-tipped hands, and shark’s teeth peeking out of a pool of charcoal smoke spilling to the ground.

			Without looking at me, the cursed prince says, “Maddox, take the samara and go back to Magesté.”

			“Maddox wants to stay with me,” the siren purrs, sending a soft lullaby into my skull. Don’t you, my love?

			“I—”

			Vines burst out of the branches beneath the bed of moss on which we stand, and the song turns to wisps of smoke. The siren laughs, dancing out of their reach. The way Durian’s hands are pressed out before him tells me Castor isn’t the only brother with a deadly skill.

			Tell the king you want to stay with me, she sings in my head. Then out loud, “Or are you in a hurry to complete your little mission?”

			The siren is speaking in riddles again. I wish my head would stop swimming long enough for me to focus on her words. Did she call Durian the king?

			Durian’s furious gaze travels briefly from Lorelai to me and back, the vines halting their dance with the siren. “What mission?”

			“Have you not told him about your mortal ailment?” Lorelai asks me with a mad cackle. “Does he not know?”

			I swear I can feel my blood sugar rising from the adrenaline.

			What did I say to her before? What did I say?

			I sink to my knees, chest heaving as I try to keep up with the oxygen my body clearly needs to calm my racing heart. “I—um—”

			A cackle erupts from the siren’s throat, both rows of teeth on brilliant display. “Oh, what fun! You don’t know. Tell him, my love. Tell the king what you plan to do.”

			“Why do you keep calling him the king?” I snap, clinging to something that isn’t her spilling the details of my pact. “He’s the prince.”

			Lorelai’s laughter doubles in volume. “You foolish mortal! Why do you believe every dryad you cross? This man is King Durian Sempervirens. Do you not see his crown? See how big? How golden?”

			“I—”

			No. No, that can’t be right…

			But there isn’t time to process her words because the siren’s laugh begins to morph into another song and suddenly vines are barreling toward her. In the next breath I unholster my throwing axe and send it tumbling through the air.

			An agonized scream pierces the clearing just before I realize I’ve hit my mark. The throwing axe protrudes from the siren’s forehead like a macabre unicorn horn. Her screams grow louder rather than fading with death, and she begins to thrash and stumble toward me, black blood streaming down her face. Durian’s vines travel up her legs, wrapping around her torso and arms. When they reach her neck, she looks like she’s being prepared for mummification.

			The sounds erupting from her mouth now are otherworldly. A cacophony of demons escaping hell. Her black eyes turn up, retreating into her skull as Durian’s vines squeeze her tighter and tighter. Inky blood pours from her mouth, her nose, her ears, her eyes. I swear I can hear her bones snapping and crunching. The screams stop.

			An eternal moment passes, and Durian lowers his hands, the vines slithering back into the branches. We stand in the suspended meadow, chests heaving, regarding each other, ignoring the crushed form of the siren with the throwing axe horn.

			Durian approaches the body, wrenching the axe out of her skull. A sick squelching sound fills the silence. The blood spilling from the cuts along my arm, cheek, and collarbone fill my head with stars as he approaches, weapon in hand. I don’t back up this time. He offers the axe to me, handle first.

			I take it with trembling fingers, fixing Durian with new eyes. There’s always been something odd about him. He reminds me of those mortal men who believe they deserve to own the world. Because they want it. Because they were born into the privilege of being able to buy it. I note the signet ring on his pinkie finger. A swirling letter S.

			My breaths come faster as a million moments tumble through my mind. Things that I’d overlooked or dismissed as dryad oddities suddenly turn into dozens of white flags soaked in crimson blood. Castor’s bemused expression when I first addressed him as king, Evodia’s hurried whispers to Fern in her room, the courtiers at that feast giggling and murmuring behind cupped hands, Castor’s nerves at the dinner table, Archer bringing me to Durian’s room when I asked him to take me to the king. Castor’s words at the masquerade.

			You should not believe everything you hear.

			The siren’s maniacal laughter when she learned of my foolishness.

			Never trust a dryad. Written all over my father’s journal. Over and over and over.

			“Why?” is all I can say. My blood is pounding in my ears, my eyes, pumping from my wounds. Without the siren’s song, the sting of it intensifies.

			“It’s best you knew sooner rather than later, Maddox,” he says in a mockery of a placating voice. “I fear you were getting dreadfully close to falling for the cursed prince.”

			“But Castor is…he’s…” Everything is starting to spin. “At the feast…you said—”

			He looks up, grinning like a devil. “Apologies for the ruse, dear one. I confess there is little I love more than playing games.”

			Gravity presses on my skull, and blackness seeps into my vision like slow-rolling fog. Durian says something else, but I can’t hear him. Then his hands are beneath me, and I’m being carried away.
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			Time is a cruel and unrelenting thing.

			I’ve had so much of it. So much time to lure Maddox in like a starved arachnid that’s woven the perfect web for catching prey. So much time to wrap her in spider-silk words meant to charm and dazzle her. Every moment the threat of the Bloodwood Tree hangs over my head, the promise of a year spent in misery, juxtaposed with the image of me surrounded by people who care about me. Tamarind and Evodia and faceless friends I’ve never allowed myself to make.

			Living with my curse has been like having a hole in the center of my chest. A hole that I stuffed with meaningless things to make it feel full. Nepenthe, wine, nights at Magesté in the arms of different orchids in between my brief dalliances with mortals. Those things patched it up, almost. Made me feel a bit less hollow. But, somehow, over the past several days, it feels like the hole has grown and stretched, and all the things I try to jam inside merely vanish into the blackness. And the one thing that could fill it is the one thing that can’t.

			I make my way back to the citadel in a daze. A missing plank in the pathway nearly trips me, and I make a mental note to get that fixed so Maddox doesn’t accidentally fall through. Not that she will be traversing these planks much longer.

			Tamarind never returned to my Nightshade home last night. Probably got roped into helping with the Sylveris Solstice. Maybe he saw Maddox leaving and decided to shadow her instead. Or maybe, after what I did at Magesté, he’s gone to beg Durian for a different job. Any job but guarding the malevolent cursed prince who gets drunk on tieg wine and sucks the life from a crowd of dryads.

			I make it to my branch, enchant a fire in the grate, and collapse into my wingback chair, lost in a fog of thoughts.

			Staring at the fire, I smoke a roll of nepenthe down to the very end, but I don’t even see the flames. All I see are silver eyes and hair the color of embers, speckled spots across a dimpled cheek, lips in an ever-present pout. One sentence echoing in my head like a heartbeat.

			Is it still worth it?

			A shadow moves in my periphery, and I turn to see Tam darkening the doorway. His eyes look even more hollow than usual, his shoulders slumped as if he’s carrying the weight of the whole world on top of them. A friend would ask him what’s wrong—ask if he’s okay. A friend would pour him a drink and try to joke a smile onto his face. But I can’t be a friend like that to him again. Not unless I complete this pact…which I am absolutely having second thoughts about.

			“You’ve been uncharacteristically absent today,” I say in a monotone, facing the fire again. “Maddox could have murdered me in my sleep, you know. Or is that what you want? To be rid of me so you don’t have to tag along after the cursed prince any longer?” Even as I say it, I realize it’s less of a joke and more of a lurking fear.

			Silence answers.

			“So, about last night—”

			Tamarind interrupts in a fractured voice. “Why did you cut me out of your life?”

			The frown already on my face deepens. “Pretty sure you are more in my life than ever,” I say with a false chuckle.

			His shadow doesn’t move from the doorway. “When we were young, after you were adopted. Was it because I wasn’t good enough for you? Because you got a ticket out of the Nightshade District? Or you were just embarrassed to have a friend like me?”

			Everything Maddox taught me about building mental houses and locking them up vanishes. I grapple with my crumpled expression, focusing intently on the flames, which feel much hotter than they did seconds ago. “That was what? Twenty years ago? I can hardly remember last week.”

			A disgusted huff leaves Tam’s mouth as he moves into my line of sight. His locs hang loose around his narrow face. I’ve always thought it made him look younger. Throwing his arms wide, he gestures at the empty room. “It’s just us here. You can close the curtain on your performance, Castor. You’re not the sensational actor you think you are.”

			A nervous tremor starts in my hands. I fold them in my lap, attempting to glare murderously up at him, but I’m sure I look more like a stubborn child who’s just been scolded than the intimidating prince I’ve tried to paint myself as. “It’s not a performance.”

			“Not a good one, that is certain.”

			My mouth falls slightly open. He’s never spoken to me in such a brash manner before. I should do something—scold him or yell or punish him like a true prince would. I should shove him back over that delicate line between guard and friend, but it seems like he’s already crossed it. Stepped just out of my reach.

			Dread spreads like a plague across my skin, hairs standing on end. But I keep pretending. “Seems as though you are the actor putting on a play. Have you forgotten that I am the one who is meant to be masquerading as an insolent king?”

			Tam ignores this, fixing me with a look that makes me feel as though I am entirely transparent. Like he can see straight through me to the other side of this wingback chair. “The day I stood up for you in the throne room—after Durian became king—I thought I would meet a new Castor. A pompous, petty prince who felt he was too good for everyone.”

			“And instead you met a pathetic, selfish prince with more vices than friends. Though at least I’m devastatingly handsome to balance it—”

			“By the forest gods, Castor, will you just stop pretending for two seconds,” he growls through his teeth. “You aren’t pathetic or selfish. You’re desperate for love and closeness and someone to care for you. So you sleep with random people to feel close to them. Never getting too close, of course, because you don’t want what happened to Jace to happen to anyone else. But sometimes it does, because when someone actually gets to know you, they start to see the Castor I see. The Castor I’ve seen this whole time—since that day I met you in that Nightshade orphan house. I saw you then as I see you now. Gentle and scared and caring and just so fucking sad.”

			My heartbeat thrums in my ears, pulsing like a drum. Tears prick my eyes, but I just turn back to the fire, hoping the heat will evaporate them away. “If I weren’t selfish, then I wouldn’t sleep with anyone ever. I wouldn’t speak to anyone. I wouldn’t have made this pact at all. I would have locked myself away in a room, all alone until the day I died. But I didn’t do that, of course, because I am selfish.”

			“When I was training to be a healer, do you know what disease I treated the most?”

			My teeth grind together as the cloak of indifference I’ve donned begins slipping from my shoulders. I merely shake my head.

			“Neglect. I trained first in the orphan homes. There were so many abandoned seedlings and saplings after the mortal axmen came through the outer forests that they couldn’t keep track. Didn’t have time or space to give the orphans more than food and a place to sleep. Many saplings became ill—not from mold or rot or disease, but from neglect. Love is a basic need, as essential as air or sunlight. Locking yourself away in a room, all alone, would drive you to madness as sure as being banished to the Bloodwood Tree.”

			“Listen, Tam…” I don’t trust my voice to remain steady if I speak louder than a murmur. “I know you like to see the good in people because you’re a good person. But I need you to not look for the good in me. The harder you try, the more danger you put yourself in.”

			“I don’t have to try, Cas,” he says fervently. “It’s just there, shining like a million nightshade flowers. And you try to mask it with cruel words and harsh remarks, but that only accentuates your goodness.”

			I fix him with an incredulous look. “How could that possibly accentuate my goodness?”

			“Because I know you’re only acting like that to keep me at a distance. To protect me from your curse.”

			“You are walking a fatal line right now. I suggest you—”

			“It’s too late.” His voice breaks, and it sounds like shattering bones.

			Repressed tears burn in my throat, but I’ve forgotten how to swallow them. “What do you mean it’s too late?”

			He wipes at his eyes with the back of his hand. “Last night, Maddox and I were arguing about what happened at Magesté, and what happened between the two of you after the feast. She accused me of caring more about you than I let on. She accused me of loving you.”

			All my internal organs sink like they’ve been filled with sharp stones. “Tam, please don’t tell me you—”

			“I said that I did. That I do.”

			My thoughts move so quickly, I can’t capture any of them. “You…”

			Tamarind straightens to full height, resolute. “You were there when I lost my home and family. When everything was terrible and lonely. You and I never got ill from neglect or lack of love because, despite everything, we had each other. And just because you shut me out after you were adopted by the king doesn’t mean I stopped caring about you. It didn’t mean I wouldn’t grow to love you again. Not in the way Jace loved you but like a brother would. But love is still love.”

			I can’t hold the tears back any longer. They pour from my eyes like a tapped tree. “Why would you do that, Tam? You know how my curse—”

			Before I can finish my sentence, a small pop rends the air, and for a moment I think it’s my curse coming for him like an invisible phantom. But it was just a wood sprite who’d been nestled in nepenthe leaves and evidently grew annoyed with our weepy tirade.

			“I know you care about Maddox,” Tamarind says, taking advantage of my distraction. “Genuinely care, I mean. But she’s starting to care too. I saw it last night. I think you could actually complete the pact this time. The question is…do you still want to?”

			My head bows and Tam moves to kneel beside me. “You don’t have to try to protect me anymore.”

			“You’re still here,” I whisper, grasping at his shoulder. “If I complete the pact, maybe the curse will spare you.”

			Tam’s features twist into a sad smile. “You know that’s not how it works, Cas.”

			“Tam…” My breath catches in my chest, like I’m drowning in air.

			A series of impatient raps on the door spares me a moment of torturous thought. I open it to reveal a woodling still fervently knocking. He’s holding a bottle of wine with a label hanging from the neck. “For you.” The bottle is pressed roughly into my hands as the woodling stomps right past me to a bemused Tamarind. “His Majesty is requesting your presence in the infirmary. The citadel healer is unavailable. The king says it’s urgent.”

			Tam follows him, then pauses in the doorway to look over his shoulder at me. “I’ll be right back.”

			The door slams shut, leaving me with the mysterious bottle of wine. I inspect the tag and what’s left of my heart disintegrates.

			For the king.

			[image: Heart.] M
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			Ireturn to consciousness in a room that’s much too cold and bright, lying on a flat marble table with two men standing over me. One of them is seated, his face right beside mine, needle and thread in hand as he mends the deep gash carved into my cheek.

			Tamarind? I think but don’t say. Because I can’t physically speak. My voice remains trapped in my throat. I try to move my hand toward him, but it stays rooted in place.

			“The citadel healer was unavailable,” comes a familiar voice to my right. Durian. King Durian, I mentally correct. The recent memory of the tree siren and Durian’s choking vines comes flooding back so fast I nearly black out again. He keeps speaking as though everything that transpired on that floating meadow was too mundane to mention. “Tamarind was a healer before he was appointed the king’s head guard. You’ll be in good hands with him—just as your king is.”

			If I could glare at him, I would. Why is he still playing this game when we both know what I know? Does he think I’ve forgotten? Or is he just that confident I won’t admit my mistake?

			Gloved fingertips ghost against my jaw as Tamarind moves my head gently to the side. I can hardly feel it. “I’ve dosed you with a tincture of mandragora and hemlock. It’s meant to slow the bleeding and dull the pain, but you won’t be able to move or speak until I give you the antidote, okay? That’s perfectly normal.”

			There’s a hollowness to his voice that is pronounced enough to distract me from my spinning mind. The memory of the tortured look he wore the last time I saw him resurfaces. Right after I’d yelled until he admitted his feelings for Castor. The prince whose curse kills anyone that loves him.

			God, my exes were right. I am an evil bitch.

			If I just sentenced Tamarind to death, then I’m no better than the dryads who stole my parents’ lives. I try to communicate my remorse through my eyes, but he returns to his stitching as Durian steps closer.

			“Thought we lost you for a moment there.” The true king brushes the backs of his fingers across my scarlet-soaked blouse. “You look like a gloxinia flower.” From the corner of my eye, I note the bloodstains vanish with his touch.

			Everything feels like it’s in slow motion. My mind reels, repeating, Durian is the king. Durian is the king. Durian is the king.

			Castor is the cursed prince.

			Durian is the one I’m meant to kill. The briefest rush of relief courses through me before it’s replaced with fury.

			I had him alone in that meadow. I was holding a throwing axe that I buried in the skull of a tree siren when my true target was mere inches away. If I’d been cleverer, put the pieces together sooner, all it would have taken was a shift in stance.

			“I’ve always thought it was fitting to compare mortals to flowers, you know.” Durian moves his hand to my hair, twisting it around his finger. “Flowers are delicate, their lives fleeting. It’s poetic, don’t you think?”

			Tam stiffens beside me as he spreads a thick substance over my stitches and moves to address the cut along my arm in silence.

			The door swings open suddenly to reveal a squat woodling with red eyes. “Your Majesty?” he directs at Durian.

			“Not now, Agaricus.”

			“Pardon, sir, but you directed me to inform you when the Myrtle Queen arrived.”

			If I were able to move, I would jolt upright. But I just lie on the table as stars fill my head and spots of panic appear in my vision. The Myrtle Queen is here? Does she already know that I’m a useless human who can’t even manage to go after the right brother?

			Stupid, stupid mortal girl, I’m sure she’s thinking. And she’d be right. How could I have trusted so much? Despite their elaborate hoax with dozens of people in on the act, there were signs that it was all a show. If I’d peeked behind the curtain and gotten out of my murderous head long enough, I’d have seen that I wasn’t the only con man around.

			“Where is she?” Durian asks Agaricus.

			“She is waiting in the throne room, Your Majesty.”

			Durian heaves a great sigh. “I’m afraid I must leave you here, Maddox. Important princely duties to attend to.” He starts to leave but pauses at the door. “Oh, Tamarind? Did the king happen to receive the bottle of wine that came for me this morning? Must have been delivered to my rooms by mistake.”

			If I wasn’t already paralyzed, I would be now. Panic. White-hot panic shoots through me. No. That can’t be right. How could my poisoned wine be delivered to the citadel? I didn’t tell anyone to deliver it. I just left it on the counter by all the others.

			With a note labeled, For the king.

			“He did, Your—uh—Highness. It arrived just as I was summoned here.” Then he adds an almost inaudible “He needs it today.”

			“Ah, excellent. There was a very sweet message tied to it that I’m sure will lift his spirits. He’s seemed rather stressed lately, don’t you think?”

			“He has,” Tam agrees solemnly.

			Durian heaves another sigh. “Yes, I’m sure he’s halfway through the bottle by now.”

			No. What have I done?

			Durian’s satisfied smile is the last thing I see as he slips out of the infirmary.

			I want to scream at Tam, to tell him to leave my arm alone and give me the antidote now. A violent tremor that the toxins won’t allow to move through me hums just beneath my skin. For once I don’t give a fuck what my blood sugar is. I don’t care about the pact or that the Myrtle Queen is here, learning of my failure any moment now. All I care about is getting off this table and finding Castor before it’s too late.

			For what feels like hours, Tam works quietly on my arm. I try to make eye contact with him, but he’s focused, as if in a siren’s trance. Tears leak from my eyes. It’s been so long. And I know how much Castor loves Aronia wine. I knew when I steeped the poison and dropped a pair of leaves into the bottle. I knew when I wrote that note and signed it with a heart and my initial.

			“Nearly finished,” Tam says without looking up. “Been a while since I’ve healed a mortal, to be honest. During healing school, they require a year of shadowing a mortal doctor, in case something happens to them when they are in a tieg state. I was assigned to a young man named Dr. Robert Parkey. Brilliant mortal. Surprisingly humble. Evidently, that is not always the case in mortal health care.”

			It’s certainly not.

			I hear scissors snip and see him reach for the same paste he smoothed along my stitches. Then, maddeningly, he takes a cloth, douses it in alcohol, and begins cleaning the blood from my arm and face.

			If these were any other circumstances, I’d be more than interested to hear about his time learning from a mortal doctor. Before I fucked around a bit too much in high school, I thought I would go into the medical field myself. Being a diabetic sort of forces you to learn the lingo at least enough to understand what’s happening inside your body.

			But, as it stands, I fear I’m drifting slowly into madness. The longer he talks, the longer Castor has to drink his poisoned wine. Two more tears fall.

			Please, I think at Tamarind. Hurry.

			But reading minds is not one of his powers.

			“Healing mortals is not all that different from healing dryads or arborfae,” he continues. “All organic material is related in one way or another. I was surprised to learn how similar we are biologically. Both dryads and humans have eukaryotic cells; both need to respirate, reproduce, metabolize. We both bleed red. Our DNA structure is even the same. The only true difference that stands out is dryad magic, but that’s likely due to the fact that the fae have existed far longer on Earth than humankind. There are even legends that state mortals were created by fae.”

			Something in his words feels like he’s trying to convince me of something. Like he knows I came here hating them. And maybe he did know. Maybe he’s one of those souls who can read people’s energies. But if that were the case, then he would know that my current energy is a sky of darkest gray shot through with furious lightning because I’m stuck in my worst nightmare: where I have zero control of my body or situation. For an anxious person, this would be extremely uncomfortable. For a controlling monster whose—friend? Lover? Cursed fae prince?—is in mortal danger, though…this is the deepest pit in hell.

			“There we are.” Tamarind tugs off his gloves with a sharp snap. “Now for the antidote. It works rather quickly, but you’ll want to remain lying down for a few minutes to get the full feeling in your limbs. And your wounds are nearly healed—the vervain salve works quickly—but I wouldn’t make any sudden movements for several hours.”

			After how terribly I treated him last night, I should feel guilty when I ignore every bit of his professional advice and sit bolt upright the moment the feeling returns to my body.

			“Maddox!” Tam exclaims. “What are you—”

			“Where’s Castor?” I interrupt the moment I can speak. The feeling in my legs is taking dreadfully long to return.

			“I—he’s in his branch, but you really need to—”

			“I’m so sorry,” I state quickly, sliding from the table and nearly collapsing when I find my feet still numb. “I have to go. I can’t explain. And I’m sorry for last night. I was a horrible bitch.”

			He stares wide-eyed at me as I check my weapons belt for my diabetic supplies. Blessedly, they’re all accounted for. Apologizing a third time, I swipe Castor’s cloak off the chair in the corner and clumsily stumble my way out of the infirmary.
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			Through the throne room window, I catch sight of the Myrtle Queen bowing to King Durian just before she retreats through the doors.

			Cursing, I look to the left and right to find an alternate way to Castor’s branch. But the only way I know is past the throne room. I push my quaking limbs to the limit as I break into a sprint and—

			Drosera and Atlas step out of the throne room just as I’m about to pass the doors. They both reach for their weapons but stop when they take me in. I slam to a halt.

			“You’re still alive, axeling?” Drosera sounds genuinely shocked, her attention moving to the newly stitched cut on my face. “Though it looks like someone got ahold of you, huh? Didn’t have your tiny mortal axe around to chop away at them?”

			The Myrtle Queen emerges just behind them, standing at full height and looking down her nose at me with those piercing golden eyes. She speaks in a voice so quiet the wind nearly carries it away. “Miss Sinclair. Taking your precious time, I see. Your father had the deed done before sunrise the very first day. I’d so hoped you would take after him. And yet the king still sits on his throne, very much alive.”

			“I…” My brain is too full of Castor to come up with a clever lie. “I mistook the cursed prince for the king, which I just learned. Today. So I’m…a bit behind. If you’ll excuse me, I need to—” Drosera steps in front of me so I can’t pass, her hand on her weapon. My thundering heart stutters and sinks.

			Please. Let me go to Castor.

			The queen tilts her head, fixing me with a patronizing stare. “Oh, darling mortal girl. You do not listen well, do you? I warned you about this.”

			“Warned me about what, exactly?” All respect I should be showing the dryad queen who made a pact with me evaporates with my impatience.

			The queen’s eyes spark with amusement now. “I told you the king loves to play games.”

			Drosera throws her head back in a cackle. “You’ve actually been plotting to murder the wrong brother. How humiliating for you.”

			Her words would fill me with fury if another emotion weren’t consuming every cell in my body.

			Terror.

			I have to get to him. It’s been too long. My hand trembles as I try to keep it from grasping my throwing axe and giving Drosera a third horn. But then the trio’s attention is drawn away from me as a loud exclamation of “Amanita, darling!” is heard to their left. It’s the water nymph I met at the feast with the spherical eyes.

			Bless you, frog woman.

			I bolt away from the Myrtle Queen. Drosera doesn’t lash out with her weapon, but her laughter chases after me. I outrun it.

			Flitting from one shadow to the next, I dodge the eyes of the citadel guards. Slipping inside the branch through the dining hall to the living quarters, I snatch a tray of brandy and crystal glasses off a wooden bar cart to pass off my intrusion as a service to the king—to the prince.

			I suppose he is both, so long as Durian keeps up his little game.

			When I reach the sitting room outside of the dining hall, I stumble, catching sight of a painting that was definitely not there at the feast. I pause long enough to ogle Durian’s portrait. Golden hair and sandstone horns. Emerald eyes that seem to follow me. Castor’s face is nowhere to be seen among the queue of kings.

			How was I so unbelievably naive?

			The panic builds. I’m sure my blood sugar is building, too, but I don’t fucking care.

			My strides grow longer as I rush through the maze of branches. Castor’s face shimmers in my thoughts like sunlight on dark water. His sharp jaw. His warm brown eyes. His reluctant smile. His hands that can push darkness into living things if he wants them to—the hands people fear. The hands that have only ever touched me with the utmost gentleness.

			The lump clogging my throat sinks to my chest and morphs into a familiar black hole of aching emptiness.

			One of the glasses on the tray tumbles to the ground as I break into a run.

			Memories chase after me. Coffee and wine, accidental brushes of the hand. More than a few times I’ve obsessed over how those fingers felt raking down my skin on that piano. Back when I still hated him. Back when I only knew him as the heartless Redwood King. Back when this pact felt like an open door rather than bars and chains and blood on my hands.

			I nearly crash into Castor’s door, slamming my fist against the wood. “Castor!” I shout, waiting a couple seconds between knocks. I try the handle, but it’s locked. At least a minute goes by as my fists and heart thunder. “CASTOR! FUCKING. LET. ME. IN.”

			“He’s probably passed out,” a voice says behind me.

			I turn to see Archer leaning against the wall, watching me with his tree-sap gaze.

			“I need to talk to him. It’s urgent. Do you have a key?”

			He takes in the stitched cut along my jaw, the tray of brandy in my hands. Then he nods, dark green hair falling across his forehead. “This is the second favor you’ve asked of me.”

			“Yeah, after I kept your weird foot-rubbing fetish from your guard friends,” I snap. “Please.”

			“If I let you in, you will owe me another favor someday.”

			It’s a terrible thing to agree to. I know better than to say, “Fine.” But I do.

			A grin twists Archer’s lips, and he steps forward, pulling a key from his belt and unlocking the door. “Don’t murder him. That would get me in some serious trouble with the king.”

			I can practically feel the blood drain from my face as I slip inside. The interior of Castor’s branch is not unlike his Nightshade home. Muted shades of gray, black, deep brown, and ivory. Theatrical architecture. It reminds me of a fancy New York flat that you might see in a drama series about a lonely man who comes from wealth but has more alcohol than friends. The front door opens into a sprawling living area with an open kitchen. Firelight flickers in a room to the left.

			Clutching the tray of brandy, I lock my terror in the basement of my metaphorical house. I lock everything down, holding the panic inside like a caged animal. “Castor?”

			Nothing.

			The glasses on the tray clink together from my trembling hands as I move like a reaper searching for my latest victim. I cross the threshold into the sitting room identical to the one in his Nightshade home. I take in everything at once. A vanity filled with substances and drinks and a couple of dozing wood sprites. A fire lit in the grate. The bottle of oleander-soaked wine—open and half empty—on a wooden side table. A glass with only a puddle of the dark liquid sits beside the bottle.

			And lying on the couch, arm draped to the ground and head turned to the side, is the cursed prince.

			My heart crawls into my throat and the tray of brandy shatters to the ground as I sweep to his side. “Fuck. Castor. Castor.”

			Falling to my knees, my hands bunch in the material of his shirt, forehead pressed against his chest. Tears burn my eyes as a sob escapes my lips. “What have I done?”

			A rumble in his chest vibrates against my head. “Knocked me out with that wine, that’s what.”

			I nearly choke on the air that catches in my throat as I jerk back to look upon Castor’s face. His dark eyes, glazed in the firelight, are open. The lazy grin tugging at his lips turns into a frown. “Are you crying? What happened?” he asks, more seriously, reaching for my face with a gentle hand. “Were you hurt?”

			I ignore his question. “There was…” I gape at the half-drunk bottle. “There was oleander in that wine.”

			“I know…” He sits up now. “Who did this to you?”

			“How are you—? Oleander is extremely poisonous.”

			“Not to dryads. Just puts us to sleep.” His words are distracted. “What hap—”

			“I had a run-in with a tree siren, okay? I’m fine now. Are you fine?”

			Shaking his head with a half-amused, half-impressed expression, he plops back on the couch. “Yes, Maddox, I am perfectly fine. What, did you think you’d accidentally poisoned me?”

			Accidentally.

			My heart doesn’t know whether it should race or shatter or stop, so it just palpitates. I clutch my chest as I try to find a lie to cover my mistake. “I—I hadn’t realized what was in it until I ran into, uh—Fern, and she told me it had oleander in there and, well, oleander is extremely poisonous to humans, so I just ran off before she could say anything else about— Why are you laughing?”

			Castor’s laughter softens as he runs a thumb along my cheek, an attempt at comfort.

			I bat his hand away, climbing to my feet. “It’s not funny, Castor. I thought you were—I thought—”

			“Hey.” Castor moves to stand before me. “It’s okay. I’m okay. I’m sorry I laughed.”

			“Why did you lie to me?” The irony sounds absurd to my own ears. But he doesn’t know I’ve been deceitful this whole time. That I nearly murdered him…more than once.

			He freezes, tan face growing pale. “Lie about what?”

			“What do you think, Prince Castor?”

			Letting out a breath, he bows his head. “Oh.”

			“ ‘Oh’? That’s all you have for me? I’ve spent weeks with you, mornings drinking coffee, spilling secrets about my family, kissing you on piano tops, dragging your drunk ass home, and all the while you’ve been playing me like a fool.”

			“I never wanted you to feel—”

			“Like an absolute idiot? How long were you planning to pretend with me? What was your end goal?”

			I can’t tell him the other half of my anger. The real reason I want to punch him in the jaw right now. That I’ve wasted so much time going after the wrong brother. That I’m nearly out of insulin and time and no closer to completing this pact.

			Castor opens his mouth and closes it.

			“So, tell me, Prince, why go to such lengths to lie to some random mortal girl you met at a masquerade?”

			He doesn’t speak. His hands are trembling.

			“Say something.”

			“I’m the cursed prince.”

			“Yeah, I’ve fucking heard. And?”

			“And you’re the first person who’s actually spoken to me like I’m not about to snuff out their life. Who has cracked jokes with me and given me a hard time and made me laugh. No one chooses to sit across from me in the stillness, sipping coffee; no one wants to ask me casual questions or do anything more than fuck me for a night just to feel like they’re flirting with death.”

			My jaw unhinges slightly.

			Castor continues. “When you mistook me for the king, I thought…I thought I’d see what it would be like, to be someone who didn’t strike fear in people for existing. I just wanted a break from the loneliness. I thought you would understand what that’s like.”

			My heart stutters and starts to race. I can feel it in my throat. Moments ago, all I wanted was to slam my fist against his face. Now I want to do something else.

			It’s a bad idea because I’ve so little time left…but I really don’t fucking care right now.

			Two steps are all it takes to close the distance between us.

			Toes nearly at ballerina pointe, I take Castor’s face in my hands, bringing his lips to mine. They crash together differently this time. At the masque, I was certain of my goal—kill the king—and every move was calculated and confident. On the piano, my hands were claws of hate, my mouth a bear trap waiting to snap him in half.

			Now, I’m uncertain, terrified, waiting for him to break it off.

			Waiting to break.

			Castor kisses me for just a moment, hands sliding down to my waist, then he pulls back an inch, forehead pressed against mine. “Maddox, I don’t think—”

			“Then let’s not,” I say in a low murmur. “Think, I mean. Let’s stop thinking for a little bit.”

			I wait, standing on the edge of a precipice. He breathes deeply, in and out, like he’s considering all the ways this could go badly, weighing all the reasons he should pull away. I’m weighing them too. But if I learned anything from being in foster care, it’s that sometimes playing it safe is more dangerous than being reckless.

			“I’m not going to fall in love with you, Castor,” I whisper into the space between us. “Right?”

			Because of course I won’t. Not this fast. Love is supposed to take time. Supposed to be slow and thoughtful. People like me—a willing murderess—can’t be pure enough for such an emotion.

			Something like pain flickers in his eyes before they turn molten. “Right.”

			Then his mouth is on mine again, and even though I can’t take a proper breath, I feel like I can finally breathe.

			Whenever I was intimate with someone in the mortal world, I was always the one who took control. It was the way I felt safest, the only way I could function without locking down in the middle of it all. But now, Castor picks me up, hiking my legs around his middle, ascending the stairs two steps at a time. I’m too busy memorizing his lips with my own to object, his face cradled in my hands like something precious and breakable.

			How he manages to navigate the stairs while carrying me, while kissing me, I’ve no clue, but somehow, he does. Reaching his platform of a bed, he gently sets me on the edge, his mouth descending on my neck. His tongue draws circles on the delicate skin, and a moan escapes my lips.

			Clumsy as the mortal I am, my fingers fumble with the clasps on my cloak and the ties on my blouse. How very un-fae I must seem. My trembling fingers aren’t long and thin and delicate. Their tips are polka-dotted with needle pricks. My body isn’t flawless or lithe or smooth all over. My thighs are more than a little thick, and I have cellulite on my ass, ugly bruises on my stomach where I’ve delivered insulin in the same place one too many times.

			Is this what being self-conscious feels like?

			Castor’s hands slide up my waist, the edge of my blouse moving with them until it’s been tugged off and discarded. His fingers cascade down my bare chest, eyes taking me in like I’m not a mortal but a goddess, and he’s thinking of how best to worship me.

			It doesn’t take him long to discover how.

			All the nerve endings in my body dull except for the ones beneath Castor’s touch. Heat courses down my skin, trickling across my breasts, down my stomach, and spreading through the space between my slick thighs.

			My cloak and blouse slide off the silk sheets to the floor, and Castor’s lips dance from my neck to my collarbone. Hands reaching up and around, I claw into the feverish skin of his back. His fingers rake gently back down my sides, eliciting a full-body tremor, the heat between my legs pulsing. Fuck. We should have done this a long time ago. He stops when he reaches the edge of my pants, brown eyes casting up to me, holding a question. Is this okay?

			Reaching down, I tug the leather string that’s tying my pants closed. The corner of his mouth lifts in that disarming half grin, the dark, twisted curve of his horns casting a wicked shadow along the planes of his gentle face.

			He slides my pants off, fingertips brushing slowly down my legs, turning clawlike and grasping me by the knees, pulling them apart.

			“You’re so—fucking—beautiful.” He says each word between kisses trailing back up my thighs. “I’ve been wanting to taste you from the second you stuffed that entire tart in your mouth.”

			His words send an electric zing through my lower belly, the need to have his mouth on me overriding every thought. Biting my lip, I gaze down at him, head and horns between my legs, a wicked smirk on his face. “And I’ve been wanting to do this.” I slide my hands down until I reach his horns, taking one in each and guiding him to me.

			Slow, maddening strokes of Castor’s tongue send me into a thigh-shaking haze. I don’t even need to use his horns as a guide. He knows exactly where to go, teasing and devouring, filling me with a finger, then two.

			“Fuck,” I gasp out. He grins, eyes flicking up to mine. “I need you.”

			“You have me.”

			“All of you.”

			I should feel vulnerable, stripped down and exposed before him. But I don’t even care.

			Fuck locking up this metaphorical house of mine. How has it protected me? It never saved me from my mother’s obsessive control, never brought my high blood sugar down, never helped me break this curse of a disease. Maybe the bad things aren’t on the outside. Maybe they’re on the inside, lurking in the attic and hiding in the basement, writing cruel words in blood on the walls. Maybe they’ve always been there, and that’s the reason bad things keep happening.

			Damn this haunted house.

			I let go of his horns, relinquishing control. Castor’s tongue runs a clever trail down my thigh, and I tremble, throwing open the window. His experienced hands grasp my hips, and I arch my back, kicking open the front door, inviting him in. Dropping his breeches to the floor, he accepts my invitation. Castor pushes inside and turns the walls of my house to glass.

			Then he shatters them.

			And I shatter and shatter and shatter until there’s nothing left to break.
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				Castor

			
			Everything about being with Maddox is different.

			Different because she fills every part of me. Different because my mind hasn’t wandered away from this bed. Different because the sensations in my body aren’t just below my navel but everywhere. My fingertips, my spine, my lips, my neck, the length of my horns.

			Mostly, she’s in my chest, holding my heart in her hands and controlling its beats.

			I press my sweat-soaked forehead to hers. The curves of my horns sink into the soft material of the bed. My lips find hers, one more time, wet and laced with salt. Slowly and indulgently, I kiss her again. Forgetting for a moment about the pact. We could just stay here. Right here, quiet and cut off from the world outside.

			Abruptly, Maddox tears her lips from mine, sliding out from under me and moving to the edge of the bed. She wraps her arms around her legs, pressing her face into the nook between the peaks of her knees. Then every inch of her begins to tremble.

			I place a tentative hand against her back. “What is it? Do you need sugar crystals?”

			A sob leaves her throat, echoing in the hollow of her curled form. Then another and another until her breaths come in gasps. Chest tightening, I move to her side, wrapping her in my arms. The sobs taper off, replaced with quick, shallow breathing.

			“Was it something I did?” I ask, not letting go. “Did I hurt you?”

			“No.” She lifts her flushed, tear-streaked face. “It’s not you.”

			Maddox pulls the silk sheets around her, scooting back until she’s able to lie on the bed, red-rimmed eyes fixed on the ceiling. I lie beside her, taking the length of sheet she offers me to cover my nakedness.

			“I’m just broken,” she whispers, as if she doesn’t trust her voice to speak any louder, “and the first thing I liked about you was that you were broken too. I’m drawn to broken things, or maybe they’re drawn to me. I keep looking for things to fix me, but I just end up breaking myself all over again. I’m a house of glass pretending to be iron.”

			I tuck a lock of red hair behind her ear. “At least you’re good at pretending. I’m a house of glass, too, but everyone can see right through me.”

			She closes her eyes and her smile fades until it disappears completely. “You think I’m strong…but I’m not.”

			“You think I’m good,” I counter, “but I’m not.”

			Her head falls sideways until her silver eyes bore into me. “I have known a lot of bad people and a few good ones. You are the latter.”

			“You’re wrong.”

			Turning on her side and propping her head on the heel of her palm, she reaches out, placing her other hand at the base of my horns, stroking her thumb across my forehead. “I’m frequently wrong, but not about this.”

			A burning tightness constricts my throat. “Especially this.”

			“I wanted to hate you when we met, but then I got to know you, and I couldn’t. I actually like you. Maybe even…a bit more than that.”

			Guilt crawls into the bed, lying between us. Every muscle in my body tenses at her words.

			No. Not her too.

			“I should not have lied to you,” I whisper, hating myself for hiding the ugliest of my falsehoods even now. “I’ll understand if you hate me. I rather do.”

			“I don’t hate you.”

			“You shoul—”

			But she cuts me off midsentence with her lips. She straddles me, hands running through my hair and landing at the back of my neck as she deepens the kiss. I sigh into her, forgetting for a moment what I was trying to say.

			Then a fabricated image fills my mind of her saying the words, those three deadly words that will soon take the life of yet another person I care for.

			Placing both hands on either side of her face, I pull her gently away. “We can’t do this.”

			She presses her forehead to mine. “Why can’t we?”

			“I’m the cursed prince, Maddox.”

			The left side of her lips pulls upward into a teasing smirk. “What, you think just because we’ve slept together once, I’m going to fall madly in love with you?”

			“No…I’m saying I don’t want to take the chance.”

			“I’m not going to fall in love with you, Castor,” she says with a certainty that makes me feel both relieved and like I’m breathing in poisonous smoke.

			For once, though, there is an uncertainty in her eyes. A flicker of deceit. She may not be in love with me now, but she’s close.

			It’s so close, I can taste it. So close. Like being addicted to a deadly poison. My death and my life in a single, unswallowable pill. Every inch of me aches for it; the hole in my chest feels full and empty at the same time. Because she’s right here, filling me up, but it’s like she’s made of vapor. Intangible and incorporeal. And the moment she solidifies is the moment I will lose her.

			And I realize with a horrible shock that I can’t lose her…because I’m not just close. I’m there. If our roles were reversed, I’d be long gone now. Choking on my wine. Bleeding out on the floor. Stuck in the gallows tree. However the curse decided to do away with me, it would have already happened.

			Maddox bites down on her lip, tracing her fingertip over my collarbone as a line appears between her brows. “So, for the curse to work…does the person have to speak the words aloud?”

			“Not necessarily.” But for my pact to work, she does. It was part of Durian’s stipulation. She has to say the words.

			“Has anyone said it aloud before?”

			“Yes.”

			“How long did it take for them to die after they said it?”

			“The curse follows its own rules. Once, it happened within the evening. Once, it took nearly a week.”

			“Did you love them too?”

			I think of every phantom face. Cyperus. Laurel. Jace. Now Tam. And those are just the ones I’ve loved in return.

			The tears spill as I dip my head in a nod. But for once I don’t feel ashamed.

			We both know Tam said the words. He said them to Maddox, and again to me. He’s a ticking clock now. She will get to watch my curse work in real time. We both will.

			Heaviness settles over me. I’m so tired.

			Maddox slides off my lap to sit beside me, taking my hand in hers. I don’t feel any lighter.

			“Tell me about them.” It isn’t a demand, but a request.

			I fill my lungs with air and let it slowly out, numbness creeping in. “Cyperus was killed by a mortal man just after he spoke the words to me. When I was an eight-year-old sapling, Cyperus adopted me from the Nightshade orphan’s home in an attempt to continue the Sempervirens line. But the moment my heartwood was grafted to the Sovereign Tree, bad things started to happen. Anyone who got too close to me, who cared too much for me, began to die. Tutors, servants, even some of my new Crown District friends. They never told me they loved me out loud. And neither did Cyperus…not until the day before his death.”

			“But he didn’t just die, right? He was killed by a mortal.”

			“That’s right.”

			“So, how do you know he died because of your curse?”

			“That’s just how my curse works. They don’t die in one specific way. It’s…erratic and unpredictable. As fae magic is wont to be. And it’s why people fear me. Why Durian blames me for Cyperus’s death.”

			Maddox’s face goes blank, her eyes staring unfixed at the bed. Locking down. “What about the others?”

			I wonder if I’m scaring her, and I can’t decide if it’s a good or a bad thing. It’s probably best that she’s afraid.

			“Laurel was an accident.” All my ugly secrets start to pile up around us. “She was a couple years older than me and started working in the kitchens when she turned sixteen. There was something about her that intimidated and intrigued me. I was quiet and awkward, and I wanted to learn how to be someone worthy of a crown.”

			“You were quiet and awkward?”

			“Shocking, I know.”

			She snorts. “So Laurel taught you how to be cool and brooding?”

			“Essentially. We started hanging out after all her duties were over with. Laurel is the one who introduced me to nepenthe and a few other vices. We weren’t lovers. Just friends. At least, that’s what I thought we were, until she said the words, completely out of the blue. She had just lit some nepenthe, took a long drag, blew out the smoke, and said, I love you, Castor Sempervirens. The next morning, she was found lying in her bed, cold as stone, as if her heart just stopped in the night.”

			“Oh…fuck.”

			“Yes, exactly. Laurel’s death shook me pretty hard. But nothing was as excruciating as—” My voice cracks, and Maddox’s hand clasps my arm. “Jace.”

			The original catalyst to my pact. The reason I’ve been seeking out a mortal to beguile for the past year.

			“Jace was a mortal. For some foolish reason, I thought the curse couldn’t touch him, because at that point only dryads had died. I first saw him in that town I showed you.”

			“Arborfell,” Maddox says in a hollow voice.

			“That’s right…Anyway, I ran into him on the docks while I was glamoured to look mortal. Our dalliance turned into something deeper, and I carelessly told him what I really was after he started asking questions about my home and why I didn’t want to meet his friends.

			“He asked if he could try tieg wine. Just a drop. Enough for him to see the real me but not become overly intoxicated. It was my first real, genuine relationship. One that didn’t revolve around Magesté or meaningless sex. I was terrified to tell him about the curse because I thought, surely, he would leave—that he’d be too afraid to continue on with me. But he didn’t run away. He laughed and said, ‘No curse can touch me.’ After all, my rotting power did nothing to him.”

			“I thought maybe I’d found the secret work-around. The fatal flaw in my curse. So I would sneak him up into my branch. We’d smoke nepenthe and sleep together, and everything seemed to be going perfectly. Then he told me he loved me.”

			My cheeks warm. It feels odd to tell her about this, to tell anyone. But especially her.

			“And, even though I thought he was safe, it still set my nerves on edge. I berated him, saying he shouldn’t have said that, just in case. He laughed it off. The day passed, and nothing happened. So we went about our day and at the end, crawled into my bed and made love. Afterward, Jace laughed and said, ‘See? Told you I’m invincible.’ But when I woke the next morning, he was no longer next to me. I found him hanging from my heartwood.”

			Maddox flinches, taking my face in her hands. “I’m so sorry, Cas. I just—” Her teeth clamp down on her bottom lip, as if she’s caging words. “I hate that you’ve endured so much loss.”

			Grief joins Guilt in this bed, pressing on my chest, burning my throat. Tears brim in my eyes. I’ve told her almost everything, all the deep, dark, and deadly secrets I carry with me day after day. But the pact still presses on my conscience.

			I could tell her. I should tell her…but I don’t. Because I’m a coward. An unlovable abomination. Because I don’t want to see the tenderness in her eyes turn to shards of ice again. I don’t want to see the starlight morph back into daggers.

			And then there’s Tam. My childhood friend with a terminal diagnosis because he got too close. Because I let him get too close. The tears in my eyes make guilty tracks down my cheeks.

			“Come here,” Maddox murmurs, opening her arms for me.

			In her eyes is a vulnerability I’ve never seen there before. Without speaking, I slide over, and she gently pulls my head to rest in her lap. Her arm curls around my shoulders, hand resting at the base of my horns. Maddox holds me in a way I’ve never been held by anyone. Not in a sensual or passion-crazed way. Not possessive or desperate. Her arms are a cocoon of warmth and safety. If things were different, it would be easy to fall asleep here.

			But things are not different.

			The sun gently rises, bleeding through the darkness. Guilt and Grief turn to shadows stroking my back, whispering in my ear. Soon, Maddox’s breathing slows as she succumbs to sleep. But mine doesn’t.

			This evening, Durian and I are meant to welcome visitors from all over Sylveris as they flood in for the Solstice. But I won’t be staying for the prolonged celebration. I’m going to tell him that I’m out. I’m finished with it all. With this pact, with this curse, with sentencing good people to death. He can lock me in the Bloodwood Tree and just keep me there. Madness almost sounds like a relief.

			It will be better for everyone. Because it’s too late for Tam…but I can still save Maddox.

			Guilt slides out of the bed, but Grief stays.
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				Maddox

			
			Iwake up alone in late afternoon light.

			For the millionth time in my life, it takes me much too long to remember where I am. How I got here, naked, tangled in sheets. Then it all floods back.

			The Myrtle Queen arrived in the Redwood Court.

			I nearly poisoned Castor…who is not the king.

			Durian is the king.

			Castor is the cursed prince.

			Castor.

			His curse, the torture and pain in his warm brown eyes. Something he thinks is his fault. But something just doesn’t add up. Feels off about it all.

			Because he thinks it was his curse that killed King Cyperus. Like some random mortal just happened to decide to sneak up here and chop down the king’s heartwood by compulsion. But that random mortal was my dad. My dad, who made a pact with the Myrtle Queen. Castor’s curse had nothing to do with it.

			On the pillow beside me rests a single rose, deep red petals edged in black like a burnt scroll of parchment. I pick it up, worrying the stem between my thumb and forefinger. Castor’s horror stories replay in my mind. Each of them drags at my skin like a dull needle.

			A thorn on the rose pricks me, and a bead of blood pools on the tip of my finger. I might as well take the opportunity to test my blood sugar. Judging by my dry tongue and aching head, I already know it’s a number I don’t want to see.

			My weapons belt and supply pouch sit on the table beside Castor’s bed. I pull out my meter and test strips.

			382.

			Cool, that’s…great.

			Pulling out my vial of long-acting insulin and a syringe, I suck up the last of it. Just enough to battle my body’s own production of glucose for the day…and not much longer. I take out my short-acting insulin—less than half of a bottle left now—and deliver a correction dose that is not enough to bring it down by much.

			I’m nearly out of the drug I need to live. My heart starts to race, moving between relief that I don’t have to kill Castor and the ugly realization that I do have to kill Durian if I want to complete this pact. If I want to live. It’s too late to find another way out. Too late for me to climb down from these trees and find a hospital or pharmacy to beg for mercy. I’ve made my fucking bed.

			As I’m tying my pants closed, a crash sounds from downstairs. Followed by another. Then grunts of pain and loud scuffling.

			Diving for my weapons belt, I grip the hilt of my golden dagger and pull it free. Descending the stairs two at a time, I take in the bizarre scene in the open kitchen and entryway: Tamarind with his scythe in hand, fighting off two woodlings with jagged blades in their grips. He’s bleeding profusely from his neck and there’s another dead woodling on the floor of the kitchen, black blood leaking across the ground like an oil spill.

			Leaping forward, I drive the golden dagger into the back of the woodling who is readying a blow to Tam’s ribs. The creature lets out a yelp and turns on me, sinking his blade into the side of my thigh. Okay, I was going to let this little asshole live, but—

			Wrenching his blade out with a pained cry, I plunge it into his thick, squat neck. The light leaves his red eyes, and he collapses just as Tamarind takes the head off the third woodling with one arc of his scythe.

			The head rolls across the floor, landing with a dull thump against the wall, sightless eyes staring.

			Tam and I look at each other, chests heaving.

			“I was just resting my head on my arms at the kitchen island, and they snuck up on me,” Tamarind says, looking at the woodlings with a dumbstruck expression. “I don’t know why they just—”

			“Because Castor is the cursed prince,” I say through a gasping breath.

			He freezes. “He told you?”

			“Yes.”

			“What else did he—?” He sways on his feet and holds up a blood-covered hand. “Alternatively. Let me get us fixed up before we broach this.”

			He takes care of the wound in his neck first—luckily, it doesn’t seem deep enough for internal damage—and we both take a disgusting, bitter tincture that helps with blood loss. Then he pulls up a chair at the kitchen island and begins to tend to the gash on my thigh. “Where’s Castor?” I ask him.

			“The courtyard. He and Durian are welcoming leaders arriving to the kingdom for the Sylveris Solstice tomorrow.” His voice sounds hollow, like a log that’s been eaten away by rot.

			“And you didn’t go with him?”

			“He asked me to stay here with you. But I think that’s also because he’s trying to keep me safe for as long as he can.” Tam glances down at the dead woodlings. “That did not quite work out, I fear.”

			“I’m guessing he knows that you said you loved him, then?”

			He nods slowly. “I figured he should know, since I’d already said it to you. It’s not like I can die twice.”

			I roll my eyes. “Oh my God, Tam. You aren’t going to die. Not from his curse, anyway.”

			He finishes up with my leg and the two of us lean against the cool marble of the kitchen island, ignoring the three woodling bodies still seeping black blood everywhere. “You clearly don’t understand how his curse works.”

			“Castor told me how it works.”

			“What did he tell you?”

			I fill a glass with water from the tap, taking four gulps to satisfy my intense, high-blood-sugar thirst. “He said it’s unpredictable and erratic. He told me about all the people who died after he was adopted, about Cyperus, Laurel, and Jace. All the servants and friends when he was younger.”

			“I see.”

			“Unpredictable and erratic.” I laugh humorlessly. “Sounds more like convenient to me.”

			Tamarind’s eyes narrow. “What do you mean?”

			“People who get close to Castor just happen to die? They just happen to hang themselves in trees or get killed by mortal men? Or executed by the king? Or randomly attacked by three woodlings? This curse is made up of nothing but rumors and hearsay and dead bodies. No actual proof it even exists.”

			Tamarind reaches for an apple in a bowl in the center of the island, but he doesn’t bite it, just tosses it back and forth between his hands. “Fae magic rarely makes sense to mortals. And I figure the dead bodies are more than enough proof, are they not?”

			“A dead body is just proof that someone died.”

			He catches the apple in his left hand and holds it. “So you think someone just made up his curse, then? That someone is having people killed?”

			“Not just someone.”

			“Who?”

			“Are all dryads this naive?” I grumble. “Who would be the most upset by Castor’s adoption? Who would be jealous and annoyed and furious that King Cyperus was showing Castor so much love and affection?”

			“Durian…?”

			I hold my hands, palms up. “Everyone knows the Redwood King loves to play games.”

			Tamarind is already shaking his head. “Durian loved Cyperus, though. Besides, Sovereign brothers can’t have anything to do with each other’s deaths or they would perish themselves.”

			“I’m sure that particular death was just convenient for Durian to blame on Castor. But I know for a fact that Cyperus didn’t die because of his brother’s curse. He died because a mortal man made a pact with the Myrtle Queen.”

			Tamarind places the apple on the table, brows pressing together. “How can you possibly know that?”

			“Because that man was my father. Because I made a pact with the Myrtle Queen.”

			Shock smooths every crease on Tamarind’s face. He blinks at me, tilting his head as if he’s trying to mentally chip away at my quickly crumbling mask. “You made a pact with the Myrtle Queen…?”

			“Yep.”

			He frowns deeply. “Why would you do that?”

			Bowing my head, I pretend to examine my fingertips, looking at the constellation of needle pricks. “I lost my job and couldn’t land another one. I couldn’t afford my rent or medical supplies, which I am almost out of. I have a mortal disease that—”

			“Which one?” he interrupts, and I remember he studied mortal medicine.

			“Type one diabetes.” It feels odd saying it to him. I’ve kept it to myself this whole time, partly because I didn’t want to try to explain what it was to a dryad and partly because I didn’t want them to mistake it for weakness even though it’s one of the reasons I’m as strong as I am. His nod of realization throws me off for a moment. “Anyway. I…panicked and maybe went a little mad. I’ve always been able to see things—dryads and sprites and other fae things. When I was younger, my dad would tell me stories about the Myrtle Queen and wrote about her in his journal. So I went looking for her.”

			It sounds absurd to say all of this out loud. To admit that I thought that was my only option.

			“And what pact did you make?”

			I can’t look him in the eyes when I answer. “I…vowed to kill the Redwood King if she would cure me.”

			Tamarind’s copper eyes flick over to me again, narrowing. “The golden dagger at the top of the throne room?”

			“Yes. I thought Castor was the king…and I was planning to kill him.”

			He shakes his head, his expression a mixture of fury and triumph. “I knew it.”

			“You were right about me,” I admit, hating it. “I tried and tried to get him alone. But when I finally did, I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t kill Castor.”

			He runs his hands down his face. “I can’t believe I left you alone with him.”

			“Yeah, that was a horrible idea. Lucky for you, I’m a coward.”

			A humorless laugh leaves his lips. “There is nothing cowardly about you, Maddox. You just aren’t a murderer.”

			“I’m going to have to be.” My fingers drum on the countertop as my mind races. “What I can’t figure out is why Durian went along with Castor’s lie at the feast. Why would he pretend to be the cursed prince?”

			Tamarind’s shoulders lift minutely. “Like you said. The king has always loved playing games. I imagine he thought it would be fun to have his courtiers in on the charade, to pretend to be the cursed prince for a night. I stopped trying to understand the king’s eccentric motivations a long time ago.”

			A recent memory smashes into my cranium. Durian wrapping the tree siren in vines, squeezing until she bled out. I didn’t process it at the time, but now that I think about it…he was smiling. He enjoyed watching her die.

			Then the image of the gallows tree rolls in like a storm. The body of that small dryad skeleton, which belonged to a child no older than eight or nine—one of the images I held on to to remind me of dryad malevolence.

			“Does Durian seem to enjoy punishing his subjects? Killing them?”

			“He does not typically do so in public.”

			I nod slowly, waiting for Tamarind to realize that I’m right about Castor’s curse. “Interesting, don’t you think?”

			Tamarind clasps his hands before him. “Okay, so let’s say I believe that Castor’s curse is fabricated and that the king is the one behind all the deaths. How would Durian know when someone has told Castor they love him?”

			I sit in my thoughts, examining the puzzle I’ve been assembling since Castor told me the truth. It’s clear Durian has something to do with all of these deaths—that he’s the one responsible for them. But in order to track every interaction with Castor, he would need spies. Lots of spies. “Archer told me the king has ears everywhere.”

			Frowning, Tamarind nods. “It does seem like that. I just don’t see how he would…” His expression abruptly shifts from pursed contemplation to shocked comprehension. Without a word, he sweeps from the kitchen island, stepping over the dead woodlings.

			Ignoring the sharp pain lancing through my thigh, I follow. He comes to a stop before the vanity in the sitting room where Castor keeps his drugs and nepenthe. Lying in the tin of lavender leaves is one of the same little wood sprites I’ve seen all over this fucking kingdom, all over Castor’s Nightshade home and inside this branch.

			Tamarind looks down at the sprite with a horrified expression. “Ears,” he murmurs.

			“The sprites?” I note the tiny creature’s closed eyes squeeze tighter, one of them opening slightly to look up at us and closing just as quickly.

			“Earlier, when I was telling Castor what I told you—”

			“What was that again?”

			He side-eyes me. “Anyway. There was a popping sound, and one of the sprites just disappeared right after I said it. I didn’t think anything of it, but…”

			“No, this makes sense. Anytime Castor is around, there’s a wood sprite lurking nearby. But when you told me that you loved Castor, you were in the locked kitchen with me, not him. No tiny spies listening in. So Durian didn’t find out until later.”

			His eyes narrow, fixing on the tin of nepenthe. I can see the cogs cranking, turning slowly at first, then speeding up. “Which is why his woodlings took so long to come after me.”

			“But I’m guessing they’re used to taking out people less skilled with a scythe than you.”

			Tamarind shakes his head, glaring down at the dozing creatures. “Durian’s been spying on Castor this whole time.”

			“Mm-hmm. And when someone admits they love him, the sprites report back and he kills them, so Castor keeps believing that he’s cursed.”

			A string of very un-Tamarind-like profanity leaves his lips as he sweeps an arm across the vanity. Jars of nepenthe and bottles of wine shatter and the sprites startle, popping out of existence before they can hit the floor.

			“So…” I prop my hands on my hips. “Will you help me kill the king, then? For Castor’s sake if nothing else?”

			Hope and fury mingle in Tamarind’s mutinous eyes. “I can’t help you kill the king. Not in the middle of the Sylveris Solstice.” He shifts, his gaze meeting mine. “But I can help you kill his heartwood.”

			This startles a laugh. “You really think chopping down a heartwood while everyone is arriving for the Solstice will go unnoticed?”

			“You wouldn’t be chopping it down. You’d be poisoning it.” Tamarind moves to a writing desk in the corner of the room, removing a blank piece of paper and a quill, writing something down and folding it up. He hands it to me. “Go to Mondo’s Mausoleum in the Nightshade District and give this to him. He will have what you need.”

			“Mondo, huh?” I take the paper, Fern’s words ricocheting off the tired corners of my mind. Mondo sells deadly things.

			“Essentially an ironfae drug lord.”

			“You know what a drug lord is?”

			Tamarind sends me a fox-like grin. “I know many mortal things, Maddox.”

			“So I just give Mondo this paper, and he’ll give me the tree poison, then?”

			“Well…no. He will expect payment.”

			“I have no money.”

			“Mondo won’t want money. He collects things of great personal value. Things that may seem useless to others. He says these items are worth more than gold. Do you have anything like that?”

			My eyes stray to the loft upstairs where my satchel sits on Castor’s bedside table. “Yeah, I do.”

			All business now, Tam’s voice grows serious, like a doctor giving orders to a nurse. “When you get the poison, come straight back here. The guards change at midnight, so you must return before then. Durian will expect me to be dead, so I’ll have to be stealthy about it, but I’ll find a way to distract the next round of guards while you climb up to the king’s heartwood. There are vines outside of the throne room that lead all the way up to the candelabra branch.”

			“Won’t the throne room be crawling with people?”

			He nods. “The inside will. People will be drinking and talking and trying to win a moment with the Redwood King and Myrtle Queen. Just make sure no one sees you.”

			“Poison. Midnight. Climbing ivy outside the throne room. Got it. Oh, and you should probably find Castor and tell him that his curse is a hoax.”

			Tamarind grins widely. “That’s where I’m heading next.”

			“Good. Okay, last thing: What happens if I’m caught?”

			“You’re a good enough liar. I’m sure you can pull it off.”

			“That doesn’t sound like a compliment.”

			“It wasn’t one.”
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				Castor

			
			The starlight courtyard is a flurry of activity. In the sprawling grassy square surrounded by arches of white flowers and evergreen vines, decadence drips from every morsel of food, gilded goblet, and unnecessary topiary.

			At the top of the square is a wooden dais with a pair of golden seats meant for the Redwood King and Myrtle Queen. Neither of them sits there—a symbol of the true state of their alliance. Our two kingdoms stopped warring due to a reluctant peace alliance and common enemies. Not because we decided to get along. But I don’t really care about any of that right now. I just care about finding Durian, forfeiting this wicked game, and locking myself in the Bloodwood Tree before Maddox can tell me she loves me.

			My mind is far from the swarming guests and the fountain of hazelnut liqueur; it’s in the bed with the girl with silver eyes. It’s in the petals of the rose I left on the pillow beside her before I slipped away. It’s tangled in a whirlwind of images from the past two weeks.

			Stepping into my dazed line of sight is a woman dressed all in steel, a narrow cage of metal branches encasing her torso and spilling to the ground in the form of leaves. One side of her flaxen hair has been buzzed down, a braid dividing the two sections. She stands on the outskirts of the crowd with her protectors on either side. Across from her stands a man with stark white skin veined with silvery black tattoos that travel up his forearm and peek out again at the base of his neck. A pair of rough onyx horns stands out starkly against his slicked-back platinum hair. Trademark metallic ribbons run through the horns, telling everyone what he is—ironfae—but the crown of black quartz makes it abundantly clear who he is—Wolfram Tamerlaine, the Iron King.

			Despite the Iron King’s rare appearance in the Redwood Court, I find him a fraction as intimidating as the woman beside him. Rumors of what the Myrtle Queen did to our forests when Cyperus was king have been told to Redwood saplings like bedtime stories. The battles she led—the unnecessary deaths. There’s a reason Redwood men fear her.

			As if she can feel my gaze, the Myrtle Queen turns cold eyes on me—so golden I’m surprised Durian isn’t enchanted by them. But, then again, he’s only ever been attracted to women much less powerful than he. She raises the glass in her hands in a wordless toast. For once, I’m goblet-less. I haven’t had a sip of wine since the oleander concoction Maddox accidentally gifted me.

			Oleander was a rather strange choice for an Aronia wine, now that I think of it. They typically only put out cherry varietals. In fact, most dryad wineries don’t include oleander, knowing how somniferous it is.

			Durian’s voice jolts me from my distracted thoughts. “Where is your mortal conquest? I figured she’d be here, but perhaps you were too busy riding her to remember to pass on the invitation.”

			I turn my neck to the side until it cracks.

			“You have one more day to woo the girl,” he continues. “Time to pull out your best tricks if you wish to win our pact.”

			“I don’t.”

			He stills. “What?”

			Despite my earlier conviction, the familiar feeling of shame settles around my shoulders like a cloak of self-loathing in my brother’s presence. I don’t look at him. “I’m done with the pact. Done with all of it. You win. Congratulations, Your Majesty.”

			Silence settles between us, as if Durian’s favorite toy has just been shattered before his eyes. How un-fun I’ve just made this sadistic game of his.

			“Giving up that easily?” His lip curls in mild distaste. “What would Cyperus think about his precious Castor capitulating without a fight?”

			“He’s dead. No use wondering what he would think.”

			“What made you change your mind? Was it your guard’s declaration of love or the sweetness of the mortal girl’s lips?”

			I fix him with a look of incredulity. “How did you know about—”

			With a snap of his fingers, two golden guards show up on either side of Durian. “The prince has requested to be locked away in the Bloodwood Tree,” he says as if he’s merely informing them of what wine I prefer. “Be sure he gets there safely.”

			Both guards exchange a brief bemused glance before moving to grab me by the arms, but I step out of their reach. “That’s quite all right. I can walk myself.”

			“Don’t worry, brother,” Durian calls after me. “I’ll be sure to come visit.”

			The Bloodwood Tree towers directly behind the citadel walls, accessed by a hollow branch lined with prison cells for lesser crimes. The sound of drunken merrymaking echoes behind me as my head tilts back to take in the monstrosity that will soon be my new home. A sea monster come to life, bursting from the ground and growing hundreds of feet, waiting to devour any who dare come near it.

			My ears start ringing, dulling the music of the last Sylveris Solstice I’ll ever attend. The last time I must pretend I actually want to be there, ignoring the looks of disgust from Redwood courtiers and frightened intrigue of the Myrtlewood dryads. It’s almost a relief.

			I approach the entrance with my chin held high, flanked by Durian’s guards decked in golden feathers like a pair of gilded birds that should have gone extinct a long time ago. If I’m going to step foot in this prison again, I’m going to do it with dignity. Unhinged dignity, but still.

			“Castor!” a painfully familiar voice calls out. “Castor, wait!”

			Pausing, I turn to see a frazzled Tam emerging from a shadowed pathway, thundering up to me. His neck is covered in a blood-spotted bandage and his leather armor is scratched and torn on one side. An hour ago, I wrapped Tam in a silent hug—the first in twelve years—under the assumption it was the last time I would see him alive. I told him to stay with Maddox in my branch while she slept. I didn’t tell him what I was planning to do because I was afraid he’d try to stop me. Like he’s doing right now.

			The sight of his wide copper eyes and narrow, panicked face is almost enough to unravel me.

			“Tam? What are you—?”

			“No, Cas. What are you doing?” he asks breathlessly.

			The guards hold their spears up, forcing him to stop short. He raises his hands, eyes only on me.

			“I told Durian that he won the pact. This is what’s best for everyone. You of all people should know that.”

			“No, no, I don’t know that. Your curse isn’t real, Cas,” he says with a desperation I’ve never heard from him before. “Durian made it all up. He’s the one who has been killing everyone who gets close to you.”

			I snort a humorless laugh, shaking my head sadly. “I understand you think this is dramatic of me, and maybe it is, but don’t insult my admittedly lacking intelligence by—”

			“I’m telling the truth.” Panic fills his words. “Durian sent three woodlings after me. They tried to slice my throat when they thought I was sleeping. The king has been spying on you through wood sprites. They’ve been watching you and reporting back to him. Remember the one that disappeared after I told you I loved—”

			“Stop,” I grind out. “You aren’t making any sense. Cyperus died because of my curse, remember? Redwood brothers can’t kill one another. Your theory doesn’t hold up. I’m sorry, Tam. I know you don’t agree with me, but I have to do this.”

			“Durian blamed you for Cyperus’s death because he knew you’d believe it.”

			“Just stop. You aren’t making this any easier.”

			“Cas.” His voice comes out like broken glass. “I need you to listen to me—”

			The guards have clearly had enough, each taking hold of one of my arms. “Enough sappy goodbyes for you two. Let’s go.” The one to my right pushes me forward.

			“No, wait!” Tamarind dashes to stand before the entrance of the citadel prison. “Maddox is the one who figured it out. She knew because her father was the mortal man who killed Cyperus. He made a pact with the Myrtle Queen to kill the king. It had nothing to do with your curse.”

			I falter. “Maddox’s father killed—?”

			Suddenly, black vines burst from the ground, slithering around both Tam and me, constricting like a pair of deadly snakes.

			“This precious little farewell has gone on long enough, I think.”

			The last thing I see before the vines tighten around my neck, blackening my vision, is Durian, wearing a caustic smile.

			

			~

			I come to in a wooden cell with rounded walls covered in blackened bark that moves ever so slightly in and out. Like it’s breathing.

			A deep rumbling emanates from the coarse wood that stretches and groans on the inhales and contracts on the exhales, thin streams of air spilling from pores in the trunk.

			For a moment I can’t remember how I got here. But then it all comes flooding back. Slowly, I sit up, anxiety settling over me.

			“He was telling the truth, you know,” a poison-dipped voice says. “Your guard lover.”

			“Tam isn’t my…” I begin, then realization and panic and a host of other feelings take over, sizzling through me like shards of ice crashing through my veins. Slowly, I turn my head to take in my brother, standing just outside of the wooden bars of my cell. His golden crown looks even bigger from this angle, his perfect face distorted. “Where is he?” I ask, looking around, as if I’ll somehow find him in the same tiny cell as me.

			Arms folded, Durian leans casually against the bars, watching me with a look of immense entertainment. “He’s being held in a cell for now. I’m deciding what to do with him. On the one hand, he is a rather skilled healer, and the citadel is in need of another. But then I’d have to let him live.” He moves his hands up and down like unbalanced scales. “Tricky decision.”

			“What did you mean he was telling the truth?”

			But I already know. I can see it in his eyes: the twinkle of a game won.

			Revolving to face me now, Durian wraps his long-fingered hands around the bars, pressing his forehead to them. Like a crown submerged in salt water, the king’s usual glimmer is tarnished by madness. “Your curse. I’m honestly surprised you never figured it out yourself. Those foolish woodlings can be rather clumsy at times. When they took the life of your lover boy, Jace, they nearly woke you up.”

			Spots explode before my eyes and nausea roils. A fog of disbelief settles around me. On hyperspeed, my mind goes over every memory. Every death.

			A montage of moments I’d chosen to ignore, chosen to forget, come crashing back. Small smiles on Durian’s face at my friends’ and tutors’ memorials. The way Durian was the first one to put the idea in my head. That I was cursed. That everyone who loved me would die. He said it so much I began to believe it, and so did everyone else.

			“It was all…a lie?”

			It’s as if I’ve been reading the same book all my life, and suddenly someone has handed me a pile of missing pages that change the whole story.

			There is the briefest flash fire of relief—Tam isn’t going to die from my curse—but then it fizzles out to fury. Just because he isn’t going to die from a curse doesn’t mean he’s any safer. Not with Durian as king.

			A sickening laugh leaves my maniacal brother’s throat. “I may have been the one killing those who got close to you, but one look at your rotten heartwood and you can see that the Sovereign Tree never wanted you to begin with. You were never a true Sempervirens, no matter what Cyperus made you believe.”

			Tears prick my eyes, my teeth gritting together so tightly I think I hear one crack. “You were always so jealous,” I whisper. “Because Cyperus cared about me and despised you. He always knew what kind of king you would turn out to be.”

			“Why do you think he adopted you?” Durian seethes, green eyes darkening to onyx. “It wasn’t because he merely wanted to continue the Sempervirens line. He wanted there to be a choice. He intended to groom you to be king.”

			“Me?”

			I recall a time, long, long ago, when Cyperus sat beside newly adopted me and said, “Someday this kingdom will all be yours, Castor.” Once people close to me started dying left and right, though, he stopped saying things like that.

			“I know. I also found it absurd. Which is why I knew I had to do something about it.”

			“Ah, right. Cyperus intended for me to be king, so you just decided it would be a good idea to murder everyone who got close to me and blame it on an imaginary curse?” I say. “Well, you certainly proved him wrong. Clearly, you’ve always been perfectly mentally fit to rule the Redwood Kingdom.”

			Bitterness and loathing fill my stomach, threatening to spill from my throat like bile. I swallow them.

			“Don’t go getting a big head now, little brother. You may not have been cursed in the way you thought you were. But you were still cursed. No dryad wants to befriend someone who can rot them from the inside out.”

			“Yes, they much prefer someone who can squeeze them to death with strangling vines,” I intone. “And don’t act as though you have friends, Durian. You have servants and people who fear you. No one actually loves you. In fact, more people have loved me—the supposedly cursed prince—than have ever loved you.”

			Durian straightens, the cruel smile on his face slipping. Seems I’ve struck a nerve. I would gloat more, but I am also the one locked in the cage.

			“Yes, perhaps I should change that…starting with your mortal lover.”

			My heart sinks into my gut. “What are you talking about?”

			“Well, since she will be living for a bit longer than expected, I figure I should keep her around. I could use the company, and I’m sure she could too. I hear she has a thing for kings.” He winks at me. “Besides, with you in here, I’ll have no one to play games with.”

			“Maddox is not staying here,” I growl, moving toward the bars. Durian takes a step back. “She’s returning to the mortal lands.”

			“I suppose you won’t know what she does, as you will be locked in here.” He runs a finger lovingly down one of the bars.

			“My curse wasn’t even real. You can’t lock me in here if the pact was nothing but a game!”

			“Oh, the pact was indeed real. If Maddox had told you she loved you, I would have been forced to stop killing your lovers and friends—after I killed her, of course. But the pact doesn’t matter anymore, does it? After all…you practically begged to be locked in here. What sort of king would I be if I denied my brother’s only desperate request?”

			“Please, Durian.” My voice shakes as I clutch the bars, willing them to rot away. They don’t. Instead, they heat up until I can no longer bear to hold them, hands coming away raw and charred. “Leave me in here forever if you want, just let Maddox go.”

			“You aren’t exactly in a position to barter, now, are you?” He steps closer, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Don’t worry, Castor. Maddox will be taken care of. You know how well I treat my mortal women.”

			Then he disappears from my view, leaving me with only the company of my echoing cries.
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				Maddox

			
			When I first visited the Nightshade District, all I noticed were the dark and decrepit things, the dangerous creatures lurking in the shadows of forgotten buildings and distant trees. Foster care was a lot like that. Every new home and family had monsters, whether real or imagined. It took time for me to see them for what they really were. I didn’t let them grow on me; I never gave them the chance.

			But, here, I was so focused on my task, on killing the king, that I forgot to see the worst in everyone else.

			Now I notice the women dancing barefoot in the street to the haunting music played by satyrs and pixies. I hear laughter, unrestrained and free. I feel safer here, walking through the neglected streets, than I do in the gilded Crown District with a million golden guards.

			That is, until I turn down the rickety road leading to Mondo’s Mausoleum.

			No one dances here. No one speaks, as if it’s understood that a whisper could draw the wrong person to his door. Now, as I step onto the damp wood of the bridge leading to Mondo’s home, I see why. Black vines slither between the slats in the wooden planks like dread slithers in my gut.

			The mausoleum is a lone turret of black stone enrobed in gray lichen. Spiderwebs drip from the branches like Spanish moss. It’s darker in this part of the forest. And here I stand, hair loose, a splotch of red in the monochrome. A bloodstain on a gray dress.

			I reach the bottommost step leading to the entrance, and the door slides open, disappearing into the stone wall. Out steps Mondo, tall, thin, and dressed in a cloak of oil-slick feathers, with nails painted deep maroon and pointed red snakeskin boots. Between his curling charcoal-and-iron horns sits a black top hat made of velvet with a bloodred silk band.

			“Miss Oleander.” His voice is like wind pushing through a narrow opening, high and reedy. “Audacious of you to come here all alone.”

			“I’m not known for my prudence.”

			“You are known for very little around here, I am afraid.” Mondo clasps his hands before him. “Given the short time you have graced us with your mortal presence.”

			Rather than sneer, I smile. “I prefer it that way. May I come in?”

			Given the ice in his dark stare, I almost expect to be turned away, but instead, he steps aside. “Most certainly.”

			The interior of the mausoleum contrasts starkly with the outside—warm earth tones, soft upholstered green-and-brown armchairs, and a crackling fire. Mondo sinks into the chair closest to the fire.

			Behind him stands a wall of wooden bookshelves filled with hundreds of seemingly random trinkets. A mortal watch, a small doll with brown skin and pink hair, an opal tiara, a broken teacup, and a withering snake’s skin.

			“What brings you here, Miss Oleander?”

			I hand him the paper Tamarind gave me.

			Mondo reads it a few times over and then presses a long index finger against his chin, assessing me. “Poison of that sort will cost an item of great personal value.”

			Though I’m not moving an inch on the outside, anxiety flutters in the depths of my chest, the locks on my metaphorical windows and doors straining from the pressure.

			“Do you have anything like that?” he asks.

			I dip my head in a nod and let out a long breath. My hand slides to my weapons belt, to the pouch filled with supplies. My meter. My test strips. My insulin. I wriggle my fingers farther over to my sheathed dagger, bloodied by almost everyone but the king.

			Without a word, I pull the dagger free and offer it to Mondo. He beholds the blade with an art collector’s eye, plucking it out of my hand and bringing it closer to his face.

			“This is not payment enough,” Mondo says after a moment. “I said an item of great personal value.”

			“That is of great personal value.”

			“A blade is a blade, and this one is no different. I see value in objects—value greater than gold and silver—and this is worthless, I am afraid.” He returns the dagger to me and waves toward the door. “If you have nothing else to offer—”

			“Wait.”

			Insulin for now, or a cure forever. Insulin in exchange for poison. Squeezing my teeth tightly together, I untie my pouch and pull out my last vial. My hand trembles as I hold it out, a heavy lump taking residence in my throat.

			I place the bottle in the cradle of his palms. Mondo lifts it to his eyes and runs a finger around the bright orange rim, then brings it to his nose, breathing in. A crease forms between his brows, and he looks curiously back to me. “What does this mean to you?”

			“It’s a mortal drug. It keeps me alive.”

			Mondo rolls the insulin between forefinger and thumb. Then nods. “Very well.”

			Reaching a long arm back, he places my offering on the bookshelf between a sapphire ring and a spool of pale green thread. A halo of light surrounds the vial, illuminating the insulin inside.

			Then the light flickers out.

			

			~

			Numbly, I trek in the direction of Magesté. I still have an hour until midnight, and I haven’t bathed in what feels like days. That’s my excuse for returning, anyway. If I’m being honest with myself, it’s because I know once I pump the king’s heartwood full of poison, I’ll have to flee this kingdom. And I can’t bring myself to leave without saying goodbye to Fern.

			The air is an oppressive force closing in. I’m trapped inside no walls, behind no doors with no locks, yet I’m trapped all the same. I’m trapped by my disease. I’m trapped by the deal I made. I’m trapped because I want to stay here. I’m trapped because I can’t.

			Once I kill the king, Castor will probably never forgive me. For murdering his brother, for lying, for plotting to kill him first. Because he will figure it out eventually. He’s naive, but not that naive.

			Despite the lack of food and drink in my system, the lower doses of long-acting insulin have driven my blood sugar up to a level well above my comfort zone. But I gave up being comfortable when I made a deal with a dryad.

			Rather than enter through the front doors, I climb through my bedroom window. I toss my weapons belt onto my bed and peel off Castor’s shirt, which I stole this morning. It smells like him. Like nepenthe smoke and pine needles.

			Once I’ve bathed, I stand before the washroom mirror, inspecting Tamarind’s handiwork across my cheek. Shockingly, the gashes are only thin white scars now. Then I dress like I’m preparing for a funeral. Because I am.

			I tie my hair in a damp bun on top of my head and grab a mortal collar and leash I took from a visitor one night, stowing it in a small leather satchel. My fingers graze against the deep green tree poison. Then I fill an insulin syringe with the toxic stuff and tuck it into my bun. Just in case.

			The last thing I pack in my satchel is my father’s journal. I stare at it for a long moment, turning it over like I sometimes do to see the dark splotches on the edges of the paper. Blood spatter from the day he was thoughtlessly murdered by a dryad. Something in the back of my head says, It wasn’t thoughtless, though. It was targeted. They knew what he was. They knew what he did.

			I open to an entry I’ve read a hundred times over.

			
				No clear-cutting. Selective logging is best for preserving forest life.

			

			Before, I thought he meant it was best for preserving the life of trees and forest animals. But now…What if he meant the lives of dryads? Because he knew that trees and dryads were interconnected. I can’t decide if this makes me feel better or worse, so I slip the journal into my bag and move to leave my bedroom.

			My fingers are wrapping around the handle when a distant slam and raised voices on the other side forces me to stop. I press an ear to the wood instead.

			“All this time, Evodia? This whole time? That’s why we’ve all been calling him King Castor?” comes Fern’s high-pitched voice.

			Evodia’s stern alto follows. “Fern, this place is swarming with guests from all over Sylveris. The Myrtle Queen has requested to stay here for the night—on the stage, of all places—so we have to get that set up for her and all the guests cleared out before she arrives. We don’t have time for this conversation. I’m going to need you to calm down or I will have to—”

			“Maddox could die and you’re telling me to calm down?”

			I was still before, but now I’m a statue, every atom in my body frozen in place, ears straining to listen.

			“For the Sovereign Tree’s sake, Fern. Castor is the cursed prince. What did you think that meant?”

			“I don’t know! He can rot dryads into ash with his terrifying fog power—is that not enough? How should I know it meant people who loved him would die?”

			“Castor’s pact is over at the Sylveris Solstice. If he doesn’t get Maddox to say she loves him by tomorrow evening, he will be locked in the Bloodwood Tree for a year. Do you know what that tree does to people? He will never be the same.”

			There’s a record scratch in my ears. As if my world has suddenly screeched to a halt while everyone else is still spinning.

			Of course. I’d always found it odd that Castor chose to spend so much time with me. Initially, I thought it was to keep an eye on the mortal who’d nearly murdered him. But after a time I thought—foolishly—that perhaps he wanted me. That he cared for me. Lucky for him, that’s what saved him. My unwillingness to slit his throat. That and the fact that oleander isn’t poisonous to dryads…

			Still.

			Everything had been a clever lie. Every single thing. Every conversation—fabricated. Every move he made—calculated. Every touch—forced.

			All lies. The pain of this realization cuts more deeply than the woodling’s blade in my thigh.

			“Well, good!” Fern’s screech echoes my fury. “Good. If he makes deals to kill perfectly nice mortals like Maddox who have never done a single thing to him, he shouldn’t be the same.”

			“Maddox tried to murder him.”

			If I were filled with any emotion other than betrayal and anger, I may think she had a point. But all I see is burning red.

			There’s a pause. Fern’s voice comes out less screech-like. Beneath the music from the performance above, I can hardly hear her. “Maddox wouldn’t do that.”

			“Oh, don’t be naive, Fern. Of course she would. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s been trying to murder him this entire time. You cannot trust mortals—especially when they have the Sight. You of all arborfae should know that. Who do you think cut down your forestlands? Who do you think killed your family?”

			Shame joins the toxic mixture of emotions swirling inside me. The image of my father’s wide smile bleeds together with the prince’s lopsided grin. Both villains, depending on who is reading the story. But Castor is mine.

			“You can’t blame all mortals for one’s mistake.”

			“It wasn’t just one,” Evodia growls.

			“Either way. Maddox deserves to know, and I’m going to tell her.”

			Evodia’s next words come out quieter, tinged in desperation. “I know you care about the girl, but you’ve only known her two weeks. I’ve known Castor since he was a sapling careening down Nightshade roads. He’s like family to me.”

			“If he’s like family and he is cursed to kill those who love him, then how are you still alive?”

			For once, Evodia doesn’t have a retort.

			And I don’t have time to wait for one.

			Like a thief, I slip back out of my window with a renewed taste for vengeance.

			Never trust a fucking dryad.

			Here I was thinking that I was the bitch, the liar, the con man. All the while, Castor and I were playing a game of cards. Forget the king or queen; I am the joker.

			It was all a game. And everyone was in on it—everyone except Fern.

			As I leave Magesté behind for the last time, a familiar sensation settles in, snuggling up beside the anger. A dark, sickening feeling the color of murky pond water.

			Rejection.

			It’s not the first time I’ve been abruptly and unceremoniously uprooted from my current residence. But this place—this hectic, ridiculous, incredible place—didn’t feel like just another spot to stay the night. For the briefest of moments, it felt like a home.

			This magic city in the treetops wasn’t ever meant to feel this real.

			In the mortal world, these same feelings would follow me as I climbed into the car of a social worker, looking out of the window to see the place I called home disappear around a corner. In the back seat, I would curl into a ball, locking down, protecting my heart from everything outside of it. Now it’s like that, multiplied by a thousand. My heart—my home—is a cage of impenetrable steel.

			The sound of rustling, followed by a light wind, accompanies a desperate voice. “Maddox! Maddox, wait!”

			Fern touches down in front of me, forcing me to stop abruptly. All my fury and betrayal and heartbreak are temporarily shrouded in affection and relief. I want to thank her for sticking up for me—to wrap her in a tight hug. But I’m too locked up and guarded to say anything other than “I forgot you could fly.”

			“I— Well, yes, of course I can fly. I have wings. But, no, that doesn’t matter. I’m so glad I found you! You can’t go meet the king—Castor, I mean. Because he’s not the king, actually.” She says all of this on one shaky breath. “He’s the cursed prince. And I only just learned what his curse really does; otherwise I never, ever would have let you—”

			“I know.”

			“—pursue him romantically or anything like that because you could actually die if you— Wait.” She blinks at me. “You know?”

			“I heard you and Evodia talking just now. I was in my room.”

			“You were? You did?” Her eyes widen to circles. “I went in there earlier and you were still—”

			“I climbed through the window. Listen, Fern. It’s okay. I don’t blame you for anything. You didn’t know. But I can’t talk right now. I have something important I need to do.”

			I start walking forward and Fern opens her wings wide enough for me not to be able to pass. “Please don’t hurt Castor,” she says tearfully. “He…Evodia loves him. Well, maybe she doesn’t love him, because she would be dead now, I guess. But she cares about him.”

			“I’m not going to hurt Castor.” Yet, anyway. “I’m going to kill the king. Durian.”

			“Kill him? Why—”

			“Because I made a pact with the Myrtle Queen to cure a mortal disease that I can’t afford to treat, and the guards change at midnight, so I need you to let me pass.”

			“Oh.” She folds her wings back down. “Why didn’t you just say that before? Do you need help?”

			This startles a laugh, which trails off to contemplation. “Um. Actually, yes.”

			Affixing the collar I tucked in my bag earlier around my neck, I hold the leash out to Fern. “I need you to pretend I’m your mortal pet so I can get back inside the citadel.”

			She looks decidedly unenthusiastic now, but she takes the leash anyway.

			“Let’s just hope we don’t meet any sadistic sirens along the way,” I mutter.

			Fern’s shoulders tighten at this. “Not all sirens are sadistic, you know…There are all sorts of different forest sirens, and…and, Maddox, I should tell you—”

			“Not now, Fern. I have literally zero time. Come on.”

			With a sigh, Fern follows me as I dash down the path to the Crown District.

			We make it back to the citadel a handful of minutes before midnight.

			There’s a group of dryads with moose-like antlers being let through the gates as Fern bops up. The tallest one looks over at me, at my dazed expression, and giggles. “Oh, I do love it here. Look at this mortal pet, Frond.”

			Whoever Frond is bursts into hysterical laughter. “How charming! She is a cute one. Look at those spots on her cheeks!”

			“Her name is Oleander,” Fern says brightly.

			The guards let each of these guests in, holding a hand up to Fern. “Invitation?”

			“I’m with the Magesté orchids,” she says, lifting her chin haughtily. “You should have been notified already.”

			Both guards exchange a confused look. “No one told us about—”

			Fern starts to hum, and the two guards go dazed a moment. “You will let us in,” Fern whispers in a singsong voice. Without a word, the guards nod and Fern moves quickly past, pulling me along with her.

			Temporarily forgetting my mission, I gape over at her. “What was that?”

			“Er…so, I’m not actually an arborfae.” She shoots me a guilty look. “I’m a tree siren.”

			I stumble on the curved pathway, picturing the black eyes and sharp teeth of Lorelai. “Holy shit.”

			“Please don’t tell anyone.” Tears well in her eyes. “Tree sirens aren’t exactly welcome here.”

			“I thought tree sirens were…like…evil.”

			“The ones who live around here are. The daughters of the Erlking. But my family isn’t—wasn’t like that. Before they were killed, I mean.”

			“Oh.” Right. Before my father and his team killed them.

			“Just please don’t say anything to Evodia. She’s been so kind to me, and if she knew—”

			“Fern,” I interrupt, “I’m about to murder a dryad king. Your secret is safe with me.”

			A myriad of kingdom visitors and courtiers stroll about in lavish gowns and velvet cloaks, carrying fizzing drinks and plates piled with berries drenched in chocolate. Music emanates from hidden instruments within trunks, and arborfae flit about, dusting the revelers in golden glitter. No one pays us any attention. I rip off my mortal collar and Fern immediately drops it on the ground, kicking it into a rosebush.

			We make it to the throne room just as the trio of guards are descending the climbing ivy.

			But another trio waits for them at the base. “Fuck,” I say. “Tamarind was supposed to distract them.” Then again, he was also definitely in on Castor’s whole lying scheme, so his word clearly isn’t worth much.

			“I’ll do it,” Fern says, moving forward.

			I clutch her wrist. “Wait, no—you don’t have to do that for me.”

			Turning back, she covers my hand with hers, squeezing gently. “You’re my family, Maddox. I want to.”

			Evidently, my heart is not completely made of iron, because it swells at Fern’s words, a lump materializing in my throat. “Be careful,” I whisper.

			She giggles, as if it’s ridiculous to think she would be anything else.

			From my spot in the shadows, I can’t hear what Fern says to the six guards, but I imagine it’s more singing siren magic, judging by the dazed looks on their faces and the way they traipse after her in the opposite direction.

			The second they depart, I dash to the climbing ivy, grasping the vines and hoisting myself up.

			When I was young, I’d climb trees all the time. There was this massive oak in our backyard that had a hollow place between three branches that made a seat of sorts. When my mom’s back was turned, I would grab a book and slip outside, disappearing into the arboreal haven. Sometimes wood sprites would make an appearance, blinking down at me with their curious eyes. It wasn’t until I was older that I learned not everyone could see them, that only me and my dad could.

			If only he had told me about all of this. About what he’d had to do for the Myrtle Queen in his endless service to her. When I learned about his pact, a new image of my dad emerged in my mind. I can’t make it fit my memories of him. I keep trying, but there’s always something off. Like a drawing that isn’t ever quite right. So you erase and redraw, erase and redraw, and erase and erase and erase until the page is more gray than white.

			A third of the way up.

			Determination floods my nervous system, calming and invigorating me at the same time. Something feels different now. Unlike all the times I tried to summon the courage to kill Castor, this actually feels right. The haunting image of the hanging boy, the wolfish glint in Durian’s eyes as they raked down my body, possessive and hungry. The mortal girls he has delivered to his rooms.

			After his betrayal, I’m not sure what Castor deserves…but I know without a doubt King Durian deserves to die.

			I climb like a spider outrunning a striking hand, finding the footholds along the vines with ease. Hope blooms as I imagine myself handing over Durian’s severed horns to the Myrtle Queen, being cured of diabetes—never to stab myself with a needle again or be bled dry by the relentlessly cruel health-care system. I imagine showing up at Javen’s apartment in San Francisco and getting some barista job that makes little money, but it won’t matter because I’ll only need enough for bills and food. Not a rich life or a fancy life, but a life I can manage on my own.

			Suddenly, my foot slips on a slick patch of the vine, and I scramble to right myself, biceps straining as I attempt to pull my body weight back up. In my silent struggle, the strap of my bag hooks itself around a jutting branch, tipping sideways.

			I watch, in slow motion, as the vial of tree poison slips out of the gap at the top and plummets. A million curses scroll across my mind like a theater marquee.

			The vial dives to the ground.

			Kisses the gleaming wood of the platform surrounding the throne room.

			Shatters into a million pieces.

			Poison eats through the wood like acid.

			fuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuck

			“No,” I growl.

			Heart hammering, I move to right myself, but as my hand grasps for a knob on the branch, a black vine wraps around my wrist, tugging it away. Slowly, a dozen vines with the same inky coloring coil around my legs and waist.

			Looking down, I see a splotch of gold at the base of the ivy. The Redwood King smiles. Then with a violent tug, I, too, am plummeting toward the ground.

			Instead of splattering all over the platform, I’m suspended in midair just above Durian’s head, like his vines are a king cobra holding its prey. Over his shoulder, a cluster of shocked onlookers gape up at me, glasses of wine frozen mid-sip. And just beyond that stands the Myrtle Queen, watching me with a mixture of dark amusement and disappointment.

			The vines lower slowly until I am right before Durian’s face. “Seems I underestimated my little brother’s mortal darling.” A wicked smile cuts across his face like a jagged scar through a painting. “He will be so devastated to learn of your true intentions in this kingdom.”

			I twist until my eyes connect with the Myrtle Queen’s. “Amanita!” I shout. “Help me.”

			Durian’s brows lift as he turns his gaze on the queen. The dryad cluster parts. “You know this mortal girl, Amanita?”

			The Myrtle Queen takes a slow sip of cherry wine, face impassive. She licks her red-stained lips. “I’ve never seen this girl in my life.”
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				Castor

			
			I’m in a room filled with a hundred corpses.

			The bodies are laid out on flat stone altars in an endless row. All of them have faces I recognize—faces I once loved. Numbly, I travel down the line, taking in every frozen relic.

			My fingers brush along the stiff shoulders of Cyperus, his usual broad smile replaced with vacant nothingness. I move on to Laurel, her long black hair cascading over the stone like a dark waterfall. Then there’s Jace. My heart palpitates as I take in his ashy blond curls, his high cheekbones. Falling for him was nothing like falling for Maddox.

			With Jace, everything was an explosion of fire and sound and light. All-consuming and overwhelming. But with her, it was slow…somehow. Despite the brevity of our dalliance. And most of the time it didn’t feel good. But I guess love doesn’t feel like one thing. Sometimes it catches your world on fire, and sometimes it floods it, slowly and covertly, until you find yourself suddenly unable to breathe.

			Of course, it was difficult for me to recognize at first. I’m never fully able to breathe.

			The next body in line forces me to stop in my tracks.

			Face the shape of a lovestruck heart. Hair the color of flames in the middle of a frozen wasteland—the only source of warmth in this room. Spots covering her visage like an inverted night sky. Her eyes are closed, but beneath the lids, I know there are silver irises glinting like starlight.

			“Maddox,” I whisper, kneeling beside her. The name feels like thorns raking against my vocal cords. My horns grow heavy, curving my neck forward. I press my forehead against the stone altar, wrapping my fingers around hers. They’re cold and stiff with death.

			Hot tears spill from my eyes, stinging my numb cheeks. I can’t remember how she died or when, but I know it’s my fault. It’s always my fault. I wear death like a billowing cloak and everyone in my vicinity perishes. Everyone. Something tugs at my mind—a recent revelation, but I can’t recall it.

			“I’m sorry,” I choke out. “I’m so, so sorry.”

			My fingers tighten around her hand until the smooth stone feel of it disintegrates into dust. Lifting my head, I take in the crumbling remnants in my palm. Gaze sliding up to Maddox’s face, I watch fissures appear in her skin, tracing constellations through her speckled cheeks until her skull collapses in on itself. I scramble backward, knocking into the altar behind me. A cloud of ash and blond hair rains down on my shoulders, and I breathe in a lungful of Jace.

			“No!” I sob, covering my head with clawed hands, rocking back and forth as my lungs spasm, trying to expel the literal ghosts of my past.

			No. No. No. No. No. No.

			“Gone mad already, brother? That was rather quick.”

			I jolt upright.

			All the bodies, the ash, are gone. I’m back in my small cell, and Durian stands before it. Suddenly, everything comes flooding back, and I remember. Those bodies I saw were all because of him. Because of his envy and narcissism. I wish I could pull him through these bars with me and trap him in here forever. Yes, it would make things more miserable for me, but at least I’d know he was miserable too.

			The light from the lantern he carries casts devilish shadows over his sculpted face, still handsome all the same. Perfect and striking and golden. The light to my darkness, or so I thought. Because his beauty, his perfection, his light, shines only on the surface. Beneath that golden exterior is nothing but decay and disease. A shiny apple with a rotten core.

			“I brought something for you.”

			My words come out in a strangled growl, a rabid beast who’s gone too long without tasting blood. “I want nothing from you.”

			“Oh, I think you’ll want this. Though you may change your mind after you find out what she’s been doing.” He turns to someone unseen. “Come into the light so he can see you.”

			Tugged into my line of sight by a snakelike vine is a bound and gagged Maddox. She struggles in her bindings, wild silver eyes landing on me. But the tenderness they held last I looked into them has been exchanged for ire. My stomach twists and sinks.

			She knows.

			“Maddox, darling,” Durian purrs, running a finger under her chin as her mutinous gaze darts back to him. The vines gagging her slither away, and she coughs before baring her teeth. “Why don’t you tell Castor what it is you were doing outside the throne room?”

			For once, Maddox looks almost guilty. For the briefest of moments, at least. Then the guilt burns away. “Why doesn’t Castor tell me about the pact the two of you made?” she spits in my direction. “How did that go again? Find a stupid mortal girl to fall in love with you and die so you can be cured of your bullshit curse?”

			I move closer to the bars, swallowing her words like poisoned wine. “Maddox,” I whisper. “My curse isn’t—”

			“—real?” she finishes. “I know. Tam and I figured it out a few hours ago. Right after…” Her sentence drops off. She doesn’t need to finish it. We both know what she was going to say. “Not that it matters now—your sadistic brother is going to have both of us locked up in this fucking hell tree.”

			“Oh, I will only keep you in here for a bit, love.” He brushes the backs of his fingers down her cheek. She pulls away from him, but he clutches her chin. “Long enough to break that fighting spirit of yours. I have other plans for you.”

			“NO.” I make to reach for him through the bars, but they burn my arm until I’m forced to pull it back. “Let her go, Durian. Do whatever you want with me, but let her go.”

			“Oh, naive little Castor,” Durian says in a falsely sympathetic tone. “Don’t you see? You’ve been fooled by this girl, with her speckled cheeks and innocent dimples. She is rather clever; I’ll give her that. Even with our extra precautions and guards, she somehow managed to infiltrate this kingdom and convince you that she’s something other than a murderer in mortal’s clothing. In fact, she was just caught climbing the ivy outside the throne room, carrying a bottle of tree poison meant for my heartwood.”

			“Can you blame her?” I say. “My only disappointment is that she was not successful.”

			Durian’s cocky smirk falters. “Maddox’s goal was, and has always been, to rid this kingdom of its king. And didn’t she once believe you to be the king?”

			The doubts and suspicion I had about Maddox when I caught her with that golden dagger at the top of the throne room creep back in—and the shadow of guilt in her silver eyes doesn’t help. “She had plenty of chances to kill me and didn’t.”

			“I never said she was a skilled murderer,” Durian remarks dryly. “But why don’t we ask her? Did you come to this kingdom with the intent to kill the Redwood King, Maddox? Be careful. The Bloodwood Tree will know if you’re lying.”

			I want to tell her this isn’t true. That, as long as Durian is in here with his lantern and Sovereign crown, the tree won’t touch her. But I’ve made the mistake of underestimating this breathing prison before. And part of me wants to know what she will say. Tam’s desperate words rattle in my mind. Maddox is the one who figured it out. She knew because her father was the mortal man who killed Cyperus.

			Staring blankly ahead, Maddox grits her teeth. “Yes. I did.”

			Durian’s grin widens. “And at any point, did you have intentions of killing Castor?”

			A flicker of emotion makes its way across her face, but she’s locking down now. I can see the doors slamming shut in her eyes. “Yes. I did.”

			My heart is a boat on a violent sea, taking on water. It starts to sink.

			“Did you ever try to kill Castor?”

			“Yes.”

			The boat capsizes.

			“More than once?” he asks.

			“Yes.”

			“More than once?” I echo. The words come out hollow.

			Maddox’s head tilts down as Durian throws his own back in a mad cackle. “How tragically ironic. A pair of star-crossed, homicidal lovers.” The bars in the cell across from mine slide open, and Durian’s vines shove Maddox inside. She stumbles to the ground, throwing her hands out to catch herself. “What’s even more tragic is that Castor is in here because he was trying to protect you from his imaginary curse. I think he may have even loved you.”

			I don’t even try to stem the tears leaking from my eyes now.

			Durian looks over his shoulder at me, clicking his tongue three times. “All the mortals you could have chosen to romance, and you picked the one without a heart.”

			Climbing to her feet, Maddox lunges toward Durian. But the cell door slams shut, and she’s met with wooden bars.

			“You’ve already had your chance at killing dryad kings, I’m afraid,” he says, stepping backward. “Let’s see how you fare in a tree that can sense your deepest and darkest fears.”

			I don’t even have to lock down this house. There’s nothing inside. “She will be fine,” I say in a detached voice. “She’s not afraid of anything.”

		

	
		
			
				37

				Maddox

			
			The cell bars flatten and turn into a seamless wall, shutting me off from Durian and Castor’s gaze.

			I’m almost relieved.

			Once, I likened Castor’s eyes to a mahogany dagger stabbed through a beating heart. Before the mornings of steaming coffee and witty exchanges. Before we were both laid bare. When his eyes held only warmth and familiarity. But now it is After, and I don’t know what to compare them to anymore. I don’t know if I’m supposed to trust my heart or my gut.

			He either had the audacity to pretend he was suffering at my betrayal, brows turned up in sorrow, tears crashing down his cheeks…or he was genuinely upset. Perhaps he’s just a fantastic actor. I’ve seen him cry more in the past two weeks than I’ve cried this whole year, I think. But as much as I try to focus on my hate for the cursed prince, who isn’t really cursed, all I can hear is Durian saying, What’s even more tragic is that Castor is in here because he was trying to protect you from his imaginary curse. I think he may have even loved you.

			Sinking to the floor in the center of my cell, I accordion my legs, wrapping my arms loosely around them. I rock back and forth just to have something to do. Pretending my mouth doesn’t feel like sandpaper, pretending my vision isn’t blurring at the edges from the lack of insulin in my body, pretending everything will be okay, knowing it won’t.

			Back and forth. Back and forth. Back and forth.

			There used to be a wooden rocking chair in my living room. When he was home, my dad would sit in it on cold nights. I would crawl into his lap, and he would tell me stories. I don’t know which of his stories were true and which were fairy tales, now that magic and reality are thoroughly blurred. Maybe nothing is magic. Maybe everything is. All I know is magic is far from the sparkling, warm feeling I once imagined it to be.

			I miss Javen, his infectious laugh and fierce loyalty. I miss walking on solid ground. I miss cheeseburgers and fries and all that greasy mortal food.

			But as much as I long for my old mortal existence, I miss my life from only a week ago even more. Donning gowns and confidence at Magesté, laughing at Fern’s ridiculous questions about mortals, throwing Castor shade while sipping coffee. Kissing him on a piano top.

			I have roots in so many places, it’s been impossible for me to grow. Here they felt more solid somehow. Buried deeper. Which is a ridiculous thought, because it was only a matter of time before I was uprooted again.

			Because I’ve been a raging terror in everyone’s life. To my mom, my foster families, my bosses, my friends. Eventually, I’m too much for them to handle in one way or another. It’s probably for the best that I’m in here, that I’ll be gone soon.

			I press my face between my knees, still rocking.

			“Maddox! Maddox, I hope you’ve been thinking really hard in there. If you’re a good girl, I’ll let you out.”

			With a start, I sit straight up. But I’m no longer in my cell.

			I’m in a tiny bedroom: twin-sized bed tucked beneath a slanted ceiling, red-and-black checkered quilt, logs for walls, a tiny bookshelf filled with worn books, a doll with a lazy eye, a stuffed fox. And a door that locks from the other side. It’s been sixteen years since I’ve seen this room—the day the social worker brought me here to pack some clothes after my parents’ deaths.

			Shaky legs carry me to the door. “Mama?”

			My mother’s voice bleeds through the crack. “Have you thought about what you did, Maddox?”

			“Let me out! Please. I need my insulin. I don’t feel good.”

			“Maybe you should have thought about that before, young lady.”

			A sob escapes my throat as I press both hands against the wooden door. “Mama, please. I’m sorry.”

			What did I do? I can’t remember what I did to upset her this time.

			Cruel laughter sounds from the other side of the door, and I stumble backward, tripping over something. Falling to the ground, I throw my hands out to catch myself. Pain sparks in a thousand places across my palms, my arms, my back. I look madly around to see what I’ve landed on. Lifting my hand, I bite back a gasp. Dozens of empty insulin needles penetrate my skin. I’m a human pincushion. I try pulling them out, but mounds of needles rise from the floor of my room like a ship taking on water.

			The laughter stops suddenly. The lights in the room blink out.

			When they return, my mom is in front of me, electric-blue eyes wide and face red like it would get when she was in one of her states.

			“This”—she snatches one of my needle-covered hands in her own—“is what”—presses a bloody finger to a glucometer—“happens”—the meter counts down and beeps, flashing the word HI—“when you’re a bad diabetic.”

			“I’m sorry,” I sob. “I tried. If you wouldn’t have locked me in here, I could’ve taken insulin to bring it down. I could’ve—”

			“Are you blaming this on me?” The vein in her temple stands out. A spray of saliva leaves her lips as she spits the words, “I was protecting you.”

			She’s never like this when Dad is here. She’s never like this around anyone but me. It doesn’t feel like being protected.

			“For Christ’s sake, Maddox, why did you eat that candy yesterday? Look what it’s done to you.”

			I want to deny it. I don’t remember eating candy, but maybe I did. Why would she lie about that? Why would she make it up?

			A sudden wave of nausea hits me hard in my gut. I double over and vomit a choking wave of sugar onto the needle-littered ground. My mother claps a hand over her mouth.

			“You could be in DKA,” she says in a muffled voice, growing hysterical now. “We have to get you to the hospital. We have to call your dad. You could die from this. I’m going to call your dad.”

			The lights flicker again and the next moment she’s gone and the door is closed. I see the bolt turn.

			“Wait!” I sob. The piles of needles multiply, plunging through the fabric of my clothes and into my skin.

			Why would she leave me like this?

			A sharp rap sounds on my tiny window, and a shadow blocks the light outside. Then I see the glint of red hair.

			“Dad?” I breathe.

			He shakes his head, his weathered face a mask of disappointment. “You should’ve listened, Maddox. I told you. I told you to never trust a dryad.”

			“Help me,” I cry out to him.

			Needles in my neck now. In my chest.

			“It’s too late for me to help you now.”

			I’m drowning in a sea of syringes. I curl forward into a ball, the way I would if I was locking down. Trying to protect my face, my eyes.

			An empty house with doors and windows flung open. That’s all I am. I just have to close them. But I tug on the handle and the door won’t budge. I try to pull the windows shut, but they’re stuck. The inside of my house fills with empty insulin vials. Needles rain down on me. I try to run, but there’s nowhere to go. Tears track down my cheeks, and a sob escapes my throat.

			“You’re even weaker than I thought,” says a voice that doesn’t belong to either of my parents.

			The needles pricking my skin vanish. I uncurl. I’m no longer in my childhood bedroom. I’m back in my empty cell.

			It wasn’t real. None of it was real.

			Durian grasps the wooden bars, which are once again cylindrical, his hands sliding slowly down. I touch my cheeks, and they come away wet. Fuck this tree.

			Beyond him, Castor sits on the ground, back curved as he stares into the middle distance. Despite my anger toward him, something deep in me longs to pull him into my arms. To offer comfort and safety like I did less than twenty-four hours ago.

			“I’d love to know what you would see in here,” I say to Durian, wiping my tears away as I stand to face the king I couldn’t kill. “The horrors this tree would conjure for you. Or would you merely end up in a dark room with no gold or people to fawn over you?”

			Durian strokes the bars of the cell, looking at them like fond friends. “Luckily, the tree is unable to imprison a Sovereign king. But when I was a child, my brother Cyperus had me locked in here a few times. Believe it or not, I was just as afraid of monsters as any other young dryad.”

			“So you turned into one.”

			“It’s easy to act as though I am the only monster here, but let us take a look at you, shall we? Not exactly the image of goodness and morality.”

			I swallow at the truth in his accusation. If I’m being honest with myself, I have never been all that fond of “goodness.” I equated it with spoiled brats. It’s easy to be good when you have a good family with good jobs and a good upbringing. I believed that forgiveness was weakness. That being selfless was for those with no self-worth. That being generous was the mark of a person who had too much to begin with. I’ve never understood people like Fern who have lost everything and still found it within themselves to be giving and kind.

			“I may be a bitch, but I’m not a monster. Not like you.”

			His chin tilts down, half-gilded sandalwood horns poking through the bars while his mouth curls into a sinister grin. “Perhaps. But you are the one in the cage.”

			“And you put me here—put your own brother here,” I snarl. Castor lifts his head at this, listening. “Because you are sick and twisted and would rather play games with people than show them decency or compassion or any other human emotion.”

			“Ah, well, that’s the problem, you see. I am not human, am I? I am a dryad.”

			“Castor is a dryad, too, and he can’t not show his emotions. I tried to teach him how to hide them, but he can’t. He’s basically one giant teardrop.”

			“Thanks,” Castor mutters.

			Durian snickers at this. “He’s always been weak. That’s why he is the one behind bars, and I am standing out here.”

			Castor and I may be selfish, desperate assholes who have made questionable life choices…but neither of us is weak. And we are practically angelic next to Durian.

			I recall Evodia’s fervent words to Fern:

			Castor’s pact is over at the Sylveris Solstice. If he doesn’t get Maddox to say she loves him by tomorrow evening, he will be locked in the Bloodwood Tree for a year. Do you know what that tree does to people? He will never be the same.

			I’ve been in here ten minutes and I’m already seeing things. I can’t imagine a year of this. Not that I have a year left without my insulin. I’m down to counting the hours. Again.

			My heated conversation with Castor resurfaces in my mind. Just before he lifted me onto that piano and everything fell apart. And at the same time…pieced together.

			Would you die for the cursed prince?

			If I loved him, I would.

			“It’s embarrassing, really,” I say to Durian after a moment. “To think that the whole reason you’ve done all of this is because you’re jealous of your little brother.”

			Disgust and a glimmer of bitterness darken the king’s eyes until they’re the color of tree poison. “Why would I be jealous of an adopted abomination everyone despises?”

			“Because people don’t despise him, do they? They love him. In fact, even after you invented your little curse, they kept loving him. How many people did you have to kill to convince Castor he was cursed? Over and over and over. All those people willing to die for the cursed prince. But no one is willing to die for you, the golden king.”

			His upper lip curls, but I can tell by the set of his shoulders he still thinks he’s the winner of this game. “Shame the one person he needed to love him was trying to murder him instead.”

			“A person can both love someone and want to murder them. The fact that they don’t go through with the act is the proof.”

			Durian visibly tenses.

			All I can see of Castor is his shadow in the lamplight, his head now hung. It tilts at this. “If that is true, why did you not murder me?”

			“Because I did fucking love you, Castor.” There is more agony in the words than I’d like.

			His shadow goes utterly still, head turning toward me. “And now?”

			“Now, I hate you.” His head starts to bow again, and Durian’s shoulders relax. My heart thrums. “And yet…I love you still.”

			Several things happen at once. A loud crack splinters the air. Both Sempervirens brothers look down at their wrists, then over at each other. A pact completed. The bars to Castor’s cell slide open just as Durian pushes through mine—moving between the wooden bars as if they’re nothing more than dangling vines.

			“You really shouldn’t have said that.”

			Like a prowling lion, he slinks forward, then lunges, clasping my wrists and slamming them back against the wall. Vines erupt from the floor, slithering around my legs as Durian holds my arms above my head, pinning them with his hands clamped just beneath my wrists. His breath burns hot on my neck, his nose dragging along my jawline. “I’m going to enjoy killing you the most, I think.”

			“Get off her,” Castor warns from the other side of the bars, looking more murderous than he did the night he killed the blood nymphs. He holds out his hands, a dangerous cloud of rot and decay billowing between his palms. But it crashes against the bars of my cell like they are a wall of glass. Solid again.

			Without releasing my wrists, Durian turns to lay eyes on his brother, a laugh rumbling in his chest. “You may have been liberated from your prison sentence, but I have one final kill to make.”

			Yeah. So do I.

			I twist my wrist back, my fingers wriggling into my hair, piled on my head and tied in a bun. My fingers root around until I grasp the base of the syringe I tucked there yesterday, expertly popping off the cap with one hand. Like I have a million times before.

			With a flick of my wrist, I bury the needle deep in Durian’s neck and push down on the plunger. Dark red blood pools around the needle, pumping his carotid with the tree poison I filled it with.

			It takes the Redwood King two seconds too long to realize what I’ve just done. His green eyes grow wide. Durian releases me and claps a hand to the syringe in his neck, ripping it out. Blood follows the needle in a spurting stream. He blinks up at me, the vines sliding from my legs. Veins of black spread from his wound, spiderwebbing across his neck and up his face, darkening the whites of his eyes and turning his lips a purplish gray. He opens his mouth as if trying to gulp down air, but instead, a rattling gasp turns into a strangled cry.

			Then he crumples to the ground, neck twisted at an unnatural angle, eyes staring at nothing. The bars to my cell glide open and the empty syringe falls, rolling to rest beside the dead king.
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				Castor

			
			For years, Durian made me believe I was plagued to be unlovable. That I was a revolting, cursed thing. So I became what I believed I was. What Durian convinced me I was. After I was adopted, I believed the people who loved me were doomed to die, so I kept everyone at arm’s length. Embraced the darkness Durian brought out in me. Because he hated that Cyperus chose me over him. So he found the best way to punish a lonely, adopted boy. Keep him lonely forever.

			I suppose, in a way, I was cursed, having him as my brother.

			Looking down at his body now, I keep expecting him to pop back up. To remind me that he always wins the game. But he doesn’t. He just keeps lying there like a shiny new toy no one ever got to play with.

			Labyrinthine emotions thrash in my core, twining together until I can’t identify any single one of them.

			Relief takes hold of Happiness, which latches onto Pain, who grabs hold of Regret, which turns into Anger, which settles into Numbness. Then I remember what Maddox said, I love you still, and the emotion that comes next is unnamable. Perhaps it is all of them woven together. Without thought, I reach for her, an invitation.

			Maddox looks up at me with eyes that can’t seem to decide if they should be guilty or proud. They skip over both of those and settle on fury. She takes a step back.

			“You think I’ve forgotten about the pact you conveniently neglected to mention during our night of secrets and sex?”

			“Maddox—”

			My hand grips air, falling to my side.

			“The coffee. The kindness. The conversations. Was that all just a lie? Just you trying to get me to fall in love with you?”

			“At first, yes, it was a lie.” My chest aches at my honesty, at the betrayal in her eyes, as if she hoped she’d been wrong. “At first. And then…it wasn’t anymore.”

			“When wasn’t it?”

			When indeed.

			I hated her, then I wanted her, then I needed her, and then I couldn’t bear the thought of losing her. The timeline is liquid. It’s smoke. It’s poison mixed with blood.

			“I don’t know. Maybe when we had wine for breakfast. Maybe when I first saw you in one of your Magesté outfits, and I couldn’t catch my breath. Maybe when I found out you were actually funny and clever and not just mean, so I had to mentally practice my jokes on the samara ride there to keep up with you. All I know with certainty is it was definitely not a lie when I kissed you on that piano top or when it crumbled to the ground, and you wrapped your legs so tightly around me I thought I might come right there in front of all those guards.”

			Maddox’s face flushes. From embarrassment or lust or anger, I’ll never know which, because I simply continue. “But then you held your own against a blood nymph and walked my drunken soul home when I nearly rotted Magesté. Told me I was too lovable and looked at me like you meant it. Then you came to my branch in tears, worried for me, kissed me like it was all you’d ever wanted. All of my reactions to that, the feelings that you can read all over my face like no one else, those were all real. And after our night together, I knew. I knew I would rather spend a year in this godsforsaken tree than let you die for me.”

			She looks at me for a long time and then shakes her head. “Well. That was quite the gamble you made if you were being genuine all that time, knowing I could die any second.”

			Shame turns to bitterness in my chest. “I wasn’t the only one with invisible blood on their hands, was I? You came here to kill the Redwood King. And for quite a while, that’s who you thought I was.”

			Her eyes fall to my brother’s body, mouth tightening. She doesn’t deny it.

			“Why?” I ask. “Why did you come here to kill the king? Were you just bored with your mortal life and decided it would be fun to murder a dryad? Like your father did?”

			Maddox flinches, eyes squeezing shut a moment. “No. I…” She stops, guilty eyes casting down. “I made a pact too.”

			“With?” The question is foolish as there are only two dryads with whom she could have made a heartwood pact, and one of them is dead. “Ah. Why did you make a pact with the Myrtle Queen?”

			“I’ll explain after I’ve retrieved Durian’s horns.”

			“His horns?”

			Maddox drops to her knees, inspecting the sandalwood horns I once envied so. “Yes. Do you have a knife or something so I can cut them off?”

			I look from her to my brother’s corpse, his perfect cheekbones still slightly pink. The man who never truly loved me. The man who made me feel lonelier when I was standing beside him than when I was all alone. Never outright dismissive, especially in front of others, but always sure to offer comfort in the form of dark, painful reminders. There were glimpses of a brother there, though. Sometimes he would tell me about his day, about the things he saw when he visited the Iron King, about the ridiculous things other leaders would say in Council meetings. He would even invite me to join him in a game of chess every now and then. But, of course, he always had to win.

			Despite all of that, my throat feels thick with grief. But I’m not about to cry. Not after Maddox called me a giant teardrop. For once I’m the winner of this game. And somehow, I don’t feel any sense of victory. Only the same bone-deep numbness. Without speaking, I kneel beside Maddox, pressing my fingers to the base of each of Durian’s horns. My power surges, warming my hands as a line of concentrated decay sears through the wood until the horns clatter to the floor. Maddox picks them up, the size of eggplants in her hands. She stuffs them into the oversized pockets of her cloak as if they are nothing more sacred than a crumpled-up piece of paper.

			“The Myrtle Queen told me if I killed the Redwood King, she would rid me of my mortal disease.”

			“Disease?” Despite her clear distaste for my nearness, I step closer, my hand lifting to her forehead.

			“I’m not sick.” She steps out of my reach again. “It’s more complicated than all that. It’s an autoimmune disease called diabetes. Depending on a mortal’s circumstances, it can be deadly, and my circumstances were pretty un-fucking-ideal. So.”

			Like a twig snapping beneath a heavy footstep, disjointed memories click together in my mind. The trembling of her hands. The occasional glaze in her eyes. Sneaking away to the bathroom before she eats anything. The juice and sugar crystals. Nearly passing out on the couch that morning. The needle on the floor.

			“So you…made a pact with the Myrtle Queen to cure you?”

			“Such a quick mind you have.”

			A sickening sensation trickles down my nerves like acid rainwater sliding over a leaf.

			“You should not have done that.”

			“Well, I had no other choice.”

			“None you knew of,” I say softly. “If you had come here, come to me, I could have—”

			“Stop.” Her ever-steady voice quakes. “What’s done is done. Neither of us can change the past. Just get me out of here.”

			Agony settles in my chest. For a moment, I see it reflected in her eyes. Then it’s gone.

			For a handful of torturous minutes, when she admitted what she’d done, I’d tried to dredge up my buried hate for her. For lying to me, for not telling me what her father did, or about her true intentions in this kingdom. But then I looked at our mutual sins scattered before us. Both selfish and ugly, and yet…I couldn’t bring myself to hate her. I still can’t.

			I lead Maddox down the stairs of the Bloodwood Tree. We pass by a cell, and I do a double take. Tamarind is pressed against the wall, wearing a haunted expression. The tree must have a deep hold.

			“Tam.” I press my hand to the bars, and they immediately open for me. My brow furrows. “How—?”

			“Durian’s dead,” Maddox says impatiently. “Technically, that would make you the only Sovereign brother left.”

			“I can’t…be king.” I press a hand to my forehead, to the minuscule crown I wear, a fraction of the golden monstrosity Durian donned every day. How can I go from the cursed prince to the Redwood King? I’ll say two words and the entire kingdom will flinch away from me. I’ll be speaking to an empty throne room.

			A weak voice breaks through my panic. “Cas?”

			Tam blinks up at me, expression disoriented and confused. I reach for his hand, pulling him to standing. “Gods, you look like death. Good people aren’t meant for this place.”

			“I’m fine.” He looks past me to Maddox. “Did you…?”

			“Eventually,” she grumbles and then nods once. “He’s dead.”

			“Yes, about that.” I turn to Maddox. “His heartwood will already be dying. If anyone has noticed, which I’m sure they have, they’ll be panicking, looking for his body—and the last they saw, you were climbing up the throne room with tree poison. So…you’ll want to keep your hood up.”

			Maddox lifts the dark material, hiding her red hair.

			A group of golden guards waits at the base of the staircase, seemingly surprised to see the three of us rather than their king. I’m guessing they haven’t been outside to see that their boss is…no longer their boss.

			“He’s with a prisoner,” I tell them with as much authority as I possess. “He asked not to be disturbed and for all of you to wait here for him. Don’t let anyone up there.”

			The guards exchange wary looks, unused to being ordered around by the cursed prince but outranked all the same. Maddox keeps her head ducked as I guide her out by the arm. Tam follows, avoiding eye contact with the guards.

			The entrance to the Bloodwood Tree lets out in sight of the candelabra branch. Durian’s heartwood has lost all vibrancy. The green leaves gone, the once-red bark now a dull rust color. Panic has broken out among the citadel guards and servants. Shouts can be heard in the distance. Quick feet and lamentations.

			“Tam, stay here and make sure no guards go in or come out—for as long as possible.”

			He nods curtly, the shadows under his eyes deep and dark from a night spent in the Bloodwood Tree. I press a hand to his shoulder, and he covers it with his own. Maddox tracks the gesture, and the hint of a smile lifts her lips, but it’s gone just as quickly.

			“I overheard Evodia say the Myrtle Queen is staying at Magesté,” she tells me.

			“I can walk with you.”

			She doesn’t agree to this, but she doesn’t tell me not to either.

			We descend a winding staircase to the bottommost path, where few dryads travel. Maddox walks quickly, arms crossed. “Well, congratulations,” she says in a falsely bright tone. “Your pact is complete. Your revolting brother is dead, so you don’t have to worry about people dying if they get close to you. You got everything you wanted.”

			“Not everything,” I admit quietly.

			“What did you not get? A fancy crown made of gold and rubies? An outfit woven from moonlight and stars?”

			“I don’t care about any of that.”

			“What do you care about? Anything other than wine, nepenthe, and sex?”

			Her assumption stings. “Right now, there are few things I care about. The foremost of which is walking beside me.”

			She whirls around. “It’s too late for all of that, Castor. Whether your curse was real or not, you believed it was. You went into that pact believing I would die in the end. And when we were both lying naked in your bed and you were spilling out your soul, you could have told me then, but you didn’t. So I’m sorry, but you don’t get to say that you take it all back. Because that doesn’t change what you did.”

			Her cheeks are flushed, eyes wild and on fire, hands shaking. Mine are shaking too.

			“And what of your pact?” I say, agony morphing to anger. “Let us not dance over the fact that you believed I was the Redwood King. Do you take me for a complete fool, Maddox? Do you think I don’t realize that the only reason you spent all that time with me was because you were trying to find a way for me to trust you? To get me alone?”

			“I got you alone and still I spared your life,” she snarls.

			“Before or after you thought you’d poisoned me with oleander wine? I’m guessing that wasn’t an accident, was it?”

			“I—”

			“And yet you feel validated in painting me to be the one with blood-coated hands when you showed up in this kingdom with a golden dagger. A dagger you wasted no time in hiding behind your back as you kissed me at the top of the throne room.”

			“Okay, but—”

			“A dagger you had every intention of plunging deep into my heart if Tamarind hadn’t caught you. Am I wrong?”

			“Castor—”

			“Am. I. Wrong?”

			I know the answer before she says it.

			A muscle twitches in her jaw as she lifts her chin. “No. You aren’t.”

			“Then which of us is the kettle and which is the pot?”

			“Neither. I am the dagger, and you are the disease,” Maddox says hotly. “I am the axe, and you are the poison. We were a doomed combination from the start.”

			“Why, then, do I feel this way?” I ask, aware that offering up any vulnerability to her is dangerous now. It always has been. “Like I’ve just lost a vital organ and am meant to continue on without it.”

			“Because we dance with darkness, you and I,” she murmurs. “I told you I was drawn to broken things. Evidently, we both are.”

			We dance with darkness.

			I’ve always been rather fond of darkness. The moon and stars are brightest in the deepest hours of night.

			“You know what the worst part of it is?” There’s a catch in her voice. “The worst part is that this was the first place that truly felt like home. But it was all an illusion. It always is for me. Every time I think I’ve found something safe, something real, it’s ripped away and exposed for the lie it was.”

			Heat burns in my eyes, sears my throat. “Maddox—” I reach for her, but she pushes my hand away.

			“Don’t touch me. I know the way to Magesté. You can return to your tree castle in the sky. Better get ready for the Sylveris Solstice; you represent the Redwood Kingdom now, after all. Enjoy your new throne, Your Majesty. And don’t forget that I’m the one who put you up there.”

			Her words slash, sharper than her dagger. Cutting and digging and tearing through my flesh, leaving me bleeding on the dark path as I watch her walk away. A slowly dying flame.

		

	
		
			
				39

				Maddox

			
			My anger at Castor has fizzled out into exhaustion. I know I’m being a hypocrite. I know I came here, dagger in hand. Brewed a bottle of poison I had every intention of delivering if I hadn’t discovered his true identity. But for just a moment, I thought he was good. Actually good. Turns out, he was just good at pretending. Just like me.

			At Magesté, everything continues as normal. No matter that their former mortal bookkeeper murdered their king. No matter that the “cursed” prince will soon be crowned the Cursed Redwood King.

			Nothing matters but sex, drinks, drugs, and dances.

			Outside, the purple lights are blurry. My tingling feet drag. It’s been…I don’t know how long it has been since I’ve taken insulin. Since I’ve eaten anything. My head pounds and my stomach aches. I place a hand before my mouth, huffing air to find my breath smells sweet and fruity. A sign of impending diabetic ketoacidosis.

			The Magesté doors swing in. Evodia stands beside her desk, dressed in a gown of dazzling rubies. An exceptionally drunk satyr is telling her a dirty joke, and she pretends to laugh.

			I pull my hood back, and Evodia’s focus moves quickly to me. “Oleander. You’re—”

			“Alive?” The word comes out icy. “Yes. But don’t you worry, so is your precious prince.”

			Relief slackens the shock on her face. “How—”

			“I’m sure he will tell you all about it over wine and nepenthe later. Right now, I need to speak to the Myrtle Queen.”

			Evodia straightens. “The Myrtle Queen is not to be bothered, Miss Oleander.”

			“Trust me, she wants to be bothered by this. And my name is Maddox. I’m not a fucking flower.” I move toward the feathered curtain on the left.

			Stepping around the desk, Evodia blocks my way. “I will give you one more chance to—”

			A familiar form enters through the green curtain. Tan skin, braided mohawk, permanent scowl, and black antlers. “The axeling is with us,” Drosera informs her.

			Face morphing from annoyed to surprised to almost amused, Evodia turns eyes on me. “So that is your little secret, then. You made a deal with the Myrtle Queen.”

			“Yep. I’m a desperate mortal cliché.” I follow Drosera into the uncharacteristically empty theater. The crimson stage curtain is closed.

			Drosera looks me over. “Not going to lie, axeling, I am truly shocked you’re still alive.”

			“I’m shocked you care.”

			“Oh, I don’t,” she assures me. “Just shocked. Anyway, Queen Amanita has made the stage her suite, but she won’t mind you interrupting, I’m sure.”

			Drosera leads me up the stairs and halts at the front of the closed curtain. “Atlas,” she hisses to the slit in the material. “I have a delivery.”

			I flinch at the word. “Don’t call me that.”

			“Sorry, I have a pain in the ass out here. Please take it off my hands.”

			The curtain twitches open to reveal Atlas. Dark blue eyes grow round when she sees me. They hold shock, like Drosera’s, but also relief. Despite everything, I offer her a tired smile. Among the thorns and brambles, kindness has still managed to grow in some places.

			“Who is it, Atlas?” The Myrtle Queen’s chilling voice rings out from the shadows of the stage. “Tell them I’m rather busy.”

			Atlas pulls the curtain open and waves me inside.

			A massive bed sits upstage, its headboard replaced by a shattered mirror with gold running through the cracks. The queen lies in the center, dressed in leather armor enrobed in a decorative bodice. Our most requested male orchid, Adonis, hovers over her, completely nude and erect. I would’ve blushed two weeks ago. Now my eyes merely pass over him to the dryad he’s worshiping.

			Queen Amanita Umbellularia pushes his face away from her neck, a slow-spreading grin unfurling. “Maddox Sinclair. What a wondrous surprise to see you after the night’s thrilling events.”

			“Ah, you do remember me,” I say. “Funny, I thought you’d forgotten.”

			“We were in the middle of a celebration meant to keep the two kingdoms allied together. Admitting I recognize the mortal trying to kill the Redwood King wouldn’t be the wisest choice on my part, now, would it?”

			An angry breath catches in my chest. “King Durian is dead. Our deal is done.”

			Adonis goes white, sliding from the bed like syrup dripping off a stack of pancakes, terror-struck eyes fixed on me. The Myrtle Queen shoos him away. “Leave, boy.” She waits for him to scurry out of the theater before she speaks again. “And the horns?”

			Reaching into the deep pockets of my cloak, I pull out Durian’s horns, still wrapped in gold leaves. A gleam enters the queen’s eyes, and she slides to the edge of the bed, holding out her hands.

			I stay where I am. “When does the other half of the pact happen? When do I get what I am owed?”

			I’m so fucking tired.

			A phantom grin casts darkly over her features. “When you hand me the horns.”

			I hold on to them more tightly. “How do I know you will uphold your end?”

			The queen’s mouth thins. “Heartwood pact magic is the most powerful of dryad spells, which is why it’s reserved only for the Sovereign. Not even I could stop it from giving you what you asked for.”

			The Myrtle Queen stands, moving downstage. When she reaches me, she holds out her hands, palms up. She speaks in a low, melodic tone. “Hand them over, Maddox, and you will be granted everything you asked for. You have my word.”

			My heart roars in my ears. All of this suffering, this desperation to survive, has culminated in this moment. With trembling hands, I place Durian’s horns into the cradle of her palms.

			A sudden and violent shudder shakes the ground, and a blinding pain shatters through my skull, bringing me to my knees. Time and space and existence blink out momentarily. As if I’m no longer here. As if I’m no longer anywhere. First, intense agony, so much that I think I might pass out. Then, nothing but darkness.

			Slowly, every sense bleeds back in.

			Hands pressed against Magesté’s stage.

			Arms holding me up.

			Legs and knees on the hardwood floor.

			An odd taste settles on my tongue. Not metallic, but bitter, like I’ve been chewing on firewood. My head bows forward. Heavy. It’s so heavy.

			My eyes open. All I see before me is my shadow, and a pair of two-pronged antlers jutting out from my shadow’s head, like those of a young buck. I sit back on my heels, my hands sliding up my face, over my forehead, stopping at the base of the antlers, confirming their existence.

			What. The actual. Fuck.

			Climbing to my feet, my eyes catch on the shattered mirror headboard. A hundred redheaded girls with a hundred tawny antlers standing a foot above their heads reflect back at me.

			I turn my head to the left and the dryad girl does the same. Her gray eyes blink when mine do. Her mouth falls open like mine does.

			She is me.

			I’m the dryad girl. Those are my antlers.

			Again, I reach up, jerking my hand away when I find they’re still there, rough and coarse like tree bark.

			Everything is silent. Even my thoughts. Like a fractured cog in a clock that’s trying to tell the time but can’t, so it just clicks and clicks and clicks. The jazzy music has stopped playing. No one speaks. I turn my heavy head until my eyes land on the Myrtle Queen leaning against one of the four pillars of the bed, a sly smile on her scarlet lips.

			“What did you do?” I breathe.

			“I did as you asked.” She lifts both of her hands, still holding Durian’s horns. “You no longer have to suffer with your mortal disease. You are cured and will live for a very long time. And, as your service is now bound to me, you will never want for a home or gold.”

			Drosera and Atlas appear just as stunned as I feel, standing together near the curtain. Atlas’s eyes sparkle with tears.

			“You turned me into a dryad.”

			“You didn’t ask me not to turn you into a dryad, now did you?”

			A serial killer is all I want to turn into now. I already murdered the Redwood King. Might as well keep up my streak. “And my service is bound to you? What about that part?”

			Her red lips curl up. “An added bonus for all of my kindness.”

			“You bitch.” I bolt toward her, intending to wrap my hands around her windpipe.

			Stop. Amanita’s voice echoes in my head. My feet plant of their own accord. Of her accord. I can’t move. I try. But I can’t.

			“Why?” Tears thicken my words. “Why would you do this?”

			Queen Amanita saunters to me, running a long finger across my cheek and tucking a loose piece of hair behind my pointed ear as she leans in to whisper, “Because I can.” I shudder as she pulls away. “Because I lost my most loyal servant years ago, and it was time for a new one.”

			Something in her tone makes me pause. “Did you lose him, or did you dispose of him?”

			She raises both of her hands. “Either way.”

			Sparks of memories return to me, the cruel-faced dryads with the leather armor and spears. No trace of gold or grandeur. Of course they were Myrtlewood dryads. “You had my parents murdered.”

			“I was fulfilling your father’s pact.”

			“He made a pact to become your servant in exchange for his own death? Sorry if I call fucking bullshit on that.” I hate that my voice is shaking, betraying my unraveling.

			“No. He asked for me to save you. So I did.”

			Acid fills my stomach. “Save me?”

			“You two asked for the same thing, actually. Ironic, isn’t it?” She chuckles. “Though he didn’t word it quite so precisely as you. Your father and I knew each other for quite a while, in fact. He’d been my mortal servant for many years. King Cyperus’s pathetic excuse for military aid was doing rather little in the way of protecting my forests. So when your father found me, I thought…who better to serve a dryad kingdom than the very thing it was protecting itself against? A mortal axman.”

			“So…that’s when he asked you to save me?”

			“No, no.” She waves a dismissive hand. “That was long before you were even thought of. Your father wanted something quite different the first time we met.”

			“What did he—”

			“Now is not the time for that story. Anyway. For a time, he was an excellent asset. He would report to me the forests his company intended to fell, and I would suggest alternatives. Preferably in the Redwood Kingdom, just outside of the Redwood Court wards. But he got clever with me. Started felling only some trees and leaving the ones housing dryad souls behind.” She shakes her head in disappointment. “Then when he came to me again, beside himself with grief, he said his daughter was very sick. Afraid you might die, the poor thing. He told me about your disease, about your ailments. But I’d been watching you, watching your family. I knew you both had the Sight, that he was a mortal axman. And I saw what your mother did.”

			What my mother did.

			The images from the Bloodwood Tree return, poisoning my mind. I always knew, deep down, that what my mom was doing wasn’t okay. I knew that she was the reason I kept getting so sick. It wasn’t me sneaking an Oreo or having a low blood sugar. It was her keeping insulin from me, keeping glucose from me when I needed it.

			But she wasn’t like that all the time. Sometimes she was gentle, loving. She taught me how to play piano and the ukelele. She sang me to sleep in the hospital beds her actions put me in.

			My father, though, had no idea. He didn’t deserve to be punished for his wife’s actions.

			“So my father fulfilled his side of the pact with you, killed the Redwood King…and you repaid him by taking his life.”

			“I punished him for betraying my trust, for thinking he could find a work-around in our first pact and then come crawling back to make a second one. So, yes, I took his life…but I satisfied the pact by saving yours. A few more weeks with that abusive mother of yours and you would have been the one lying still and cold on the ground.” Queen Amanita promenades around me, stepping slowly. The spotlight makes her shadow giant. “You should be grateful.”

			This is why I ended up in foster care? This is why I ended up here? Sure, my mother was flawed—greatly flawed, even—but she was still my mother. I never really thought of what she’d done as abuse, not like parents who hit and hurt their children. She was…ill. Maybe she could have gotten better with time.

			I will never know. Because of the dryad queen before me.

			“Well, thank you so much, Your Majesty,” I intone. “How shall I repay your kindness? Leap off the edge of this treetop kingdom? Guzzle poison? Murder the final Redwood King?”

			Her laugh catches me off guard. “No, we can keep dear little Castor alive…for now. I have need of him yet.”

			I shake my head, trying to process everything, still unused to the weight of my antlers.

			“Oh, don’t look so sullen, darling,” she says. “I did you a favor.”

			“By changing me into a dryad? Taking away my autonomy?”

			“You should be glad to be rid of your mortal stench,” she growls, animallike. Somehow, now that I am her physical equal, she has never seemed more alien. “Mortals have done nothing good for the world. Besides, I gave you what you wanted. Gave you more than you even asked for. Not only will you get to live a full, human lifetime, but much longer. Dryads live as long as their heartwoods.”

			Right. I have a heartwood now. I wonder where it is. The thought of my life source being tethered to a tree anyone can access makes me feel oddly vulnerable and exposed.

			I run my hands up the base of my antlers to the pointed prongs. I’m not even upset anymore. I’m not sad. I’m just angry. Livid. So mad I’m shaking. For a bizarre moment, I wonder about my blood sugar. Then I blink, shaking my head. I don’t have to worry about that anymore. A lump forms in my throat.

			A surge of dark rage spreads through my veins. I glare up at the Myrtle Queen through my lashes. I have no physical barriers now. Nothing to stop me from plotting against her. Mark my fucking words: Saving the axman’s daughter will be the greatest regret of her life.
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				Maddox

			
			Decked in an obsidian gown with a skirt that looks like fog turned solid, I follow Queen Amanita to the Sylveris Solstice. News of Durian’s death has spread through the kingdom. There is a mixture of low chatter, tears, and worry mixed with nervous whispers about Castor becoming the Redwood King. If they only knew how cruel their former king was.

			No one seems to recognize me as I enter the citadel. Then again, why would they? My ears are pointed, and a pair of fucking foot-tall antlers have sprouted from my cranium. I’m unrecognizable to even myself.

			When I take a citadel corner too sharply, the outermost prong on my right antler knocks hard into a low-hanging branch. “Ow. Motherf—”

			Drosera cackles beside me. “There was a branch there.”

			A muttered curse leaves my mouth as we wind our way to the throne room. Fashionably late, of course. Atlas offers me a commiserating smile, but I ignore it. I’m not in the mood to be commiserated with.

			Tense silence greets us in the throne room. Yesterday’s raucous revelry has been replaced by a somber air. Dryads dabbing at their eyes. Arborfae openly weeping. I want to scream at them all. Durian was a manipulative, evil, murderous tyrant—and yet they mourn him. Because they weren’t paying attention. Because they saw what they wanted to see. The whole room is filled with shrouds of black. I almost feel bad for Castor.

			Almost.

			My gaze seeks him out. Something unwelcome stirs in my core. He’s not yours now, I remind myself. He never was. Dressed in a bloodred doublet and charcoal breeches, Castor stands before the Sovereign Throne, his face an emotionless mask—as if he’s finally learned how to lock down.

			Three druids encircle him and begin what almost sounds like a Gregorian chant, speaking a language I don’t recognize. Their deep voices permeate the silence, rising up the column of the Sovereign Tree and reverberating off the wooden walls. I can feel their words in my bones. Abruptly, they stop, and the one standing in front of Castor places a crown of black thorns on his head before descending the dais with the other two.

			Without speaking, Castor sinks onto the Sovereign Throne. A beat passes. Then a thousand crimson flowers bloom up the high back and travel all the way to the ceiling. Like the tree has been sliced from stem to stern, hemorrhaging red flora in the place of blood.

			And just like that, Castor is the Redwood King, the other half of a pair of Sylveris rulers.

			An odd sensation flutters in my chest. If I were to examine my feelings toward the new king, I would say they were something akin to pride and affection. But I’m currently ignoring any and all feelings other than numbness.

			Amanita doesn’t seem to be in a hurry to join him on the dais. As the queen is approached by a pale-skinned man with platinum hair, steel-colored eyes, and a pair of dark antlers shot through with silver, my attention is pulled away from the king.

			“Ah, Wolfram,” Amanita says with a clear hint of distaste in her tone. “Still here, I see.”

			“Of course. The drama is positively delicious this year, isn’t it?” he drawls, holding up a glass of deep red wine.

			A silvery black tattoo veins along his forearm and peeks out just above his cover. Every single one of his fingers wears an iron ring.

			Ah, of course. The Iron King.

			His clothing is rather mortal-looking, like he’s just an eccentric businessman and not a fae royal, down to his pointed snakeskin boots, which look like he bought them from Tecovas. When I glance back up, I find his assessing gaze on me.

			“And who is this?” he asks. “She looks rather familiar, doesn’t she?”

			Wonder if he was one of the partygoers who witnessed the humiliating series of events ending in a shattered vial of tree poison and my subsequent capture.

			A sharp-nailed hand wraps around my shoulder. I resist the urge to shrug out from beneath the queen’s grasp. “This is my newest lady-in-waiting.”

			I meet the man’s steely eyes but say nothing. “Interesting,” he says, white-blond eyebrow arching.

			Curtsy, Amanita’s voice commands in my head.

			Without thinking, I slide my right leg behind my left, knees bending slightly as I dip my head forward. My teeth grind.

			“Was she with you last night?” the man continues, eyes dragging down me. “I would have remembered hair that color, I’m certain.”

			“No,” Amanita retorts tightly. “She was elsewhere.”

			“Well, I do hope you bring her to the Iron Court. For the Games, perhaps. What fun we would have with her there.”

			My teeth clench at this pair of rulers talking about me like I’m not right fucking here.

			“Perhaps. If you’ll excuse me, Wolfram. I must join our new Redwood King.”

			I start to follow her, but hear the word Stay, and my feet plant beside the sugarberry tarts, ceasing to move. I try to kick forward but merely sway as if I’m stuck in cement.

			This fucking bitch. I swear I am going to ram her with my antlers. They must be good for something other than knocking into tree branches.

			Drosera and Atlas trail the queen, leaving me alone by the tower of tarts. The golden light of a nearby lantern makes the sugar crystals atop the pastries shine like glitter. My mind returns to the last time I stood in this very spot, seeking a remedy to my low blood sugar. The night my tart was stolen by the same man who sits upon the Sovereign Throne now. My mistaken king.

			Everything has changed since that night. If I’d known then what I know now…would I still follow Castor up those spiral stairs?

			I take a tart in my hand, bringing it to my lips.

			The smell of buttery pastry, sharp tang of sour berries, and almost-burnt scent of caramelized sugar wafts up in an intoxicating wave. Yesterday, I would have needed at least three units of insulin to cover this tart. Even then, it probably would have raised my blood sugar to obscene heights.

			Glancing up, I note Queen Amanita’s amused smirk cast back at me, reveling in her new pet Sinclair. Every single ounce of hatred in my blood boils for her. If only I had Castor’s rotting power or Durian’s choking vines. I would end her right here and now.

			My fist closes on the tart in my hand, but instead of crumbling to bits, it turns sharp and hard. An inexplicable heat pulses in my veins, pooling in my palm like cupped fire. Frowning, I slowly uncurl my fingers to reveal a tart made of obsidian, the sugar sprinkled on top now sparkling black crystals that shimmer in the golden lights. A slow grin unfurls.

			This will do.
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				Castor

			
			Isit upon my throne wearing a crown made of onyx thorns.

			The Sylveris Solstice passes in tense silence. Hardly anyone smiles. Tears are wept for Durian. Poor King Durian. The golden king. No curses are thrown my way. No glares or angry words. No words at all, in fact. Just silence and shifting eyes.

			The throne feels cold, like it hasn’t warmed to me. Like it never will.

			I take a sip of wine, but the angry edges of my world don’t soften. A feast has been laid out. A smorgasbord. Roasted meats and glazed vegetables, piles of fruit and greens, mounds of seeded bread and acorn clusters. Then there is the table piled high with sweets. Bowls of jams and jellies. Pastries, pies, and other sugary confections. A memory of a sugarberry tart and glinting silver eyes flashes across my mind.

			Despite the absence of my “curse,” my heart feels more raw and empty than ever before. Like Maddox had been using it as her metaphorical house, keeping it full and safe and secure. Locked up with her inside. Now she’s fled from it, left the doors and windows flung wide. Vacant and vulnerable.

			“Always so glum,” comes a smooth voice. “Careful or they will dub you the Melancholy King.”

			“Better than the Cursed King, I suppose.”

			The Myrtle Queen stands beside me, looking out at the quiet crowd. “You are thinking of the girl, aren’t you?”

			My hand tightens around the stem of my glass. “Did you cure her?”

			“She told you of our pact, did she?”

			“Is she cured?” I ask again.

			“Don’t you worry, dearest. Maddox will not have to deal with her mortal affliction ever again. But you’d do best to forget about your time together. I am not so cruel as your brother was, but I do not do well with sharing my things.”

			I cant my head in her direction. “Sharing what things?”

			The queen slides a long-fingered hand across my shoulders, stroking in slow circles at the top of my back. “Maddox, silly. She’s all mine now.”

			Slow creeping dread slithers in my gut.

			I shake my head, trying to rid my ears of her words. “What are you talking about, Amanita?”

			“You’ll see. Would you like more wine? Perhaps a sugarberry tart?” she asks in a saccharine voice. “I’ll have my newest lady-in-waiting fetch it for you.”

			She snaps her fingers.

			At the table filled with food, a dryad with hair like fire reaches for one of the sugarberry tarts and a flagon of wine. This queen certainly has an infatuation with redheads. Though I suppose I am certainly not one to talk.

			I catch the Myrtle Queen’s assessing stare on me. There is something in her expression that hints at glee.

			“What precisely is so—”

			A familiar—and yet unfamiliar—voice cuts me off. “Your tart, Your Majesty.” The red-haired dryad stands on the topmost step of the dais, holding out a small silver plate topped with a single sugary pastry. “You seem rather hungry.”

			The image of my hand holding out an identical pastry to a girl in a golden gown resurfaces. Have another. You seem rather hungry.

			The empty glass falls from my hand. Speckled face. Silver eyes. Antlers sharper than blades. I go numb, as if my nerves have fizzled out from the shock.

			A woodling scurries over to clean up the mess I’ve made as I stare, slack-jawed, at the dryad who cannot be anyone other than—

			“Maddox?” My eyes fix on her antlers before moving to the queen. “What did you do?”

			“Isn’t it wonderful?” Amanita coos, sitting on the edge of my throne now. “I told you Maddox has been cured of that pesky mortal ailment. Given the gift of longevity and nature magic. Wonderful, don’t you think?”

			“Your tart?” Maddox repeats, her speckled face a mask of indifference. Quite the opposite of mine, I’m certain.

			Without a word, I take the silver plate from her hands. Our fingertips brush, and I fear I may burst into flames.

			The Myrtle Queen slides off the armrest now, trailing her hand along my shoulder blade. Maddox’s eyes track the gesture.

			“I’ll leave you two to get reacquainted a moment.” Stopping beside her, the queen whispers in Maddox’s ear, and she stiffens in response. Amanita turns back to me and says, “Remember what I said about my things, darling.”

			In the queen’s absence, a gaping chasm of unspoken words and heartache remain between Maddox and me. All the moments we’ve shared lie scattered and broken like shards of glass.

			My mouth opens and closes on empty words. Then finally, “So. You’re a—a, um—”

			“A dryad?” she finishes. There’s no emotion in her words. Of course there isn’t.

			My eyes won’t stop casting up to her antlers. They’re a redwood russet a few shades darker than her hair. They suit her somehow. Yet there is something distinctly Myrtlewood about them. “How did…I mean, are you happy with this?”

			She opens her mouth, pauses, shakes her head a little, and then smiles. “Why shouldn’t I be happy, Your Majesty? I got everything I wanted, didn’t I?”

			Again, she shakes her head, as if trying to clear it. Bemusement gives way to fury. Maddox takes a single step back. Then another.

			Don’t leave me. “Going so soon?”

			“I trust that you and I will meet again soon enough. Perhaps I’ll see you at the Iron Court. Apparently they have games there. I know how much you like those.”

			Every year around the fall equinox, Durian would leave for a monthlong trip to the Iron Kingdom. He always returned with tales of bloodshed and gambling, and several golden trinkets he used to decorate his living quarters. Rumor has it I joined him there once. Evidently whatever I saw was worthy of wiping my mind of the experience entirely. But I was just the cursed prince then. Now that I’m king, my presence may not only be welcome but expected. “Ah. Yes. Perhaps you will.”

			She takes another step, and I hold up the silver plate with the sugarberry tart. “I trust you didn’t slip poison in this?” A jest in the shape of an olive branch. I’m practically begging her to take it.

			But Maddox turns away now, retreating down the dais. The olive branch withers. At the bottom, she turns her head, the smallest smile tugging at her lips.

			“Hasn’t anyone ever told you to never trust a dryad?”

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Dear Reader,

			There’s this thing I do that therapists may call intrusive thoughts or catastrophizing, but I call it what if–ing. It’s a way for me to mentally plan out what I would do as a diabetic in specific scenarios—some unlikely and some that actually came to pass, like What if I lose my job? or What if my health insurance stops covering my supplies? And less likely situations like What if there was a zombie apocalypse? How would I survive?

			I did the same what if–ing when I wrote from Maddox’s point of view. What if I lost my job and health insurance and had no family to turn to for help? What if I knew dryads existed? What if someone like the Myrtle Queen lived only a short drive away? Would I dare go there? Make a deal with her? Would I be desperate enough to kill a dryad king in exchange for a forever cure?

			Perhaps not. But…I’d definitely consider it.

			I was diagnosed with type 1 diabetes at the age of twenty-five. (Which is considered relatively old for a disease once known as “juvenile” diabetes, but there isn’t page space to get into all of the misconceptions out there.)

			There is a unique loneliness to receiving such life-altering news while living on your own. No parent sitting next to you in the doctor’s office or learning all of the ins and outs of a disease they will help manage until you’re old enough to gently learn. Drowning in questions, I turned to the internet for support and guidance. I was shocked to find online groups full of thousands of fellow diabetics asking questions, sharing knowledge, empathizing, and making light of this heavy thing we all carry.

			Honestly, I don’t know what I would have done without the initial support of that little community, the only ones who truly knew what I was experiencing. But what I also learned is that type 1 diabetes is far from a monolith. It is not one size fits all. Food, insulin, exercise, and everything in between affect us all a bit differently, and certain things work for me that don’t work for others. Some diabetics can eat cereal every morning, while I can just look at a box of Fruity Pebbles and get a blood sugar spike.

			One thing I do know is that a diabetic’s financial status and access to affordable health care makes a huge difference in their management of this disease. I didn’t have to exaggerate that crushing reality for Maddox. It may seem dramatic of her to let her insulin get down that low, to have to ration it to her own detriment. But this is sadly a reality for far too many…but they have no dryads to make a deal with.

			So I will leave you with some sobering statistics found in the 2024 T1International Survey:

			
					
					Over 9.5 million people live with type 1 diabetes across the globe.

				

					
					1.9 million of those reside in the United States.

				

					
					Globally, 37 percent of people with type 1 diabetes reported rationing their insulin.

				

					
					Globally, people with type 1 diabetes are spending an average of 12 percent of their income on insulin and glucose self-monitoring supplies.

				

					
					Survey respondents in high-income countries spent on average 9 percent of their income on insulin and glucose self-monitoring supplies compared to over 64 percent in low- and lower-middle-income countries.

				

					
					People with type 1 diabetes are spending an average of almost $131 each month on insulin and $167 monthly on glucose self-monitoring supplies. (This can vary widely, of course, depending on insurance coverage.)

				

					
					Nearly 80 percent of respondents reported difficulty accessing insulin or glucose self-monitoring supply shortages, prescription issues, or traveling long distances to obtain insulin.

				

			

			The embers of this story were fanned into flames the day I learned my insurance at the time would no longer be covering my insulin pods. The out-of-pocket price went from $150 to $2,400.

			In the sentiment of Maddox Sinclair: Fuck that so very much. [image: heart emoji]
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