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N othing had changed. 

Except  that  I  wasn’t  only  a  warrior  for  the  Fae  King  of  Jasfin,  but  I  was  also  his girlfriend.  I  was  becoming  close  friends  with  Jasfin’s  high  priestess.  I  didn’t  live  in  the warrior quarters anymore, but in the King’s very own gilded quarters instead. 

Oh, and I had magic. This meant I wasn’t fully human. I still didn’t know exactly what I was, only what I was  not. 

Okay, everything had changed. 

When I woke up, I stretched under the thick covers that kept the cold of winter at bay and rolled over. 

Ren’s side of the bed was empty. When I slid my hands over the thousand thread count sheets, they were cold. 

My stomach sank. It had been weeks since we’d woken up together and spent our mornings lazing in bed, getting to know each other, exploring each other. Talking. Or not talking. 

I sat up and rubbed my eyes. I had a lot to do today. Nylah, Jasfin’s high priestess, had asked me to see her in the cathedral at my earliest convenience. 

When I’d arrived at the Fae palace, after being grossly mistaken for a king slayer, I’d lived in the warrior quarters and woken up before dawn to get ready to train, to learn how to use my body as a weapon and defend the King. 

Now,  I  was  comfortable  enough  with  my  body—I  was  fit  and  strong  and  ready  for  battle  at  all times—that  I  didn’t  have  to  train  alone  in  the  mornings  anymore.  I  was  part  of  the  elite  guard.  The warriors on the team had all accepted me, and I trained with them in the afternoons. 

My mornings were set aside to work on my magic, and sometimes to train alone with the Fae King

—my mate. Now that my magic had been unlocked, I needed to learn how to use it, how to live with it humming through my veins. I needed to learn how to control it. 

“Good morning,” Nylah said with a smile when I found her in the old Gothic library, in a wing of the cathedral where she spent most of her time. She looked up from the thick tome she was studying. 

“How did you sleep?” 

“Well enough,” I said and sat down in an armchair close to the fire. I shivered when I drank in the warmth. 

It  had  snowed  during  the  night,  and  the  world  was  cloaked  in  white.  The  snow  lay  thick  on  the windowsills outside, pushed up against the glass, as if the cold wanted to come in. 

Nylah nodded, but her attention was already on the ancient scribbling in front of her. Her chestnut

hair hung over her shoulders like a silken waterfall. She often wore it tied back in a tight braid. When it was loose, it made her look like an ancient being, especially when she wore her white robes with it. 

“I  can  feel  it  when  you  stare  at  me  like  that,”  she  said.  When  she  looked  up,  her  golden  eyes twinkled. “What’s on your mind?” 

I sighed. “How do you know when something’s bothering me?” 

“I can  feel you’re unhappy.” 

I  glanced  toward  the  fire.  The  flames  danced  happily  around  the  logs,  slowly  consuming  them. 

The same happened to me sometimes. I was in the middle of a raging furnace, and the flames burned me, shaped me, changed me. 

“Do you think Ren resents me for the pending war?” 

Nylah blinked at me. “What?” 

“I killed Ren’s fiancé, Lucia. I didn’t mean to—it was an accident. But still…if it wasn’t for me, we wouldn’t be in the middle of a civil war right now.” 

When  Lucia  and  Zander  had  kidnapped  me—presumably  to  draw  out  Ren  and  kill  him  the  way they’d killed his father—the magic, already in my veins, had come out, and I’d killed her. 

Now, her parents were waging war against Ren. 

That would have been okay if it hadn’t become a civil war. It turned out half the kingdom had a problem with Ren choosing me, a  human.  Although, I wasn’t really a human—at least, not anymore. 

Nylah shook her head. “You killed her because Lucia and Zander were going to kill Ren and take over the kingdom. No, he doesn’t resent you. He loves you.” 

“He’s pulling away from me,” I said. 

I couldn’t help but think it was because he believed this was my fault. 

Nylah and Ren had grown up together. They were close friends and confidants, and she knew Ren better  than  anyone.  When  we’d  just  gotten  together  a  few  months  ago,  I’d  been  worried  about  our relationship and how Nylah would react to it. I was an outsider, a stranger. She didn’t push me away, though, and instead embraced me and welcomed me as a friend. 

In fact, she was happy for us. 

“It’s  a  difficult  time,  Ellie,”  Nylah  said  and  stood  up  from  her  desk,  closing  the  thick  tome.  A cloud of dust—or was it magic?—rose from the pages. “The war against Palgia is one thing, but it’s a lot to deal with when Ren’s own kingdom stands up against him. He wants to be a good king—better than his father. That’s a lot of pressure, even without pending wars. He ascended the throne during a difficult time.” 

I nodded. Nylah was right; things were tough right now. I understood Ren had a lot to deal with. 

But we’d been incredibly close when we’d first discovered our mate bond. After I’d returned home, when Lucia and Zander had been overthrown, Ren hadn’t been able to get enough of me. 

Now…

“This isn’t just about the war, either,” Nylah said. 

“No?” 

She shook her head. “This is about his heart. He’s careful. He doesn’t jump headlong into anything without knowing what he’s letting himself in for. Your relationship with him and your journey of self-discovery is new to all of us. Ren is playing it safe.” 

I swallowed hard and nodded. I tried to understand. On one hand, I  did get where he was coming from.  Everything  had  changed,  and  change  wasn’t  always  easy.  Even  if  it  was  the  good  kind. 

Everyone had to adjust, and so did I. 

But  a  part  of  me  was  terrified  that  what  Ren  and  I  had  shared  at  first,  the  incredibly  powerful bond between us, had been fleeting, and it was slipping through my fingers. 

Ren had been engaged when I’d met him. Lucia had been the future queen, ready to step into the role of ruling by his side. The match had been political, and there had been no love between the two of them, even if Lucia had kept calling him  my love.  And there had been no mate bond, either. Nothing like what we had. 

But the tiny, insecure little voice in my head kept asking if I was a rebound or a distraction after Ren had found out that Lucia, the female he’d been planning to marry, had plotted to kill him. I was terrified  that,  despite  proving  myself  worthy  in  his  eyes,  protecting  him  from  her  enraged  fury,  and fighting by his side, I wouldn’t be good enough for him. I didn’t belong. 

And one day soon, the borrowed time I lived on here at the palace would run out. 

“Stop overthinking this,” Nylah said. “I can see you wearing yourself out, letting your mind run in circles.” 

I nodded. I was letting my thoughts drive me crazy. 

“If Ren didn’t want you, he wouldn’t have asked you to stay. You live in his quarters and sleep in his  bed.  You’re  going  to  be  okay.  You  need  to  trust  that  what  he  feels  for  you  is  genuine.  Trust  his words, and have faith that it will all work out right.” 

“The term  faith is tough.” I glanced at Nylah. “I don’t know where I fit in anymore. I’m not Fae, and  I’m  not  fully  human.”  I  swallowed  hard.  “And,  if  I’m  not  Fae,  my  lifespan  will  be  less  than  a century. Will Ren still want to be with me as I age? He could live for thousands of years. And, if I’m not  Fae,  is  my  magic  good  or  evil?  The  Goddess  Terra  only  bestows  magic  upon  the  Fae,  not humans.” My mind swirled with questions. 

Nylah put her hand on my arm and squeezed. “We’re going to figure this out together. You’re not alone in this. We’re all here for you. Me, Dex. And Ren. Although it doesn’t always feel like it, Ren cares deeply for you, Ellie.” 

“Does he?” 

“I can feel it,” she said. “When I’m with the two of you, the bond between you is so strong, I can almost taste it. You shouldn’t take it lightly. A mate bond like that only exists when your love is true. It doesn’t happen by accident.” 

That made me feel a little better. The bond was still there. Whenever Ren and I were together, I felt  it.  I  experienced  his  emotions,  and  when  I  focused  a  little,  I  could  locate  him  anywhere  on  the property. Hell, anywhere in the kingdom. 

“What you need to focus on is getting to know your magic, getting to know who you are now that you’re not the woman you were before,” Nylah said. 

She was right. I had a lot of work to do on myself. Instead of focusing on all the things that could go wrong between Ren and me, I had to think about all the things that had gone right in my own life. 

“How do I do that?” I asked. 

“By asking yourself questions,” she said. “That’s how you get to know others, right? It’s almost the same when you get to know yourself.” 

I giggled. “That’s kind of strange.” 

“It is,” Nylah said with a laugh. “But we’re talking about your magic. So, let’s talk.” 

She  sat  down  in  her  own  armchair,  and  the  fire  crackled  happily  as  she  started  asking  me questions to help me get to know myself better. 

“Let’s start with an easy one. What does it feel like?” 

“What?” 

“Your magic—when you’re using it.” 

I  thought  back  to  the  day  Ren  had  come  to  save  me.  He’d  fought  Zander  to  the  death,  and  when Lucia had found out her lover was dead, she’d lost control. She’d had tunnel vision, and her only aim had been to kill the male who’d killed her lover. 

I’d stepped in, and my magic had taken over, protecting King Rainier, the male I loved. 

“I don’t know,” I said. “When it happened that day…it was like I was being pulled apart, coming undone  at  the  seams.  I  don’t  remember  what  the  powerful  burst  of  magic  was  like.  The  heat  nearly consumed me, but I can’t put my finger on it. I remember the fear beneath it. I was so scared I would lose Ren. I remember the determination to stop Lucia and her evil plot from succeeding.” 

Nylah hummed. “That’s interesting.” 

“What?” I asked. 

“Your emotions drive a lot of what you do and who you are.” 

I frowned at her, not understanding. 

“You acted impulsively when you killed the beast when you were first brought to the palace,” she explained. “That was driven by emotion, too.” 

“That was driven by not wanting to die,” I pointed out. 

Nylah grinned. “That’s the same thing.” 

I wasn’t sure I agreed, but I didn’t argue, and Nylah continued asking more questions. If this was what I needed to do to find out who I was now, then she could ask away. I just didn’t know how many answers I would have. 
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T he next morning, I woke up at the crack of dawn. Ren wasn’t in bed, but I would see him soon. 

I felt differently about our relationship after I’d paid a visit to the cathedral. Nylah had talked sense into me. 

I got dressed, ate a quick breakfast, and headed toward the training arena. 

Winter was harsh. The frozen ground crunched under my feet as I walked. An icy wind drove into my collar and up my sleeves, and I shivered. 

Ren  was  there,  dressed  in  his  training  clothes.  His  black  hair  was  in  sharp  contrast  to  his  light skin, and his eyes were the color of ice. 

But when I walked to him, his eyes changed. They grew deeper and darker, like the ocean, and I could drown in those eyes forever. Through the bond, warmth came from Ren. 

“Hello, beautiful,” he said and pulled me closer, planting a kiss on my lips. 

When he broke away, I was breathless. Moments like these made me think my worries about our relationship really were only in my head. 

“Ready to train?” he asked. 

I  nodded.  Ren  had  asked  that  we  train  together,  and  these  early  morning  training  sessions  were going to be the highlight of my day. Before we’d gotten together, they’d been incredible. Now, with our bond and how it connected us to each other, everything was more powerful, more  intimate. 

We  started  with  a  warmup  session.  We  ran  together,  following  the  two-mile  running  track  that circled  the  compound.  When  I’d  started  running  this  track  with  Dex—the  head  of  the  elite  guard—

when I’d just arrived, I’d thought I was going to die. Now Ren and I ran it with ease. 

After  our  warmup,  we  had  a  drink  of  water  before  getting  into  hand-to-hand  combat.  This  part was my favorite. It was a challenge to fight against Ren, because we were in each other’s heads so much. We predicted what the other’s move would be, so we could avoid it. It helped me to avoid his blows, but when he avoided mine, it was frustrating. 

It took a lot more concentration to do something unexpected, something he wouldn’t see— feel—

coming. 

When we fought, it was like a dance. We knew each other’s moves, and we ducked and avoided, stepped back, countered. 

When I got a blow in, landing a punch to Ren’s ribs, he looked surprised and let out a gush of air. 

“Oh, that was out of the blue,” he said. 

I laughed. “I’m getting there.” 

“I was distracted.” 

I shook my head. “Or I was just good.” 

He chuckled. “You’re getting better. I wouldn’t want to face you in battle.” 

He sank into his battle stance again. Through the bond, I sensed his intense concentration, and I also sensed his affection for me. It came toward me in waves. It was warm and gentle, and I wanted to wrap it around myself like a blanket. 

Ren spun around, his leg extended and low on the ground, and he swiped my feet from underneath me. I cried out when I fell and landed on my back. 

“You can’t let your emotions get the better of you,” he said. 

“Your emotions got the better of me,” I said, trying to catch my breath. 

Ren held out his hand and pulled me up. The contact between us was electric as ever. I looked into his eyes. His dilated pupils pushed the rim of blue to a thin line, and his lips were parted. The sexual tension between us was thick. It had been a while since he’d looked at me like that. Since the world fell away and we got lost in each other. 

My breath caught in my throat, and the need in Ren’s eyes echoed my own. 

 You can’t let your emotions get the better of you. Nylah had said that I was driven by emotions, too. 

If Ren could use my emotions against me, I could do the same. 

I focused on the feeling between us, the warmth that pulsed through the bond, and the desperate need to be together. I tried to dig down deep, to find the magic that resided somewhere inside of me, somewhere close to the core where I went when I meditated. 

I didn’t think I would find it, but I did. Still looking into Ren’s eyes, I pushed my magic toward him. It flowed through my arm and into our joined hands, creating a burst of power. 

Ren  yanked  his  hand  back  as  if  I’d  shocked  him,  his  eyes  wide  for  a  moment  before  he  started laughing. He shook his hand and then his head. 

“You caught me with my trick,” he said. 

“I’m here to learn from the best,” I said and waggled my eyebrows at him. I was proud of myself that I’d caught him off guard. 

Ren shook his head, still laughing. We walked toward the shade and sat down together, drinking water  while  we  rested.  The  water  was  crisp,  freezing  cold  in  this  weather.  We  were  both  hot  and sweaty after our training, but the chill drove into my clothes as soon as we stopped moving. 

“You’re truly getting stronger, Ellie,” Ren said. “I’m impressed with what you’ve achieved so far. 

I can see how you’ve grown.” 

I  nodded.  “I  can  feel  it,  too.  And  training  with  the  elite  guard  is  great.  I  thought  they  would  be against me, but they’re not. They all accepted me as one of the warriors.” 

“Only the best Fae have been chosen for the elite guard,” Ren said. 

“It makes all the difference in a fight when we’re so close,” I said. “I’m not worried about what will happen when we go to battle.” 

“You will not go to battle,” he said. 

“It might not come to that,” I agreed. “I hope it doesn’t. But when it does…” 

“I’m not trying to be positive. I mean it when I say you’re not going to battle—whether or not we fight.” 

I snapped my head around to look at him. His face was grim, his eyes back to their light icy blue. 

“What?” 

“You heard me,” he said and sipped his water. He was being serious. 

“Why not?” 

“Because it’s not safe.” 

I groaned. “How are we back to this?” He’d kept me out of battle before. I understood why he’d done it then. I’d been nothing more than a mere human, and no matter how strong I was and how hard I’d  worked,  I  hadn’t  had  what  it  took  to  stand  up  against  magic.  I  hadn’t  believed  it,  then,  but  I understood it, now. 

But I wasn’t that person anymore. I wasn’t just a human. I had magic of my own. 

I’d  proven myself. 

I wanted to argue with him. Ren cut me off when I opened my mouth to speak. 

“Don’t challenge me on this, Ellie. Let me do what’s right.” 

“It’s not right to keep me out of battle,” I countered. “You told me I proved myself worthy of being your warrior. You told me I showed you I could stand up and handle myself in a fight. Lucia didn’t drop dead all by herself, did she?” 

Ren pursed his lips into a thin line. He was irritated. But he wasn’t the only one upset right now. 

Could he feel my rage, too? Could he sense the injustice? 

“What’s the point of having me here?” I cried out when he wouldn’t say anything. “Am I supposed to be ornamental? Someone who can warm your bed, but I’m of no use otherwise?” 

He glared at me when I challenged him like that. “You’re on thin ice, Ellie.” 

“Right, because you’re the King and you call the shots, no matter what? What does it mean to be at your side, Ren? I’m not allowed to make my own choices? You decide what my fate will be, and I have no say?” 

“Don’t act like you’re just a possession,” he snapped. 

“Then don’t treat me like one,” I countered. “I love you, and I am here to stand by your side and fight for what is right. Don’t take that away from me.” 

I was aware of his anger, but I didn’t know which way this conversation was going to go. After all  our  training,  knowing  each  other’s  moves  exactly,  our  sparring  with  words  was  unexpected, unpredictable. 

I didn’t know if I liked the uncertainty for a change or hated that I had no control. 

“I  know  you’re  angry,”  he  said.  His  voice  was  calm,  controlled,  despite  his  anger.  His  self-control was immense. I didn’t have that same control when I was as upset as he was. 

“I know you’re a powerful warrior. You’ve proven yourself, so trust me when I say I know you won’t understand my reasoning. All I am going to say is that I’m not ready to lose you.” 

He stood and walked away, leaving me alone in the arena. Anger burned hot in my veins. My ears rang,  and  I  breathed  hard,  although  we’d  been  sitting  down.  My  heart  hammered  in  my  chest,  and  I tried to keep it together. Tears stung my eyes, and my throat was tight. His last sentence had been so raw, so honest. Ren didn’t want to lose me, so he wouldn’t let me fight. 

But if I didn’t fight, how could I not lose myself? 

Nylah was in her kitchen when I found her. I was furious, unable to calm down, still in training clothes. 

She frowned when she saw me. “You’re all darkness and fury.” 

“Darkness?” I asked, her statement pulling me out of the spiral of my thoughts. 

“Not  like  the  Conjurite  darkness,”  she  assured  me.  “But  when  you’re  as  upset  and  caught  up  in your troubles, it dims the light that you naturally exude.” 

I shook my head. “I didn’t know I had light.” 

Nylah  shrugged.  “It’s  difficult  to  explain.  It’s  not  visible  to  the  naked  eye.  At  least,  not  all  the time.” 

I hopped onto one of the kitchen counters. I didn’t always understand what Nylah was saying. She was  onto  something,  and  I  trusted  her.  She  would  never  lie  to  me  or  discard  my  feelings  as unimportant. Besides, I’d been born with the light. Wasn’t that what the prophecy said? The only part of it that Terra allowed us access to. 

I didn’t feel like I was filled with light. I didn’t feel like I was ethereal or pure or anything like that. I was a mess, and an outsider. It had been a long time since I’d felt like I didn’t belong. 

“What’s wrong?” Nylah asked. 

“Ren doesn’t want me to fight.” 

She only continued stirring the broth she was making on the stove, not answering me. 

“Do you agree with him?” I asked. 

“I understand that he’s scared something will happen to you.” 

“But do you  agree?” I insisted. I didn’t want vague, evasive answers. I wanted to know the truth. 

The last time Ren had tried to keep me out of the fight, Nylah had been the one to lock me in my room with magic so that I couldn’t run into battle. I’d been furious. She’d betrayed me. 

Nylah turned to me. “I think we should work on your magic.” 

“What?” 

“We should train you more intensely, so that you can use it.” 

“Do you think he wants to keep me away from the fighting because he thinks I’m weak?” I shook my head and threw my hands in the air. 

At  first,  they  had  treated  me  with  kid  gloves  because  I  was  human.  Now,  because  my  power wasn’t enough. I’d started a war, and now I wasn’t strong enough to follow through. When would it end? 

“He loves you, Ellie,” Nylah said. “And when you love someone, you do everything you can to protect them.” 

He’d already lost his father. It had been months since his death, but the pain still sat heavy with Ren. I shared his pain sometimes. His sorrow was so powerful at times, I drowned in it. 

“And what am I supposed to do?” I asked. “I love him, too. But if I tell him not to go to battle, he’ll laugh at me.” 

Nylah pulled her pot of broth from the stove. 

“Let’s focus on finding a stride, okay?” she said. “We’ll work it out. There’s time.” 

But she was wrong. We had no time. The civil war was pending, and it had been for months. The fighting would start soon, and I wasn’t allowed to be a part of it. 

“Here,” Nylah said, holding out her hands. 

I put my hands in hers without hesitation. She’d always helped me, guided me, healed me. She’d always used her power to reel me in or to draw me out. 

When she took my hands, nothing happened. 

I stared at her, waiting for something spectacular. I willed her to fix this. 

“Do something,” she said. 

“Me?” I asked. “Like what?” 

“Anything. Use your magic. Surprise me.” 

I wasn’t used to finding my magic on command. When I was safe at the compound, I didn’t have to use my magic to protect myself. The few times I had, it had happened by itself. I hadn’t given it much thought. 

Now, I had to find my magic and do  something.  I wasn’t sure I could. 

I  was  angry,  and  I  had  to  work  around  that  to  find  my  magic.  It  was  like  my  anger  created  a

blockage.  Earlier,  when  I’d  been  with  Ren,  it  had  been  easy  to  find  my  power.  But  he’d  pulled  me into it. Maybe it had been  his power all along. 

Was that why he wanted to keep me out of the fray? 

Finally, I found my magic buried deep inside. It was nothing more than a dim flicker, but I grabbed onto it and pulled it to the surface. It took concentration, and my head ached dully, pulsing between my temples. I pushed my power into Nylah the same way I’d done to Ren. 

She  jumped  back  the  same  way,  her  eyes  wide.  She  still  held  onto  me,  but  the  way  she  jerked suggested she was stopping herself from letting go. 

“That was…new.” 

“I don’t know why,” I said. “It’s the same power I found every time I searched for it.” I didn’t add that it was harder this time than most. I didn’t add that it scared me that Ren might be right—I wasn’t ready to use it. “I did what you asked.” 

Nylah nodded. “You did. We can work with this.” 

Despite my frustration, a smile curled around my lips. A spark of pride pushed at the anger lodged solidly inside me. 

“Really?” 

“Really,” she said. “Come, let’s work on it some more.” 

I hopped off the counter, ready to get into it. I enjoyed bettering myself. I liked a challenge. But this  was  far  more  than  that—if  this  could  prove  to  Ren  I  was  fit  for  battle,  then  it  would  change everything. 

“We’re going to figure out how this magic works,” Nylah said. 

“Is  it  linked  to  my  glowing?”  I  asked.  My  thoughts  went  back  to  the  times  I  felt  very  intense emotions, and my skin glowed with a bright light. 

She nodded. “I don’t know for sure, but I can’t see why it wouldn’t be. It’s what you’re made of.” 

“Magic?” 

“Light.” She smiled at me. 

It made no sense. It was supposed to be a good thing, but I didn’t feel so sure. The prophecy about me was unclear. 

Nylah had gotten the first bit of a prophecy before Zander had broken in and taken me. Carlin had brought another part of it. Or maybe she hadn’t—we still didn’t know if we could believe her. Nylah said she hadn’t known enough, and she was certain Carlin had only said those words to scare me. She had said that a human would bring destruction to the Fae lands. 

But what if she’d been right? 

Nylah’s insights had given us a start. 

 A human born with the light…

That was the only part of the prophecy the Goddess Terra had given Nylah so far. That was all we had to go by, and that part had proven itself to be true. 

When the bond between me and Ren had been forged, I’d glowed as if I was indeed made of light. 

Carlin,  a  priestess,  too,  hadn’t  wanted  to  share  the  rest  of  the  prophecy  she’d  claimed  to  have found. 

“What do you think the rest of the prophecy says?” I asked. “If Carlin thinks—” 

“I told you before, if she won’t share it, it’s because what she says isn’t true,” Nylah interrupted me. 

“So, you don’t think the prophecy matters that much?” 

She shook her head. “It’s not important, Ellie.” 

I nodded, but I wasn’t sure she was being honest with me. If it didn’t matter, why had she tried so hard to find out what it meant? Nylah furrowed her brows, but she quickly dismissed it. There was more to it than she was letting on. She was worried. 

And  if  the  High  Priestess,  the  one  with  a  direct  communication  with  the  Goddess  Terra,  was worried, it sounded like it  was important. 
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O ur dinners in the evening were together these days. Gone were the days when I ate with the warriors, Nylah ate alone in her cathedral, and Ren shared his meal with the royal family—or what could have been the royal family. 

When Lucia had been at the palace as the future queen, she and Ren had dined alone most of the time.  She’d  insisted  that  Nylah  and  Dex,  although  good  friends  of  Ren’s,  weren’t  part  of  the  royal family, and so they didn’t belong at the royal dining table. 

A  lot  of  things  had  slowly  changed  after  she’d  left,  and  life  at  the  palace  had  become  more relaxed. 

“What is this?” I asked Nylah, who sat next to me at the dining table. I pointed to a pile of green vegetables I’d never seen before. 

“That’s called orbin. It’s a seasonal delicacy. We haven’t had much of it because it hasn’t been cold enough. Try it, it’s a real treat.” 

“It hasn’t been cold enough?” I asked. 

Snow had been falling in a flurry for days on end. The frozen ground had ceased all construction in the villages. I’d heard Ren talking about it when I’d passed his office. 

I’d thought it was one of the coldest winters to date. I guess I wasn’t used to the cold. I’d grown up in Steepholde, which was a city near the southern coast of the kingdom. 

“It’s colder up here,” Ren said from across the table. “The weather in the villages isn’t as harsh as it can be closer to the mountains, but it has to be even colder for orbin to grow. The seeds need very low temperatures to germinate.” 

I shivered just thinking about how cold it had to be. I was already struggling with the weather, but I hadn’t realized that here where the palace was situated, it was so much worse. 

I scooped up some of the thick, green vegetables and tentatively took a bite. 

“Oh my,” I groaned when it was in my mouth. “It’s like…ice cream.” 

Nylah giggled. 

“Try telling the kids that,” Dex grumbled. “My nephews won’t eat anything that resembles healthy food, not even orbin.” 

“Maybe they need the right motivation,” Nylah said to him. 

“I’ll show them motivation,” he grumbled. 

“You can win wars with your fists, Dex, but children need a loving touch. Do you know what that is? A loving touch?” Nylah was teasing him. Laughter danced in her eyes. 

Dex muttered under his breath. 

“Speak up, Dex, no one can hear you when you mutter to yourself,” she scolded lightheartedly. 

“I   said,”  he  responded  gruffly,  “you  don’t  know  what  you’re  talking  about  with  loving  touches. 

You’re in a closer relationship with your books than any living creature.” 

Nylah laughed, and the sound was light and cheerful, skipping around the room. 

“Maybe you could show me one day.” 

“Like hell,” Dex said, frowning deeply, but I was almost sure his cheeks were turning red. 

I glanced at Ren, who was grinning at his friends, amused. 

Dex  was  tough  and  a  force  to  be  reckoned  with.  He  was  all  brawn—power  and  muscle  and everything  that  made  him  a  hero.  Not  around  Nylah,  though.  I  had  a  feeling  she  enjoyed  having  the upper hand. 

The two of them bantered on, and I glanced at Ren again, watching him enjoy the back and forth between them. 

When he looked at me, his eyes were warm. I reached out to him through our bond, searching for the warmth that I often felt through it. But his eyes turned icy, and he withdrew from me. Where the warmth should have been, there was only a cold emptiness. 

He turned his gaze away first, and it left me feeling lost. 

I looked at Nylah and Dex again, trying to get swept up in their banter as before, but it was hard to focus. 

“What do you think?” Nylah asked, turning to me. 

“About?” 

She  rolled  her  eyes,  but  she  was  smiling.  “About  us  getting  the  warriors  involved  in  a  little housework, too. You know, to keep them humble. Nothing as endearing as seeing a strong Fae polish the silver.” 

Dex snorted, and Ren chuckled. I smiled. 

“I think it’s what the warriors need. A change of pace,” I said. “And then, when they get back to the arena, they’ll fight so much better.” 

“You see?” Nylah said. “A change of pace does everyone good. Polishing silver is as good as a holiday.” 

Dex colored again and shook his head. Nylah and I collapsed in a fit of giggles. 

“Quit bullying him,” Ren said, but his voice was filled with laughter, too. 

The  laughter  and  the  joking  were  good  for  me.  It  was  a  distraction.  It  worked  most  of  the  time, too. But I worried about where Ren and I were headed in our relationship. 

Nylah had told me not to worry about it. Ren was guarding his heart, and I could expect things to be slower than they had been at first. I tried my best to understand that. I imagined that after living for five  hundred  years,  Ren  had  been  through  more  than  enough  to  show  him  that  there  was  merit  in guarding his heart. 

But what if this wasn’t about guarding his heart at all? What if it was about me, and if I was really good enough for him? 

I dished more orbin onto my plate. I couldn’t get enough of the strange vegetable. It was a good thing it was a vegetable, because it was addictive and bound to throw off my training otherwise. 

“Good, right?” Nylah asked, nudging me when I took another mouthful. 

“Better,” I said. “I wish they brought vegetables like this to the villages.” 

She shook her head. “It’s a delicacy, and with how rare it is, few Fae who aren’t of noble or royal blood  can  afford  to  have  it  brought  in.  And  the  humans…”  Her  voice  trailed  off,  but  I  understood what she was saying. 

The  humans  weren’t  allowed  a  delicacy  so  rare.  Most  humans  in  Jasfin  were  still  enslaved, although the number of humans that were free continued to increase. 

Ren, Nylah, and Dex viewed humans differently. Ren had plans to change the laws about slavery, but  that  would  take  time.  A  large  number  of  noble  families  were  against  abolishing  slavery.  It  was hard to change the mindset of an entire species. 

For most Fae, we were still at the bottom of the food chain. 

Ren’s focus had to be on the pending civil war. If we lost the war, Ren would lose the kingdom, and humans would never be free with Baut and Carlin ruling. 

Half  of  Ren’s  kingdom  was  against  him  because  he’d  chosen  me—a  human.  They  were  upset. 

They couldn’t believe Ren would choose a mortal over someone like Lucia, who would only keep the royal bloodline pure and in power on the throne. And now that Lucia’s parents, Baut and Carlin, had spread the word that I was part of a dark prophecy, even more Fae turned against Ren. 

It was only my Fae magic that could set me apart from the rest of the humans, but I hadn’t been able to display magic as powerful as when I’d taken Lucia out. I didn’t know how to access that kind of magic. Not unless I was under pressure and my emotions took over. 

I was secretly terrified that I could never display that kind of magic again. 

When dinner was over, Dex excused himself and left first. 

“I think I scared him off,” Nylah said, but she was still smiling, delighting in the jokes around the table tonight. 

“He’ll  survive.  He’s  a  powerful  warrior,”  Ren  said,  standing.  “I  have  work  to  take  care  of.  If you’ll excuse me.” 

I wanted him to stay. I wanted us to go to bed together. But he was still distant through our bond, and I didn’t push it. 

When he left, Nylah looked at me sympathetically. She could tell what I thought, possibly what I felt. 

“It’s  going  to  work  itself  out,  Ellie,”  she  said  reassuringly,  pulling  me  into  a  hug.  Her  power hummed  around  me,  warm  and  caring,  just  like  she  was.  “Ren  loves  you,  and  if  you  really  want  to join the fight, you can convince him. We just need to work on your magic more, so you actually have a chance at defeating powerful Fae who have been using their magic for centuries or even millennia.” 

“Okay,” I said, nodding. I didn’t think he would change his mind, but I didn’t want to argue with my friend. 

Nylah looked like she wanted to say something else, but she only said goodnight before she left to go back to her living quarters in the cathedral. 

I walked to the office where Ren worked day and night. I lifted my hand to knock on the door, but instead of knocking, I lowered it again. I’d wanted to ask if he would come to bed with me, but if he’d wanted that, he wouldn’t have gone to work. He wanted to be alone, and I would respect that. 

I walked to his bedroom— our  bedroom. Although, it didn’t feel like there was an  us.  I  changed into a warm nightgown before climbing in between the sheets. 

I missed him. I wanted him. Not just to be intimate, so that I could feel us as close as we were once, but to talk, to get to know each other. To connect in a way we hadn’t in weeks. But what if this was it? What if this was how our relationship would be, and the first part had been nothing more than infatuation? Had it faded so fast? I shuddered that this was all that remained. 

When  I  closed  my  eyes  and  tried  not  to  get  too  lost  in  my  uncertainty,  I  sensed  him.  He  was worried, and he was upset that some of his citizens had turned against him, causing him physical pain. 

The betrayal pulsed inside him, like a cancer that fueled his worry. He was angry, too. How could his

kingdom betray him when he only wanted the best for them? For eons, the royal family had sacrificed all they were for the citizens. 

Ren’s father, King Arnott, had been a jerk. He'd been selfish and ornery, and he was hard to get along with from what I’d been told. 

However, he’d run the kingdom like a business—the economy was booming, the Fae were rich, the lands had been well-maintained. He’d found respect for that. 

And  the  few  who  hadn’t  respected  him  had  feared  him.  Arnott’s  name  hadn’t  been  synonymous with mercy. 

After  everything  the  royal  family  had  done  for  the  land,  this  was  how  they  repaid  them—by turning against them when Ren chose to be with the person he loved. 

His pain and sorrow were an acrid taste at the back of my throat, the frustration like poison in his veins, turning everything that seemed right into a bitter question without an answer. 

And if I felt him, he could feel me, too. 

I ached for him. I craved his touch. Without it, I was lost, empty, and forgotten. 

Despite him feeling my pain, my sorrow, and my ache for him, he didn’t come to me. He didn’t find me to reassure me that nothing between us had changed, to explain things to me. The mate bond between us was incredible, but it wasn’t enough. It couldn’t replace the words I needed to hear. 

I needed to hear that Ren still thought of me the same way he did when we were mate bonded. I’d changed, and I knew that. I was more powerful, but I wasn’t equipped to handle my magic. I was still the same person, but nothing was as it had been. 

I hoped he still saw me the same. 
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“A re you busy?” I asked Zita. I’d found her in her room, studying a thick book, bound with material, with hand-drawn figures in fighting stances. 

Zita was one of the warriors on the elite guard. She lived for fighting, and loyalty filled her veins. 

When I’d joined the guard, she’d looked out for me, and helped me acclimate to my new life in the palace. She’d become more than a teammate. We’d become friends, and I had the liberty to turn to her whenever I needed her. 

“For the future queen? Never.” 

I shook my head. “I’m far from being the future queen.” 

“You’re closer than any of us will ever be.” 

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. 

“What do you need?” Zita asked. 

“To fight out my feelings. I feel like I might come undone if I don’t train. Hand to hand. I need you to tire me out.” 

Zita closed her book. 

“Am I interrupting your studies?” I asked. 

“Theory means nothing without practice.” 

We  walked  down  the  hallway  that  led  to  the  training  arena  and  stepped  out  into  the  cold.  The training area was overlooked by the warriors’ windows, creating a half-circle around the arena we used  for  hand-to-hand  battle.  The  palace  rose  up  behind  it,  tall  and  proud.  The  other  arenas,  some square  and  some  oval,  were  placed  around  the  main  arena,  with  a  running  track  that  encircled  the compound for warm-ups and fitness. 

The wind howled around the palace corners and sliced through my training leathers. 

“Goddess, it’s freezing out here,” Zita said. 

“It’s a cold snap that shouldn’t last long, from what Nylah says,” I responded. 

She nodded. “It’s good. It will keep the rebels in their homes.” 

She  was  right.  Despite  the  pending  civil  war,  the  cold  drove  everyone  to  shelter.  But  the  cold wouldn’t last forever. When spring came, so would the war. 

We  warmed  up  together,  going  through  the  motions.  While  we  ran  and  stretched,  Zita  chatted happily  about  what  I’d  missed  while  I’d  been  living  with  Ren  in  his  quarters  rather  than  with  the warriors. 

“The new guy is strange,” Zita said. “I heard he went through a litany of trials and tests to be sure he would be on our side and had what it took to protect our king. It never used to be so rigorous, but I

think after so many Fae came in disguise and tried to overthrow King Rainier, the warrior recruiting team is a lot more careful.” 

“That would make sense. I’m glad they’re apprehensive about trusting just anyone.” 

“When the war comes, I believe this new warrior will be an asset,” Zita added. “He’s very quiet and withdrawn, but he’s a powerful fighter.” 

Hearing that the new warrior was already considered for battle made me bristle. It didn’t seem fair that a newcomer would be chosen above me for the battle I so desperately wanted to be a part of. 

Being a warrior on the King’s elite guard was all about protecting Ren and Jasfin. That was the point of all this. 

We started training in hand-to-hand combat, going through the drills Dex always had us run when we started our workouts. Zita was an aggressive fighter, and I had to focus on staying ahead of her. 

We  knocked  our  wrists  against  each  other,  above,  in  front,  below,  and  then  we  struck  where  we thought we could find a weak spot. 

Three  times  in  a  row,  Zita  knocked  the  wind  out  of  me,  coming  from  different  directions  every time. 

The fourth time, I caught her off guard and kicked her knee hard enough that she buckled and fell to the ground. 

“You’re a piece of work,” she laughed, laying on the ice. Her eyes were bright when she looked up at me. “I can see how you’ve progressed. You’re doing well.” 

“Thank you,” I said, and I helped her up. 

“When  we  face  these  damn  rebels  and  their  ridiculous  grudge  against  the  King,  they’ll  see  that you’re not a weak human, but instead a female they can be proud to call their queen.” 

“I don’t know if I have what it takes to fight in the war,” I said. 

“Why not?” Zita frowned. “If anyone should fight in this war, it’s you. Prove to them you’re brave enough to stand by the King’s side, no matter what. Show them you’re not only to be respected, but to be feared.” 

I didn’t tell her that Ren wanted to keep me from fighting. I didn’t want to say anything that might change  her  mind  about  her  loyalty  to  Ren.  I  wished  I  could  talk  to  her  about  it,  but  she  could  say nothing to offer solace. 

We faced off again and started the same motion. Fighting, training, wearing myself out. That was the only thing that would help me process what I struggled with. 

I relished the fight. We were equals in the ring. We didn’t use magic at all, it was only a matter of physical  strength.  And  neither  of  us  thought  about  our  rank,  our  importance  in  the  grand  scheme  of things. All that mattered was how we moved, and who had the skill to win the upper hand. 

Since  I  couldn’t  feel  her  emotions,  and  she  couldn’t  feel  mine,  the  fight  was  detached  and uncomplicated. 

It was what I needed. 

Where  Dex  often  allowed  us  breaks  to  drink  water,  Zita  was  a  machine.  She  pushed  through without rest, and I did the same. I didn’t know how long we were out in the cold. It must have been hours. 

By the time we stopped, we were both exhausted. My body ached where she’d hit and kicked me, and she leaned on her knees with her hands, gasping for breath. My lungs burned with every inhale, the cold air sharp in my throat. 

“We should do this more often,” Zita said. “Just you and me. You’re a worthy opponent.” 

“Don’t let the males hear you say it.” 

She offered me a devilish smile. “Males believe they’re stronger by default, and that makes them weaker than we are.” 

I laughed. “Don’t let any of them hear you say that—especially Dex.” 

Zita shrugged. “Who are we to point out their flaws? We only show them by comparison, when we rise above them.” 

I laughed again. Zita was a breath of fresh air, filled with confidence and pride. It was good to be around her. I could pick up a thing or two about confidence and self-worth from her. 

“What’s bothering you?” she asked after we’d relearned how to breathe and walked to the edge of the arena to find water. 

“Why do you ask?” 

“Because you fight like a female who battles her own demons.” 

I sighed and drank deeply, stalling while my mind spun, looking for an answer that wouldn’t dig too deep. 

“I’m struggling with what my value is here,” I finally admitted. 

Zita  raised  her  eyebrows.  “If  you’re  uncertain  about  your  value,  remember  what  you’ve accomplished! You killed the Farynx, you unlocked your power, and you had no training at all. That is a feat none of us have behind our names. And you defeated Lucia, the sorceress.” 

I smiled. Calling the female with Conjurite magic a sorceress seemed accurate. 

“If you need to spar like this every day to be reminded of your value, count me in. I can do with the training, and I can learn from someone like you.” 

“Learn from me?” I asked. What could a powerful warrior like Zita possibly learn from a former barmaid? 

“You’re an inspiration that, despite our humble beginnings, we can rise to greatness. You’re the missing  link,  the  bridge  between  the  Fae  and  the  humans,  and  proof  that  we  can  create  a  new hierarchy, a system in which we fight side by side rather than stepping on each other to reach the top.” 

I narrowed my eyes at her. “That sounds very radical.” 

Zita  shrugged.  “Maybe  I’m  as  dangerous  as  the  males  who  believe  they  were  already  born  on top.” She winked at me. 

“Thank you for this,” I said. “I needed it.” 

“Any time,” Zita said. “I mean it. Day or night, I’m here to fight.” 

I grinned at her rhyme and took my leave before I walked back to Ren’s quarters to shower away the sweat. 

Could Zita be right? Ren had mentioned he wanted me to liaise with the humans when they were against the Fae. But could it mean more if I was one of them  and one of the Fae? I wasn’t sure. The only thing I knew since I’d discovered I had power was that nothing was as it seemed. 

And sometimes I yearned for the days where I’d understood where I belonged. It had been awful

—I’d belonged in the dirt. But at least I’d understood my role, and life had been simpler. 

I would never go back to those times. I was happy here, and I had more purpose, although I wasn’t sure what that was yet. But I missed a time when my biggest concern was whether I would go to bed hungry. 
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A few days later, I sat with Nylah in her library, cocooned in a blanket close to the fire. We were both buried in books. She researched prophecies and what they meant, and I was reading up on the history of the land. 

I’d been learning a lot about the Fae and how they were put together. I had to understand who and what I was now that it was suspected that I had Fae magic. I knew all about being human; I’d lived that life until I’d come to the palace. 

The books guided me, but I still had a lot to learn that I wouldn’t find in the pages I studied, but it was a start. 

The  doors  burst  open,  and  Dex  stood  before  us.  He  had  an  air  of  urgency  about  him  and  an unsettled demeanor. His face twisted in a scowl, and he brought the chill of winter with him when he walked into the room. 

“Is everything okay?” Nylah asked. We both sat up, alarmed. 

“We  need  to  talk  strategy,”  Dex  barked.  “This  pending  civil  war  is  turning  into  a  disaster.  The King requests your presence.” 

Nylah and I closed our books and hurried to Ren’s office. Dex followed on our heels, a presence to be reckoned with. 

When  we  entered  the  office,  Ren  stood  in  front  of  his  tall  windows,  looking  out  over  the landscape. The trees below had been reduced to nothing more than black skeletons, stiff beneath the snow  that  lined  every  branch.  The  river  was  a  pale  scribble,  and  the  homes  that  stood  along  the riverbanks were barely visible under the blanket of snow. 

His  eyes  didn’t  take  in  the  view  before  him.  He  stared  into  the  distance,  his  fingers  drumming against his thigh. 

Ren  was  a  smorgasbord  of  emotion.  I  didn’t  need  to  see  his  face  to  know  that  it  twisted  with concern, brows knitted together and mouth pinched. His worry and frustration rose like a lump in my throat. My chest closed, and it was difficult to breathe around the questions that festered within him. 

It  had  been  some  time  since  I’d  felt  him  this  strongly.  I  could  always  access  his  emotions,  but lately, he’d been keeping most of them away from me, blocking them through the bond. He  wanted to keep  his  feelings  hidden  from  me.  Was  it  to  protect  me?  Or  was  he  deliberately  shutting  me  out  to keep me at arm’s length? 

Whatever the reason, he could only do so much. Some of his emotions still filtered through. Now that he wasn’t holding back, I understood how very worked up he was. 

“You’re in distress,” I said, going to him. 

I  stopped  in  front  of  him,  not  touching  him  if  that  wasn’t  what  he  wanted.  He  was  the  one  who reached for my hand and squeezed it. The gesture was small, but it was more than I’d expected, and a rush of warmth washed over me before it disappeared again. 

“They’re  turning  against  me,”  he  said.  He  turned  to  face  the  others.  His  face  was  grim,  and  his eyes were on Nylah when he spoke. “My advisors keep brining news of more Fae joining Baut’s side. 

And the aristocrats—the noble families—are turning against me, too.” 

“Perhaps they only need to hear from you, to know what your intentions are.” Nylah’s voice was gentle. “Sometimes, all they need is reassurance.” 

Ren shook his head. “I’ve spoken to them. I’ve met with them and summoned them to the palace. 

I’ve listened and tried to understand.” His eyes flitted to mine for a moment, and the pain in them shot a pang into my chest. “Most of them are unhappy with my choices, and they’re siding with Baut and Carlin.” He walked to his desk and sat down. 

I  didn’t  need  Ren  to  explain  what  ‘choices’  he  referred  to.  It  was  all  me.  He’d  lost  his  loyal followers because he’d chosen me. 

“Perhaps if you spoke to them again—” Nylah started, but Ren pointed to a messy stack of letters on his desk. 

“I’ve talked to them. I needed to know which side they’re on, and I guess I got what I asked for. 

They’re siding with Baut—not all of them, of course, but enough nobles to make me concerned. It just doesn’t make sense. Lucia and her lover tried to kill me to take control.” 

Nylah shook her head. “The citizens who matter most are on your side.” 

“I know,” Ren said. He stood again. “But in a case of war, it’s not that simple. I need numbers. I need Fae at my back, not only Fae I can trust. If the kingdom sees the aristocrats turn against me, they won’t think about standing behind me. It’s a matter of hierarchy, and my foundation is crumbling. War doesn’t work when I only have three beings in my corner.” 

Dex stepped up. “The warriors in the elite guard have all pledged allegiance to the throne. We’ve got your back, Ren.” 

“Thank you,” Ren said. He tugged at his collar like it was strangling him. 

The elite guard was about five-hundred strong. It was a hell of an elite guard, but when it came down to a real war, five hundred Fae wouldn’t be enough. 

Would  the  rest  of  the  military  stand  by  Ren?  How  many  of  them  had  decided  he  wasn’t  a  king worth fighting for now that he’d chosen me? I didn’t know numbers, but judging by the look on Ren’s face—and his emotions stewing beneath the surface—he didn’t have the amount he used to. 

“We’re strong enough if we plan it right,” Dex said. “In addition to the elite guard, our military is strong. We have twenty thousand warriors.” 

“How many are on Baut’s side?” Ren countered. 

Dex didn’t respond immediately. 

“The Fae civilians have magic, too, and they’ll use it,” Nylah said. “It’s a good start, and the elite guard has more magic than the average Fae. Baut may have some of the aristocrats and some of the warriors on his side, but you have power. You can defeat Baut and Carlin.” 

Ren sighed and nodded. He wasn’t convinced it was enough. 

“What  we  need  to  do  is  end  this  before  it  starts,”  Dex  said.  “I’ve  sent  out  a  few  guards  to  see what they can learn in the villages. They’ll come back later today with answers. If we know who we can rely on, if we know numbers, it will allow us to create a strategy that will work.” 

Ren walked around his chair, standing behind it. He rested his hands on the back of the chair and pushed  down  so  that  it  tilted  backward.  He  set  it  down  again,  his  eyes  still  on  the  letters  he’d

received  “That’s  good.  I  would  go  to  the  villages  myself  to  speak  to  them,  but…”  He  let  out  a shuddering breath, and the pressure he was under weighed down on my shoulders, too. 

But? Why didn’t he go out to the villages and show them he cared about them and that he wasn’t making a mistake? I wanted to ask, but Nylah put her hand on my arm. Did she know I wanted to push for answers? 

A  pang  of  guilt  shot  into  my  chest.  This  was  all  because  of  me.  I  was  the  reason  the  war  had started, and I was the reason they had turned against him. 

Ren looked at me, knowing my guilt. 

He  shook  his  head,  straightened  up,  and  for  a  moment,  his  frustration  and  stress  faded  to  the background. “Don’t.” 

His answer was clipped, his face serious, but it meant so much to me. He didn’t want me to blame myself. 

“What  are  our  plans  so  far?”  Ren  asked,  turning  to  Dex.  He  gripped  the  chair  a  little  tighter, knuckles turning white. His jaw was set. 

Dex walked to the far side of the office and found three rolls of yellowed paper. He pulled them out and walked to a corkboard that covered most of one wall. He opened the pages and pinned them up against the corkboard. 

I stared at the maps. Hand-drawn images of the kingdom mapped out where the mountains lay, the rivers, and the villages were neatly named. 

The  ink  had  bled  into  the  paper,  and  years  and  years  of  use  had  smoothed  and  faded  the  map. 

Steepholde, where I’d grown up, was at a southern point on the map. 

“This  is  where  I  assume  they’ll  be  based,”  Dex  said,  pointing  to  a  large  structure  a  few  miles away from the palace. “They’re training here.” He pointed at another structure, farther into the forest. 

“And when it comes down to war, I think it’s safe to say they’ll attack from here.” He pointed at the only open spot close to the palace where the forest seemed to thin out farther down from where the mountains started. The palace compound rested against the foot of the mountains. 

They were the last of the Uprain mountains, technically, but since the Jasfin border extended into them, the mountain the palace had been built on didn’t qualify as Uprain. 

“They can’t attack from the other side?” I asked. 

Nylah and Dex both shook their heads. 

“There’s a steep cliff on that side,” Nylah said. “And Baut would be an idiot to try to infiltrate from the Uprain mountains to the north. The humans won’t have it, and it will start a new war Baut can’t afford.” 

I nodded, thinking about what Ren wanted from me, politically. It seemed like a lifetime ago that Lucia had made it clear how she felt about the humans, about sacrificing their lives as if they were nothing  more  than  insentient  pawns.  She’d  been  against  me  talking  to  the  humans  in  the  Uprain mountains to find out where they stood with the Fae King and his reign. 

That part of the plan had been put on hold when Baut and Carlin had declared war. Everything had been put on hold, and the civil war dominated everything. 

“These parts here are all thick forest, and war between them won’t work out in their favor. Our warriors  are  trained  in  guerilla  tactics,  and  they  don’t  stand  a  chance.  I’m  going  to  assume  Baut knows this, since they had to train Lucia to be the future queen, and that would have been a part of her schooling.” 

I listened to them talk of war and customs, of everything that came naturally to them when I still had so much to learn. 

 Theory means nothing without practice. 

Zita  had  said  it,  and  it  was  true.  I’d  read  so  many  books  about  the  Fae  and  the  kingdom,  about Jasfin and its citizens. And I knew nothing that made me feel like I was a part of it. 

Dex was confident, but Ren shook his head. He sagged a little, as if he’d born the weight for too long and couldn’t hold himself upright anymore. He rubbed his right brow with two fingers. “I feel like  my  brain  has  turned  into  an  old  sponge.  I  can’t  think  straight  anymore,  and  I’ve  been  staring  at battle plans for hours.” 

“Let me take over,” Dex suggested. “I’ll call two of my lieutenants, and we’ll prepare a strategy out for you to review. It might help if you leave the office and take your mind off things.” 

To my surprise, Ren nodded. He was listening to Dex. 

Nylah and I turned to leave. Ren stayed behind, speaking to Dex in hushed tones. I couldn’t hear the words, only feel what Ren experienced while he spoke. A trickle of relief forced its way through the storm of worry and frustration, and I was relieved he could at least break the torrent of negativity that consumed him. 

He joined us after a moment, and we walked through the hallways together. Ren took my hand. 

“I keep looking at the aristocrats,” he said, his thoughts somewhere else. “I keep wondering who will join me, who will have my back, and who will fight for me. Their loyalty is bittersweet, though.” 

He shook his head. His voice was pained. 

Nylah stayed silent while she walked behind us, letting Ren speak his mind without interrupting. 

“If they fight for me, they might die. I want their loyalty, but at what cost?” He let out a shuddering breath. My stomach twisted in knots as his tension spilled over to me. “How can I ask them to die for me? I’ve only been on the throne a short while, and they don’t agree with my choices. Is it fair of me to ask them to lay down their lives for a cause they don’t believe in?” 

When he looked at me, the vulnerability in his eyes broke me. 

“You’re a good king, Rainier,” I said, using his given name. 

“Am I?” He laughed bitterly. “My first year of being king, and we’re already at war. That doesn’t seem very good to me.” 

“It’s  bigger  than  that,”  Nylah  spoke  up  from  behind  us.  “It’s  the  future  of  the  kingdom  you’re fighting for.” 

“Or maybe I’m selfish,” Ren said. 

When we reached the throne room doors, I turned to Ren and stepped closer until we were only a breath apart. He leaned his forehead against mine. I pushed my magic toward him, flooding him with what  I  could.  I  wasn’t  very  good  at  using  my  magic,  but  I  tried  to  pour  light  into  him.  Slowly,  his tension eased, his worries slipped away. 

“Baut and Carlin are the ones sacrificing innocent lives,” Nylah said, speaking up again. I focused on Ren’s emotions while she talked sense into his head. “They’re avenging their daughter by turning the whole kingdom into a warzone. It’s not on you.” 

Ren lifted his head, kissed me on the forehead, and nodded. “I know. It’s hard to think my citizens will die.” 

“Maybe it won’t come to that,” I said in a small voice. I hoped it was true. 

“Maybe,” Ren said, and his tone suggested he hoped it was true, too. But he didn’t think it would turn  out  that  way.  He  ran  his  hands  down  my  arms  and  took  my  hands  in  his  before  he  glanced  at Nylah with gratitude. 

“Let’s  train,”  Ren  said,  suddenly  turning  to  me.  “Exercise  will  do  me  good,  and  training  will make me feel like I’m still doing something for the cause.” 

I nodded. I understood it perfectly—the need to work out, to let loose for a while and blow off some steam, was strong. 

“Can I join you?” Nylah asked. 

Both of us nodded. 

We agreed to meet in the arena in a few minutes, and Ren and I walked to the bedroom together to get  dressed  in  near  silence.  Ren  was  in  his  own  world,  his  mind  mulling  over  everything  that  was happening. I wouldn’t bother him. All things considered my fears and worries about what we were and who I was to him were the least of our problems. I would try to talk to him at a different time. 

When we were ready, we joined Nylah in the arena. She was battle ready, too. She’d pulled back her  hair,  and  she  wore  white  training  leathers.  It  was  the  only  time  I  ever  saw  her  wearing  pants, instead of her flowing dresses and robes. 

The sun shone down on the arena, driving away the worst of the cold. Ren and Nylah didn’t seem bothered by the weather at all. I was getting used to it, slowly, but staying active always helped. 

We  started  training.  The  warmup  didn’t  last  long.  Ren  was  impatient,  and  Nylah  understood  his need for a release. We only covered a few simple drills. 

“Let’s get some magic in here,” Ren said. He looked at me. “Let’s see what you can do.” 

“Me?” I asked. “We’re not here to train  me.  We’re here to let loose a little.” 

“Training is as much of a distraction as going through the motions myself.” He was determined, and I couldn’t argue with him. 

A  wave  of  fear  overcame  me.  I  didn’t  have  control  over  my  magic,  and  if  I  showed  Ren  how weak I was, it would only remind him I needed to be coddled and protected. I desperately wanted to fight alongside his warriors. 

Ren sensed my emotions, but my thoughts were my own, and my doubt was lodged there—in my mind, where it belonged to me alone. I would keep that to myself. I didn’t want him to know how he treated me was half the reason I had doubt that I had what it took to be a powerful warrior. 

Today’s training would be about releasing pressure. I wouldn’t add to the stress. 

I wanted this. I wanted to know what I was capable of, to see how I could use my power. I wanted to  learn  how  to  fight  with  magic,  how  to  use  it  to  my  advantage.  I  wanted  to  be  a  fully-fledged member, not only of the Fae society, but of the royal household. 

Ren  and  Nylah  took  turns.  They  attacked  physically  with  kicks  and  punches  that  I  had  to  block, avoid, and counter. But they used magic, too. Waves of power surrounded me, and I had to focus on my center, to bring myself to a place where it became quiet within so that I could deflect the power thrown at me. 

I tried to locate the magic within me, and I found it. When I was at my center, where Nylah had taught me to be, my power was much easier to locate. It was right there, swirling, ready to be used. 

As if it had been there my whole life, waiting for me. 

I grabbed onto it, and it was hot and humming, as if it had a life of its own. I broke out in sweat, and it grew around me, the power surging, eager to be released. I threw it at Ren and Nylah to counter the magic they wielded, and it worked. They both reacted with surprise when my magic came back at them in a wave and created a clash with what they threw at me. They bounced back, and a wave of heat melted the ice on the ground. The clash was a physical one, the sound deep and powerful like thunder. 

Ren and Nylah glanced at each other. A silent conversation passed between them, and I wanted to know what they were saying to each other about me. 

“That  was  good,”  Nylah  said.  “Keep  doing  what  you’re  doing.  The  more  you  practice,  the

stronger you’ll—” 

While she’d talked, my power raged and warred inside me. I struggled to concentrate on either of them and what she was saying. The magic within me grew bigger and bigger, more powerful, and I was coming undone at the seams. It burned at my center. Fire seemed to dance on my skin, scalding hot, and I cried out. 

The heat consumed me, and I tilted my head upward. The power inside me wanted somewhere to go. When I lifted my hands, light spilled from my fingertips. It poured out of me until it surrounded me and washed outward, pushing up against the arena walls. It moved like water, but it was light. 

“Ellie!” Nylah cried out. 

But her voice sounded like it was far away. My magic droned in my ears, and I was scared my leathers would melt and burn. The power grew and grew inside of me until I was nothing more than a vehicle and the terrifying power was in control. 

“What’s happening?” I screamed. 

The power kept growing. I was too weak to manage it. I was a mortal, and my body couldn’t take all the magic. It tore my body apart. My power rocked outward like waves of scalding heat, and I was at the center of the furnace, being burned alive by what came from within me. 

Waves  of  cool  magic  came  toward  me,  crashing  into  me.  It  countered  the  power  within  me,  but barely. I was dimly aware that the waves came from Nylah. 

Ren’s power joined hers. It was strong, demanding attention and respect. It was nothing like her cool  waves.  Instead,  it  matched  the  heat  of  my  power.  For  a  moment,  Ren’s  power  fueled  mine instead of helping and cooling it, like Nylah was doing. 

Slowly, my power seemed to withdraw. The pain decreased, and the magic started fading away. 

I fell to the ground on my hands and knees, and the freezing ground was soothing on my palms and my legs. My whole body was a blister after the fire. 

Ren ran to me, and when he touched me, I winced in pain. 

“Don’t touch her,” Nylah commanded. “She needs a moment.” 

Ren backed away. Through our bond, I sensed he was worried about me, but he was in awe of my power, too. 

I wasn’t in awe. I was terrified. It had nearly destroyed me, and I hadn’t known how to control it. 

If it hadn’t been for Nylah and Ren, if they hadn’t been here…

I  tried  to  think,  but  the  world  spun,  and  everything  around  me  blurred.  The  edges  of  my  vision went black. 

“I don’t feel very well,” I said, pressing one hand against my forehead. My palms, ice cold from the ground I’d been leaning on, were soothing, and I pressed them against my face. But my dizziness still increased until I collapsed. 

The last thing I saw was Ren, grabbing for me, and Nylah telling him again not to touch me. 
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I woke up to a gentle humming. I was in a large bed with thick covers, and the warmth was peaceful, enveloping, like an embrace. I didn’t know where I was, but I wouldn’t open my eyes to  find  out.  I  just  wanted  to  lie  here—wherever   here  was—and  relish  in  the  warmth  and  the safety that surrounded me. 

Slowly, as I came to and my mind started working more and more, I remembered. The power. The heat. The pain. 

Unease replaced the feeling of safety, and I blinked my eyes open. 

I was in Nylah’s bedroom. The tall walls and arched windows that made up her living quarters had the same Gothic design and feel as everything else in the cathedral. 

I  knew  this  place  as  a  haven,  as  home.  My  life  before  I’d  come  to  the  palace  had  been  about survival,  about  kicking  and  fighting  to  scratch  open  a  small  hovel  for  myself  in  a  life  that  hadn’t wanted  me.  It  was  only  since  I’d  come  here  that  I’d  started  feeling  at  home,  that  I’d  learned  what warmth, and welcome, and love were. 

But that feeling of acceptance and belonging was driven away now by the fear of what I was and what I was capable of. 

When I sat up, my body ached, and my head throbbed wildly. My skin was sensitive to the touch, although the intense pain—like burn wounds—was gone. 

Suddenly, a vision appeared before my eyes, and it yanked me away from the bed I was in. Beings surrounded me. They were familiar—I belonged here, but I couldn’t see their faces. I barely saw them at all. The more I focused on their features and forms, the more they blurred and faded. When I turned away, I saw them from the corner of my eye, but they were transparent when I looked right at them. 

Warmth,  welcome,  belonging  enveloped  me  when  I  didn’t  focus  on  what  I  saw.  Along  with  the sensation of warmth and acceptance, I saw light, so bright that it consumed everything around me. 

I  was  still  bathed  in  the  light  when  the  atmosphere  changed.  It  wasn’t  noticeable  at  first.  Doom slowly crept in, darkness reaching through the light with thin fingers, clawing, scratching. The earth beneath my feet trembled, and the faceless beings around me cried out, ran, searched for safety. The walls cracked and crumbled, and as I watched, the world around me tumbled into oblivion. 

It  jerked  me  back  to  reality,  and  I  rubbed  my  temples  with  my  fingertips,  trying  to  combat  the headache that stabbed into my temples, getting sharper and sharper. 

Slowly, the vision faded. 

“Ellie?” Nylah asked, and it yanked me out of the vision. 

I  blinked  and  looked  up  at  the  High  Priestess.  She  stood  next  to  the  bed,  her  face  riddled  with

worry.  When  I  looked  at  her,  she  smiled  and  then  sat  on  the  edge  of  the  bed.  The  mattress  barely dipped under her slight frame, and she tried not to look worried. But beneath her mask of kindness, her eyes studied my face. 

“How are you feeling?” 

“I’m okay,” I said. “A little sore. I feel like I’ve been pulled apart and put back together again.” 

Nylah nodded. “You dealt with a lot of power. It’s normal for you to feel that way. Your body still needs  to  adapt  to  the  magic  you  wield.  It’s  almost  like  rubbing  blisters  when  you’re  not  used  to physical labor, but callouses replace those blisters as time goes on. The more you use your magic, the more your body will grow accustomed to it.” 

I shook my head and regretted it when the pain swirled around between my temples. “I don’t want to grow accustomed to it. I can’t do that again.” 

“You can,” Nylah said, taking my hand and squeezing. “You’re a lot more powerful than any of us thought, but you can learn how to control it and use it to your advantage.” 

I wasn’t so sure about that. “I’m just a mortal, Nylah. There’s no way I can handle the magic that

—” 

“You’re not mortal, Ellie,” she said, cutting me off. 

I shook my head. “Just because I have power doesn’t mean that I won’t—” 

“You’re not mortal,” she repeated. Her voice was hard, her eyes determined. She was convinced. 

“Why?” I asked. “How can you know?” 

“A human doesn’t have magic like that. Goddess, most Fae don’t have magic like that.” 

“I can’t be Fae,” I said. 

“I  think  you  might  be,”  Nylah  replied.  “You  have  magic,  and  it’s  light,  not  dark.  You’re  not  a Conjurite, but there’s something unique about your magic. I’ve been trying to figure out all morning what’s going on, what you are.” 

The  Conjurite  were  a  breed  of  Fae  who’d  chosen  to  use  dark  magic  over  the  magic  that  came naturally to the Fae. Their power was rooted in fear, and the magic was wrong. I’d read about it a lot when  Ren  had  been  hunted  by  a  Conjurite.  After  I’d  been  held  captive  by  Lucia  and  Zander—both who  had  been  Conjurites  and  used  dark  magic  to  manipulate  Ren  and  get  what  they  wanted—I’d studied the dark magic more, making sure I understood what the magic was about. 

To hear that Nylah didn’t think I was evil made me feel better about what I was—or  wasn’t. 

“All morning? How long was I out for?” 

“Two days,” she said. “Your body needed to recover.” 

Had it been that long? 

“I had a vision,” I said. 

Nylah’s brows knitted together, intrigued. “Tell me.” 

I  explained  what  I’d  seen,  and  I  told  her  I’d  seen  it  before,  although  I  hadn’t  been  able  to remember it that specifically. I’d seen the beings before. Maybe. It had been familiar—like déjà vu. 

And I remembered the light, but it was scary. I should know what it was, but it was so unfamiliar. 

“It’s more like a dream than a memory,” I said. “It keeps slipping through my fingers when I try to think of it, but it’s a dream I might have had before. It is  so familiar, but I don’t remember ever seeing my dream in my real life. I don’t know how to describe it.” 

“Is there anything else?” Nylah asked. 

I shook my head. “No, I can’t think…” The shaking beneath my feet returned, the screams in my ears, and I heard it,  felt it, as if it was real and not a vision, or the memory of it. I stared in horror as the world around me collapsed, tore apart. The citizens tried to flee, but it ripped them apart before

they could escape. I felt the pain, the anguish. Every scream clawed at me, and I cried out. 

“The end of days,” I said without thinking about my words. 

“What?” Nylah asked, her face paling. 

“That’s what was in my vision. It was all beautiful, and light, and warm, and everyone was safe, but then the world trembled and tore apart, and…I don’t know what it was, but a dark force crept in and destroyed everything.” 

Nylah shook her head. She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, going to a place removed from here. What was she doing? Praying? Sensing? 

Finally, she opened her eyes, and they were bright, almost ethereal. “I don’t think you should be worried. Our minds are strange things. We have dreams and build scenarios based on our lives and the fears we harbor.” 

Her answer was so empty. This wasn’t just a nightmare, and I was awake now. 

“Don’t you think we should look into it?” I asked. I hugged my knees, still under the covers, to my chest. I was small and scared. I was out of control, and it was terrifying. “Carlin  did  say that if Ren I ruled together, it was going to be the end of the world.” 

“Carlin was angry and filled with resentment. I wouldn’t take what she had to say seriously. She lost her daughter to you, a human who came into our midst. She would say what she needed to say to make us all doubt the path we chose.” 

“So, you think it means nothing?” 

Nylah thought about it for a moment. “I’ve been asking Terra to show me what we need to know. I know  Carlin  is  a  priestess,  too.  I  know  she   can  see  visions,  communicate  with  the  Goddess,  and understand dreams. But she’s not nearly as powerful as I am. If your dream was a premonition about the end of the world, Terra would show it to me. She hasn’t.” 

I  nodded.  Magic  made  no  sense  to  me.  I’d  grown  up  with  the  Fae  being  able  to  use  it,  but  I’d always been on the outside as a human, looking in. Now that I was a part of the picture, with magic of my own, I still had a lot to learn. Sometimes, I didn’t think I would ever learn it all and understand it the way I might have if I’d been raised as Fae. 

“I just wish we could have answers. I don’t like riddles, and it feels like that’s all this is.” 

“That’s what magic is like,” Nylah said. “If it was that simple, the world wouldn’t need Fae like me to communicate with Terra. They wouldn’t need someone to mediate.” 

“I wish I knew what was going on.” 

“Me too. I spent a lot of time in prayer to the Goddess Terra yesterday, trying to find more of the prophecy, but she refuses to show me. I’m not sure why it’s so important that she keeps me in the dark about this, but I trust that, eventually, she’ll show us what’s going on. Until then, I won’t worry about half-baked horror stories about what might be the end of the world. Carlin wasn’t forward about what she’d learned, so I’ve discarded it.” 

I sighed and lay back on the pillows. I was exhausted again, although I’d just woken up. 

“You need to rest,” Nylah said. “I’m going to keep trying to figure out what you are and what this prophecy is trying to tell us. Sleep a short while longer, and then we’ll be able to move you back to Ren’s room.” 

I nodded and closed my eyes. Sleep was already trying to drag me under. I had no reason to fight it. 

I started sinking away, but the end of my vision bothered me. Was it really my mind conjuring up images because of what Carlin had said, and my fears that she might be right? Nylah didn’t seem very worried about it. But what if she was wrong? 

She couldn’t be wrong. She was the high priestess, one of the Fae closest to the Goddess Terra. 

And like she’d said, if Terra wasn’t showing her, then there had to be a reason. Surely, Terra cared about her beings and keeping the Fae safe. 

I couldn’t imagine that she would allow the end of days to go unnoticed without warning. 

That was enough to get me to calm down. Carlin might have been wrong, and my visions might have been nothing more than products of my fear. 

Finally, when I drifted off to sleep, it wasn’t Nylah, Terra, and terrifying visions I thought about. 

Instead, I dreamed about Ren. I saw his eyes, filled with emotion. I felt his hands, large and rough and capable. I saw his face, filled with affection as he smiled at me. 

Soon,  I  would  go  back  to  him,  and  we  would  be  all  right.  I  missed  him.  Although  we’d  been together all this time, sleeping next to each other and living side by side, I wanted to reach out to him and be close to him again. 

I searched for him through our bond, but he was occupied, his mind on the pending war and what could be done to either stop it or win it. He recognized me through the bond, and his presence in my mind was soothing. But before I could worry about how unreachable he was sometimes, sleep took over, and I let it drag me under again so that only the darkness remained. 
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I t didn’t take me too long to recover. A few days later, I was back on my feet and training with the elite guard as per usual. 

In the mornings, Ren didn’t train with me the way he did before. He was far too busy planning a war. It wasn’t on us yet, but small things had changed—signs that proved our way of life and the peace of the kingdom wasn’t guaranteed. 

Dex trained with the warriors more often, and we all wore armor when we trained so we could get used to moving with it. Troops were called up—Fae from all the towns in Jasfin who were able to fight—and they lined up at the palace, where names were taken down and their powers were listed. 

Sometimes,  a  messenger  arrived,  sweating  and  heaving  after  riding  wildly  to  get  to  us,  and  he would  have  word  about  surrounding  towns  and  Baut  infiltrating  them.  When  that  happened,  Ren would withdraw into his office and stay there for hours, sometimes days on end. 

At times, he summoned village leaders, and in other instances, he left to go see them. 

In  the  palace,  life  went  on,  but  we  were  all  aware  of  the  underlying  uncertainty  of  what  would come, and the pending sense of doom. 

I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. In some ways, I wasn’t affected at all. And in others, I was the center  of  it.  When  I  saw  the  Fae  lined  up  to  report  themselves,  my  stomach  twisted  at  the  idea  that they might die. Innocent citizens were ready to join a battle that wasn’t their fault, and they might die for a cause that had nothing to do with them. 

I was left to my own devices in the morning. On the one hand, I enjoyed being able to do my own thing,  to  get  to  know  the  palace  as  I  wandered  through  endless  hallways  and  gaped  at  incredibly designed rooms. But I was removed from Ren and unsure about who I was. 

Ren was always so busy preparing for the war, and I couldn’t blame him, but I wanted him closer to  me.  I  needed  to  connect  with  him  again.  I  was  lost,  and  without  having  much  to  keep  me  busy,  I couldn’t get away from my thoughts. 

They  spiraled  out  of  control  sometimes,  bringing  me  back  to  what  Carlin  had  said  about  the kingdom being ruined if I were to rule at Ren’s side. Thinking about that made me wonder about what kind of future Ren and I could expect, and how things would work if we were to rule together. 

I could distract myself with a book or go back out into the arena and train with Zita until I was too tired to think. I relied on her a lot these days, and she was always there for me, ready to get into a fight to blow off steam. 

One  morning,  a  few  weeks  later,  when  I  wandered  through  the  palace  alone  again,  I  stumbled across  a  room  I  hadn’t  seen  before.  The  door  was  large  and  made  of  wood,  slivered  over  time. 

Where everything else in the palace was polished and extravagant, only the best of the best, this room seemed old and withered and almost forgotten. 

The large windows let in light that sliced streaks through dust that danced in the air. Wall-to-wall carpeting  covered  the  floor  beneath  my  feet,  clearly  showing  the  path  many  had  followed  along  the edge of the room. 

Shelves  stretched  from  floor  to  ceiling  all  around,  but  this  room  was  nothing  like  the  library where I’d spent so much of my time. Like the door, the wooden shelves were slivered, and they didn’t contain  books.  Rather,  they  contained  scrolls  wrapped  up  tightly  and  sealed  with  wax.  Tomes  that looked so old, I was scared to touch them lest they fall apart. 

Power  hummed  through  my  body.  My  magic  was  alive,  almost  sentient  within  me.  I  let  it  take over, let it lead me. I was learning how to listen to my power, how to allow it to come to the surface. 

I  was  still  worried  it  might  take  over,  but  the  magic  within  me  didn’t  seem  set  on  gaining  control. 

Instead, it wanted my attention. 

I allowed it to take my focus. My feet moved in a direction I didn’t decide on, and I let myself follow. 

The power drew me to a dark corner, farther from the door and all the windows. The light faded, and  I  was  almost  weightless,  swirling  like  the  surrounding  dust  rather  than  being  grounded  to  the wooden floors. 

Slowly, I moved—no,   floated—across the room. A powerful attraction drew me like a magnet. 

As  I  came  closer,  my  magic  increased,  the  humming  becoming  stronger.  Heat  broke  out  on  my skin,  and  fear  threatened  to  choke  me,  but  the  heat  wasn’t  unbearable.  It  didn’t  feel  like  it  would consume me. 

It was like the games we’d played as children in the orphanage. We would hide items and shout out ‘hot’  or  ‘cold’ as  the  searcher came  closer  or  moved farther  away.  My magic  was  an  indicator, telling me where to go. 

When  I  stopped  in  front  of  the  shelves  at  the  farthest  end  of  the  room,  thick  tomes  lay  piled haphazardly, and spider webs clung to them. They hadn’t been used in a long, long time. Nothing in this room seemed to have been touched—or cleaned—in years. 

I lifted my hand, my eyes falling on the second to last book on the pile. The tomes and scrolls that lay  on  top  of  it  were  heavy,  and  it  took  a  bit  of  grunting  and  shoving  to  get  them  off.  But  when  I touched the tome that had drawn me, my power flared up inside me and washed through my body. My fingers hummed on the leather cover of the tome, and I pulled it off the shelf. 

I  carried  it  to  an  upright  wooden  chair  that  stood  near  a  similar  wooden  table  and  put  it  down. 

The pages fell open of their own will, and I sat down. I didn’t understand the ancient scroll, written on the parchment. The words weren’t in a language I knew. 

I ran my fingers over the sketched ink images next to the words. When I touched the ink, it was as if what the words said were imprinted in my mind. 

I closed my eyes, and I was suddenly somewhere else. Long ago, in a time when things weren’t as they were now. 

Humans stood tall and proud, ruling a land of their own. They wielded magic, as the Fae did, and they were powerful beings—nothing like the humans today. But they hadn’t done right by their magic. 

They’d  used  their  power  to  gain  riches  and  wealth,  to  take  lands,  and  their  power  had  been  taken away. I watched as Terra scolded them, disappointed, pained at their selfishness. Anguish burned on her skin like acid. If the humans were to abuse the power she’d given them, she would take it away. 

They were reduced to mere shells of what they once were. And so, they became inferior to the Fae, 

and lost it all, forced to become servants and slaves. 

Carnal  needs,  I  read—or   felt—had  been  the  damnation  of  the  race.  The  humans  had  cut  off themselves from what Terra was and what she’d offered them. 

I opened my eyes, jerked back to the present. I gasped and yanked my hands away from the pages that pulled me in. I still felt the anguish, the terror, the sorrow of what the humans of old had lost. I smelled the bitter burning on Terra’s skin, her loss an ache in my chest as if I’d lost someone of my own.  And  I  tasted  the  humans’  guilt,  their  regret,  and  the  pain  in  the  centuries  of  servitude  that followed, purely because their greed had caused them to lose what they’d taken for granted. 

I shook my head and stood, putting distance between myself and the tome. 

My magic hummed wildly inside of me. It was trying to tell me something, but I didn’t understand. 

“What?” I asked out loud, looking up as if the Goddess was somewhere above me. “What are you trying to say to me? I don’t know what any of this means, but clearly, I was meant to see this. Please tell  me.”  I  closed  my  eyes  and  waited.  I  wasn’t  sure  for  what.  Another  vision,  a  divine  revelation, maybe the voice of the Goddess Terra herself that would tell me more about what it meant. 

Who was I? What was I supposed to do with this information? 

But I received no answer. Of course I didn’t. 

I wasn’t Fae. Nylah was convinced I wasn’t a mortal, but I still felt like one. I was just a human, who  would  live  a  typical  human  lifespan.  Terra  wouldn’t  communicate  with  me.  I  moved  in  the Neutral  Realm.  Nylah  moved  in  the  Second  Realm,  she’d  explained  to  me,  and  Ren  in  the  First Realm. Terra moved in the Third Realm, residing there alone. She was everywhere and nowhere, and more powerful than anything I could fathom. I wasn’t close enough to any of those realms for her to tell me anything directly. 

I walked back to the table, ready to pick up the tome and take it to the cathedral. I wanted Nylah to see  what  I’d  found.  Did  she  know  about  this  place?  Did  she  know  about  the  cryptic  texts  and  the information that leaped off the pages into visions of their own? This tome alone contained more magic than  I’d  felt  from  other  Fae  since  I’d  arrived  here—Nylah  and  Ren  excluded—and  it  had  to  mean something. 

But  before  I  touched  the  tome  to  close  it  and  carry  it  through  the  palace,  I  hesitated.  I  feared touching those pages again. I feared what I might see, and what I might find out. 

What  did  it  mean?  I  couldn’t  believe  the  humans  had  had  power  once  upon  a  time.  And  if  they were to get that power back…what would that do to the balance that existed in the world now? What would it do to the Fae? 

Ren was worried about his own kingdom turning against him. All he ever wanted was peace. 

But this…

If the humans could stand up against the Fae, it would be a new war. One that would ruin life as any of us knew it. 

Since I’d been a child, I’d known that slavery was wrong, and I’d wished the humans would be more  than  a  means  to  an  end.  The  Fae  often  treated  the  humans  as  disposable  wastes,  only  there  to give them what they needed, but the Fae could replace them if it came down to it. I’d always wished that humans were more. 

Had they really been as powerful as the Fae once? What if they became that powerful again? The Fae would have equals to contend with, and the balance of everything we knew would change. 

To hope and dream and wish for a different world was one thing, but to have the power to allow it to come true…

Since  I’d  arrived  at  the  palace,  my  viewpoint  about  Fae  had  changed.  Not  all  Fae  were

oppressors. In fact, I saw some of them as my equals, as friends. I had a bond with Ren that surpassed anything I’d ever felt or heard of before. 

If the humans were to regain their power, what trouble would that bring upon Ren? 

I  was  already  responsible  for  the  war  that  Baut  and  Carlin  had  waged  against  Ren  because  I’d killed Lucia. At least half of Ren’s subjects had turned against him because he’d chosen me above the Fae to be with. 

I couldn’t be the reason more things went wrong. And I couldn’t be the person to ruin Ren’s life, his rule, the citizens who were at his side. 

Instead of taking the tome to Nylah and showing her what I’d found, I closed it again and carried it back to the shelf where I’d found it. With difficulty, I stacked the other tomes and scrolls on it again, and I stepped back. 

I turned my back on the tome and walked to the door. The only proof that I’d been here at all was the lack of dust on that stack of tomes, the cobwebs that had been wiped away. But given a bit of time with  no  one  coming  in  here  to  look  at  the  texts  again,  to  see  what  I’d  seen,  I  was  sure  the  spiders would spin new webs, and it would be as if I’d never been here at all. 

I left the room, shutting the door behind me. A part of me felt like a traitor. I’d grown up human, but I wouldn’t share the knowledge with anyone. I could help them in their oppression if I was queen. 

Ren had already talked about changing the laws, and he didn’t see humans the same way as most of the other Fae. Humans weren’t possessions to him, and he wanted a world where they were treated as sentient beings with rights. I had to trust that he would do what was right. 

I cared for Ren. He was my everything. Even though our relationship was currently strained, and we had a war over our heads, he was still the person I was bound to. I didn’t want to do anything that would compromise what we had and make his life more complicated than it already was. When the civil war was over, I would share this with him. But for now, Ren needed to focus on the kingdom’s current issues. 

That was how I was going to leave it for now. It was likely that Nylah and Ren already knew this information. Even if they didn’t know that humans used to have magic, sharing this history wouldn’t change the outcome of the war. 

Too much had changed. Too much had already gone wrong. We were dealing with the fallout of Lucia’s and Zander’s actions and the way I’d involved myself. 

The  last  thing  we  needed  was  more  power  that  got  out  of  control,  more  chance  for  war,  and  an enemy that could overrun the Fae if we weren’t careful. 

No, it was better this way. My loyalties lay elsewhere, now. And I had to act on what was  right. 

Even if I wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to do, or what any of this meant. 

I was terrified of too much already, dealing with a whole lot of magic in a new life. I didn’t need anything else to be added to the pile. 
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“A re you all right?” Ren asked when he walked into the room. I already lay in bed, eyes closed, but sleep wouldn’t come. 

I opened my eyes and frowned at him. “Why do you ask?” 

He shrugged and walked to the bed. “I can feel what you feel, and lately, you’ve been very torn and confused.” 

I hadn’t thought he would notice it. The last couple of weeks, every time I’d tried to reach for him, Ren had been focused on the pending war. He’d been upset about the aristocrats turning against him, and  he’d  been  worried  about  how  it  would  pan  out.  He  hadn’t  known  how  many  were  still  on  his side. 

I’d thought he paid little attention to my feelings through the bond at all. He’d been distracted, his own emotions blocked off, too. 

“I have a lot on my mind,” I said carefully. 

Ren  climbed  onto  the  bed  and  reached  for  me.  His  fingers  were  gentle  when  he  touched  me, stroking  them  carefully  down  my  cheek.  His  eyes  were  tender,  lips  parted,  and  he  was  completely focused on me. 

For the first time in weeks, he saw  me. 

“Tell me,” he said. 

I hesitated. I didn’t know what to say. I’d been thinking about the tomes I’d found and what they’d shown me. I’d been worried about what Carlin had said. It all pointed to me and suggested it was an omen to have me here. 

I couldn’t tell Ren that. What if he thought so, too? 

But he didn’t feel that way about me. It was clear through our bond that he still cared for me. Of all the beings he believed to be his enemy, I wasn’t one of them. It gave me a sense of relief, but it also brought a sense of fear. What if Ren  should fear me? What if I  was bad for him, for the kingdom? 

“You’re working yourself up over this war,” Ren said. He didn’t ask, it was a statement. 

“I feel like it’s all my fault. If I hadn’t killed Lucia, then—” 

“I  wouldn’t  be  here  anymore,”  Ren  interrupted  me.  He  tucked  my  hair  behind  my  ear.  “I  know Baut  and  Carlin  are  furious.  I  might  have  been,  too,  in  their  shoes.  But  they  don’t  understand  what Lucia  did.  She  hid  her  Conjurite  magic  from  them  as  much  as  she  did  from  me,  and  they’re  her parents. They can’t see her as the villain the way we knew her to be.” 

I sighed. “I know the facts, Ren. I just can’t stop feeling guilty that everything is going wrong.” 

“You can’t take the blame for any of this,” Ren said. “You were brought to the palace against your

will because Lucia wanted you killed. She had my father killed, and she was going to kill me, too. If you hadn’t killed her, I would have had her executed…if I’d still been alive to do it. Baut and Carlin would still have been upset. This war would still have happened. The Fae on their side don’t know the truth about Lucia and her plot to take over Jasfin. I’ve been working day and night trying to get the truth out, so we don’t lose innocent lives.” He pulled me against him, arms wrapped around my body. 

“This is Lucia’s doing, not yours.” 

Being  in  Ren’s  arms  again  made  me  feel  like  I’d  been  holding  my  breath  for  a  long  time,  and  I finally  exhaled.  His  warmth  bled  into  me,  and  for  the  first  time  in  weeks,  I’d  been  found.  I  wasn’t wandering about aimlessly anymore. 

“I missed you,” I said. 

Ren  tilted  my  head  up,  finger  under  my  chin,  and  kissed  me.  When  our  lips  met,  electricity  ran through my body, and I shivered. It strengthened our bond. It had been nothing more than a flicker in the darkness, but his tongue slid into my mouth, and I sighed, melting against him. The flicker grew stronger, the light growing, pulsing, throbbing, until it drove away the darkness that had ebbed at the edge of my subconscious. 

When he broke the kiss, I was breathless. 

“I missed you, too,” he said. 

My heart sang at those words. 

He stroked his fingers through my hair, studying my face like he was committing it to memory. His affection  for  me  flowed  through  our  bond,  and  it  was  so  strong  I  didn’t  know  how  I  could  have doubted it at all. 

“You’ve been so far away,” I said. 

“I had a lot on my plate. I still do.” 

I nodded. Nylah had told me he kept me at arm’s length to protect his heart. How long would he need to know that I was here? I didn’t want to hurt him. 

I was terrified that I would hurt him because of  what I was—even though we didn’t know exactly what it was. But I didn’t  want to hurt him. 

“We should be mated,” Ren said. The statement had come out of nowhere. 

“What?” I asked. My heart skipped a beat. 

Ren looked at me, his eyes serious. He knew exactly what he’d said, and he knew I’d heard him. 

“Mated.” I swallowed hard. “You mean, go through the whole ceremony and—” 

“Make it official.” 

The Fae created bonds when they were with their fated mate, but after the bond was formed, they still  went  through  a  ceremony  where  power  from  the  Goddess  Terra  bound  them  together.  I’d  read about it in one of the books Nylah had given me after I’d learned about my bond with Ren. 

“You know what that would mean, right?” I asked carefully. 

Ren laughed, and the sound was deep and smooth, caressing my skin. “I’m aware.” 

“It means you’ll make me your queen. It means I’ll be at your side, not as the human who arrived at  the  compound,  but  as  the  person  you  chose  above  what  everyone  else  wants.  They’re  upset  with you about our current relationship. Mating me could—” 

Ren’s face sobered. “I don’t care what everyone else wants.” 

“Shouldn’t you care about it?” I wanted nothing more than to be with Ren for the rest of my days. 

But it wasn’t that simple. He had an entire kingdom to answer to. 

I was ruining the moment, but I wasn’t sure Ren had thought this through. I would love to be his queen.  I  couldn’t  imagine  anything  more  incredible.  The  fact  that  he   wanted  it  made  my  heart  sing

after I’d thought for a long time that he was slipping away from me. 

But  the  pending  war  was   because  he’d  chosen  me.  And  to  jump  into  a  mating  ceremony  now, when we were on the brink of the very war caused by his choices…

“It seems like you’re poking the bear if we are mated when there’s a civil war at hand because of it,” I said. I had to be honest with him—even if it meant I might change his mind about being with me. 

“I don’t care what they want,” Ren said again. “I was drawn to you the very first time I saw you. 

When you stood before me after slaying my Farynx, covered in blood, and your eyes spewing fire…

Even  then,  I  wanted  you.”  I  blushed.  “That  day,  I  nearly  kissed  you…that’s  when  I  knew  we  had  a bond. Lucia knew it too, she’d felt it just the same.” 

I shook my head. I’d also felt it back then. I’d been one step above a prisoner. They’d allowed me to stay at the palace and train to be a warrior after I’d proven I wasn’t the king slayer and killed a beast instead of giving in. But Ren and Lucia had been engaged to be married, and I’d thought what I felt for him had been one-sided. I’d been so drawn to him, I hadn’t been able to help myself. I’d felt his emotions, like we’d been connected to each other from the start. 

“I didn’t know you were aware of it so early on,” I said. 

Ren nodded. “I didn’t want to talk about it. I didn’t know how it could be. And with Lucia in my life, I was expected to do the right thing for the throne.” 

The political alliance had been a big step in the right direction for Jasfin. I fretted again over how I’d ruined it all, but Ren brushed his fingers against my lips. 

“Don’t do that,” he said. “You’re going to break your head worrying over this, and it’s not your fault. You couldn’t help the bond any more than I could. When two beings are destined to be together, it cannot be stopped. That’s why I want this, Ellie. I want to be with you. Every day, I’m drawn away from you because of this war and what I need to focus on. I mourn your absence. I ache for you when we’re not together, and I don’t care for this emptiness that I feel when you’re not by my side.” 

I let out a breath and tried to let go of the guilt that threatened to consume me whenever I thought about how everything had changed since I’d arrived. There had been a time when I’d thought maybe I was  too  selfish,  that  I  should  have  let  Ren  be  with  Lucia  as  he’d  been  meant  to  be.  That  had  been before  I’d  known  she  was  a  Conjurite,  and  before  I’d  known  that  Ren  was  my  mate.  He’d  been yearning for me as I had for him all along. 

“I want to be mated to you,” I said. “I care for you more than you know.” 

“I think I know,” Ren said and planted kisses on my face. He spoke between them. “I can feel it, remember? You put your life on the line when you faced Lucia. You didn’t know you had magic so strong,  and  yet,  you  were  willing  to  sacrifice  yourself  for  me.”  He  moved  to  my  lips.  “If  that’s  not love…” 

He was right. I’d been willing to die for him. I still was. I would lay down my life for him—to do whatever it took so that he could be the king he was destined to be. I loved him more than I’d ever loved anyone or anything. 

“I  feel  the  same  way  about  you,”  Ren  said.  He  cupped  my  cheek,  and  his  love  for  me  flowed through  our  bond.  He  cared  so  much.  His  love  enveloped  me,  cocooning  me  against  the  rest  of  the world. No matter what happened, as long as Ren and I were connected, together, facing the world as one,  we  were  going  to  make  it  through  this  nightmare.  It  didn’t  matter  what  they  threw  at  us—civil war, a war against Palgia, or the end of days as I’d seen in my visions and dreams. 

When I thought about it, fear fluttered in the back of my mind, but I pushed it away. Carlin was wrong  about  me.  She  was  wrong  about  what  it  would  mean  for  me  to  the  be  on  the  throne,  ruling alongside  Ren.  If  it  was  wrong,  if  I  wasn’t  meant  to  be  here,  how  could  our  bond  be  so  strong?  I

didn’t know how it all worked, but I wouldn’t have a mate bond with Ren if it wasn’t meant to be. 

Nylah  had  told  me  again  and  again  to  have  faith.  So  that  was  what  I  would  have.  I  would  have faith  that  this  bond  was  right—that  being  with  Ren  was  exactly  where  I  needed  to  be.  And  if  Terra allowed this, I couldn’t be the one who would ruin the world. With a love this powerful, and magic at my fingertips that made me a part of the family I loved here at the palace, it was impossible to be the villain. 

Ren  slid  his  hand  down  my  neck,  his  fingertips  brushing  against  my  skin,  and  goosebumps shivered over my shoulders and down my spine. 

We shifted down so that I lay on the mattress and Ren’s body pinned me down. I loved it when his enormous  body  covered  mine  like  this.  He  made  me  feel  petite  and  delicate,  and  his  power  was overwhelming. 

But it wasn’t only his strength—both physical and magical—that was so incredibly attractive. It was his control. He was so powerful, he could crush me in an instant. He could obliterate me, turn me into dust if he wanted to. He could take what he wanted from me. And yet, he held back and allowed me to call the shots. He let me be in charge, he let me take control. As powerful as he was, Ren knew when to use it and when to defer, and he gave me the power over him. 

And that was the epitome of strength to me. 

Ren slid his hand onto my breast, and I moaned into his mouth when he kneaded and massaged me. 

My nipples grew hard in his palm, and he moved his head to my neck, kissing and licking and sucking on the delicate skin. He worked his way down my neck toward my collarbone, leaving a trail of fire in his wake. 

His hand slid down my stomach and pushed underneath the thin material of my shirt. His fingers were rough, but his touch was gentle as he slid his hand upward again and cupped my naked breast underneath my shirt. 

I gasped when he rolled my nipple between his thumb and forefinger. He pushed up my shirt and followed his hands with his mouth, kissing his way up my torso and onto my breasts. I squirmed and wriggled out of my shirt, so he had full access, and I fell back into the pillows, giving myself over to the ecstasy that filled me as Ren worshiped my chest. 

While  kissing  and  licking  and  sucking  his  way  between  my  breasts,  Ren  slid  his  hand  into  the waistband of my pajama shorts. When he cupped my center, I gasped and curled on the bed, opening my legs for him. He accepted the invitation and slid his fingers along my sex. He moaned around my nipple, and then he lifted his head and kissed me on the lips. 

I  gasped  when  he  pushed  his  fingers  into  me.  He  kissed  me  again,  swallowing  my  gasps  and moans as he fingered me, pumping in and out of me or drawing circles around my clit until I couldn’t take it anymore. He was teasing me, driving me to the edge, but he pulled back before I toppled over. 

I tugged at his shirt while I kissed him, working it over his broad back. We broke the kiss long enough for me to get the shirt over his head, and I flung it to the floor. When Ren kissed me again, I pushed my fingers into the waistband of his pants and pushed them down. I pulled them open and over his cock, hard and ready for me. 

Ren groaned when I wrapped my fingers around his shaft. His flesh was thick and hot in my hand. 

I pumped him up and down a few times, and Ren cursed in my ear. He pulled my shorts down and rolled onto me, pinning me to the mattress. 

“You drive me crazy,” he growled before kissing me again. He all but devoured me, and my legs fell open for him when his body pushed in between them. I held my breath in anticipation when his tip pushed against my entrance, and when he slid into me, I let out my breath in a long moan. 

His  size  was  always  a  challenge.  When  he  was  buried  inside  me,  Ren  let  me  adjust  to  him.  I trembled around his cock, split wide open, and I relished in the feel of him filling me up. 

He  moved  slowly  at  first,  sensually.  I  gasped  and  moaned  at  the  friction,  the  way  he  teasingly drew himself out until only the head was still in me, before he slid all the way home. 

With every stroke, I shivered, power rolling over me in waves. It was Ren’s magic, but mine rose to meet it. It was like the motion of the waves crashing on the sand, my power rolling over his as he thrust into me harder and harder. 

He bucked his hips, picking up speed until he pounded into me. I cried out as we became one, our bodies merging. The bond between us was wide open, and Ren’s affections for me poured over me. 

He loved me so much more than I’d ever thought anyone could love another being, and his feelings matched my own. I’d been terrified of my feelings for him—until now, I’d been worried that it wasn’t as serious for him as it was for me. But he’d only been blocking his emotion from me because he’d known I felt it all. Right now, Ren was inside of me, and we were connected in a way words couldn’t describe. 

Ren wanted to  be with me. He’d said he wanted to mate me. He wanted me by his side, not only as a lover and a warrior, but as his queen. That was what mattered. I wanted to be with him, too. 

I  cried  out  when  I  orgasmed.  Pleasure  crashed  through  me,  consuming  me.  I  was  made  of  light once more, glowing in the passion of our bonding. It shone brightly in Ren’s eyes when he stared into my soul, and I cried out and curled my body around him. 

As  if  my  orgasm  kickstarted  his,  Ren  released  with  a  sharp  cry.  He  held  onto  me,  our  bodies pressed tightly together so that I didn’t know where I ended and he began. His ecstasy mingled with my own, and we were one, connected in every way, an amalgamation of emotions that didn’t know the barrier between the two separate beings we were. 

We rode out the pleasure together. 

When it was over, we lay tangled together for a long time, our hearts beating side by side as Ren held me. 

Finally, he peeled himself off me. 

“We should get some sleep,” he said in a hoarse voice. 

He  was  right.  I  was  suddenly  exhausted.  Ren  pulled  me  tightly  against  him,  his  body  curled around mine like a question mark, and I shifted so that I lay with my back to his chest. 

This was what I wanted. To be this close to him forever. And he wanted it, too. 

“I love you,” I whispered into the dark. 

“I love you, too, Ellie,” he answered and dropped a kiss in my hair before I drifted off to sleep. 
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“I don’t know if this is a good idea,” I said. 

We stood in the middle of the training arena, all dressed in leathers. Nylah and Dex awaited Ren’s instructions. 

“It’s never a bad idea to train together,” he said. 

His reassurance flowed through the bond, but it didn’t erase the fear that curled in the pit of my stomach. 

“What if I lose control again?” 

“Then we figure it out, together,” Nylah said. 

I flashed on the heat that had nearly consumed me the last time I’d tried this. 

“Don’t let the fear take over,” Ren said. “You can control it. If we let fear guide us, we’ll never amount to anything.” 

It  was  a  very  wise  speech,  but  he  wasn’t  the  one  who’d  been  at  the  center  of  the  last  wave  of magic, where I’d been torn apart at the seams. 

“We’ve all been where you are, Ellie,” Dex said. “We all had to learn how to control our magic.” 

“You  were  all  born  with  it,”  I  clapped  back.  “You  didn’t  suddenly  have  magic,  long  after  you lived a normal life.” 

Dex  pursed  his  lips  together.  He  was  upset  with  what  I’d  said,  but  I  wasn’t  wrong.  This  was nothing like what they’d been through. None of them had been where I was. 

“We’re going to take this one step at a time, okay?” Nylah said, putting her hand on Dex’s arm to calm him. He yanked his arm away from her, jaw clenched. She shot him a look I didn’t take the time to decipher. 

Ren focused on me. “Take a deep breath,” he ordered. I did as he said and breathed in through my nose. “And now let it out slowly and relax when you do. Don’t let the fear win. You’ve got this.” 

I breathed out and tried to let the tension and fear bleed out of me as I did. He was right. I was bigger than this. I had to be. How could I tell Ren I was ready to fight in his war when I couldn’t deal with my own emotions? Maybe that was why he’d decided he wanted to keep me back. 

I needed to prove to him I had what it took. 

I closed my eyes, focused on my center. My power pulsed through my veins, itching to get out, but I calmed myself. I focused on the breath flowing in and out of my lungs. I focused on the rise and fall of my chest. 

When I opened my eyes, I was ready. 

The others fell into a triangle formation, as if I’d told them out loud I was ready for them. 

Nylah  was  the  first  to  throw  her  power  at  me.  Instead  of  blocking  it,  my  magic  responded, swallowing it. 

“What was that?” Nylah asked with a frown. 

“I don’t know,” I said. 

Dex shook his head and attacked. He moved lightning fast, agile for his size, and in a flash, his fist came at my jaw. I ducked, avoiding his blow, and a wave of magic came with it. It rocked me to my core, and I fell to the ground. 

Whatever  power  lived  inside  me  shook  itself  and  countered  the  attack.  White  light  suddenly blinded us, heat that poured out of me like magma. I cried out, the heat searing my skin. The power inside me was so strong, it ripped through me, and I was nothing more than a puppet, a vehicle for it to exist in. 

“Ellie!”  someone  shouted,  but  I  couldn’t  tell  who  it  was.  A  droning  sound  in  my  ears  drowned everything else out, and I screamed. Every cell in my body was a pinpoint of light, a source of power, and  everything  was  alive  and  ready  to  take  on  whatever  came  at  us.  I  couldn’t  retract  it.  I  couldn’t control it. I was just along for the ride. If I was lucky, it wouldn’t consume me completely. 

“Stop her!” a voice yelled right next to me. It had to be Dex. Rage and terror filled his voice. I tasted his fear, acrid on my tongue, and his rage, hot like my power. 

“Ellie, reel it in!” Nylah shouted, her voice more distinct this time. “You’re the only one who can control this!” 

But she was wrong. I couldn’t control it. The power ripped through me, and I was like a ragdoll. 

“If you don’t stop her now, so help me, I’ll—” 

A wave of power rocked me so hard it knocked me off balance, and I fell to the floor. My power fought  back,  a  powerful  wave,  but  the  power  that  enveloped  me  was  so  much  bigger.  Through  the waves of magic, I sensed Ren. He reached out to me, searching for me under the power, and I grabbed onto  the  lifeline  he  threw  me.  When  I  touched  his  power,  accepted  it,  my  magic  backed  down.  It deferred to Ren as the Fae King, to his power, and the light faded. 

It took a long time for the heat to subside—like a sunset that took the scorching heat with it until there was nothing more than an afterglow. I was on the floor on my hands and knees. My palms were raw, sand sticking to my skin when I lifted them. My knees hurt, and my voice was hoarse, as if I’d screamed for days. 

I looked up. Dex sat on the sand, leaning back, his mouth forming a scowl. 

“This is dangerous!” he shouted. “Her power is too much for someone who can’t control it!” 

“Dex,” Nylah started. 

Dex shook his head and jumped up. “She’s a loose cannon!” He turned to Ren. “What if this magic destroys us all, Ren? What if you aren’t around to save her, and she loses control?” 

“That’s enough,” Ren said. His voice was calm and commanding, and Dex obeyed. He bit back whatever else he’d wanted to say and turned around to glare at me. 

“It’s a hiccup,” Nylah said, stepping closer. 

“That  hiccup  might  be  the  end  of  us  all,”  Dex  sneered.  “If  you  two  want  to  keep  ignoring  what Carlin said, be my guest, but I won’t pretend it’s not there.” He turned around and stormed off. 

A breeze picked up, and my cheeks were wet with tears, although I hadn’t cried. 

“I  didn’t  mean  to  hurt  anyone,”  I  said  in  a  hoarse  voice.  I  touched  my  sore  throat  with  my fingertips. 

“You didn’t,” Ren said. 

“I almost did,” I countered. 

Ren  shook  his  head,  but  he  didn’t  face  me.  He  stood  to  the  side,  shoulder  to  me.  And  when  I reached for him through our bond, he was distant, cold. 

“Come,  Ellie,”  Nylah  said  and  helped  me  to  my  feet.  “Let’s  get  those  wounds  taken  care  of.”  I only noticed my bloody palms when she said it. 

“I’m sorry,” I said to Ren. 

“There’s nothing to be sorry about, Ellie.” Ren’s voice was soft, and his eyes were gentle, and I would have believed him. I would have felt better. If only I hadn’t known what he was feeling. Our bond was truer than any words, and Ren was unsure about me. He was upset with what had happened. 

He walked away, taking his emotions with him, and I couldn’t pull them apart anymore. He’d shut me  out  enough  that  I  couldn’t  reach  him  completely,  but  what  I   did  pick  up  on  tasted  of disappointment. 

Nylah guided me toward the palace door and led me down the hallway to the cathedral. When we were in her kitchen, she bandaged my palms. It stung. 

“These are herbs that will speed up your healing,” she said when I winced. 

“How did this happen?” I asked. “I didn’t do anything.” 

“You have a lot of power, Ellie. A lot more than any of us realized. It has a physical effect on you, literally tearing you apart when it decides to break free.” 

“I’m a liability,” I said dully. “This thing inside me…it’s a monster.” 

Nylah shook her head. “You can’t see it that way. You can’t treat your power as a separate entity. 

It’s a part of you, and you can’t turn against yourself. You must have faith.” 

“Faith in what?” 

“In yourself,” she said. 

I shook my head. “I can’t have faith if everyone else believes I’m a problem.” 

“We don’t believe that,” Nylah said, but she was wrong. 

Dex believed it, and I feared Ren believed it, too. 

Nylah made us each a cup of herbal tea. Mine was a combination of herbs to calm my nerves and lift  my  spirits.  Hers  granted  her  wisdom.  Usually,  I  was  all  for  these  teas  of  hers,  but  this  time,  I wasn’t so sure it would work. She was the high priestess—no Fae was closer to the Goddess Terra than  she  was.  And  yet,  she  had  no  answers  about  the  prophecy  or  my  magic.  Terra  had  shown  her nothing. 

And I was losing control more and more. 

When we sat on her couches in the living room, sipping on our cups of tea, I glanced up at Nylah. 

“I’m terrified of what I might do to those I love. What if I don’t get control of this thing?” 

“You’ll get your control,” she said fiercely. “Your power is a gift, but like anything that’s new, we need to figure out how to use it.” 

I wanted to tell her about the tomes I’d found—about the humans who’d once been powerful and could be again. I’d had visions about the end of days with me at the center, and I was terrified that it was all true. 

But I couldn’t tell Nylah. What if she only confirmed what I’d seen, and I really was the reason the world would end if I ruled on the throne beside Ren? 

I hadn’t ever wanted to hurt anyone. I hadn’t wanted the throne. I’d been content having a home, a future, people who cared about me. If all this was true, and I was the monster I feared I was…

“Stop it,” Nylah said, her words slicing through the downward spiral of my thoughts. 

“What?” 

“You’re working yourself up over this, and you shouldn’t. The more you fear it, the more control

it  has  over  you.  You’re  strong,  Ellie.  Stronger  than  you  know.  We’ve  all  seen  it  from  day  one.  You have to believe in yourself and trust that you’ll figure this out.” 

I nodded. “Thank you.” 

“For what it’s worth… I trust you—with my life. I believe in you.” 

When I looked into her bright eyes, shining with that ethereal light that proved she was closer to a deity than to a normal Fae, she meant it. With every fiber in her being. 
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“I want to talk about what happened,” I said to Ren when we were in our bedroom together. 

We  lay  next  to  each  other,  still  tangled  together  after  our  lovemaking.  My  breathing  had calmed, but my body still hummed in the aftermath. 

“What’s there to talk about?” Ren asked. He rolled onto his side and traced his fingers down my cheek. 

“You don’t think there’s anything wrong?” 

Ren shook his head, but he was lying to me. The change was so small, it was barely recognizable. 

He  treated  me  the  way  he  always  had.  He  looked  at  me  with  affection  in  his  eyes,  and  lately,  he’d been making more time to spend together. 

But we hadn’t talked about getting mated again. Maybe it was a coincidence, but I didn’t think it was. 

I didn’t think he  meant to lie to me when he said nothing was wrong, either. He believed things were okay. He wanted to believe it, and he did a very good job of convincing himself he had nothing to worry about. 

I don’t think he truly believed I was safe to be around, though. He’d closed himself off from me. 

And things weren’t the way they used to be between us. I couldn’t put my finger on it. It was so dim, only a flicker of worry, but I couldn’t point it out to him. It was that hard to grasp. 

I was aware of it, though. Very much so. It was like a seed planted in our subconscious. Whether we  wanted  to  believe  it  or  not,  that  seed  could  grow.  It  could  become  so  big  it  overpowered everything else. 

It  was  how  it  had  worked  when  I’d  met  Ren.  He’d  been  betrothed  to  Lucia.  He’d  been  the  Fae King, and I, a human prisoner. There had been no reason for the two of us to be connected, but a bond had been forged between us, and as soon as it had been put into motion…

“Why do you insist that something’s wrong?” Ren asked. His eyes searched my face. 

“Because I lost control. And this time, Dex nearly got hurt.” 

“Dex overstepped the line,” Ren pointed out. “His attack wasn’t what we’d discussed.” 

“No,  but  it’s  not  like  our  enemies  are  going  to  hang  back  until  they  get  a  signal  that  they’re allowed  to  attack.  What  Dex  did  wasn’t  wrong.  You’re  all  trying  to  train  me,  and  the  only  way  to learn is by doing.” 

Ren clenched his jaw. 

“We’ve already talked about you fighting in the war,” he said. 

“I know.” He didn’t want me there, fighting. “And for the first time, I’m going to agree with you.” 

“That’s good,” Ren said with relief in his voice. 

“It’s not.” I shook my head and sat up, moving away from his touch. “I’m terrified of what I’ll do. 

And I think you’re worried about it, too.” 

“You just need training, Ellie.” 

“Stop  saying  that!”  I  snapped.  “That’s  what  you  all  keep  telling  me,  but  what  if  that’s  not  true? 

What if this is it, this is all I can offer?” 

“Magic doesn’t work that way—” 

“For  Fae,  maybe,”  I  interrupted.  “But  not  for  humans.  And  not  for…whatever  I  am.”  I  let  out  a shaky breath and covered my face with my hands. 

“Hey,” Ren said and put his hand on my arm. I lowered my hands and looked at him. Compassion filled his face, his eyes held affection. 

“Stop beating yourself up over this,” he said. “You’re going to figure it out. We all are. This is far from over. Nylah is going to figure out the prophecy, and you’re going to figure out your magic.” 

“You sound so sure,” I said. 

Ren nodded. “I am sure. You keep surprising us all. I don’t doubt you’ll do it again. Come.” He nudged me back to the mattress and pulled me against him. “Rest.” 

I closed my eyes, doing as he said. Maybe he was right. Maybe I would surprise us all. I’d done it before, hadn’t I? Over and over. 

But what if I surprised us all…in the wrong way? What if everything about what we already knew of the prophecy—the end of the world—was true? 

Nylah had said my power got out of control because of my fear. I was terrified of myself. Maybe my fear was born from the fact that nothing had ever gone my way, and I didn’t want to lose what I had here. 

Ren  fell  asleep  next  to  me,  and  through  our  bond,  his  sleep  dragged  me  under,  too.  It  meant  my mind would leave me alone for a while, stop haunting me with thoughts of the end of days and how it would all be my fault. 

 IT  WAS  DAYTIME,  BUT  THE  SKY  WAS  DARK.  WHEN  I  LOOKED  UP,  ASH  FLOATED  LIKE  SNOWFLAKES,  AND

 clouds of smoke hung where the clouds should have been. The smog blocked the sunlight, throwing the world into permanent dusk. 

 Screams  sounded  all  around  me.  I  spun  around,  following  the  sounds  that  echoed  from  all directions. I was back in Steepholde, where I’d grown up. The town was everything I’d ever known since I was a child. Although I’d never been happy there, the city had been my home. 

 I  hurried  toward  the  town  that  lay  between  trees,  hidden  from  the  road  that  led  toward  the coast if anyone traveled another day or two. 

 The roads were familiar. Craig, the owner of the tavern where I was a barmaid, scowled at me from  behind  the  bar.  Old  Ham-Hands  grinned  at  me  with  yellow  teeth  and  a  look  in  his  eye  that made me want to punch him in the face. I saw the butcher I passed in the mornings and the human assistant who carried the meat for him when a large load came in. 

 The baker’s servant who passed me stale rolls instead of throwing them away sometimes stood in the door of the shop, watching me go by. They all had the same look on their faces: a look of defeat. Acceptance that this was it, it was no use trying to go on, because nothing was as it had

 been before. 

 The  stone  houses  with  their  thatch  roofs  were  on  fire.  The  holographic  screens  that  usually displayed ads were damaged, glitching. They emanated a high-pitched sound that pierced my ears. 

 Fae and humans alike ran in any direction—they scattered like cockroaches, not caring where they went, as long as it was away from here. 

 “What’s happening?” I shouted. 

 No one listened. 

 A  woman  ran  past  me,  brown  hair  short  and  bobbing.  I  grabbed  her  by  the  arm,  yanked  her around to face me. 

 “What’s going on?” I asked again. 

 “Can’t you see?” she replied. 

 Her  hair  was  short  because  it  had  burned.  It  was  singed  black  in  part,  and  angry  red  burn marks covered her face and neck, her arms, her hands. 

 “See what?” I demanded, but she’d turned around and ran again. 

 My heart beat in my throat. I tasted blood, although when I touched my lips, my fingers came away clean. My breathing came in erratic gasps, and my body trembled as if I’d been running for a long time. 

 “Ellie!” someone screamed. 

 I  spun  around  to  where  the  voice  had  called  me  from.  Nylah  was  on  the  ground,  dragging herself  along.  Dirt  streaked  her  white  robes.  She  had  a  dark  smear  across  her  cheek,  and  fear filled her eyes. 

 “I’m coming!” I shouted. 

 Nylah was one of the most powerful Fae, but when I reached her, she reached up for me, and her fingers trembled. 

 “Help me,” she said in a hoarse voice. 

 “How?” I asked. 

 “Make it stop.” 

 I shook my head. I didn’t know what she was talking about. 

 “What?” I cried frantically. “What am I supposed to stop?” 

 I  looked  around.  I  still  couldn’t  place  what  was  wrong,  what  was  happening.  The  world  was coming undone at the seams. Everything around me fell apart. Houses collapsed. Children cried, looking for their parents with tearstained cheeks. 

 When I turned back to Nylah, I took her hand. 

 “Let’s get out of here,” I said. “Where’s Ren?” 

 “He’s  gone,  Ellie,”  Nylah  said  with  a  frown.  “Don’t  you  remember?  He’s  not…”  Her  voice caught in her throat, and her eyes filled with tears. “He’s not coming back.” 

 My blood ran cold, and I swayed. “What?” 

 A house crashed down onto itself. Glass shattered, and shards flew in our direction. We had to get out of here. I grabbed Nylah. 

 “We have to go,” I said. I grabbed her around the waist and tried to hoist her up. 

 “Ellie!” she cried in pain. 

 I couldn’t be gentle with her to help with whatever pain she felt. If I left her here, if we didn’t leave right now, we wouldn’t make it. 

 “Ellie,  don’t!”  Nylah  said.  Her  head  hung,  her  chestnut  hair  dull.  It  fell  to  the  ground  in tangles. 

 “We need to get to safety,” I urged. From there, we could regroup. If we could find Dex, maybe we could figure out a plan of action. If I knew what was going on, we could—

 “Ellie,” Nylah said, and her voice was so soft now, I barely heard her over the crackle of the fire that consumed Steepholde. 

 “What  is  it?”  I  asked,  lowering  my  face  to  hers,  my  ear  right  by  her  mouth.  “Talk  to  me, Nylah.” 

 When she said nothing, I looked at her. Her eyes found mine, and the ethereal light that always seemed to drive her dimmed. 

 And then it went out. 

 “Nylah?” I asked and shook her. “Nylah!” 

 She didn’t respond. Her head lolled to the side. 

 “Nylah!” I screamed. 

“Ellie, it’s okay,” Ren said, his hand on my shoulder, shaking me awake. “You’re dreaming.” 

I  blinked  into  the  darkness.  My  heart  hammered  against  my  ribs,  and  my  breathing  came  in shallow gasps. My head spun. I still smelled the burning thatch, felt the sting of smoke in my eyes. I coughed. 

“It’s okay, I’ve got you,” Ren said. He hugged me to his chest. “Just breathe. Slowly, in through your nose, out through your mouth.” 

I tried to do as he said. At first, I wasn’t able to do it, and I gasped for air, feeling like an anvil was on my chest. But slowly, my breathing calmed. My pulse stopped throbbing in my ears. 

“Where’s Nylah?” I asked. 

“She’s safe in bed,” Ren answered. 

He switched on a lamp, and the darkness disappeared. I looked around. I was here with Ren. He was alive, and we were in our bed at the palace. I wasn’t in Steepholde. I was up north, close to the mountains, in the palace where I was warm and safe and removed from the hell I’d lived before. 

The world wasn’t falling apart. 

It had been a terrible nightmare. 

“Are you okay?” Ren asked. 

I nodded against his chest. “I think so.” 

“I could feel your terror,” he said. “What were you dreaming about?” 

The end of days. 

“I don’t know.” 

Images of my hometown burning to the ground flashed before my eyes, even when I squeezed them shut. The sound of screams still pierced my ears. 

“What if this is my fault?” I whispered. 

“The war isn’t your fault, Ellie,” Ren said. He stroked his fingers through my hair. 

I wasn’t talking about the war. I was talking about the end of the world, but I couldn’t tell him that. 

“Ren?” I asked. 

“What is it, my love?” 

I glanced up at him. Affection filled his dark blue eyes. His dark hair was disheveled, and in the dim light of the lamp he’d switched on, he looked like a handsome vision of power and authority. 

“I’m sorry I woke you,” I said in a thin voice. 

He shook his head. “I’m here for you, Ellie. No matter what. I can sleep another time.” 

I nodded, and he planted a kiss on my hair. When I leaned my cheek against his chest again, I let out a shuddering breath, and his arms curled tighter around me. 

But it wasn’t as it had been before. He’d been there for me, he’d always made me feel safe, but my nightmares were closer than he was. 

The hell that had been unleashed in my dreams…

He couldn’t fight that away for me. I had to do that by myself. 

If I caused all this, I was the only person who could make it stop. Just as Nylah had asked in my dream. 

But I didn’t know how I could do that—not without losing everyone I loved. 
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“Y our Highness,” a messenger said when we sat at the breakfast table a few days later. 

Ren  was  reading  the  news  on  a  tablet  that  produced  holographic  text  and  images.  Nylah had her nose buried in scrolls that she’d brought with her to the table. 

Dex wasn’t present. I tried not to take it personally, but since I’d lost control and nearly hurt him, he’d avoided me unless he was forced to work with me, like when I trained with the other warriors. 

Even then, he only talked to me when necessary. Zita had said he was being difficult, but I wasn’t so sure. He was the only one who believed I was a threat right now. Maybe he was the only one who was right. 

Ren  took  the  message  from  the  messenger,  who  backed  away  bowed  from  the  waist.  When  Ren unfolded  the  note,  Carlin’s  face  appeared  in  a  hologram  that  floated  above  it.  I  stared  at  the technology. 

I’d been at the palace for a while now, but I still had to get used to how technologically advanced everything was. In my hometown of Steepholde, I’d seen holographic ads in the streets, and most Fae had tablets. Royals and aristocrats had access to technology that was far more advanced. 

“Your Highness,” Carlin’s voice rang loud and clear. Nylah looked up, yanked from her studies. 

“I would like to request an audience to discuss the matter of the war between us. I don’t believe war is necessary, and I would like, if it pleases you, to discuss a truce.” 

Her  face  disappeared  again.  Ren  stared  at  the  note  for  a  long  while  after  Carlin’s  message  had stopped. 

When he looked up, his eyes locked with mine, and his uncertainty flowed through our bond. He looked at Nylah. 

“Do you trust her?” she asked. 

“I don’t know,” Ren admitted. “It could be a trick.” 

“To do what?” 

He  shook  his  head.  “I  don’t  know,  but  it  seems  unlikely  that  after  Carlin  was  so  furious  about Lucia’s death, she wants to call a truce now. However, if I can prevent war, I think I should hear her out.” 

The  confidence  in  Ren’s  words  wavered.  His  emotions  were  all  over  the  place,  ranging  from uncertainty to mistrust to guilt. He didn’t want to send his citizens to war if he could help it, but who knew if what Carlin was trying to do was legitimate, or if she was trying to trick Ren. 

Ren rose from his seat. “I have a message to send,” he said and excused himself. 

When he left the room, Nylah and I looked at each other. 

“I  don’t  know  if  we  can  trust  her,”  she  confessed.  “Especially  since  she  used  the  prophecy  as leverage but refused to tell us what it all meant.” 

I nodded. When Carlin and Baut declared war, Carlin had said she knew about the prophecy about me, and that I would cause the end of the world if I were to rule at Ren’s side. She’d refused to tell Nylah the full prophecy, and Nylah had taken it as a sign that Carlin was lying. 

“She’s  coming  alone,  though,”  Nylah  added.  “She’s  not  bringing  Baut  with  her,  acting  as  his support system and letting him take the lead. I think that’s significant.” 

“Not just part of her tricks?” I asked. 

“There’s no way of knowing,” she said with a sigh. “I guess all we can do is wait for Ren to give her his answer and act on the next step when we get there.” 

I nodded. Nylah was wise, and she was right. We couldn’t know anything for sure. 

After breakfast, I walked to the training arena, dressed in black leathers. My mind mulled over the nightmares I’d been having and the words Carlin had spoken that day they’d declared war. 

 If you allow this cretin to rule, it will bring the world as we know it to destruction. 

I still heard her voice, crystal clear. 

“Ellie!” Zita called from her quarters, and I turned around. She leaned against her doorpost. “Do you need some company?” 

“A sparring buddy will be great,” I said. “But I’m not great company.” 

“That’s okay, I’m not looking for someone to gossip with.” 

I  nodded,  and  Zita  disappeared.  A  short  while  later,  she  appeared  again,  dressed  in  training leathers, too. 

We walked to the arena in silence. When we stepped out into the cold, the ice crunched under our feet. 

“The winter will leave soon,” Zita said. 

“I hope it stays forever,” I said dully. 

“Why?” 

“That way, they won’t be able to send the warriors out to fight. And we can keep this peace.” 

“Pseudo-peace,”  Zita  corrected  me.  “It’s  not  really  peace  at  all.  It’s  the  calm  before  the  storm. 

The storm will rage, either way.” 

I took a deep breath and let it out in a shudder. She was right. This war wouldn’t stop because they got bored with the idea of it. I hoped Ren would hear Carlin out. I hoped they could reach the truce she wanted to discuss. 

Zita and I stopped talking and focused on training. We warmed up together, sparred a while to get into it, and then we unleashed ourselves on each other. The fight was intense right away. She didn’t hold back, and I was glad she didn’t. I needed to take my mind off everything and focus on her next move, to protect myself. 

Zita fought me, going for my vitals, attacking as if I were the enemy. She spun around and kicked her  leg  out,  her  foot  connecting  with  my  knee.  My  leg  buckled,  and  I  nearly  went  down,  my  face connecting with her fist as I toppled over. I used the momentum, and instead of trying to counter my fall, I threw myself into it, using my tumble toward the ground to get a blow in. I punched Zita in her stomach. She doubled over, her breath gone for a moment. With a blast of magic that came from my center, I knocked her down. She fell backward on the frozen ground with a gasp. 

“What was that?” she asked. 

“Sorry,” I said, and I grabbed her hand, pulling her to her feet again. 

“You’ve never done that before.” 

“I wasn’t thinking,” I said. “I just acted.” 

“But it was good,” Zita insisted. 

She threw magic at me. We rarely used magic when we sparred, but when she did, I countered it. I sank  into  my  center,  my  focus  where  it  had  to  be  right  away,  and  I  absorbed  her  power.  I  turned  it around and cast it back at her, and Zita cried out as she braced herself against it but lost. 

She tumbled to the ground again. 

“Goddess,  Ellie,  you’re  a  hell  of  a  warrior.  Why  don’t  you  do  this  when  we  all  train  together? 

You’re always holding back.” 

“Because I don’t know when I’ll lose control,” I admitted. 

“You’re not losing it now.” 

But I wasn’t thinking about my magic, either. I was…fighting. 

“Again,” Zita said and attacked before I could think straight. Again, I used my power. It was so close to the surface, I tasted my magic. It was akin to the air I breathed, and I countered every wave of power Zita threw at me, using it against her or fighting back with power of my own. 

When we were done, we were both breathing hard. My fingers tingled. My skin danced with heat, but it wasn’t the all-consuming fire I’d experienced before. 

“You’re  going  to  be  our  leverage  in  this  war,”  Zita  said.  She  leaned  her  hands  on  her  knees, talking between pants and gasps. “You’re our secret weapon. They won’t know what hit them when the human they hate so much is suddenly the creature that destroys them.” 

My stomach twisted at her words. I was torn between being proud of my abilities and scared of them.  I  didn’t  tell  Zita  that  Ren  didn’t  want  me  immersed  in  the  fighting.  He  was  going  to  keep  me home, locked in a glass box where nothing could happen to me, and he and the rest of the warriors could face the music alone. 

Trumpets sounded. 

“That’s a visitor for the King,” Zita said. 

“Carlin?” I asked. 

“What would  she want here?” she replied with a scowl. 

“A truce, hopefully,” I said and turned. Ren’s magic called out to me, and I had a strong urge to find him, to be at his side. I caught myself at the door, and I looked over my shoulder at Zita. “Thank you for sparring with me.” 

“Anytime,” Zita said with a grin. “Go, your king needs you.” 

I nodded and walked through the door to find Ren where he waited in the throne room. 

When  I  walked  inside,  they  assembled  everyone.  Carlin  stood  before  the  throne,  two  guards flanking her. She wore a deep purple dress with an empire waist, and her long blonde hair curled in ringlets hung over her shoulders. She wore a cloak of the same deep purple fabric. Jewelry adorned her  wrists,  fingers,  and  throat,  and  she  looked  every  bit  as  royal  as  Ren  did  where  he  sat  on  the throne. 

Ren  wore  emerald  clothes,  with  golden  embellishments  and  a  thick  golden  livery  collar,  with  a medallion  that  dangled  on  his  chest.  The  badge  had  the  royal  crest  on  it—I’d  never  seen  Ren  this dressed up. 

“Carlin,”  I  said,  nodding  to  her  when  I  walked  around  her  to  join  Nylah  and  Dex,  where  they stood to the side. 

“Come, my love,” Ren said, holding out his hand to me. Affection filled his eyes, and it flowed through our bond, too. 

I climbed the three steps to the throne, and Ren took my hand. Warmth pulsed through me when we

touched. He glanced at the open seat next to him, and I sat down. I was his future queen, and he was making it clear to Carlin where I belonged. 

She did  not like it. Her indignation was palpable. Her anger crackled in the air and danced along my skin. I was the human who sat on the throne her daughter had once occupied. 

Ren turned his attention to Carlin, and he sank into business mode. 

“Let’s discuss this truce, Carlin,” he said. “You’re serious about stopping the war?” 

Carlin swallowed her bitterness. “Yes, I am. I want to call a ceasefire. Baut is very serious about seeing this through—and with good reason. But spilling innocent blood is unnecessary. I don’t believe this is the only way to settle our differences.” 

“I  fully  agree  with  you,”  Ren  said.  “I  was  against  war  from  the  start.  You  want  to  avenge  your daughter’s death, but—” 

“This has nothing to do with Lucia,” Carlin said. “Her death was tragic, and we mourn her every day. But it has grown much bigger than merely the death of a would-be queen. You know it’s about more, King Rainier.” 

Ren didn’t agree or disagree with her. 

“Tell me what you propose,” he said instead. 

Ren’s face was an expressionless mask. His emotions warred against each other—the anger and hatred  he  still  felt  toward  Lucia  for  betraying  him,  the  pain  he  empathized  with  in  both  Baut  and Carlin, and the hope that they could settle this off the battlefield, where no one would be harmed. 

“I believe that this is a waste of our time and precious resources. We can all do so much more than  fight  a  war.  We  can  move  forward  and  build  a  kingdom  that  prospers  rather  than  breaking  it down. I propose we call for a ceasefire.” 

Ren  studied  Carlin’s  face.  “It’s  a  very  bold  move  to  make  without  your  husband  at  your  side, Carlin.” 

She nodded. “I know. But sometimes, the males don’t always know how to come to an agreement without using their fists.” A smile played around her lips. “No, my condition for this ceasefire is a lot simpler.” 

“Ah, a  condition,” Ren said. “It has to come to that, doesn’t it? Name your terms, and let’s see if we can agree.” 

“All I ask in return for the end of this war before it starts,” she glanced at me, “is that you remove Ellie from the palace altogether. Send her back to the life she came from. Do this, and it will all end.” 

My stomach twisted, and I felt sick. I wished I could throw up on her elegant dress, let her feel what I  really thought of her. 

Fear rode on the nausea’s heels. What if Ren agreed to these terms? 

I was being selfish. He  should agree to the terms. It was worth the life of one to save many, even if that life was mine. 

“That’s not an option,” Ren said evenly. 

“Not at all,” Nylah interjected from the side. 

“Over my dead body,” Dex growled. 

“What?” Carlin laughed, surprised. “You would risk war, sacrificing innocent lives, alliances…

all for  her? You can’t tell me she’s  that special.” She looked down her nose at me like I was a bug she wanted to squash, much like Lucia once did when she was alive. 

“You question your king?” Ren asked. “I’m not obligated to offer you an explanation, but I’ll do it so that you understand how things work around here. My relationship with Lucia was for the benefit of the kingdom, when I still believed benefit was to be had. With Ellie here, that’s no different. She’s

a force to be reckoned with, and having her on the throne will bridge the gap between the Fae and the humans once and for all.” He glanced at me, and his love for me pulsed through our bond. “I’m the luckiest king in the world that a political move happens to go hand in hand with love. Besides the fact that she’s fit to rule, she’s my fated mate.” 

Carlin  gasped  at  the  last  words.  “Fated?  Is  an  eagle  fated  to  spend  the  rest  of  his  life  with  a chicken?” 

“That’s enough!” Ren snarled. “It will do you well to remember that you’re talking to your king and future queen. Your lack of respect won’t help your cause, Carlin.” 

I stared at Ren, amazed. He thought I was valuable to the kingdom—not only to him. 

Dex’s and Nylah’s eyes were filled with disdain toward Carlin. Nylah clenched her jaws like she was biting back colorful words, and Dex balled his hands into fists as if he wanted to physically take Carlin on for what she’d said about me. 

I stared at the Fae who’d clearly stood up for me, who wanted me at their side. Ren wanted me here,  as  his  mate,  his  queen,  and  he  would  risk  his  kingdom  for  it.  I’d  never  felt  so  wanted  and accepted. I’d never felt like I belonged as much as I did at that moment. 

Carlin  pursed  her  lips  together  at  the  reprimand,  her  hands  clasped  before  her  so  tightly  her knuckles turned white. 

“If  you  stay  on  the  path  you’re  on  now,  without  veering  course,  you’re  bringing  darkness  upon yourself that even you, O powerful king, might not be able to fight.” 

“I’m willing to take my chances,” Ren said simply. “Ellie is powerful, and she is destined to rule by  my  side.  Ellie  will  make  this  kingdom  stronger.  I’m  sorry  we  can’t  come  to  an  agreement  about this, but I refuse your terms.” 

Carlin was getting angry. Her rage pulsed around us, the atmosphere in the air growing electric. 

Darkness pulsed at the edge of that magic, and I frowned. I’d sensed this same darkness. It was subtle, but it was there. Could it be—

“You’re  fools!”  Carlin  cried  out.  “How  can  you  expect  to  live  and  prosper  when  you  refuse  to listen to Terra, refuse to do as she commands? You’re throwing it all away, and for what?” She glared at me. “A pathetic human?” 

“You  can  save  your  speeches,  Carlin,”  Ren  said.  His  voice  was  still  calm,  but  his  anger  rose through our bond. Carlin was pushing him, and if she pushed too hard, he would snap. Did she know what that would look like? Did she have any idea how powerful Ren was? 

“You have one more chance, Rainier,” Carlin said. “If you decide to keep her here—” 

“Ellie stays,” Ren cut her off. “She will rule by my side, even if the entire kingdom disagrees.” 

Carlin laughed bitterly. “When they said you were nothing like your father, I thought it was a good thing. But what would he think if he saw you now? You’re throwing away everything he built for a human. ” 

She spat the word as if it was poisonous, her face twisted in a snarl. “You’ll be sorry, Rainier. 

All of you!” 

The power in the air was suddenly so thick, I couldn’t breathe. 

And Carlin was the source. 

Before I knew what was happening, she attacked. 
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S he aimed her rage at me. Of course—I was the reason all of this was happening. Lucia’s death, the throne, the war. 

Carlin threw her magic at me, and she was more powerful than I expected. I’d trained with Nylah, Dex, and Ren, all of them together getting me ready to fight, but it had only ever been to help me grow, to strengthen me. They’d never attacked to hurt me—to kill me. 

When Carlin’s magic reached me, I had the feeling her intent was the latter. She wanted me dead. 

Anger laced her magic, and if I had to describe it, it was the color red. Bright and searing, her power hurtled toward me. 

Without thinking about it, I sank to my center. It was almost second nature by now. I meditated so often. I’d practiced doing it while going through other things in my day-to-day life, like showering or brushing my teeth or eating breakfast. 

And it had paid off. 

Carlin’s  magic  was  powerful.  My  magic  rose  to  match  it,  but  still,  I  couldn’t  breathe.  Carlin raised her hands, her fingers curled in claws that faced me, and she came closer and closer. It was as if time stood still—nothing like the bubble Ren and I were wrapped in sometimes. This time, Carlin manipulated time and place so that everything around me was frozen and only she and I moved. 

Nylah’s face was a mask of horror. Ren was furious. Dex looked like he was ready to jump into the fight, too. But they moved so slowly, it could barely be seen at all. 

Carlin’s onslaught wasn’t like snaps of lightning, crashing hard only to retreat and build its force again.  Instead,  it  was  like  the  driving  rain,  relentlessly  beating  down  on  me  without  giving  me  a chance to recover, to catch my breath, to pull myself together and think about what I was doing. 

I held her off with my magic as best I could, but the closer she came to me, the more powerful her magic became, as if proximity affected it. She was the source, and the power rolled out from her. 

She climbed the three steps to where Ren and I sat. Her hands were still curled into claws, her lips  pulled  back  from  her  teeth  in  an  animalistic  snarl.  Where  she’d  been  beautiful,  regal,  flawless before,  she  looked  haggard  now,  wicked,  with  her  face  twisted  in  wrinkles  that  fanned  from  the corners of her mouth and eyes. Her nails looked like talons rather than the well-groomed nails she’d arrived with. 

Underneath her civilized veneer lay a predator that would do whatever it took to get to its prey. 

I  couldn’t  hold  her.  I’d  found  my  magic  and  used  it  to  protect  me,  but  I  wasn’t  strong  enough.  I wasn’t fit enough. I hadn’t done this constantly. I’d always had a chance to regroup and try again. 

When Carlin reached me, malice filled her eyes. She reached for my throat. I shivered, her nails

glistening black, as if they’d been dipped in oil. It all happened so slowly, I should have been able to run. But her magic held me in place, pinning me down so that I had nowhere to go. 

My magic trembled, buckled, and then snapped and broke completely. 

“I  tried  to  warn  you,”  Carlin  said,  her  voice  a  cackle.  The  beautiful,  feminine  voice  was  gone. 

“But sometimes, if you don’t want to listen, you learn in other ways. I was going to let you live, you know.” 

“No!”  Nylah  shouted,  and  a  wave  of  her  magic  blasted  us,  cool  and  soothing.  It  broke  through whatever Carlin had been doing. She’d been fighting to get through to me all this time. 

Before Carlin could kill me—dig those disgusting nails into my throat and end my life once and for all—Nylah grabbed her arm and yanked her back. 

The moment they made contact, a shock rippled through the room, the palace—no, the  kingdom. It rattled  the  palace  to  its  very  foundation,  and  it  shattered  whatever  spell  Carlin  had  had  everyone under. The guards fell, losing their balance. Ren jumped up from his throne. Dex looked ready to take someone’s head—at this point, he didn’t care whose. 

Nylah and I stared at Carlin. Her face had paled so that she looked like a ghost. Her skin was like porcelain, her eyes had turned into marbles, and her lips moved. 

“A human born with the light shall be the downfall of two kingdoms and bring forth an age…” Her voice cracked and caught in her throat. 

“It’s the prophecy,” Nylah said. Her voice was reverent. “Say it again, Carlin.” 

“A human, born with the light…” She gasped for breath. She still looked like a statue, and despite speaking, her mouth didn’t move. Her lips were parted, and the words came from them as if spoken by someone else. 

“Yes, keep going,” Nylah urged. 

“Shall be the downfall of two kingdoms,” Carlin said. Her eyes didn’t focus on anything. I didn’t know what she saw, but it wasn’t in this realm. 

“And bring forth…what?” Nylah asked. “The age of what? What is it, Carlin?” 

Carlin snapped out of her strange stupor and blinked at Nylah. Emotions flickered across her face, so fast I couldn’t make out any of them. 

Her final emotion was fear, which darkened her features, and her eyes widened in terror. When she looked at me, she curled away. 

“Shadows,” she muttered. “Shadows will shroud the earth, and you…” She pointed a trembling finger at me. “You’re destined to bring destruction to the world as we know it. You’re not fit to rule!” 

she started screaming at me. “You’re not meant to be on the throne! Lucia was meant to be queen!  We were meant to rule!” 

Her voice had become so brittle, the windowpanes rattled. Magic came with her words, and the palace trembled all around us. 

Nylah let go of her, and as if a switch had been flipped, Carlin calmed down and looked around. 

She folded her hands in front of her. She held onto herself so tightly, her knuckles turned white. It was as if she was scared that if she let go, she would come undone and float away. If she let go, she would fall apart. 

“You’re not meant to be on the throne, child,” she said to me, calm as can be. I couldn’t believe this woman had been wild a moment ago, screaming, trembling with power so much that she looked like she was going to tear herself apart if she wasn’t careful where she aimed it. But now, she was the calm, collected mother of a woman who once would have been queen. 

“Lucia  knew  what  you  were,”  she  told  me.  She  locked  eyes  with  me  and  spoke  to  me  as  if  we

were alone in the room. “We both did. She had the same gift as I did, you know. If she wasn’t fit to become queen, she might have been a priestess.” 

Ren snorted, making a sound for the first time since it all began. Had the power paralyzed him? I hadn’t felt him through our bond while Carlin had tried to kill me. I still couldn’t find him. 

When I looked at him, his eyes searched mine. He was as terrified by the lack of connection as I was. He’d noticed it, too. We couldn’t reach each other. I felt closer to Nylah right now than I did to him. I didn’t know what was going on here. It differed from anything I’d come up against before. And judging by the fear in Ren’s eyes, it differed from anything he’d experienced before, too. 

“We  needed  you  gone,”  Carlin  continued.  “We  contacted  the  Palgian  King,  who  appointed  a powerful Conjurite to help us take you out.” 

“What?” I gasped. 

“You’re  admitting  to  this  outright,”  Ren  said,  as  shocked  as  I  was.  “That’s  treason,  Carlin,  and carries the death sentence.” 

At that, she laughed. “We’re already at war. Executing me will only make things worse, you know that.”  Of  course,  she  was  right.  Baut  wouldn’t  accept  his  wife  being  killed,  even  if  Ren  had  every right  to  take  her  out.  She  continued,  confident  in  what  she  was  saying.  “What’s  the  point  of  hiding what we did? You know what you are, Ellie. And you won’t stop until you get the destruction you’re after. Your sweet, innocent little act may have everyone fooled, including the new King.” She glared at Ren. “But we know who you are. King Falx of Palgia agreed with me. He’s heard the prophecy, too.” 

I shook my head. This was terrible to hear. And I couldn’t believe Carlin told us, as if it wouldn’t condemn her to a lifetime in jail—or worse. 

“Lucia didn’t understand how powerful you were. She was going to use you to fall for Zander’s crimes. But she didn’t  know. That was her mistake. Lucia was always so trusting and naïve.” 

Trusting?  Naïve?  I  nearly  barked  a  laugh  at  that.  Lucia  had  been  neither  of  those  things.  She’d been a horrible, cunning, and conniving sorceress. 

“It’s her own fault she’s dead. I always told her not to take matters into her own hands.” 

“But she did,” Ren said. “And now—” 

“She should have left it to me,” Carlin continued. “Because when I start something…” Her face suddenly twisted into the horrific snarl that she’d worn earlier. Her skin stretched across her skull so that I only saw the skeleton beneath, and she looked like the living dead. “I finish it.” 

With those words, she threw more magic than I’d thought I could handle. 

But Carlin had made a mistake. Where she’d battered me with her power before, not giving me a chance  to  recover,  I’d  nearly  buckled  and  succumbed.  But  now,  I’d  recovered,  and  I  could  do  this again. 

When she threw her magic at me, ready to pound me into the ground, my magic rose to meet it. It was the same hot magic that had poured out of me in the arena, a living fire that ebbed and flowed like water and washed out from my center like a flood. It burned my skin and crackled around me, and it stood up against Carlin’s magic. 

“Carlin!” Ren shouted, and his magic rose to meet hers, too, but Dex jumped toward him. 

“My King, if she has so much as a scrape at your hand, this is war.” 

Ren trembled with power and fury. I was connected to him again, as if whatever had blocked him was  obliterated.  Maybe  Carlin’s  focus  on  me  distracted  her  from  keeping  Ren  at  bay.  Whatever  it was,  I  knew  Ren  inside  and  out  once  again.  Through  the  bond,  it  scalded  hot  like  a  poker  that  had been in the fire, and he wanted to desperately stab Carlin with it, but he held back. 

I drew my attention away from Ren and back to Carlin. I didn’t know how I was using the same magic that had gotten away from me, and I was still in control. 

Carlin  nearly  gave  in.  But  she  strengthened  against  me,  and  her  determination  broke  through  the heat. She was fighting me…and winning. 

Ren cried out, on the verge of joining the fight. But I pushed him back through our bond. Dex was right—we  weren’t  ready  for  war  to  be  on  us.  At  least,  not  right  now.  We  needed  more  time.  Ren needed more time to get the aristocrats back on his side, to get the troops together, to convince them they were fighting for a cause bigger than an unwanted relationship. 

Nylah  attacked  from  the  side,  stepping  in  to  help  where  Ren  couldn’t.  Her  power  was  the opposite  of  mine—cool,  soothing,  and  calm.  Her  magic  demanded  respect,  but  it  was  lethal,  too.  It came like icicles, slicing through Carlin’s power, aiming for the heart. 

Carlin let go of me. Her face twisted in a snarl, teeth bared like an animal. She turned her power to Nylah to protect herself, but she couldn’t let go of my power and catch what Nylah threw at her at the same time. She only had so much power. 

Our magic washed up against her from either side, one scalding hot, and one freezing cold. Carlin cried out in the middle of the two forces that washed together like waves that beat upon the sand. 

When the power crashed into her, she let out a scream that turned into a gurgle. 

When our power subsided, retreating to our respective bodies, Carlin sagged to the ground. Her head  lolled  to  the  side,  her  light  hair  partially  over  her  face.  She  stared  through  the  golden  strands with empty eyes. 

“Oh, no,” Nylah said. 

“Is she…” I stared at the limp body on the floor. 

“She is,” Ren said, and his emotions rushed to me in waves. He reflected my panic, but he had a sense of satisfaction at Carlin’s retribution, too. 

We’d killed Carlin. The power we’d used was in self-defense, but it wouldn’t ease the war we’d been trying to avoid. 

“Stop them,” Ren said calmly. 

His warriors had appeared at some point, but I wasn’t sure when. No one had jumped in to help us, it had only been me and Nylah against Carlin this whole time. 

Now, the warriors surrounded the two guards Carlin had brought with them. 

“Lock them up until we can manage this,” Ren said. 

The guards were taken away, and Ren shook his head. 

“We can’t let them go. The moment they leave and bring word of Carlin’s death to Baut, that will be it. The war won’t be pending anymore.” 

“What do we do?” Nylah asked. 

“We figure out the next step as fast as we can.” 

I stared at Carlin’s body that still lay on the floor, and my blood ran cold. 

What had I done? 
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N  o, no, no, no, no. 


What had I become? What did I do? The more I thought about Carlin’s death, the more I panicked. As I paced the throne room, I broke out in a cold sweat. I wasn’t just panicking; I was freaking out. 

It had been in self-defense. She’d been trying to kill me. 

Right? 

But I’d still  killed someone. Again. When I’d killed Lucia, I hadn’t known what I’d been doing. 

All I’d known was that I had to save Ren because, without him, I was incomplete. But now…

I’d been in full control of my power when Carlin had attacked me, even though my actions were in self-defense. 

When I killed Lucia, my power had stood up and defended me, even though I hadn’t meant to do exactly that. I had reached for my power as an afterthought, because it was what I’d trained to do. But how I’d defended myself, fending for myself—that hadn’t been me. 

This time, it  had been me. I’d known what I was doing. I’d been in control. My power had been so incredibly strong, I was still reeling, overwhelmed, shaken to my core. 

I’d never meant to hurt anyone. I’d only tried to protect myself and those I loved. That was all I’d been trying to do since I’d arrived here at the palace. 

All I seemed to do was make things worse. Much worse. 

Baut was going to lose his mind when he learned his wife was dead. It would only be a matter of hours before he knew his wife was gone. He’d be expecting her to return at some point. 

Would he believe it was self-defense? No way in the seven realms of hell. Just as he’d refused to believe his daughter had been a terrible person, he wouldn’t believe Carlin had started the fight. 

He  would  start  a  war  right  away,  and  I  couldn’t  blame  him  for  that.  That  kind  of  loss—first  a daughter,  and  now  a  wife—had  to  be  crippling.  The  thought  of  losing  Ren  made  me  feel  like  I couldn’t breathe. 

Carlin’s words kept bouncing around my head.  A human born with the light will be the downfall of two kingdoms and bring forth an age…

Of what? Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good. Horror? Death? Pain? Terror? All of the above? It was possible. I shook my head, trying to get Carlin’s words to stop, but they echoed in my mind over and over. 

What if she was right? That had been the prophecy; Nylah had said so herself. I was going to be the downfall of two kingdoms. If I ruled at Ren’s side, our future wouldn’t be unstable. It wouldn’t

exist. His kingdom would fall. 

I couldn’t do that to him. I couldn’t. 

“Ellie,” Ren’s voice called from the double doors that led into the throne room. I spun around to face him. My chest rose and fell with the onslaught of emotions that pummeled me. “It’s going to be okay.” 

“How do you know?” I asked. I was on the verge of a meltdown. “How can you possibly know?” 

He  walked  to  me.  “Because  I  know  that  this  thing  we  have—this  bond—can’t  exist  if  it’s  not meant to be. And I believe in that. Terra brought us together, and I won’t let you go because some of the Fae believe this is wrong.” 

When  he  reached  me,  he  wrapped  his  arms  around  me,  and  I  melted  against  his  chest.  I  let  my breath out with a shudder. 

“We’re going to be okay,” he said. 

Through our bond, his affection for me flowed powerfully. But also his faith in our connection, his belief in fate and that this was right. He truly believed that we were meant to be together and that this prophecy was wrong. He was convinced and was driven by the strength of his conviction. And if he was this certain, holding onto me like he did, as if he could physically keep me together, how could I not believe it, too? 

“Come,”  he  said.  “Stop  torturing  yourself  in  here.  Let’s  go  somewhere  more  comfortable, somewhere we can talk.” 

Ren  led  me  out  of  the  throne  room,  taking  care  to  flank  the  spot  where  Carlin  had  died,  even though her body had since been removed and no remnant had been left behind of her being here at all. 

We walked together to the library, where the couches were arranged intimately in the center. I’d spent days reading here. It was a haven, and when we walked in, the tension uncoiled at my core. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to ease the tightness in my chest. 

Nylah and Dex were already there, seated on the couches. When I walked in, they both looked up. 

Nylah looked relieved to see me, the worry on her face fading away a little. But the skin around her eyes remained tight, and despite the smile playing around her lips, her mouth was pursed into a thin line. 

Dex was watching me, too. I couldn’t read his expression. I didn’t know what he thought of me now. I’d displayed control and great power, but someone had died because of it. And the prophecy…

Did he believe I was a part of the team again? Or had the events of the past few hours solidified his belief that I wasn’t supposed to be here? 

Ren led me to an unoccupied couch and sat down. When I sat next to him, he tucked me under his arm. He was protective, wanting to look after me. He sensed how fragile I was, and I picked up on his determination to be there for me, to make it all better again. But how could he fix this? 

“We need to talk about what happened,” Nylah said. Her voice was gentle, but horror and guilt filled her golden eyes. “This is going to cause trouble.” 

Ren nodded. “It will, but we have witnesses. I know what I saw, and so does Dex. The warriors caught  the  second  attack,  and  Carlin’s  guards  saw  the  whole  thing.  There  can’t  be  any  doubt  about who was right and who was wrong. Carlin attacked first, and you both acted in self-defense.” 

“I doubt Baut will see it like that,” Nylah said softly. She cast her eyes down, and judging by the look on her face, she was reliving the attack. 

“We can’t know how Baut will react,” Ren said. 

“It will be wise to prepare for the worst,” Dex interjected, and we all nodded. “I wish there was something else we could do.” 

Nylah shivered visibly. Dex reached for her and squeezed her arm. The gesture was small, but it was sweet, and Nylah offered Dex a sad smile in return. 

“There is something we can do,” I said. 

They all looked at me. I took a deep breath and pushed myself to keep talking. 

“I can leave.” 

“What?” Nylah cried. 

“Absolutely not,” Dex said. 

Ren tightened his arm around my shoulders. “That’s not happening.” 

“We can’t ignore Carlin’s prophecy,” I said. “Hear me out. I’m willing to end this.” I looked at Ren, and while I said those words, my heart cracked. But it was the right thing to do. “If I’m not here, the prophecy can’t take place. Everyone will be safe. I can’t do this to you. I can’t let anything happen to you. You all mean too much to me, and if I have to sacrifice my relationship with you—” I glanced at  Ren,  and  then  the  others.  “I’ll  sacrifice  my  happiness—and  even  my  life—if  it  means  you’ll  be safe.” 

“There’s no way I’m letting you go,” Ren said fiercely. He put his finger under my chin and tilted my  head  toward  him.  “Do  you  hear  me?  You  belong  here…with  us.  And  I’m  not  letting  you  walk away because of attacks that aren’t our fault.” 

“He’s right,” Nylah said. “None of what’s happened so far came from a bad place. All we did—

all  of  us—was  fight  for  what  we  believe  in  and  what  we  love.  We  protect  our  own.  Baut,  Carlin, Lucia… If they hadn’t attacked, this wouldn’t have happened.” 

Dex  nodded.  His  face  was  as  determined  as  everyone  else’s.  “Nylah’s  right.  Whatever  comes, we’ll handle it.” 

“Together,” Ren said. 

I blinked away tears that started welling in my eyes. What had I done to deserve such wonderful beings in my life? I didn’t know how so much love surrounded me like this, but that only terrified me more. How could I let anything happen to them? How could I ever let them get hurt? 

“Stop it, Ellie,” Ren said, gently nudging me. “You leaving isn’t an option. Stop thinking about it. 

Stop beating yourself up over something you can’t control.” 

I  nodded.  I  would  try,  for  his  sake.  And  for  Nylah  and  Dex.  They  were  all  so  serious  about  us sticking together and facing the storm head on. 

I  didn’t  know  how  to  convince  them  that  the  prophecy,  the  visions,  the  nightmares…they  all aligned. They wanted to stand by my side and weather the storm. 

But what if  I was the storm? 
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“W hat’s bothering you?” Ren asked when we were in the room together that night. 

I looked at him. Where could I start? I had a million things on my mind. Front and center was the fact that we’d killed Carlin. Everyone kept saying it was self-defense; she’d made the first move. It couldn’t be misconstrued as an act of war, but that didn’t change the fact that she was dead. 

At the hand of  my magic. Mostly. 

Nylah had been involved, too. But I didn’t feel like she was the one to blame for all of this. 

“Talk to me,” Ren begged. I sat cross-legged on the bed, and he joined me. The mattress dipped under  his  weight.  He  lifted  his  hand  and  brushed  his  fingers  down  my  cheek.  When  his  power shuddered through me, I closed my eyes and drank him in. 

“It’s a lot to deal with,” I said. 

“I know. I wish I could make this easier on you.” 

I shook my head. “Cleaning up my mess shouldn’t be your responsibility.” 

“You know that’s not true, right?” Ren asked with a frown. 

I  shook  my  head.  “I  caused  a  war!  Carlin’s  death  is  only  going  to  make  everything  worse.  If  I weren’t here…” I let out a shuddering breath. 

Ren pulled me tightly against him, and I let him hold me. Tension bled out of me, as if he were shouldering the stress for me. 

“Listen to me,” Ren said, and his deep voice rumbled through his chest against my ear. “I know things  are  rough  now,  and  it’s  going  to  get  worse  before  it  gets  better.  I’m  not  giving  up  on  you, though, and I’m not giving up on us. Do you hear me?” 

“Carlin would have called for a ceasefire if you had given me up,” I said. I wanted to add that it would be better that way. Everyone was so set on having me around, but couldn’t they see it was only going to push them deeper and deeper into trouble? 

“We won’t give you up.  I won’t give you up. I’m going to fight for you. Your  mine, and I won’t cower to anyone’s threats.” 

I pulled away from him and looked into his eyes. They were the color of ice, determined, hard. 

His jaw was set, and he was serious about what he was saying. With his dark hair framing his face, Ren  was  a  sight  to  behold.  He  was  powerful,  the  magic  he  wielded  rolling  off  him  in  waves  even when he didn’t display his power. 

“I  don’t  understand,”  I  said.  “This  is  so  much  bigger  than  you  and  me.  It’s  the  entire  kingdom we’re talking about! A civil war!” 

“I know,” Ren said. “But I fight for what I believe in. And I believe we’re meant to be together. 

The  bond  doesn’t  lie  about  who  my  mate  is,  Ellie.  And  as  long  as  we  have  this  bond,  I  don’t  care what anyone says about our relationship. You’re my mate, and we’re going to face this together.” 

I looked into his eyes. They changed from icy cold, the color of a glacier, to an oceanic blue. His warmth  enveloped  me,  and  his  love  for  me  flowed  through  our  bond,  and  with  it  came  a  wash  of relief. 

The tension that had been coiled in the pit of my stomach released. I’d been terrified of them all turning against me, pushing me aside. 

Instead, they would fight for me to stay—fight whoever came between us. 

They truly cared—all of them, especially Ren. 

When  he  kissed  me,  magic  flowed  through  my  body.  His  power  pulsed  through  me,  and  it awakened  my  own.  My  magic  rose  to  match  his,  and  our  power  rubbed  up  against  each  other’s.  I shivered. Need washed over me. Ren laid me down on the bed and pushed the length of him against my body. I loved the feel of his muscular frame pinning me down. His mouth found mine again, and he pushed his tongue between my lips. 

I moaned against him. 

Ren cupped my breast, and he massaged and kneaded me, tweaking my nipple between his thumb and forefinger. He ground his hard cock against my hip as he did. A fire ignited inside me, and heat pooled between my legs. 

Ren pulled my shirt over my head without ceremony and kissed a trail of fire down my neck. He nibbled and tongued the delicate skin on my chest, moving around my breasts, teasing me. I moaned in frustration  and  lust.  I  pushed  my  fingers  into  his  hair  and  pulled  his  head  down  to  my  breasts.  His chuckle was deep and throaty. He cut his own laughter short by sucking my nipple into his mouth, and my  moans  and  gasps  turned  into  cries.  While  he  worshipped  my  breasts,  he  ran  his  hands  over  my ribs. His hands were so large, he covered most of my torso. But his touch was gentle. 

Ren moved down my body, kissing his way along my ribs, my stomach, and he trailed his tongue around my belly button before he moved farther down and pulled my pants down. His movement was swift and sure, and I was naked in front of him. 

He lifted his torso and flashed a devilish grin before he pulled his shirt over his head, too. His body was incredible, and I let my eyes wander over his chest, the way his muscles rippled under his skin as he moved. 

A dark patch of hair led into his pants, and his erection strained against the thin material. 

Ren  moved  forward,  planted  a  quick  kiss  on  my  lips,  and  returned  his  attention  to  my  hips.  He planted kisses on my lower stomach, my hipbones, my thighs. He spread my legs and closed his mouth around my center, and I cried out when his hot tongue flicked over my clit. He licked and sucked me, and I squirmed and writhed in the bed in pleasure. I grabbed onto his hair, and he chuckled against me, his deep voice vibrating through me, making me moan loudly. 

I wanted to be connected to him the only way I could get so close. He and I were one. 

But Ren wasn’t done yet, and with his onslaughts on my clit, he pushed me closer and closer to the edge. 

He didn’t tease me now. He didn’t drag it out and wait for me to beg him for a release. His tongue flicked hard and fast, and I shuddered and curled until pleasure erupted at my core and flooded my body.  Heat  filled  me,  spreading  through  my  body,  and  my  magic  followed  on  its  heels.  It  filled  me until I could burst, before it spilled out from my extremities and left me breathless on the bed. 

Ren  sat  up,  and  his  eyes  were  dark  with  lust.  His  pupils  were  so  dilated  I  barely  saw  the  thin, bright blue line of his irises around them. He rocked back and got rid of his pants. I stared down my

body at his cock springing free. It was impressive, smooth skin over his thick shaft—silk over steel. 

When Ren crawled over my body, I trembled with need for him. My power recognized his as he lowered his body, and when he pushed into me, I groaned, and our power intertwined. 

Ren moved inside me, his cock filling me up. I trembled around the size of him, my body clamping down on him. He fucked me harder and harder, and I cried out with every thrust. 

It didn’t take long before I orgasmed a second time—Ren pushed me to the edge again and again, and every time I tumbled and fell, he was right there with me, catching me to go again. 

When I came down from yet another high, Ren wrapped his arm around me, lifting me from the mattress. I gripped his thick shoulders, and he rolled over with me against his body. I squealed, and suddenly,  I  was  on  top  of  him.  I  moaned  and  whimpered,  staring  down  at  him.  I  pushed  myself  up, hands on his powerful chest, and started moving my hips. I rocked back and forth, sliding him in and out of me, and we moaned in unison as I rode him. 

My clit rubbed against his pubic bone, and his cock pushed up against all the right places inside me. I was on my way to the next orgasm, and Ren was right there with me. His brows knitted together, his lips pursed into a thin line. His grunts and quick, intense movements told me he was as close to his release as I was. 

When he orgasmed, I did, too. His thick cock pulsed and throbbed inside me, and I cried out as his power grew, spilling out of him, pushing into the corners of the room. My power was as strong, and  it  was  scalding  hot.  Our  power  melted  together,  pushing  up  against  each  other  and  riling  it  up. 

Light burst from my skin and washed through the room, along with the power. We were on a different plane, far removed from this world and everything in it. 

It took a long time for our orgasms to fade away. When it was over, Ren and I were still joined at the  hips,  and  I  collapsed  onto  his  chest.  He  wrapped  his  arms  around  me,  and  with  his  cock  still inside me, our power still connected and plugged into each other, I lay in his embrace. His heart beat in unison with mine. My blood rushed in my veins, loaded with power, glowing with light. 

Ren ran his fingers through my red hair, and I lay with my eyes closed, relishing in our closeness. 

He wanted to fight for me. He wanted me at his side. He believed we were meant to be together, and  no  matter  what  happened,  he  was  adamant  that  I  would  be  at  his  side  as  his  queen.  It  meant everything  to  me.  So  much  had  gone  wrong,  and  I’d  been  so  lost  and  alone—riddled  with  guilt  for everything that had happened so far. 

But Ren didn’t blame me. He harbored a lot of thoughts and feelings about the war. He was upset about the aristocrats turning against him, and he’d been betrayed by Baut and Carlin after what Lucia had  done.  He  feared  what  the  future  held.  The  knowledge  flowed  through  the  bond,  and  right  now, Ren didn’t try to hide it from me. 

But he didn’t blame me for this for a moment. He never thought I was the problem, and he didn’t for a second think sacrificing me would make his troubles go away—even though it probably would. 

Knowing that gave me a sense of belonging I’d never experienced before. 

Ren was serious about getting through this together. And if that was what he wanted—and what all the others wanted—it was what I wanted. 

After  we  lay  together  for  what  felt  like  forever,  Ren  and  I  finally  pulled  apart  and  pulled  the sheets over us. He held onto me for a long time, his body curled around mine, and I relished in the warmth  and  safety  that  his  arms  promised.  It  didn’t  take  long  for  either  of  us  to  drift  off  and  fall asleep. 
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T  he houses around me crackled and spit angrily as fire consumed the rafters and burned up the  thatch  roofs  in  the  little  town.  I  was  back  in  Steepholde,  back  where  the  devastation reigned. 

 “Nylah!” I shouted, looking for her. She had to be here somewhere, right? How did I get back here? 

 Chaos  and  panic  had  taken  over.  Those  who  still  had  their  lives  ran.  Bodies  lay  around  me, skin charred, eyes that were once filled with terror were now lifeless, staring out at nothing. 

 “Nylah!” I called again, looking for the High Priestess—my closest friend. 

 I stumbled, and a hand grabbed my ankle. When I looked down, a woman with tangled, matted hair lay on the ground, her body mangled and burned. She shouldn’t have still been alive. 

 “Help me,” she croaked. 

 “I don’t know how!” I cried, and tears rolled down my cheeks. 

 “Make  it  stop,”  she  begged,  her  words  barely  audible  over  the  sounds  of  screaming  and  the fire ripping up one house after the other. 

 “I can’t!” I cried again. I yanked my ankle out of her grip. “I can’t change this!” 

 “You’re the only one who can change this,” she said, and then her eyes glazed over, and her last breath wheezed out of her lungs. 

 My  chest  rose  and  fell,  my  breath  coming  in  erratic  gasps  from  panic.  I  forced  myself  to breathe deeper, in and out slowly. If I didn’t watch myself, I was going to hyperventilate, and I had to keep my wits about me. 

 I had to survive. Where was I? What was going on? I didn’t know how this had happened, but I had to stay alive. For Ren’s sake. For Nylah’s sake. For Dex’s sake. 

 “Nylah!” I shouted a third time. 

 “Ellie!” a voice called me, but it was a deep voice. Ren’s voice. 

 “Where are you?” I screamed, trying to find him. I searched for him through our bond, but I couldn’t feel him. Where was he? 

 “Ellie!” he yelled, and I followed the sound of his voice. I climbed over dead bodies, I ducked under charred beams. I searched for him, looking among the rubble. I didn’t know why he would be here, in the mess and the squalor rather than at the palace, but I had to find him. 

 “Ren!” I shouted when I saw him. He wore a purple cloak threaded with gold, a golden livery collar,  and  a  crown.  But  the  cloak  had  been  burned,  with  holes  all  over.  The  golden  thread  had turned black in some parts, and the crown was too heavy for his head. 

 “I’m here!” I said when I reached him. I took the crown off and put it on the floor so he could lift his head. “Ren, I’m here.” When I lifted his head, his eyes looked through me. 

 “Ren?” I asked, shaking him gently. “Rainier!” My voice cracked and caught in my throat. My heart broke, slit in two. I tried to feel him, to reach him, but he wasn’t here anymore. 

 Ren was dead. 

My  eyes  flew  open,  and  I  breathed  hard.  I  stared  into  the  darkness  of  the  room,  struggling  to breathe. My chest was tight, like an anvil had been put on it. In the dark, I reached for Ren. He was right next to me, back turned to me, breathing rhythmically as he slept. 

It had just been a dream. A nightmare. 

It wasn’t real. 

But that wasn’t true, was it? I wasn’t having these dreams for no reason. Carlin’s prophecy had said  that  if  I  reigned  at  Ren’s  side,  the  world  would  end.  I  didn’t  believe  my  dreams  were  just  me working myself up into a frenzy over it. There was more to it than that. 

When I thought about my mate’s lifeless body, my body turned to lead, and I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t  do  this.  I  couldn’t  be  the  reason  he  died.  I  couldn’t  be  the  reason  the  world  ended.  Those close to me didn’t believe I would cause destruction, but my dreams told me otherwise. 

My  magic  was  alive  under  my  skin,  dancing  inside  me.  I  was  hot  and  sweaty.  I  kicked  off  the covers and lay on my back, breathing hard, trying to calm down. The opposite happened—the more I tried to calm down, the worse it became. My magic grew stronger by the second, and my body was on fire. 

I couldn’t lie down anymore. The magic drove me up, and I had to work it off. I didn’t know how to  get  rid  of  the  power  that  pulled  me  apart.  What  was  going  on?  Why  was  my  magic  growing  this intense? I wasn’t out of control. 

For a moment, I considered waking Zita up and training outside. In the snow, in the cold, anything to get rid of what I felt. 

But  that  wasn’t  right.  I  had  to  do  something  else.  I  couldn’t  figure  out  what  it  was.  I  left  the bedroom  and  wandered  through  the  palace.  Everything  was  silent.  The  rooms  were  drenched  in moonlight, pouring through the windows that didn’t have curtains in front of them. 

I  nodded  a  silent  greeting  to  the  warriors  on  night  shift,  patrolling  the  palace  and  making  sure everything was as it should be. 

Since  so  much  had  gone  wrong,  the  security  had  been  doubled,  and  warriors  were  everywhere these  days.  It  was  supposed  to  make  everyone  at  the  palace  feel  better,  but  it  only  reminded  me  of how bad things had become. 

When I realized where I was, I stood before the slivered doors of the forgotten library I’d found a while  ago.  I  pushed  the  doors  open,  and  magic  sighed  along  my  hands,  whispering  as  I  walked through the shelves. I followed the whispers to the back of the library and found the pile of old tomes and scrolls. 

When  I  lifted  my  hand  to  reach  for  the  tome  I’d  read,  the  magic  pushed  my  hand  in  a  different direction. I touched a different tome—smaller, but older—and I pulled it from the shelf. When I blew on it, dust clouded around me, and I coughed. 

When I opened the book, the thick pages fluttered by themselves, as if a breeze paged through the book. It fell open on two pages with writing I didn’t understand. When I touched it, I saw nothing as before—no visions. 

But I  felt the pain. It rocked my body, making me double over as the loss became my own. I felt not only the pain of losing Ren, Nylah, and Dex. I felt the pain of every citizen and every person they

lost. 

Tears squeezed out of my eyes, and sobs racked my body. I cried for all the lives lost, all the pain and anguish, all the horror that was yet to come. 

The prophecy wasn’t wrong. How could it be? It had come through two different priestesses. It had come from the Goddess Terra. It couldn’t be a lie. 

I slammed the book shut, and the pain sucked away like a vacuum. I gasped, feeling the silence after the storm, emptiness in the wake of destruction. 

I had to leave. Everyone wanted me to be here. They’d all made it quite clear they were going to fight for me to be at the palace. But at what cost? They didn’t know what I knew. 

I opened the book again. This time, the pages fell open in a different place. The words on the page weren’t in a language I didn’t understand. They were in a difficult font, but I could make them out. I read what it said. It seemed to be some kind of spell. 

I touched the page, and the words shuddered through me. I heard them whispering in my mind. 

This was what I needed if I wanted to get away. It was a cloaking spell, one that would stop Ren from  reaching  me  through  the  bond  and  finding  me.  If  I  cast  this  spell,  I  could  leave  without  him knowing where I was. 

He  wouldn’t  let  me  leave,  but  if  he  didn’t  know  where  to  find  me,  he  couldn’t  come  after  me. 

Jasfin could remain at peace. 

I slammed the book shut and shoved it onto the shelf. 

I loved Ren. I loved him so much, it hurt. He was a part of me, and if I left all of this behind, I would give up a part of myself. I would cut out a part of my heart and be incomplete and crippled for the rest of my life. 

When  I  walked  to  the  door,  determined  to  figure  this  out  some  other  way,  images  of  the  dream flashed before me. It hit me so hard that I staggered back and had to catch myself on a shelf. I saw Ren, lifeless before me, his royal clothes charred and his eyes staring into nothing. 

 Make it stop,  I heard the croaking voice again.  Only you can change this. 

I squeezed my eyes shut, willing the images to go away. But they were ingrained in my mind, and it didn’t matter how much I told myself this wasn’t real, it was. 

Tears ran over my cheeks as I walked back to the shelf, retrieved the tome, and opened it onto the page with the spell again. 

Only I could change this.  Only me.  This was the only way forward. 

I mumbled the words, so softly they could barely be heard. 

“For the sake of saving a life, take this now, my sacrifice.” 

My  magic  rose  as  I  spoke,  and  the  surrounding  shelves  trembled  with  the  power  that  flowed through me. My voice cracked, and I cried harder when I spoke the final words. 

“Cover the bond and dim the light, out of mind and out of sight.” 

It was done. Ren dimmed—a block had been put in place that would stop him from feeling me. If he awoke now, he wouldn’t know where to find me. I could still find him. I preferred it that way; I needed to know he was safe. But this way, he wouldn’t come after me. 

He had to let me go. 

I  closed  the  tome  and  put  it  carefully  back  on  the  shelf.  After  leaving  the  library,  I  went  to  the bedroom to get my things. I stopped myself. I couldn’t go back to his room. I couldn’t see Ren one more time. If I did, I would change my mind, and I would stay. 

Instead,  I  made  my  way  to  the  warrior  quarters.  The  guards  who  had  been  stationed  all  over before were gone now. I didn’t know where they were. Maybe this spell was making things easier for

me. 

When  I  reached  my  old  quarters,  I  carefully  pushed  the  door  open.  The  room  was  as  yet unoccupied. Relief flowed through me, and I hurried to the closet. It was still filled with clothes that fit me. I grabbed a bag and packed a few things—enough to get me by, but nothing too heavy for me to carry. I was going on foot. 

When I was sure I had everything I needed—clothes that would keep me warm, an extra blanket—

I quietly left the way I’d come. 

For the first time since I’d arrived, I walked to the door I’d come through from the grand arena where  I’d  defeated  the  Farynx.  I  pushed  it  open  and  followed  the  passageway  that  led  toward  the arena, but also toward the palace gates. 

Guards  were  stationed  there.  I  pulled  a  hood  over  my  head  and  huddled  deeper  into  my  cloak against the cold. 

When I pushed against the gate, my magic hummed, and it opened. The guards looked at me but did nothing. The magic that pulsed through me was helping me leave. This was the right thing to do. 

Once I was through the gate, fear grabbed a hold of me and threatened to choke me. I shook it off. 

I could do this. 

I didn’t want or need anyone’s permission to do the right thing—for Ren and for Jasfin. 

I didn’t know where I would go, or what I would do, but I would save those I loved by leaving. If I wasn’t ruling by Ren’s side, the prophecy wouldn’t come to fruition. 

I took a step forward into the snow. Then another. And another. 

And left the palace behind. 
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I only had one place to go—Steepholde. 

Without the fancy hovercrafts that flew over Jasfin in record time, I had to travel by foot. The town was toward the south, close to the picturesque seaside, and it took many days’ travel by foot or cart to get there. The weather on my journey was harsh. The winter was nearly at an end, but the season hadn’t withdrawn yet, and I had little food. In some villages along the way, I got a few scraps by helping here and there. Human servants were always welcome if they were willing to work hard and accept whatever they got in return. I’d never shied away from hard work. It carried me through until I got back home. 

The southern part of Jasfin was always warmer than the north, and I welcomed the reprieve from the cold. I’d been terrified to see Steepholde again. In my dreams, it had burned to the ground, and there could only be ruins left. But when I arrived at the town, it was still standing. 

The houses weren’t burned. The streets weren’t lined with dead bodies, and the screams of terror were absent. 

Fae, with pointed ears and shimmering skin, dressed in expensive robes, wandered around with an air of importance. Humans bustled through the backroads, scurrying around to take care of errands for their masters or employers. On the holographic advertisements everywhere, images flashed with sound that could be heard when you got close enough. 

I stopped at one of the holographic projectors and watched the bulleting. 

“King  Rainier  isn’t  backing  down,”  the  Fae  presenter  said,  looking  at  his  female  counterpart. 

“He’s going ahead with it, and if he decides to be this stubborn, it will mean war.” 

“What would King Arnott have said about his son’s behavior?” the female replied. 

“He  wouldn’t  have  been  happy;  that’s  for  sure,”  the  male  said.  “The  preparations  for  war  have crept into every household in Jasfin, with many Fae signing up to offer their services either to Baut or to King Rainier. Who would you support?” 

“Now that the human woman has disappeared, we might have hope for a bright future, but I hear there is still unrest among the aristocrats. We’ll keep you updated when we hear more.” 

I turned away from the bulletin. I’d heard enough. 

Everything was as it had been before I’d woken up in a dungeon a lifetime ago. 

I hated it. I hated being back here. I’d had nowhere else to go, this was the only place I’d known. 

It had been the logical choice when I’d left the palace. But coming back here was coming back to a life where I was nothing—a human servant, barely above a slave. 

I walked to the tavern where I used to work. My job as a barmaid had been horrible. I’d worked

my fingers to the bone, and I’d had to fight off groping males all the time. But I’d had a job that earned me  a  roof  over  my  head,  food  to  eat,  and  the  tips  from  a  few  Fae  patrons  had  allowed  me  to  buy clothes and shoes and whatever else I would need in a life that amounted to less than nothing. 

When I pushed the door open, the tavern was empty. It was early, still—the sun had barely crept above the horizon. Craig—the tavern owner—stood behind the bar polishing glasses. 

He looked up at me and frowned. 

“Well, I’ll be damned,” he said. “What are you doing back here?” 

I swallowed hard. “I was hoping I could work here again.” 

Craig snorted and walked around the bar. His enormous belly had grown larger, and his shirt had stains  on  them  that  looked  horrific.  His  hair  stuck  up  in  tufts,  covering  up  his  pointed  ears,  and  the grin on his face showed yellowed, broken teeth. 

Had  he  always  been  so  disgusting?  I  hadn’t  noticed  it  before.  Now,  after  a  life  in  the  palace where everyone took care of themselves, the squalor here was almost unbearable. 

“You disappear for almost a year, and then you tell me you want your job back?” he asked. “What makes you think I still need you?” 

“Did you replace me?” 

Craig hesitated. “What would you do if I did?” 

“Find work elsewhere,” I admitted. I wouldn’t have any other option. 

He looked like he was thinking about it. 

“Fine,” he said. “You can have your job back. Don’t expect the same tips you got before. You’ll have  to  share.  I  have  a  woman  who  works  here  now.  She’s  useless,  but  it  beats  me  doing  the scrubbing, I’ll tell you that. You left me in the lurch, Ellie.” 

I  wanted  to  tell  him  what  had  happened.  I  wanted  to  tell  him  I’d  been  disguised  as  Zander  and kidnapped,  that  I’d  been  taken  against  my  will.  But  how  could  I  explain  that  to  him?  He  wouldn’t understand what my life had been like at the palace, how things had changed for me. 

And Craig didn’t deserve to know about me and who I was now. He was an awful Fae, and he needed only to know that I would work as hard as I’d done before. 

“I’m sorry,” I finally said. “I’ll make it up to you.” 

Craig  nodded  with  a  grunt.  “Your  room’s  packed  up,  with  only  a  few  boxes.  You  had  less  than nothing. Mavis stays there now. You’ll have to share with her.” 

I  didn’t  know  how  happy  Mavis  would  be  about  the  arrangement,  but  we  would  figure  it  out. 

Maybe having a human friend would be a nice change. 

I hadn’t had any before. I’d always been too busy surviving. 

I climbed the ladder to the loft and set down my bag. Not much had changed, except for the pile of clothes that didn’t belong to me anymore. And the loft smelled different, proof that someone else had been living here. 

I went right back down to the tavern and started helping Craig. I wanted to prove to him I would work, and that it wasn’t a mistake to hire me back. I hated I was back here. After everything, it was a huge step backward to return and work as a barmaid in Steepholde. 

But it was better this way. Ren would be safe. Nylah and Dex wouldn’t die. And without me at the palace, the civil war wouldn’t take place, either. 

Would Baut allow the truce his wife had negotiated, after finding out she was dead? I hoped so. 

But  whatever  happened  now—whether  or  not  Baut  waged  a  war  against  Ren—they  would  all  be okay. The end of the world wouldn’t come. My mate and my friends were safe. 

That  was  what  I  was  here  for.  If  I  had  to  scrub  floors  until  my  hands  were  raw  and  tolerate

belligerent fools in the bar, all for the sake of avoiding a war that would kill them all, I would do it. 

Craig gave me a bucket and sponge. I sat on my knees and scrubbed off layers and layers of sticky, spilled alcohol and other dirt. My fingers hurt, my knuckles became raw. When I was done, the skin on my hands burned. 

Oh, how I wished I could go to Nylah now and she could wrap my hands and heal them for me. 

My mind drifted to Ren, the way he looked at me, the way he touched me. I missed him so much, it was a physical pain in my chest. My eyes burned with unshed tears, but I swallowed down the lump in my throat. I wouldn’t cry. I’d chosen this. 

A human woman walked in when I stood behind the bar, filling the wine sacks from a large bottle. 

“Who are you?” she asked with a scowl. 

Her  hair  was  the  color  of  sand,  her  face  littered  with  freckles,  and  when  she  scowled  at  me,  I noticed the gap where her front teeth should have been. She’d had a hard life, and I empathized with her. 

“I’m Ellie,” I said. “I’m here to…help.” 

“This is my job,” she said. “You can’t walk in here and take over.” 

“I’m not trying to do that,” I replied. “I used to work here before, and Craig—” 

“I’m  not sharing tips,” she cut me off. “We’re not friends. Understand that now.” 

I nodded without talking. Not friends—got it. It was going to be interesting when she found out we had to share the loft, too. 

Mavis marched past me to talk to Craig, who sat in the kitchen feasting on a meal of bread and cheese. 

My stomach rumbled thinking about it. I’d eaten very little the past few days. It was a shock to my system after I’d eaten three good meals a day at the palace. Mavis’ voice rose as she talked to Craig. 

“I’ve been working hard, and it’s not fair that you’re replacing me!” 

“I’m not replacing you,” Craig said. 

“What is she doing here? I’ve done everything you’ve asked. I don’t need a helping hand!” 

“Mavis, you’re not very good at what you do. You’re lazy, and your work is lacking. I’ve hired Ellie  because,  frankly,  this  place  has  gone  backward  since  hiring  you.  You  should  be  glad  you  still have a job at all. I didn’t put you out on the street because I’ve got a soft spot for useless humans.” 

Mavis muttered under her breath, but Craig’s word was final. She was nothing more than a human servant, and she didn’t have a say. 

When she came out, she glared at me. 

“I’m  not sharing tips,” she repeated. 

“You mentioned that,” I said. “I’m not here to take your money.” 

She didn’t respond. Instead, she started wiping the tables with vigor. 

When  the  first  patrons  arrived,  we  were  ready  for  them.  I  watched  as  lowlife  Fae  filtered  in, sitting around tables, getting drunk on cheap beer and wine. Mavis ran back and forth to get food from the kitchen while I manned the bar. 

I didn’t know what it had been like for her to work here while I was gone, but I liked having two of us. It was better than having to juggle the drink orders  and handle the kitchen. 

When Ham-Hands—the most grotesque of all the tavern patrons—walked in, I stifled a groan. He was  still here? 

I eyed him as he walked through the tavern like he belonged here. Maybe he did—with how much he’d spent here over the past years, he could own shares in the place. 

He was broad and tall, with more fat on him than muscle, but his hands were enormous. His teeth

were even more yellow when he grinned at Mavis, who fluttered her eyelashes at him. 

Maybe that was why she was so happy working here. She gave the males what they wanted, and Craig allowed her to stay—even though she was lazy—for the same reason. 

When Ham-Hands saw me, he whistled through his teeth. 

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the little barmaid, back from the dead. How about a beer, honey?” 

I nodded and walked to the bar to fill a mug for him. While I did, Mavis made small talk, leaning in, smiling without a care about her missing teeth. Ham-Hands didn’t seem to mind. Maybe that was because he was staring at her chest rather than her face. I wanted to punch him—to protect her from him. I didn’t, though. She was doing what she had to in order to get by, and I couldn’t fault her for that. 

When I took the beer to him, he grabbed me and pulled me close. His thick arm was like a vice, and the sour stench of his sweat filled my nostrils, making me sick to my stomach. If I’d had anything in my stomach to throw up, I’d have hurled it all over him. 

“Let me go,” I said, trying to stay calm as I fought his grip. 

“Oh, I’ve always known you’re a feisty one,” he said in a raspy voice. “I like my humans with a little fight in them.” 

I  jutted  the  heel  of  my  hand  up  into  his  nose,  and  Ham-Hands  howled.  He  let  go  of  me  and grabbed his nose with two hands, blood pouring through his fingers. 

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Craig shouted, barreling toward me through the tables. 

Mavis stood a few feet away, trembling as if I was a monster. 

“I’m  not here to let them grope me, Craig,” I said. “That’s not part of the job description.” 

“It should be,” Craig said with a scowl and grabbed me by the arm. He dragged me back to the bar  while  Mavis  fussed  over  Ham-Hands,  getting  the  bleeding  to  stop.  “I  warned  you  before,  but maybe you’ve forgotten, since it’s been a long time. I will not tolerate this kind of behavior.” 

“You’re okay with what’s going on around here?” I asked. “As long as you get your money, right?” 

“Life hands us cards, Ellie, and we play them as best you can. Don’t forget what you are.” 

I wanted to spit in his face. I wanted to tell him I wasn’t just a human servant; I was more than that. I was…

But  I  couldn’t,  because  I  wasn’t  anything  more  than  a  servant  anymore.  I  may  not  have  been human, but only the Goddess knew what I was now. 

I’d left the palace and come back to this place for the sake of saving those I loved. 

I had to keep reminding myself of that. If I told myself enough times that it was for the best, this was about the greater good, maybe I could get through this. 

Mavis came back to the bar, a sly smile on her face. 

“I heard about you, you know,” she said. She took a wine sack from the hooks and disappeared to the kitchen, returning with a plate of fish that lay in a sickly green sauce. “Craig told me all about your fighting spirit and how you drive away patrons.” 

I shrugged. “Yeah, well, I beat up people who give me a hard time.” 

She laughed. When I didn’t laugh, too, her smile faded, and she cleared her throat. “Okay, well, don’t get me in trouble, okay?” 

“Then don’t get involved.” 

She raised her eyebrows but nodded. 

I didn’t necessarily like Mavis, but we would find a pecking order in time. I didn’t doubt that I would be at the top of the food chain. I wasn’t the same person I was when I’d left here. I was strong. 

I was confident. And I knew my worth. I’d learned a lot at the palace, lessons I would take with me

my whole life. 

Ham-Hands was still drinking. He’d stuff tissues up his nose, and it stuck out, half bloody and half white, making him look comical. I filled another mug with beer and took it to him. 

“Thanks,” he said. 

Good, he was learning manners. It was about time. 

When I turned around, he pinched my ass. I saw white. My magic rose to the surface in a snap, and I grabbed it with both hands. I spun around and blasted him so hard, Ham-Hands flew backward with a cry. He crossed the room, his thick body slamming into the wall, and he sank to the ground, out cold. 

The room was silent, and everyone stared. When I looked at the males around me, they cowered away. I walked back to the bar, and not a single hand shot out to touch me. When I was far enough away, two males scrambled to the unconscious male on the floor to check on him. Mavis stood next to me, her eyes wide. When I looked at her, she looked away quickly and swallowed hard. 

She was scared of me. They all were. 

Good. If I was going to stay here, they needed to know I wasn’t one to trifle with. 

“Ellie!” Craig boomed, marching to me. He looked furious, as always, but he kept his distance. 

He didn’t come close to me, and he didn’t dare touch me. “This isn’t going to work,” he said. “What was that? What happened to you while you were gone? You were hard to control before. But now…

well, it’s just not going to work.” 

I blinked at him. “What?” 

“You heard me. 

“You’re kicking me out?” 

“I won’t keep you here when you’re three hairs short of killing my patrons. Do you hear?” 

I narrowed my eyes at him. “That’s unfair discrimination.” 

He glared at me. “Get out, Ellie.” 

I couldn’t fight him on it. What was I going to do? 

I  turned,  climbed  the  ladder  to  the  loft,  and  retrieved  my  bag.  I  took  the  clothes  that  were  still mine, clothes I’d worn before I’d left here, and shoved them into my bag. At the bottom of the pile, I found a small box. I picked it up, frowning. The box contained a ring. I flipped it open and looked at it.  It  was  an  old  ring,  scratched  with  years  of  use,  with  a  strange  stone  set  in  the  middle  of  it.  The black stone swirled as if it contained a galaxy. I ran my finger over it and shut the box again. 

This ring had been given to me by a mother I’d never known—a ring that had been left with me when I’d been dropped at the orphanage. It was the only thing my mother had left me with. She didn’t leave a note or anything else that could trace back to her. 

Over the years, no one had taken the ring from me, and I’d clung onto it for my entire life, thinking that it would eventually lead me back to my family. 

That  ship  had  sailed  long  ago.  My  family  would  never  come  to  find  me.  What  was  the  point  of having this ring? 

I tossed it away and climbed back down the ladder. 

Craig was already talking to Ham-Hands, who’d gained consciousness. Mavis fawned over him, too. I was about to leave when a thought occurred to me. 

While they were busy, I slipped into the kitchen and opened the cabinet with the ham and bread Craig always kept. I took a piece of each, slipped them into my bag, and left through the back. 

When I stood in the dark, a gust of unseasonably cold wind whipped across my skin. I tipped my head up and closed my eyes, allowing the cold to settle over me. I was empty and lost and alone. 

Where would I go? Who was I? 

I had no idea. All I knew was that the love of my life was cut off from me, unreachable, on the other side of the kingdom. And I was here, lost in the cold, with nowhere to belong. 
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I had little on me, but I had a few coins that I’d collected as tips the short while I’d worked. It was better than nothing. If I found a very cheap place to stay, maybe I could rent a room for one night. 

In the morning, I could figure out the next step. I had to get out of the cold and rain. 

I  walked  deeper  into  Steepholde,  past  the  stone  houses  with  the  lights  on  in  the  window.  I shivered, my cloak getting wet in the muddy puddles with every step. 

An  inn  was  next  to  the  square  where  market  stalls  were  set  up  during  the  day,  and  I  walked through the door. The warmth was welcome, and I shook off the wetness from the rain before stepping further into the light. Men and women sat around small tables, eating and talking, and the squeal and laughter of children chasing each other through the tables was cheerful. 

“Can I help you?” a woman asked, standing to the side. 

“I’d like a room for the night,” I said and fished in my pocket for the coins. When I held them out, her face fell, and her eyes filled with sympathy. It wouldn’t be enough. 

“Do you know where I might find a room for this price?” I asked. 

“I’ll  put  you  up  for  free,”  a  familiar  voice  said  behind  me.  A  chill  ran  down  my  spine,  and  my stomach twisted when I turned. 

He was tall, and he looked exactly the same since I’d seen him last, when I was sixteen—Randall Barron, the Fae who had adopted me. His belly had grown, but when he smiled at me, I flashed on a night, a very long time ago, when he’d pushed me into a corner. I still smelled his breath in my face as he warned me to stay quiet and his hands stopped me from getting away. 

I  had  gotten  away,  though.  He’d  been  the  first  male  I’d  had  to  fight  off  in  a  long  line  of  males who’d  believed  they  could  take  from  me  what  they  wanted.  He’d  adopted  me,  only  to  use  me  as  a slave, and eventually he tried to have his way with me. 

My mind spun when I looked up at him. My first thought was to run, but I wasn’t that same weak teenager anymore. I had power, magic, and defense training that would keep me safe. 

“Will you?” I asked. “You don’t know how much it will help me.” 

He nodded with a wicked glint in his eye. 

“Come with me,” he said. 

I nodded, and we left the inn. When we stepped into the street, my throat was tight with panic. But my hands were hot, my skin on fire, and magic buzzed inside of me. 

We walked in silence for a while. I let him lead me through town and bade my time until he led me into a dark alley. 

“Is this a shortcut?” I asked, feigning innocence. His house was in a different direction. 

“No,” he said and spun around. His face was pure evil. “We should get better acquainted first.” 

He reached for his belt. Fear threatened to paralyze me. The past flashed back, hitting me hard. 

“We really should,” I said. My voice sounded a lot more stable than I felt. “It’s been a long time since we’ve seen each other. I’m sure we’ve both changed.” 

I doubted he’d changed at all. He was still exactly the same. 

He nodded and chuckled, a throaty laugh filled with all the dark things he wanted to do. 

My power was at my very center, ready to use. I didn’t have to concentrate very hard to bring it out. When I threw it at him, he froze. He didn’t know what to do; he hadn’t expected me to have magic at all. I was the poor orphan he’d decided he could use, right? 

Wrong. 

He  cried  out  when  my  magic  blasted  over  him,  singeing  his  skin  as  if  he’d  been  burned.  It  was scalding hot, like fire, and he fell to the ground. He begged for mercy. 

“You’re  asking  me  to  stop?”  I  asked.  “I  can’t  hear  you  over  the  sound  of  my  power,  giving  you what you deserve.” 

“Please,” he pleaded. “Spare me.” 

“Were you going to spare me?” I asked. 

My power crushed him. I watched as it reduced him to a male bald and naked, his clothes and hair all burned off. The next step would be to obliterate him, and my anger was great enough that I would. 

But  I  flashed  on  my  dream—the  charred  bodies  in  the  streets—and  I  yanked  my  magic  back, scared of what I’d nearly done. 

I wasn’t a killer. A warrior, yes. But I remembered the panic and guilt when I’d killed so many fighters in the arena once, when we’d been attacked. I remember what it had felt like when I’d killed Lucia, how it had nauseated me when I’d taken another life. 

I couldn’t do it again. I had punished him enough, and I couldn’t kill him. If I killed this male, I would have left the palace for nothing. 

“My magic,” he screamed. “You stole my magic.” 

I  looked  more  closely  at  him  and  saw  that  what  he  said  might  be  true.  His  skin  no  longer shimmered, and his ears were no longer pointed. I didn’t have that kind of power, did I? 

I didn’t know how to react. 

I spun around and ran. I didn’t know where I was going. I let my feet take me in a direction—any direction—that would take me away from what I’d done. I couldn’t escape myself, but I ran anyway. 

When  I  slipped  and  fell,  I  cried  out  and  scrambled  in  the  muddy  street.  I  breathed  hard,  looking around. I’d made my way out of town, and the buildings huddled together in the night, looking quaint and unreachable. 

Tears rolled over my cheeks, and for a moment, I just lay on the wet ground. I’d gotten my revenge on the male who’d tried to hurt me all those years ago, but revenge didn’t taste sweet. 

For  a  while,  I  shivered,  feeling  sorry  for  myself.  I  was  alone.  No  one  here  wanted  me,  and  I’d given up everyone I loved. I’d given up my home. What was the point of going on? 

I was being pathetic. I scolded myself and picked myself up from the ground. I’d done what was right, and I needed to remember that. A bridge stretched over a river not too far, and I limped toward it. My ankle was swollen; I must have twisted it when I slipped. 

I huddled into the dry grass that grew on the banks beneath the bridge. I cupped my hands around my mouth and blew hot air into them to warm up. As I did, my power rose to the surface yet again and warmed my whole body. 

This was new. 

With a bit of concentration, I brought my power to the surface again and kept it there. I wasn’t in a warm bed. I wasn’t at home, but the warmth that came from my magic was exactly what I needed. I closed my eyes and leaned against the stone structure that blocked off the worst of the wind. 

The bridge was a far cry from the palace life I’d grown accustomed to. It was even worse than the loft I’d lived in before I’d been taken. 

But it was better than nothing. Almost. 

I had chosen this, after all. 
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W hen I opened my eyes, it took a moment to figure out where I was. The light was bright, and the wind was cold, almost slicing through my cloak. My body was stiff after sleeping under the  bridge  the  whole  night,  but  it  wasn’t  because  I’d  frozen  over.  My  magic  had  kept  me warm. 

I  looked  at  the  river  rushing  over  before  me.  The  water  was  a  bright  blue,  and  my  heart constricted. It made me think of Ren’s eyes. I tried to find him through our bond. I searched for him automatically before I caught myself. I couldn’t find him. 

Sadness  overwhelmed  me  for  a  moment.  I  closed  my  eyes  and  mourned  the  loss  of  the  male  I loved. The only consolation was that, without me, he would be safe. 

I only gave myself a couple of seconds before I shook myself out of my misery and stood. It was a new day, and with the new day had come new hope. I didn’t feel nearly as down in the dumps as I had last night. I’d reached a dangerous low. But in the light of a new day, everything looked better. I could do this. 

Last night, I’d proven I could take care of myself by using my strength and magic to fight off males who wanted to hurt me. I had a weapon now that would help me through whatever was to come, but I couldn’t continue like this, becoming complacent. I had to know who I was. I had to become stronger so  that  I  could  protect  myself,  no  matter  where  I  ended  up.  If  I  stopped  working  on  my  power,  I wouldn’t grow. 

I opened my bag to find the food I’d stolen last night. I hadn’t eaten it yet, and I was so hungry my body was consuming itself. When I opened the bag, digging for the food, the box with the ring in it was in my bag. 

How had it gotten in there? I took it out, flipped it open, and studied the ring. The stone swirled at my touch and warmed. I shook my head, put it back, and retrieved the food to eat before I started on my journey. 

My journey to…I had no idea. 

While  I  ate,  I  thought  about  where  I  could  go.  I  could  move  to  a  different  town,  find  a  place  to stay, work to do. I could start over, make a living as I used to do it. But the thought of going back to that kind of life, where I was less than nothing, tasted bad in my mouth. 

Besides, I wasn’t a human anymore. How could I work as a servant or a slave? As soon as they found out I was  magical—I  didn’t  know  what  I  was,  yet—they  wouldn’t  take  me  on.  The  Fae  only used humans, they refused to put their own in lowly positions. But I had no qualifications that would allow me to do anything more. 

And  I  wasn’t  Fae,  anyway.  Well,  maybe  I  was,  but  I  didn’t  know  for  sure.  I  still  felt  human.  I wouldn’t belong anywhere. 

Unless I went to the Uprain Mountains. When the thought popped into my head, I wanted to push it away. The Uprain Mountains were filled with humans who were free and made their own lives. Once upon a time, Ren had suggested that I liaise with them since I was human and they might trust me, open up to me, when they didn’t trust the Fae. Although I wasn’t fully human anymore, they might take me in if I went there. They would accept me. There could be no judgement in a place where everyone lived as their own person. 

Jasfin offered me nothing. If I went to the mountains, I could seclude myself and work on my skills without  having  to  explain  myself.  Despite  having  magic,  I  still   looked  human.  I  didn’t  have  that shimmery quality most of the Fae did, and my ears weren’t pointed. 

Yes. Moving to the Uprain Mountains could be a good choice. 

After  eating,  I  stood.  I  slung  my  bag  over  my  shoulder,  covered  it  with  the  cloak,  and  set  off toward the mountains. It would take me more than a week to get there, but I was going to go there, no matter what. 

I’d traveled past two towns when a cart pulled up next to me. An old man with gray hair and a terrible hunched back called out to me. 

“Where are you going?” he asked. 

I hesitated, unsure if I should tell him, but he looked harmless. 

“The Uprain Mountains,” I said. 

He shook his head. “That’s very far from here. You sure about that?” 

I nodded. 

“Okay. Well, I’m not going all the way there, but you’re welcome to hop on and ride with me as far as I’m going.” 

Relief flooded me. 

“Thank you so much,” I said and climbed into the cart with him. It was powered with the same magical tech that Fae used for everything, but the man was human, and he whistled while we puttered along. 

“The  Uprain  Mountains  are  the  dream,”  he  said  as  we  drove  along,  his  eyes  on  the  road.  “I haven’t heard of humans here who have what it takes to make the journey.” 

“I’m hoping to find a new life,” I said. “I heard they live by their own rules up there.” 

“They  do,  I’ve  seen  it  with  my  own  eyes.  But  it’s  a  different  life,  being  on  your  own  like  that. 

Oppression is a terrible thing. It takes away everything that makes you unique, but it also becomes a crutch. If it’s around for long enough, then the oppressed don’t know how to live without it anymore. 

But the humans up there, they know what they’re doing. They’ve never known oppression, not the new generations.” 

I frowned. “How did it happen that they’re all free up there, when we’re living such a different life  here  in  Jasfin?”  I  knew  about  the  free  humans  in  the  Uprain  Mountains.  The  servants  in Steepholde often talked about them with reverie, like they were gods. But no one knew how they were there and we were here, and no one seemed to care. It had always been that way. 

“I heard, once upon a time, that the humans were very different from who they are now. I’m telling you, oppression squashes something in a person. Back then, a group of humans decided they wouldn’t stand for it. They ran to Palgia, on the other side of the Uprain Mountains. Palgia doesn’t care about human slaves, they have darker things keeping them occupied.” 

 Conjurite magic. 

“The  humans  are  technically  on  Jasfin’s  territory  in  the  Uprain  Mountains.  Back  then,  everyone believed the mountains to be uninhabitable, which is why there was no fight when Jasfin claimed the land. The humans made themselves useful, offering resources to Palgia and Jasfin, exporting goods. 

The citizens of Palgia rely on these goods because Palgia is so desolate.” 

“But they don’t belong to Jasfin, do they?” 

The old man shook his head. “They don’t. Jasfin just leaves them alone.” 

The humans who lived there had been smart. They’d found a small space for themselves to exist in, leaving Jasfin and Palgia unable to rule them. 

“Smart,” I finally said. 

The old man nodded. “The strong survive. Some spirits can’t be broken.” 

We rode in silence for a while, and I mulled over the order of things and how it worked in Jasfin. 

How everything came to be. 

“Do you work for the Fae?” I asked. 

The man shook his head. “No, no, I’ve been lucky. I inherited this from my late boss, years ago, now. I run a small farm and sell fruit and vegetables at the market. Sometimes, I visit my children who work around these parts.” 

“You  live  as  a  free  human,  without  working  for  the  Fae?”  I  asked,  surprised.  It  was  like  the humans in the Uprain Mountains I’d heard of. The humans in Jasfin didn’t usually have the means to make a life for themselves, without working for the Fae in low-wage jobs. 

“When you get to my age, you don’t want to run around pleasing everyone else. I like my farm. 

And I make good enough money to get by. It’s just me, now, since my wife died, so I need little. I eat what I don’t sell, and sometimes I trade for meat. It’s not a bad life. I guess it could be better, but it could be worse.” 

I nodded. It could be far worse. Some humans who were still enslaved had it hard with the Fae driving them into the ground with work and punishment. 

I flashed on Lucia, telling me that human lives were worthless, that Fae could use them as shields in  wars.  I  bristled  when  I  thought  about  how  some  of  the  Fae  saw  humans  as  creatures,  rather  than people. Nylah had said Ren was trying to be different from his father, and he wanted to abolish the slavery  rules.  But  when  would  that  happen?  Would  he  still  do  it,  after  everything  else?  Would  he remember? 

A pang of longing shot into my chest. I missed him so much, my body physically ached. When I reached for him through our bond, I got pulses of him. Like small visions of where he was and what he was doing. He couldn’t find me at all, and that was how I’d wanted it. It was the only way. 

“You have a heavy weight to bear, don’t you?” the old man asked. 

“What?” I snapped out of my mind and back to the present. 

“You’re very young, but you walk with the weight of the world on your shoulders.” 

I sighed. “Sometimes, there isn’t anyone else to take the load, is there?” 

“That’s very true. But it’s never wrong to find someone to share it with.” 

I nodded, sadness tugging at my heart again. “Sometimes, it’s better to set them free.” 

The old man offered a sympathetic look before he turned his gaze back to the road and we rode the rest of the way in silence. 

I ached for Ren. I was broken without him. But this was how it had to be. If I wanted him to be safe, we couldn’t be together. 

No matter how much it hurt. 
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D espite having the help of kind strangers, like the old man, to get to the Uprain Mountains, the journey still took almost a week. The farther I moved into the mountains, the colder it got. At one point, I wore all the clothes I had with me over each other. The only way I stopped from freezing to death was with my magic that kept me warm—especially at night. 

I  was  worried  that  I  wouldn’t  be  able  to  go  any  farther  when  I  suddenly  came  across  a  valley, buried between the mountains towering all around. The valley created some kind of ecosystem of its own,  capturing  the  temperature.  It  was  considerably  warmer  here,  and  where  the  peaks  of  the mountains were capped with snow, the valley had rolling fields across it and lush trees that clearly drew borders in crisscrosses across the valley. 

I  walked  down  a  road  that  led  into  the  valley.  Houses  were  nestled  between  the  trees  with  the surrounding  fields,  creating  little  farmsteads.  The  farther  I  went,  the  houses  became  more  densely situated, until they were huddled together in the morning light around a town square, a market at its center. 

The market bustled with activity, with buyers and sellers shouting out wares and prices. At first, I wasn’t  sure  what  made  me  feel  so  far  removed  from  reality  between  the  little  wooden  houses.  But then I realized it—the complete lack of technology. The Fae loved technology and used it wherever they could. But here, there was nothing of the sort. 

Here, I was surrounded by only humans. 

I drank  in  the atmosphere.  Everyone  seemed to  be  happy  in a  marketplace  like this.  The  more  I watched, the more I noticed small differences between Steepholde and this place. 

The stalls were interesting. I weaved my way through them, ogling the contents of every table I passed.  The  wares  ranged  from  handmade  clothes  and  toys  to  fresh  produce  to  baked  goods  and ornaments, jams and jellies, and soap. It appeared everything here had been created and put together by  the  people  selling  them.  They  weren’t  being  sold  by  slaves  or  servants  for  someone  else,  and slaves or servants hadn’t made them, either. I looked around and couldn’t spot any signs of inequality. 

Everyone here worked equally hard, and no one was above or below the other. 

The concept was a wonderful idea, but I struggled to wrap my mind around the reality of it. 

Walking past so many food stalls made my stomach rumble. I followed my nose to a stall selling baked goods with muffins, cakes, biscuits, and pie. I spotted a plate of sweetbread slices. 

“How much for a slice?” I asked the woman behind the table, who smiled at me. 

“Three bronze coins will get you three slices,” she said. 

I blinked at her. “Excuse me?” 

She repeated her price, and I shook my head. Sweetbread had always been far too expensive for me to waste money on, and it had been a luxury none of the Fae I’d lived with and worked for had been  willing  to  bestow  on  a  human.  I’d  only  tasted  sweetbread  once  or  twice  in  my  life,  since  it wasn’t something that was served at the palace. 

I  fished  in  my  pocket  for  the  coins  I  had  left  and  paid  her  for  the  bread.  I  was  being  foolish.  I should have tried to make my money stretch further, so I could survive long enough here to find a job. 

The bread was too tempting, though, and I was hungrier than I’d ever been. 

She handed the slices to me. The bread was light when I lifted a piece to my mouth, and it had the most divine flavor. I scarfed down the bread in front of the stall. The woman who had sold it to me watched me wolf down the bit of food as if I hadn’t eaten in years. 

“Can I offer you more?” she asked. 

I shook my head. “No, thank you.” 

“Eat, child,” she said. 

I colored. “I spent my last coins on it, but it was wonderful.” 

“What’s your name?” 

“Ellie.” 

“You’re not from around here, are you?” 

“Is it that obvious?” I didn’t know how the humans here reacted toward outsiders. I’d only heard about how they disliked the Fae. 

“You have a cautious way about you; but no, it’s not that obvious. The towns around these parts are small enough that we all know each other or know  of each other. And I haven’t heard your name. 

Do you have family or friends here?” 

When I shook my head again, she nodded as if she’d suspected as much. She turned and handed me a wooden pail. 

“Will you fetch water for me from the well? Follow the road north a short way outside of town, and you’ll find it. I’ll pay you for your trouble.” 

It was my turn to study her. She had an open face and light hair. Her eyes were sky blue, and she had a quick, easy smile and a comforting way about her. She was offering me a chance to make a bit of money. She knew nothing about me, about where I came from, and what I was doing here. But she was willing to help. 

“Okay,”  I  said.  “Could  I  leave  my  things  with  you?”  Hiking  with  my  bag  and  the  pail  of  water together was going to be a challenge. 

She agreed, and I left my meager belongings with her. I didn’t know why I trusted her, but I didn’t think she was going to make off with my clothes or sell them. 

I walked through town, taking in all the sights to be seen as I followed the road north, as she’d told me. Everyone I passed greeted me with either a smile or a nod, and I returned it. It was strange to be treated with a mutual respect rather than being ignored or scowled at. 

When I drew water, I drank, too. It was cold, crisp, and fresher than anything I’d tasted before. 

After allowing myself a few minutes to rest, I stood and carried the water back through the little town. 

I got three bronze coins for my effort. 

“You’re very kind,” I said to the woman. “Thank you.” 

“Where will you stay tonight?” she asked. 

“I’m not sure. Maybe an inn, if I can find a room.” 

“You can come with me to the farm.” She scooped a cup of water from the pail and took a sip. 

“You need a roof over your head. The days are warm, but nights get freezing here. And I can use the

help, if you’re willing to work. My husband injured himself and can’t work for a while still.” 

I frowned. Why was she being so nice to me? But she was offering me a job and a place to stay for a while, and right now, that was exactly what I needed. I didn’t know if I could trust her kindness. 

If I’d been offered the same thing in Steepholde, I would have jumped at the opportunity. But there, I knew what to look out for and who not to trust. 

“Okay,” I finally said. “Thank you.” 

“I’m Naomi.” She smiled brightly at me, and I couldn’t help but like her. Then again, everything about the little town was likable. It was quaint and welcoming, and I spent the day wandering around and taking in how different it all was. The town was called Deerhaven, which I learned when I read the name on a banner advertising a social event coming up. 

When the sun sank toward the horizon, I walked back to the marketplace and helped Naomi pack up her stall before I walked with her to the farm where she lived. It was one of the farms I’d passed on  my  way  into  town.  The  little  wooden  house  was  neat  and  tidy  and  decorated  with  homemade things. When we arrived, her husband hobbled from another room, holding a bandaged leg up in the air. 

Naomi went to him and kissed him. 

“This is Ellie,” she said. “She’s going to help me around the farm until you’re back on that leg.” 

“I’m so glad you’re here to help,” he said. “I’m Thomas.” He held out his hand, and his handshake was strong. “I came off the horse wrong. It’s good to have you here. We can use the help.” 

“I’m grateful to you,” I said. “I appreciate having a place to stay for a while.” 

“Where are you from?” Thomas asked. 

“Steepholde,” I said and waited for a reaction. Thomas and Naomi exchanged looks, but Thomas smiled. 

“Far away from home, huh?” 

“I don’t have much of a home,” I admitted with a shrug. 

I was trying to pass it off as nonchalant—I’d never had a home before—but since I’d stayed at the palace, I’d felt like I’d belonged. Now that it had been taken away, being where I’d been before, and having nowhere to belong, it hurt so much more. 

“Well, you’re welcome here as long as you need somewhere to stay,” Naomi said. 

I spent the next couple of days with Naomi and Thomas and dropped into a routine. At first, I’d thought I would have to explain myself, justify myself, tell them why I was here and what I was doing so far away from everything I’d grown up with. 

Thomas and Naomi never pushed for any answers. What I told them of my accord, they listened to happily and asked questions about it, but they never asked me anything that suggested I didn’t belong here with them. 

In  the  morning,  before  sunrise,  I  helped  Naomi  bake  the  goods  she  sold  at  the  market.  When  I returned,  I  trained.  I  ran  through  the  drills  Dex  had  always  put  me  through  to  stay  strong  and  fit.  I revisited everything Nylah and Ren had taught me. I meditated and focused on centering myself and being able to reach my power. 

Since I’d arrived in Deerhaven, I hadn’t needed to use my power for anything, but I didn’t want to become complacent because life was so much easier out here. I never had to fend for myself. I didn’t have to fight to survive. No one could tell me I wasn’t good enough since we worked  together. 

The entire experience was a breath of fresh air. 

In the evenings, after Naomi returned from the market with the money she’d made, Thomas would help with supper, and they’d call me when it was time to eat. 

They always invited me to eat with them. Naomi and Thomas were wonderful people and cared for me more than they needed to, but I didn’t want to eat with them. I always declined and ate my food in my room, alone. 

Not that I didn’t like them and my life here. I liked all of it—a lot. But I didn’t belong here. This wasn’t  home. 

When my mind wandered to Rainier, or to Nylah and Dex, I’d feel pain and sorrow. I missed them terribly. I wished I could go back and be with them, but that was impossible. 

I  wasn’t  Fae,  but  I  wasn’t  human,  either.  And  despite  living  here  in  a  completely  human settlement, I didn’t feel like I belonged here, even though I was treated like everyone else. 

I  felt  more  lost  and  alone  than  ever,  and  no  matter  how  many  people  surrounded  me,  it  didn’t change. 

As much as they were my people, they also weren’t. 

I  didn’t  fit  here  in  Deerhaven  any  more  than  I’d  fit  into  the  palace.  I’d  been  accepted  in  both places, cared for, loved. 

My life at the palace had ended, and my life here at the farm would end, too. Eventually, someone would discover my magic. 

And then what would become of me? 
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T wo weeks after I arrived at Deerhaven and started working with Naomi and Thomas, his leg was healed enough to work on the farm again. He took it slow, but with three pairs of hands available again, it was clear I wouldn’t be needed for much longer. 

Early  one  morning,  Thomas  climbed  on  the  very  horse  that  threw  him  off  and  rode  out  to  sell goods from the farm. Deerhaven was a self-sustaining community. Everything they needed was grown or made there or in surrounding villages in the Uprain Mountains. What they didn’t use, they exported to Palgian villages beyond the mountains to the north. 

Thomas promised he would be back in a day or two and left Naomi and me alone to tend the farm. 

We’d  been  doing  most  of  the  work  for  the  past  weeks,  and  having  Thomas  gone  wasn’t  an inconvenience. 

When night fell, I sat in my room. I’d worked hard all day, and it helped me keep my mind from wandering. But at night, when I had nothing to do, I missed those I loved. 

By sacrificing my relationship with Ren and leaving the palace, I kept them safe from the war that would inevitably come if I stayed. But that didn’t mean that I didn’t mourn their loss more and more every day. Sometimes, the pain was so strong, it became physical and doubled me over. 

Tonight was one of those nights where I couldn’t breathe. My heart ached, a stabbing pain wedged between my ribs, and I lay on the cot I’d been sleeping on, curled into a ball around my misery. 

I missed Ren so much, I could barely think clearly sometimes. I yearned for his touch, to hear his voice. I didn’t reach for him through our bond. I could find him, feel him, but it hurt too much to do that. Lately, I’d stopped doing it at all. It only tortured me. 

“Ellie?” Naomi asked, appearing in my doorway. “I’ve made supper. You’re welcome to fetch a bowl.” 

I nodded and stood from the cot, relieved to have a moment’s distraction. I dished up the potatoes that Naomi grew herself and fetched myself a bowl of stew. 

“I know you like to keep to yourself,” Naomi said, “but you’re welcome to join me.” 

I hesitated. I hadn’t eaten with her and Thomas at all, but tonight, I was scared of being alone. My thoughts haunted me, and the ache for Ren was continuous. If I were alone tonight, I would suffer. 

“All right,” I said. “Thank you.” 

We sat down at the crude wooden table in the kitchen and ate. 

“Thomas goes away every three months,” Naomi said. “Palgia relies on the food we grow and the products  we  make,  so  these  trips  are  imperative.  Palgia  leaves  us  alone,  and  doesn’t  invade  the human villages, because they need us.” 

“I bet you miss him when he’s away,” I said. 

“I don’t like when he leaves. I see him every day and still miss him immensely when he’s gone.” 

“You have a powerful bond,” I said. 

Naomi nodded. “He’s the right man for me.” 

The humans didn’t create bonds like the Fae did. 

“How did you know Thomas was the man for you?” I asked. 

“I didn’t always believe that he was,” Naomi said. “I was madly in love with someone else for a long time. It was passionate, wild, and reckless. I would go to the end of the world for him. When we called it off, I believed my heart shattered into a million pieces, and I would never love again.” 

“And yet, you found Thomas.” 

Naomi nodded and smiled. It was the smile of a content woman who knew what she had. 

“I did, and although the love we share is nothing like the wild ride I’d had as a younger woman, we’re good for each other. He’s stable, solid, and the sort of man that I can rely on. And I’m there to support him, to encourage him, to take his house and turn it into a home.” 

“Why didn’t you end up with the first man you loved so much?” I was asking a lot of questions, but Naomi seemed so happy with her choices. I was lost and confused. I envied her stable existence and her confidence and assurance about the life she lived. 

“Our passion was dangerous,” Naomi said. 

My  ears  perked  up  at  that.  But  she  didn’t  mean  dangerous  in  the  true  sense  of  the  word.  Their lives didn’t contain magic. It was nothing like the danger that existed in the life I’d had with Ren. 

“I would have had a very different life with him,” she continued. “He was rich. He would have given me all the luxuries I dreamed about, but he couldn’t be there for me in the way I needed him to be.  Thomas  stands  by  my  side  and  celebrates  me  as  much  as  I  do  him.  It’s  important  to  be  with someone who allows you to be free.” 

 Free.   It  was  a  strange  concept—one  I  hadn’t  grown  up  with.  As  a  human,  I  wasn’t  a  slave,  but freedom  wasn’t  a  word  we  used  a  lot.  I  know  she  didn’t  mean  it  as  I  heard  it,  regarding  slavery. 

Naomi was talking about the liberty to exist without condemnation. 

“You make it sound so simple,” I said. 

“It is that simple.” 

I  shook  my  head.  “I  can’t  be  with  the  male  I  love,  either.  I  guess  you  could  say  our  love  is dangerous, too.” 

“Does he set your soul on fire?” Naomi asked. 

I nodded. It was a wonderful way to describe what Ren did to me. 

“Can he be there for you in your time of need, carry you when you have fallen, and set you down when you have the strength to walk on your own?” 

I thought about Ren and how he worshipped me, the way he uplifted me and had chosen me to be his queen despite everyone else hating the idea of it. I also thought about how he wanted to keep me back from the war, because he didn’t believe I was strong enough to fight, strong enough to survive. 

“In some ways,” I admitted. “But in others…I don’t know. We didn’t get time to know each other very well under  normal circumstances.” 

“Normal  doesn’t  come  until  later,”  Naomi  said.  “We  all  have  to  undergo  change  to  match  with each other at first, but true love will prevail, Ellie. We humans don’t live with the magic of the Fae, but we have one power. Love. It overcomes everything if it’s the right kind.” 

I nodded, chewing as I listened to her. It was a noble thing to think that love overcame everything. 

I’d  been  willing  to  believe  that,  too,  once  upon  a  time.  But  since  the  prophecy,  my  dreams,  and

nightmares, I wasn’t so sure anymore. 

Somehow, I’d been cursed with the fact that no matter how hard I loved Ren, it wouldn’t amount to anything but pain and death. Love wasn’t enough to stop that from happening. In fact, love caused it. 

The  conversation  shifted  away  to  a  different  topic,  and  I  let  it.  I  wanted  to  know  more,  and  I needed advice. Not to make things right—I couldn’t do that—but to know how to deal with the pain that haunted me. Could I ever recover from it? 

But to give me the advice I needed, I had to tell her the whole story. 

I couldn’t. 

I didn’t want her to know what I was or wasn’t. When I was around Thomas and Naomi, or the other villagers in town, I felt normal—like I could be one of them if I believed it hard enough. Here, my magic wasn’t important. It was non-existent as far as they were concerned, and I hadn’t had to use it once since I’d arrived. 

Although I trained every morning and tried to use it to grow stronger, I hadn’t been under attack in the two weeks that had passed. If I didn’t train, didn’t use my magic at all, I could almost pretend that it didn’t exist. 

I could pretend I really was one of the humans. 

When we finished our food, I helped Naomi wash up before she turned in for the night. Since she woke  up  to  bake  well  before  dawn,  they  ate  and  went  to  bed  as  soon  as  the  sun  sank  below  the horizon. 

“You’ll find your place in this life, Ellie,” Naomi said, turning at her bedroom door to look at me. 

“You’re still young. You have a lifetime ahead of you to find out where you need to be. You only need to keep your eyes open, be willing to learn, and go where life takes you.” 

“Thank  you.”  Her  advice  was  sage.  If  only  she  knew  how  difficult  it  was  to  find  a  place  to belong. 

I  went  to  my  room  and  crawled  under  the  covers  in  my  cot.  The  weather  was  slowly  getting warmer, and I didn’t need as many blankets as when I’d first arrived. The season was changing. 

It made me think about the palace and what it smelled like when the flowers bloomed again. Vases would fill the rooms, with fresh flowers everywhere, and it would complement the roses laid into the marble, the temporary and the permanent side by side. 

When I closed my eyes, I pictured the palace in exact detail. In my mind’s eye, I wandered through the hallways, studying every room as if I was there in person. Ren would be in his office. I pictured him  standing  before  the  tall  windows,  looking  out  over  the  scenery  that  lay  at  his  feet—the  houses dotted along the river, nestled between the trees. Stone houses, noble and luxurious, nothing like the wooden cabins here in the mountains. 

My stomach twisted. My yearning for him would tear me apart. 

Carlin popped into my mind, as well as the prophecy she’d spoken. I was the human born with the light. My skin glowing the way it did when I was with Ren left no doubt about it. And I had power, although I wasn’t Fae. 

If I left here, where would I go? Now that I wasn’t tied to anyone or anything, could I still find a place to call home? 

I was exhausted after rising so early and working so hard, and I was relieved when sleep dragged me under, stopping me from running over everything in my mind again and again and again. 

The only reprieve from the constant anguish was working my fingers to the bone and sleeping to recover. There had been a time when I’d trained at the palace in the same way—when I’d still been seen as nothing more than a prisoner-turned-warrior. 

At least I was no stranger to hard work, to pushing myself beyond the limits so that I needed rest. 

I’d been an outcast all my life, even before I’d learned that my existence had more dimensions to it. 

I’d never had a real home. I’d never had a real family. 

Maybe I was doomed to wander forever. 
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O ne morning, I woke up to help Naomi. After she left to go to the marketplace with her baked goods  and  Thomas  started  tending  to  the  farm,  I  walked  into  the  tall  trees  behind  the  farm where I always trained. Here, no one could see me, and I used my magic with no one realizing what I was capable of. 

I went through the drills Dex had taught all the warriors to warm up. My body was in good shape. 

Between the hard work and my daily training, I was as fit as I’d been while training at the palace. 

After warming up and going through a bunch of strength drills, I focused on my center and trained with  my  magic.  I  practiced  blocking  other  magic,  although  I  had  nothing  coming  at  me.  I  practiced using  my  power,  attacking  with  it  without  doing  too  much  damage  to  my  surroundings  and  drawing attention. 

It had been a colossal waste of time. My body was fit, but I was getting nowhere with my magic. 

Despite  working  as  hard  as  I  did,  training  every  day,  I  wasn’t  getting  anywhere.  On  my  own, without Nylah, Dex, and Ren to train me—without Zita to spar with and the other warriors to push me to  be  better—I  couldn’t  do  enough.  When  Ren  and  I  had  fought  together,  my  magic  had  been incredibly powerful. 

Now, I was a watered-down version of myself, and it frustrated me. The more upset I got that I couldn’t do it the way I’d done it at the palace, the worse I became. 

Instead  of  finishing  my  training  session  the  way  I  always  did,  I  gave  up.  What  was  the  point  in trying if it changed nothing? What was the point of pushing if it didn’t help me move forward? 

Frustrated  with  my  lack  of  power,  angry  with  myself  for  believing  I  was  more  when  I  wasn’t really, I made my way back to the farm to help with the last chores. 

I had little to do. With Thomas able to do his work again, I was in the way more than I helped. 

They wouldn’t be able to afford me to stay. I was an extra mouth to feed when I couldn’t help enough to make up for it. They would never dream of kicking me out, though. They were so kind and caring, but I wouldn’t put that burden on them. So, I walked to the marketplace to prepare for my upcoming journey. 

I still had no idea where I would go or what I would do, but I had to create a life somewhere. If I couldn’t fit in anywhere, then at least I could create a space where I could belong. It was a far cry from the life I’d wanted with Ren, but I had to look forward. I had to stop thinking about what I’d lost all the time and build a future for myself. 

I walked back to the farm with Naomi by the end of the day. When we arrived, she and Thomas both hugged me. 

“Thank you so much for all your help, Ellie,” Naomi said. 

“I don’t know what we would have done without you,” Thomas added. 

“I’m so grateful to you both,” I said, and a lump rose in my throat. 

I  hadn’t  been  here  very  long,  but  in  the  past  few  weeks,  I’d  become  very  fond  of  Naomi  and Thomas, and they’d been good to me. 

They  looked  as  emotional  as  I  felt.  Naomi  blinked  away  tears  from  time  to  time,  and  when Thomas talked, his voice was thick. 

“Here,  I  prepared  this  for  you,”  Naomi  said  and  offered  me  a  satchel.  When  I  opened  it,  it contained rolls, sweetbread, meat, and a pouch with bronze coins. 

“This is too much,” I protested. 

Naomi  and  Thomas  both  shook  their  heads.  “It’s  your  pay  for  three  weeks  of  hard  work,  and  a thank you. This should last you a while, so you can make your way with ease.” 

“Thank  you,”  I  said,  and  my  eyes  stung  with  unshed  tears  at  their  kindness.  They  truly  were wonderful, and leaving them behind was going to be hard. 

Thomas explained to me which way was the best to go on foot if I wanted to move deeper into the mountains. I listened intently, but while he talked, I became aware of a presence. It had been a while since I’d experienced anything magical. At first, it went unnoticed, but the edges of my vision became darker,  as  if  the  light  was  dimmed.  It  was  so  in  sync  with  the  sunset  that  if  I  hadn’t  been  aware  of magic, I might have thought it was the sun setting. I doubted Thomas and Naomi were aware of the magic in the air. 

The darkness grew stronger and stronger, and a chill ran down my spine. I’d felt power like this before, in a different life. Terror came with it, a fear that was buried deeper at my very core. 

“I have to go,” I said. 

“Are you sure you don’t want to stay for a while longer? You know we’ll be happy to have you.” 

Naomi’s eyes were hopeful. 

I’d known they were caring, and still their kindness hit me square in the chest. I wanted nothing more than to agree to stay—forever, if I could. 

I couldn’t do that now. The darkness grew thicker. 

It was because  I was here, and I had to get away as fast as possible, before the power that was after me hurt Naomi and Thomas. 

I’d hidden who I was all this time. I didn’t want them to get hurt. They were good, and they didn’t deserve the pain and danger that came with knowing me. 

I filled with horror when I considered it wasn’t only if I ruled that those I cared about would be hurt; it was everyone, no matter where I went. 

“Thank you for your kindness,” I said and forced my voice to be calm and even. “But I want to get as far as I can before I rest for the night.” 

Thomas and Naomi glanced at each other, and I understood what passed between them. They both thought I was crazy for setting out into the night, but I’d traveled in the dark before. I wasn’t in danger of the weather as much now that it was warmer, and they didn’t understand how desperately I needed to get away to keep them safe. 

When I left the farm, I walked slowly, trying not to look like I was fleeing. But the moment I was out  of  sight  and  couldn’t  see  Thomas’s  and  Naomi’s  frames  against  the  light  pouring  from  inside,  I ran. 
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T he mountains were harsh when I moved away from the town, and I climbed the rocky path that Thomas  had  told  me  to  take.  The  wind  sliced  through  me,  howling  and  moaning  through  the cracks and crevices around me. I shivered, huddling into my cloak to fight off the worst of the weather. 

When the clouds drew together, blocking out the light of the moon and threatening to bring a storm of sleet and snow, I started searching frantically for cover. I used my magic to keep me dry and warm. 

My magic was the reason I’d left in the night, even though it meant I might not have shelter. Practicing magic out in the open in broad daylight was more difficult than finding shelter. 

As if the Goddess had heard my need, I noticed a crevice in the rock wall to my side. It was tall and thin, but with a bit of work, I squeezed through it. I hoped no other creatures had sought comfort from the storm here, but I was alone. 

I sat down on the ground, on my cloak, and I breathed into my hands. Magic flowed along with my breath, warming me up. It also acted as a light source—dim, but better than nothing. 

When I was warm, I took a piece of bread and a piece of meat from my bag and nibbled on it. I didn’t  want  to  eat  too  much.  I’d  had  good  meals  at  the  farm  for  the  past  three  weeks,  and  I  could afford to eat less now while I traveled again. But eating made me feel better. With something to do, I felt less alone. 

After  I’d  finished  my  food,  I  had  nothing  else  to  do  but  sleep.  I  listened  to  the  storm  raging outside, and despite my warmth, I shivered. 

Something was out there, something dark and scary…and it was after me. 

When I blinked my eyes open, bright light fell through the crevice, and I lay twisted on my cloak on the floor. I’d fallen asleep at some point, and I hadn’t dreamed at all. Since I’d left the palace, I hadn’t had those terrifying nightmares again, and sleep amounted to rest for a change. 

I stretched my stiff body out. Sleeping on the cold, hard ground hadn’t been good for me, and my muscles  ached.  I  warmed  myself  up  with  magic  again.  I’d  slept  too  deeply  to  focus  on  keeping  my magic going all night long. 

My stomach rumbled, and I allowed myself a small ration of food before I packed everything up and squeezed out of the crevice again. 

Snow  had  fallen  most  of  the  night,  judging  by  how  deep  it  was.  It  had  transformed  the  world around me into an icy wonderland. It had to be the last cold front of the season, although up here in the mountains, maybe it always snowed. 

I stared in awe at the surrounding beauty. Tall, evergreen trees with needle leaves and rough bark

covered  the  mountainside  like  thick  velvet,  and  patches  of  dark  rock  and  snow  offered  a  dappled effect.  The  wind  was  crisp  and  tasted  of  snow  and  ice  when  I  inhaled,  and  my  breath  made  clouds before my face on the exhale. 

Thomas  had  told  me  to  stick  to  the  paths,  no  matter  how  treacherous  they  seemed.  Some  of  the landscape  looked safer, but he told me of hidden troubles like covered holes, angry animals, or traps set by hunters that were impossible to locate. 

I did as he’d suggested. Thomas knew the mountains well. He’d traveled often, and he knew what to look out for. 

I wasn’t sure what I was looking for or where I was going yet. My aim was to keep moving until I could answer either of those questions. 

The sun warmed me as I walked and melted some of the snow. Small creatures scurried around beyond  the  rocky  path,  and  birds  chirped  overhead.  Despite  feeling  lost  and  alone,  the  beauty  that surrounded me cheered me up. 

It took a while for me to notice that everything had gone quiet. I’d walked for hours, listening to nature  alive  and  bursting  around  me.  But  now,  the  birdsong  had  died  down,  and  there  were  no creatures in sight. I couldn’t hear their little paws scurrying across the trunks of trees or through the snowy mulch. 

The  sun  had  disappeared,  too.  Although  it  was  still  light,  it  was  as  if  another  source  of  energy powered it. I looked around, and an icy breeze picked up and tugged at my cloak. I tried to keep my footing on the uneven path, but it was steep, and the wind made it harder. 

The light faded more and more, but it was long before sunset. 

Something was wrong. 

When the darkness crept in, it was a presence all on its own. I’d met darkness like this before. A long time ago—it felt like a lifetime, now—I’d been held in a dungeon, and Zander, the Conjurite king slayer, had come to me with his magic, filled with fear. 

This was the same magic…but Zander was dead. 

That thought alone only made my fear spike. It was the nature of it—darkness and fear were the Conjurite calling cards. I struggled to stay calm and fight the terror that threatened to wrap long, thin fingers around my throat and choke me. 

Suddenly, a dark figure blocked the path up ahead. A male stood there, tall and broad. His dark hair was cropped short against his head, and his dark eyes were locked on mine. He wore a scowl on his  face,  and  his  large  hands  were  balled  into  fists.  He  was  the  source  of  the  darkness.  His  power emanated from him, making him a terrible sight to behold. 

For  a  moment,  I  wanted  to  turn  around  and  run.  Would  he  be  able  to  catch  up  with  me?  I  was smaller than him, faster. But I had a feeling he would use his power to stop me. He’d been after me, and he’d found me. 

“What do you want?” I asked instead. It was better to face him. The last thing I wanted to do was to show him how terrified I was. Maybe he knew—fear was a currency the Conjurite dealt in, and I didn’t know how much of it they could sense. Did he know what he was doing to me? 

“You’re cheeky for one so scared,” he said. 

So, he  did know how scared I was, then. I wouldn’t let him know how it crippled me. 

“And  you’re  in  my  way,”  I  said.  My  voice  was  steady,  despite  my  heart  thrumming  in  my  chest and my fingers trembling where I hid them under my cloak. 

He laughed, and the sound was awful. It was thick and dark, like oil, and it ran over my skin. I wanted to scrape it off, but it was magic, and I couldn’t touch it or stop it. 

I flared my power to try counter the feeling. 

The male laughed. “It’s pointless trying to stand up to me, Ellie.” 

“You know who I am,” I said. 

He nodded. “I’ve been looking for you.” 

“And yet, I don’t have a name to work with. Seems unfair.” 

He raised his eyebrows, amusement dancing in his eyes. “I’m Erol, Enforcer of Falx, the King of Palgia.” 

“That’s a mouthful,” I said. “I’m going to stick to Erol.” 

He laughed, and that same thick, syrupy power poured over me. “You’re feisty. I like that. The kill is always more exciting when my prey puts up a fight.” 

With the last word, he pushed a surge of fear through me. 

“You  have  a  lot  of  power,  Ellie,  but  not  nearly  enough.  I  felt  something  when  I  set  foot  in  the mountains. Now that I found you, it’s underwhelming.” 

“If it’s so underwhelming, and I don’t have enough power, how did you sense me so far?” I asked. 

Erol’s scowl only got worse, the corner of his mouth downturned. He was trying to scare me, to make me think I was nothing. 

Conjurite magic was different from the magic that Fae used. If the fear from the Conurite magic was strong enough, nothing else needed to be done. The victim would psych themselves out of what they might have done to counter the dark magic, and their faith would waver, making them as small as the Conjurite would have them believe. 

Zander had tried it with me, too, although I hadn’t known exactly how it worked. Since then, I’d been doing a lot of reading about the different magic, and I knew more about the differences between the Conjurite and the Fae. 

“Erol,” I said when his power suggested his anger more than his scowl did. “You’re still in my way, and you still haven’t told me what you want from me.” 

“I want nothing from  you,” he said. “I have no use for you. The war is coming, no matter what you do.” 

I frowned. I’d stopped the war, hadn’t I? It was the reason I’d left. 

If  I  wasn’t  ruling  alongside  Ren,  then  there  wouldn’t  be  a  civil  war.  And,  if  I  stayed  out  of everybody’s way, the prophecy wouldn’t come to fruition. 

“There won’t be a war,” I replied. 

I tried to sound sure of myself, but my confidence was fading. The power in the air chipped away at me, and the fear was seeped in through the cracks, getting the better of me. 

Erol laughed. Goddess, I wished he would stop doing that. This time, I rubbed my arms without holding back. It didn’t work, and Erol looked smug. 

“Palgia will wage war against Jasfin, and there’s nothing any of them can do about it. You were right to leave it all behind. You would have been nothing but collateral damage.” 

My blood ran cold, and my stomach dropped, but I didn’t show it. I swallowed hard and tried my best to keep my composure. 

“It seems unlike you to think I was right to save myself. I would imagine you would want me dead if you know who I am and what I’m capable of.” 

“I don’t believe you have what it takes to make so much as a dent in what’s coming, little  human.” 

He spat the word as if it tasted foul, reminding me where I belonged on the food chain. 

I flared my power again, a display to remind him I was much more than a human. He only laughed at that, mocking, teasing, and then he turned around and began to walk. 

“Where are you going?” I called after him. 

“Away. I thought I had a worthy opponent to contend with, but now that I’ve met you—Ellie, the human who all the fuss is about—I see you’re nothing for me to worry about.” 

He  continued  walking,  and  I  stood  on  the  rocky  path,  frozen  to  the  ground.  The  terror  that  had clawed at me before grabbed a hold now, gripping me tightly. My blood turned to ice in my veins, and the darkness that danced at the edge of my consciousness threatened to overtake me. 

With  effort,  I  used  my  magic  to  defrost  myself,  scrape  off  the  oily  sludge  that  had  come  with Erol’s power, and drive away the terror that had settled in my gut. It only worked partially. I couldn’t shake the fear completely. But that was because the terror wasn’t only the fear Erol had instilled in me; this was my fear, too. 

Fear for my loved ones and what might happen to them. Fear for a war that none of us had seen coming. I had to warn them. 

But doing that would mean going back to them, seeing them again. 

Would I be able to turn my back a second time and walk away? It had nearly torn me apart to do it the first time. 

It would have been easier to stay away, to keep doing what I was doing now. But I had to warn them,  so  that  they  could  be  prepared  for  what  was  to  come.  It  was  the  only  way  I  could  keep  them safe, and that was what all this had been for. 

I turned on the rocky path and went back the way I’d come. It was going to be hard going back there, only to walk away once again. 

However, it would be so much harder to lose them altogether because I’d been too selfish to do the right thing. 
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I made good headway. My feet carried me swiftly. Now that I had a purpose, a mission again, and I didn’t  wander  aimlessly  without  direction,  I  moved  through  the  mountains  much  faster.  The weather barely affected me, and the landscape did little to slow me down. 

Fear continued to curl in the pit of my stomach. It was as if it had been injected inside me, and it lay thick and heavy in my gut. 

I tried to ignore it. The sooner I could get back to Jasfin, to the palace, the sooner I could warn them and make sure they were safe. 

Ren, Nylah, Dex, the warriors…

Jasfin was my kingdom, and I would do whatever it took to protect the beings that resided there. I didn’t want the innocent Fae and humans of Jasfin to be harmed—not by a king who used a powerful Conjurite to enforce his rein. 

The sun started to set, but I wouldn’t rest for the night unless I had to. I’d eaten a bit of food to keep me going, but my adrenaline pumped through my veins and pushed me on. All I could think was that I needed to get home. 

I  traveled  by  the  light  of  the  moon.  It  was  nearly  full.  But  when  the  darkness  became  thicker,  I looked  up.  I  couldn’t  see  the  stars  anymore.  A  moment  ago,  the  sky  had  been  a  bowl  of  diamonds upended, but now the blackness was complete. 

I  looked  around  me,  and  the  landscape  had  disappeared.  When  I  glanced  over  my  shoulders,  a cloak  of  darkness  hid  the  mountain  range  that  lay  behind  me,  and  a  black  fog  that  grew  thicker  and thicker  masked  the  trees  and  rocks  I’d  used  as  landmarks  every  couple  of  yards.  It  sucked  in everything in its wake. 

The darkness drove into me, too. It egged on the fear in my gut until it rose inside me like dough and threatened to choke me. 

From the darkness, shadows appeared. At first, it was only a few, but as I looked, trying to let my eyes grow accustomed to a darkness that was complete, more showed up. 

I spun around. I was surrounded. I counted seven beings, although I didn’t doubt more hid behind my line of sight in the bit of light that remained. They were here for me. 

When one of them smiled at me, his teeth glinted white, and the grin was malicious. Their power danced around me, dark and clawed, grabbing and scraping at me. 

My  power  was  on  the  surface  immediately.  I  grabbed  it,  and  my  skin  glowed.  The  surrounding darkness didn’t respond to the light the way it should have. Instead of retreating, it warred with the light. 

“Leave me alone,” I said. My voice trembled. It was pointless to try to hide my terror. 

“I don’t think so,” the shadow closest to me said. They were Conjurites, all of them. I didn’t have to ask who’d sent them—these were Erol’s men. 

When  the  first  attacked,  I  used  my  magic  like  Nylah  had  taught  me.  I  blocked  an  attack  and countered with one of my own. The attacker looked surprised. He hadn’t expected me to handle the power he threw at me. But determination set in, and a moment later, he wasn’t the only one I had to face. 

They attacked at the same time. 

My magic was powerful, rising to protect me, to counter and block. It was as powerful as it had been before, when Carlin had attacked me. It burned my skin, leaving my palms raw, and heat pulsed outward, rippling out like waves. The males gritted their teeth. One cried out, and another fell to his knees, but they drove their power toward me, and the darkness came toward me like a wave. 

When  it  swallowed  me,  it  blinded  me,  and  the  physical  attacks  started.  They  ripped  me  apart, slashed and clawed me like a monster. I cried out in agony as searing pain washed over me, making me see white and red and white again. 

I  fell  to  the  ground,  bloody  and  trembling,  but  the  darkness  remained,  and  the  attacks  kept  on coming. I tried to fight back as hard as I could, but I was getting weaker and weaker. They were going to kill me. If I died now, no one would warn Ren of the pending attack from Palgia. 

The only thing I could think of was that they wouldn’t kill me if they thought I was already dead. 

I  switched  off  my  power  as  if  it  were  a  light.  One  moment,  I  glowed,  my  light  fighting  the darkness, and waves of heat pulsed through the icy cold that came with the Conjurite warriors. The next,  I  was  only  a  human,  lying  on  the  floor.  My  eyes  were  closed.  It  wasn’t  hard  to  pretend  I  was dead.  My  skin  burned  where  their  magic  had  sliced  me.  My  head  throbbed  with  a  stabbing  pain between my temples that made me want to cry out in anguish. But I remained still. 

“Is that it?” one asked. 

I felt them coming closer, predators, ready to tear me limb from limb. 

“I think so.” 

“That was easy.” 

“Grab her body. We need to prove that she’s dead.” 

One shadow reached out to touch me. I waited until I felt the thick sludge of their power press up against my skin. While I lay there, I gathered my magic and let it build inside me. It grew hotter and hotter, like a raging furnace. When they were close—all seven had come in to see the damage they’d done—I unleashed my power. 

With a terrible scream that echoed across the mountains, my power blasted outward in a brilliant flash of light. The warriors cried out as their bodies flung backward into rocks and trees. When the light faded and my power died down to a dim glow, I lifted my head and looked around. Their bodies were scattered around me, limp. The magic that had tortured me was gone. There was no more fear, no more darkness. They were dead. 

I couldn’t find it in myself to feel bad about what I’d done. It had been kill or be killed. And this was much bigger than me by now. 

I pushed myself up from the ground with difficulty. Blood poured from several wounds. I tried to stop the bleeding where I could, and I ripped my cloak with difficulty to create bandages. 

I could only do so much. I was weak after losing so much blood, and my vision blurred when I tried to move. My head throbbed like it was split in half, and I turned around and threw up on the side of the road. 

When I stopped heaving, I pulled myself together again and limped down the path that led through the mountains and into Jasfin. 

By the light of the stars and the moon, I navigated my way, hoping I wouldn’t run out of energy—

or life—before I reached the palace. 
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T he weather turned, and spring was just barely here, but that didn’t change how cold I was. I was  frozen  to  the  bone.  I’d  left  the  snow  behind,  traveling  through  the  southern  part  of  the mountains  that  led  to  the  Jasfin  border,  but  I  couldn’t  feel  my  fingers,  my  toes,  or  my  nose anymore. 

I  moved  on  autopilot.  Sometimes,  it  was  only  my  magic  that  carried  me  through.  I  kept  myself warm with the power inside me—the only thing that wasn’t injured. My skin was mottled with ugly blue  and  purple  bruises  that  ached  with  every  step  I  took.  The  cuts  of  my  fight  with  the  Conjurite warriors  had  caked  shut  with  dried  blood  that  I  didn’t  want  to  scrape  off.  It  was  too  painful,  and  I worried I would bleed out. 

The only thing on my mind was to get to the palace, but it was so, so far. 

When I reached the foot of the mountains, a green pasture stretched before me, and I fell onto the grass. The ground was still freezing cold, but I ran my hand over the soft grass. It was still new, bright green, fresh out of the soil it had fought its way through to see sunlight again. 

I closed my eyes. I didn’t have what it took to keep going. I was too injured. My head throbbed angrily, my blood was thick in my veins, my heart having to work overtime to get it through my body. 

Maybe I could rest here. Maybe just a while longer. The sun baked my face. It wasn’t very hot, but it warmed me enough that I stopped shivering. Finally, the aches all over my body faded away enough that I wasn’t aware of them with every intake of breath, every movement. 

It would be so easy to give up. I could stay right here and let it all go. Someone else could take care of the trouble. Someone else could fight the war. 

Ren was a good king. Dex was the head of his military, and Nylah his high priestess. Surely, they could figure something out. 

I was so tired. 

For  a  moment,  I  settled  into  the  knowing  that  I  was  done.  I  didn’t  have  to  do  anymore.  I  could finally rest. 

Ren came to me. No matter where I was or what I did, the moment my mind settled, I thought of him. I reached for him through our bond automatically. I didn’t want to be alone. 

He was worried, panicked, and scared. He felt lost, abandoned, and forgotten. 

My stomach twisted, and guilt pushed away the peace that had come with the warmth of the sun. 

It was my fault. I’d done this to him. His kingdom had turned against him because of me. If Palgia attacked now, he wouldn’t have anyone at his side to fight for him. 

If I stayed here, if I stopped trying, Ren would suffer. He didn’t know about Erol, or that Palgia

was  going  to  attack.  He  couldn’t  prepare  for  an  attack  he  didn’t  know  about.  He  would  die,  and  I couldn’t let that happen. 

I had to do something. 

I groaned when I pushed myself up. My body was stiff, and my muscles ached. I pulled myself to my feet and swayed, pressing the heel of my hand to my temple. My head might explode, it ached so badly. 

But I had to keep moving. 

I put one foot in front of the other. One step. And another. And another. 

I still had a long way to go, but I’d come this far. 

If Terra wanted me to make it, she would help me. I hoped she would. My energy was waning, and  all  that  was  left  was  the  power  that  somehow  connected  me  to  her,  if  anything  I’d  read  about magic was true. 

My magic tugged at me. It filled my body with warmth and light, and I found a crumb of strength to keep going. 

I  held  onto  that  strength  with  everything  I  had  and  pushed  myself  forward  another  step,  and another, and yet one more. 

I  didn’t  know  how  I’d  made  it  to  the  palace  gates.  By  the  time  I  collapsed  in  front  of  them,  the cold concrete biting into my cheek when my head hit the ground, I only heard the guards shouting. I couldn’t see them anymore. 

The  darkness  that  swirled  around  me  was  complete,  and  I  was  drowned  in  it.  I  gasped  for  air, clawing my way through it, but it was thick and heavy, and no matter how much I fought or moved, I stayed in one place, suspended, submerged. It took a long time before a cool breeze brushed against my  cheeks,  the  first  sign  that  I  had  a  way  out.  The  breeze  blew  away  the  darkness,  pushing  and demanding it to retreat. 

WHEN  I  BLINKED  MY  EYES  OPEN,  I  LOOKED  UP  AT  THE  OGIVAL  ARCHES  OF  THE  WINDOWS  IN  THE

cathedral. How many times had I looked up at those arches and thought how beautiful the Gothic style was, how different from the rest of the palace? 

 The palace. 

When I turned my head, Nylah sat on the bed next to me. Her golden eyes were wide, fear etched on her face. She let out a breath of relief when we locked gazes. 

“Oh, thank the Goddess,” she said. “I thought I wouldn’t be able to bring you back.” She stroked my hand. Her fingers were gentle on my skin. I tried to sit up, but my whole body ached. “No, don’t get  up,”  Nylah  ordered.  “You  were  very  injured.  I  got  the  worst  of  it,  but  you’ll  need  more  time  to recover.” 

When I studied my hands, the wounds the Conjurite warriors had made were an angry pink, but the skin  was  healed  enough  that  I  had  scars,  not  wounds,  and  I  didn’t  feel  like  I  would  pass  out  any second anymore. 

I  lay  back  against  the  pillows  and  closed  my  eyes,  drinking  in  that  I  was  back  home.  Being  in Nylah’s bed—albeit weak and injured—felt so much better than being in the cot I’d slept in for the past weeks. I was warm, and I didn’t have to use my magic to make it happen. 

The light that fell through the windows stabbed into my temples, and my head throbbed wildly. I

groaned. 

“I’m so glad you’re alive,” Nylah said. “When you disappeared, and we couldn’t find you…” Her voice  cracked,  and  she  swallowed.  “And  then  you  arrived  here,  looking  like…that.”  Her  eyes shimmered, and for a moment, it looked like she was going to cry. But she didn’t shed a tear. She kept herself together with the poise and grace I’d associated with Nylah from the start. 

She pulled her chestnut hair over her shoulder and sucked her bottom lip into her mouth, worrying it as she studied me. I didn’t have the energy to try to look less horrible than I felt. 

“What happened?” she asked softly. 

Erol. The Palgian war. The Conjurite warriors. 

I told her everything. Why I’d left and how I’d worked and lived in the human town for a while. 

How  Erol  had  found  me  in  the  mountains  and  what  he’d  told  me  about  the  war  Palgia  would  wage against Jasfin. I explained how the warriors had attacked me, intending to kill me, and how I’d made it through. 

“I had to come back,” I said, my voice hoarse and my throat sore. “I had to warn you.” 

Nylah’s  face  was  an  expressionless  mask,  but  her  eyes  were  serious.  Finally,  I  could  relax.  I’d told  someone about what was going to happen. My job was done. 

I sank into the pillows, feeling the tension bleed out of my body, and I closed my eyes. Everything ached, but I felt lighter, like I’d passed on a heavy load that was now no longer mine to bear. 

The  doors  to  the  room  crashed  open,  and  his  presence  spilled  into  the  room,  pushing  into  the corners and filling the whole room before he stepped in. 

 Rainier. 

My heart constricted when I saw him. He was fierce and furious. His black hair was a mess, like he’d spent days pushing his hands into it. His eyes were the color of freshly fallen snow, white with his fury that crackled around him like static in the air. 

“What did you do?” 

He stormed toward the bed, but I didn’t curl or cower in fear. His anger had been born from fear and worry, and no matter how angry he was with me, my heart sang at seeing him again. 

“Ren—” Nylah started, but he wouldn’t let her speak. 

“Do  you  have  any  idea  what  you’ve  done?”  he  demanded.  “Do  you  know  the  hell  you  put  me through? All of us? I couldn’t find you!” His voice changed from angry to desperate, and he took my hand, sinking onto the bed. The hurt in his eyes, a deeper blue now, nearly broke me. 

“I couldn’t find you. I can’t feel you through the bond at all. How could you do this to me?” he asked in a hoarse whisper. 

“If I didn’t do it, you would have found me and brought me back,” I said. I swallowed the dryness in my mouth, trying to breathe through my throat that had swollen shut with emotion now that Ren was here with me again. His touch brought warmth with it—a warmth I hadn’t felt since the moment I’d left the palace. 

“You belong here,” he said. 

I shook my head. “I won’t allow innocent Fae to die because of me. I won’t allow the citizens of Jasfin to fight because of what I am.” 

“You won’t!” Ren cried out. “We’ve been through this.” 

“The prophecy doesn’t lie!” 

“The prophecy isn’t complete!” 

“I can’t let you die!” I cried. The dream I’d had of him dead flashed before me again with such power  I  couldn’t  see  either  Nylah  or  Ren  for  a  moment.  If  I  hadn’t  been  in  bed,  I  would  have

staggered and stumbled at the weight of what I saw all over again. 

Ren shook his head. “We’re not discussing this.” He looked at Nylah. “Reverse the spell.” 

“No,” I said firmly and took all the energy I had left to pull myself up into a sitting position. “I’m not here to stay. I’m here to warn you.” 

He narrowed his eyes. “Warn me about what?” 

I  repeated  Erol’s  threat  to  Ren.  I  didn’t  tell  him  everything  else.  We  had  no  time.  He  needed  to know facts; he needed to understand why I’d done what I’d done, so that he could know what I was doing. 

Instead of curbing his anger, Ren only seemed to get more furious. 

“I won’t tell you again, Ellie,” he said, not asking Nylah this time. “Reverse what you did. We’ll do this together. I’m not letting you go again.” 

“I’m sorry, Ren,” I said. 

I  watched  as  his  eyes  grew  lighter,  and  he  clenched  his  jaw.  He  stood  without  another  word, turned his back, and left. His power left the room with him, and I felt small and frail in the wake of my destruction. He was furious with me. I doubted he would want to talk to me again. 

It broke me to know that I’d pushed him this far, but it had to be this way. 

When  I  glanced  at  Nylah,  her  face  was  carefully  blank.  She  was  hiding  her  emotions  from  me. 

Was she angry with me, too? If she was, if I lost her respect and her friendship, it would hurt as much as losing Ren. But I wouldn’t change my mind, and I wouldn’t change what I’d done. 

I’d much rather lose them this way, and know they were still alive, than lose them all to certain death because I was too selfish to let go. 
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W ith the help of Nylah’s magic, and with help of my own, it didn’t take long for me to heal enough that I could get out of bed. My body was getting stronger. The wounds were nothing more than pink scrapes—a reminder—that would go away soon. 

But emotionally, I didn’t feel healed at all. My heart had shattered into a thousand pieces when Ren  had  left  the  room  without  another  word,  and  as  long  as  he  refused  to  talk  to  me,  we  couldn’t recover from that. 

After what I’d done, I couldn’t blame him. He didn’t understand, but he hadn’t seen what it was like in my dreams. He hadn’t  felt the agony and pain and guilt I’d experienced when I’d lost him. 

I’d tell him everything when I could. 

I’d lost Nylah in a dream, too, and it had hurt like hell. But it had been nothing compared to what it had been when Ren had been ripped away from me. 

If this was my burden to bear, and I had to go through this misery alone, then that was how it had to be. 

Zita was the one who came to collect me from Nylah’s room when I was healthy enough to leave. 

Nylah  hadn’t  asked  me  to  go,  but  conversation  was  strained  between  us,  and  I  wanted  to  give  her space. 

“It’s  good  to  see  you  again,  Ellie,”  Zita  said  softly  when  we  walked  through  the  long,  tall cathedral hall back to the palace. 

“It’s good to see you, too. I’ve missed training and sparring with you.” 

“The palace was in an uproar when you left. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone as broken as King Rainier was.” 

A pang shot into my chest, and I winced. 

“I had to do it, Zita,” I said. “I know no one gets it.” 

Zita only nodded, and I didn’t know what she thought. 

“Where will you go now?” she asked after we’d left the cathedral and walked through the palace in silence. 

“I want to say and fight,” I admitted. “There is a war coming. I might not be staying here as the queen, but I promised I would fight, and now that it’s come to that, you’re going to need all the help you can get.” 

Zita glanced at me. “You think it will come to that?” 

“I  know it,” I said. “The Conjurite I met in the mountains wasn’t there to make threats.” 

“I’ll talk to Dex,” Zita said, “and put in a good word for you. Goddess knows you need it. They

all feel you betrayed them.” 

I  nodded  slowly.  Loneliness  was  the  price  to  pay  for  what  I’d  done.  I’d  been  lonely  before.  It shouldn’t have been strange, but I was more isolated and emptier than ever. 

Zita and Dex talked for a long time before he emerged from the meeting room they’d been in. I sat outside, waiting, hoping. I wanted to be useful. I wanted to help in any way I could. If any of this—or all of it—was my fault, I wanted to be there to make it better. 

I couldn’t stop the war, but I could give everything I had to fight for what I believed in. 

When  Zita  came  out,  she  smiled  at  me  and  nodded  before  she  left  me  there.  Dex  emerged  and gestured for me to follow him. We walked in silence all the way. Dex had never been a male of many words, and I didn’t know what to say. Zita had done all the talking. 

I was drained, physically, mentally, and emotionally. I felt numb. 

We  turned  a  corner,  and  Dex  led  me  down  the  hallway  to  the  warriors’  quarters.  My  heart  beat faster. At least, as a warrior, I would still have a home here, and a purpose. 

When  we  reached  my  room,  it  was  a  bittersweet  echo  of  the  day  I’d  come  here  and  joined  the elite guard for the first time. How far we’d come since then. 

“Ellie,” he said when I stepped into the room. 

I turned to face him. His face was a mixture of emotions, ranging from fury to sympathy. 

“I  know  this  isn’t  an  easy  thing  to  do.  Ren  is  upset,  and  so  is  Nylah.  I  wanted  you  to  know…I understand.” 

I blinked at him. “You do?” 

He  nodded.  “Sometimes,  a  warrior  needs  to  make  sacrifices.  It’s  in  our  job  description—our nature—to make sacrifices so that others may live. I know how serious you and Ren are about each other. I’ve witnessed the bond firsthand, seeing how it affects the both of you. To do what you did…” 

He searched for words. “Just know I respect you as a warrior for it.” 

“Thank you,” I said thickly. 

“Zita came to convince me to let you stay, but it was never a question. Ren is furious, and I will clear it with him.” 

“I promised I would fight for him. My loyalty to him hasn’t changed.” 

“I know,” Dex said. 

We looked at each other, and we shared a sense of kinship such as I hadn’t felt from Dex before. 

I’d  started  here  as  an  outcast  and  an  amateur,  and  I  had  frustrated  him.  I’d  worked  hard,  but  he’d always seen me as either a weakling because I was human, or a liability when I lost control. 

For  the  first  time,  when  he  looked  at  me,  I  saw  respect  in  his  eyes.  Underneath  his  hard,  silent exterior, Dex was a good male. 

He nodded curtly. “We train at dawn.” With that, he left. 

I stood in the room, feeling lost and alone. The first time I’d come here, I hadn’t belonged. Now, I was a warrior, one of Dex’s guard. 

Although  I  had  blocked  Ren  from  feeling  me  through  our  bond,  I  could  still  reach  out  to  him. 

While I’d been away, I’d forced myself not to do it. The pain had been too great. Now that I was back at the palace, I did it all the time. 

I sat on my bed and closed my eyes so nothing else would distract me. I reached for Ren, and his emotions were overwhelming. Heartache was front and center of his being, and my stomach twisted. I wanted to go to him, to console him. I had done this. 

But he felt other things, too. Worry. Anger. And a touch of fear. 

His  feelings  were  too  much  for  me  to  bear.  I  stopped  focusing  on  him.  Instead,  I  stood  and

wandered  through  the  palace.  Guards  had  been  doubled  yet  again;  they  were  everywhere  now.  War was here, I tasted it. 

They nodded at me as I passed, and I nodded back. These were my brothers and sisters. 

The  palace  didn’t  look  the  way  it  had  in  my  mind  when  I’d  walked  these  hallways  in  my imagination. It was drab and gray, the beauty of it tainted by the seriousness of the civil war, and now the additional threat from Palgia. The expectation of war clung to my clothes, and uncertainty hung in the palace like fog. 

My feet carried me to Ren’s office. When I reached the office door, it was ajar. I wanted to push it open, to talk to Ren, to touch him. I wanted this horrible distance between us to go away. 

I couldn’t. I had to accept this. 

No matter how much I missed him, no matter how much I ached to have him back. Seeing him in person and not having him close to me was heartbreaking. I lifted my hand to knock but froze when I heard the conversation inside. 

“There is unrest in the city,”    he said. 

“I know,” Nylah answered. “They don’t know what to think. These are big changes to stomach.” 

“Abolishing slavery is the right thing.” 

Ren did it. He’d taken away the law that had been set in place by the Fae thousands of years ago. I couldn’t believe it. Life would change for the humans forever. 

“They’re  not  happy,”  Ren  said.  “They  want  the  slaves  back,  of  course.  And  they  don’t  know  if they can trust me after Ellie.” 

“Don’t  let  them  get  to  you,  Ren,”  Nylah  said  softly.  “You’re  doing  the  right  thing,  but  the  right thing isn’t always easy.” 

I knew exactly what she meant. Doing the right thing was harder than anything I’d ever done. 

“The  aristocrats  are  torn.  Some  have  pledged  their  loyalty  since  she  left.  Some  are  still  against me, even after she’s gone. I don’t know who’s on my side anymore. Some of them agree that it’s time for change, but the Fae have resisted change for eons. Even those who think radically might not stand by me when the time comes.” 

“The right beings will stand by you when the time comes,” Nylah said. “That’s what you need to focus on.” 

Ren sighed. It was probably wrong of me to eavesdrop like this, but it was the first time I learned what had been going on since I’d left, and I wanted to know where Ren was, how he was doing. I’d hurt him—badly—and although I wouldn’t change what I’d done, I wished I could help. 

“Baut won’t rest until everyone is against me,” Ren said. 

That statement shocked through me. Of course! I knew nothing of how Baut had reacted after he’d found  out  about  his  wife’s  death.  I’d  left  Ren  with  the  mess  I’d  made  by  killing  Baut’s  wife  and disappearing after that. Oh, how terrible it was for Ren to pick up the pieces of my destruction. 

It only made me realize exactly how important it was that I’d done what I did. It had been the right thing to leave. I’d only brought death and destruction into Ren’s life. 

“We’ll get through this, Ren,” Nylah said, her voice gentle. 

“Yeah,” Ren said, but his emotions were in a dark place, and it didn’t feel like he believed her. 

I stepped away from the door and stopped listening to what they were saying. I’d heard enough. 

The war was coming, but it wasn’t just coming from Palgia. It was all over. 

There was unrest in the city, Ren had said. And he was right; I sensed it, too. They weren’t happy, and soon, we would have to fight. 

I would fight for Ren. To the death, if that was what it took. I’d promised I would when I’d killed

Lucia,  and  I  still  meant  every  word.  Ren  was  still  the  male  I  loved,  and  he  still  had  my  loyalty, although he didn’t believe it. He still had me as a warrior to protect him and fight for him, to do what I could as a part of the elite guard. 

I was so absorbed in the conversation I’d heard between Ren and Nylah, and so determined to do what I’d set out to do, that I didn’t notice the shift in atmosphere around me right away. 

Magic had crept in, spilling in like water, dripping and trickling. It filled the palace; and when it grew, I became aware of it. 

It was everywhere. It brushed against my arms and pooled around my feet. It washed through the palace, and it brought with it a sense of foreboding, a promise of death. 

Ren and Nylah were still talking about the unrest in the office, but the war was already here. This magic was the precursor to what was to come, and it was time to fight. 

I  ran  back  to  my  room,  yanked  open  my  closet,  and  got  dressed  in  my  leathers  in  record  time. 

When I opened my door, the other warriors ran from their rooms, dressed for battle, too. 

We ran to the training arena and put on armor. We’d trained with the heavy plates sometimes to build our strength, but this wasn’t a test run. Zita was almost dressed when she spotted me. She came to me and helped me put on the metal breastplate, the wrist guards, the shin guards. I grabbed a sword and a shield. 

Dex joined us, his face grim. He glanced at me, and camaraderie passed between us. We were in this together. 

When I turned, ready for war, Nylah was with us, too. Dex helped her get dressed. 

We were all going to war together. 
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T he enemies did not infiltrate the palace as before. Instead, we marched from the gates and toward open fields beyond the palace. 

When  we  arrived,  a  line  of  warriors  and  fighters  who  had  pledged  their  loyalty  to  Baut met our troops, ready for battle. They glared at us, and hatred was thick in the air. The taste was acrid in my mouth, and it burned my eyes. 

This  was  not  the  war  with  Palgia  that  I’d  warned  Ren  and  Nylah  about.  This  was  the  war  I’d hoped I would prevent by leaving. It was now apparent that my presence wasn’t the only factor in the civil war. I had stopped nothing. 

The  citizens  from  Jasfin  who’d  turned  against  Ren  were  all  here,  ready  to  fight  for  what  they believed was right. 

Baut sat on a large black horse, his face twisted into a snarl. Despite how far he was from us, his waves  of  power  rolled  toward  us,  and  it  was  laced  with  malice  and  spite  and  the  wish  for  us  to experience as much hell as he’d been put through. 

The weight of my guilt was almost unbearable. Baut had lost so much. 

“Don’t, Ellie,” Nylah said, suddenly by my side. “I know what you’re doing.” 

“What?” I asked. 

She  almost  vibrated  with  her  magic.  It  oozed  out  of  her,  thick  and  thrumming.  She  was  like  a tuning fork, picking up on the surrounding power. 

“You’re beating  yourself  up over  this  war, but  this  is  much bigger  than  you are.  Yes,  you  killed Lucia, and yes, we killed Carlin together. Everyone here made their own choices. Baut chose not to believe what his daughter did, and he chose war. Ren chose to be with you. No matter how much you blame yourself, there are many reasons this war has come to fruition.” 

She was being kind. It only helped a little. I still felt like all this was because of me. 

“I’ll  give  you  one  more  chance,  Rainier!”  Baut  shouted,  and  his  deep  voice  boomed  across  the fields for all to hear. 

“What is he talking about?” 

“While you were away,” Zita said, stepping up next to me, “Baut sent word that if King Rainier sacrificed  himself,  gave  himself  over,  then  Baut  would  slay  him  personally,  and  it  would  all  be done.” 

I stared in horror at Baut. He was one of the most powerful Fae aside from the King, and if Ren surrendered, Baut would be king. Telling Ren to sacrifice himself wasn’t about redemption. For Baut, it was about personal gain. 

My stomach turned and twisted as everyone turned their attention to Ren. What would he say? I hoped he wouldn’t take the offer. 

Ren stepped forward, his own chestnut horse looking like it was on fire in the sun. “I’ll give  you one more chance, Baut! Stop this now, and I will spare you.” 

Baut burst out laughing, and a wash of relief overcame me. 

“Then it’s settled!” he shouted, drew his sword, and pointed it at Ren. 

The warriors on both sides attacked, running into the fray. 

I  had  no  time  to  think,  only  to  act.  The  Fae  were  powerful,  and  they  used  their  magic  and  their physical  skill  to  fight.  The  power  was  like  a  soup  in  the  air,  thick  and  a  mixture  of  everyone  here. 

There was so much of it, I couldn’t breathe. 

I drew myself inward, focusing on my power, and it rose to the surface, ready for me to use it. My skin  became  hot,  and  fire  danced  at  my  fingertips.  My  whole  body  hummed  with  magic.  I’d  never been this in tune with it. 

When the first warriors reached me, blasting me with magic, pairing it with physical attacks and archaic weapons, I was right there with them. I countered the magic with a blast of my own, sliced an arm with my sword, and only faintly heard the scream through the humming in my ears. 

Another wave of magic pulsed through the air, and I let my power splash out in a wave of heat. 

Three warriors, ready to attack, screaming as their armor melted. When one attacked me with a spike ball, I ducked in time for it to miss my head and kicked the warrior in the groin. 

He groaned and went down, and I kicked my heel into his face below the helmet. 

I had no time to feel. I switched off my emotions and focused on the balance between my physical skill and my power, using them together. 

I was glad I’d trained as hard as I had in the time that I had been gone. Despite feeling like it had gotten me nowhere, it had kept me in peak physical shape and my magic alive and ready to use. 

I had learned to act without thinking. My body was a machine, parrying a blow, countering, slicing and punching, drawing blood. My magic was like another being as I used it to scald and burn and tear apart.  Blood  flowed  all  around  me  as  the  battle  turned  the  fields  red.  Screams  filled  the  air,  a soundtrack of horror at the scene before me. 

But this was war. 

I spotted Zita in her element a short distance away. Her fighting was like a dance, and despite the blood smeared across her features that made her grotesque and terrifying, a grin was plastered on her face. 

I sensed Nylah to my left, where she used more power than fighting skill to obliterate the warriors in her way. It was working, too. Bodies lay in her wake. 

Dex and two other warriors had teamed up ahead of me, creating a dead trio that no warrior could take from behind. They stood with their backs toward each other, facing outward, and brought death and destruction to every fighter that dared take them on. 

The  battle  was  brutal.  Lives  were  lost  all  around  us.  Our  elite  guard,  the  leathers  embroidered with the King’s crest, were ripped and bloody, eyes lifeless, faces twisted in their last horror before death. My stomach twisted, and I threw up. 

Baut’s warriors were dead, too. Their faces were frozen in snarls of hatred forever. 

And then the innocent lives of Jasfin, so many of them all around. Males at my feet who would never  go  home  to  their  families.  I  tried  not  to  look  at  them.  I  tried  not  to  feel  the  loss.  But  every corpse I passed was another sacrifice, another victim of a war that had nothing to do with them. Every life lost had been an innocent life, given for what they believed in. 

But at what cost? Had it been enough? Had it been right? 

I thought I would throw up again. Instead, I focused on the living. The warriors still fighting. The warriors in the elite guard who were on their feet, fighting for peace. Innocent lives that had not yet been taken, warriors still stood upright and gave it their all. 

Maybe, if we continued like this and kept fighting, we would get through. There was hope despite the horror and pain. 

Suddenly, I tuned into Ren. I searched for him through the battle before me, unable to see him. But I  felt him. 

A blade sliced his shoulder right down to the bone. It was as if the blade had physically cut me, and I screamed in pain, sagging to the floor. I moved my shoulder, and I tried to see if I was cut and bleeding as he would be, but I was okay. 

Ren wasn’t. His power was waning. Fast. 

Something was wrong. 

I jumped to my feet and ran through the battlefield. I sliced down fighters who were in my way. I blasted a path with my power. I fought my way through, heading across the field to find Ren. I was drawn to where he was like a magnet. 

When  I  finally  saw  him,  he  was  still  on  his  horse,  fighting  Baut.  But  he  looked  terrible.  Blood painted one side of his face. His shoulder was bleeding terribly. He tried to wield his sword, but the pain was evident on his face, even if it hadn’t been so excruciating through the bond. 

“You’ll never be the king Arnott was!” Baut shouted, attacking again and again. 

“That’s the idea,” Ren gasped. 

“You’re nothing more than a little boy. You’re not fit to turn the kingdom. Look at the mess you’ve made  of  it  already!  We’ve  gone  centuries  without  war,  but  you’ve  thrown  everything  your  father worked for away.” 

Baut didn’t only use magic and strength to fight, he used words, too. They cut as deep as his blade did. 

A warrior was on me, and I had to focus on staying alive. I smashed my magic into him so hard he fell to the ground with a groan. I stabbed him, my sword crunching through bone, before I retrieved it and turned my attention back to Ren. 

He tried to use his power, but he couldn’t. Ren, the most powerful Fae to have existed, wasn’t as powerful as he should have been. His power was fading. He tried to reach for it and came up against a door thrown into place, blocking him. 

“Look  at  you,”  Baut  sneered  and  sliced  Ren’s  leg.  The  sword  nicked  the  horse,  too,  and  the animal reared up. Ren fell backward, hitting the ground hard, and his horse ran away. 

Baut laughed and swung himself off his horse, landing on steady legs. He walked to Ren, a look of pure evil on his face. 

“You’re on your back, Ren. What are you going to do now? You can surrender it all to me, and I’ll let you live.” 

“No!”  I  shouted,  and  I  willed  magic  toward  Ren,  filled  our  bond  with  power  to  draw  from  me when he couldn’t reach his own. 

But my power crashed into the same block that Ren had. I couldn’t help him. 

My first instinct was to get into Baut’s face and fight for Ren, but Baut lifted his sword over his head. Time slowed. Everyone around me had almost frozen. My magic vibrated and hummed. 

I suddenly knew what was wrong. The spell I’d used to block Ren from finding me through our bond had also stopped me from helping him with my power, and it had stopped him from using his

power, too. 

In a moment of pure clarity, a vision from Terra herself, I saw how Ren’s power was connected to mine through our bond. 

By leaving, by blocking him off to keep him safe, I’d doomed him. 

I turned my power inward. This was wrong. All of it. No matter what I tried, it failed. But Ren was going to die, and if I didn’t help him now, this would be the end. 

I  flooded  the  bond  with  magic,  and  my  power  surged  through  it  like  a  storm  drain.  It  was incredible, washing away everything it encountered, and the blockage smashed to pieces. 

As  soon  it  was  gone  and  I  found  Ren  again,  I  pushed  all  the  power  I  had  toward  him.  My  skin glowed. Light burst from my extremities, and I pushed all of it into the bond, sending Ren everything I had to offer. I would give it all to my king—my love. 

I didn’t care about my own life; I only wanted Ren to live. 
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A t first, my power flowed to Ren, but nothing happened. He wouldn’t take it. Was he too far gone? Had I waited too long? 

Fear gripped me and threatened to suffocate me. 

But then Ren accepted the power. It was only a trickle at first, but the moment he opened himself up to it, it rushed through our bond. It filled him, and he drew in the magic and breathed it as if it was the only air that would stop him from drowning. 

Light  burst  from  the  gash  in  his  shoulder  and  poured  out  of  his  other  wounds.  It  healed  him, restored his power. 

Time sped up again. Baut brought his blade down on Ren, meaning to end his life, but Ren used the  power  that  flowed  between  us,  and  the  sword  bounced  off  the  magic  and  clattered  to  the  side. 

Baut’s face changed from a twisted snarl of malice and hatred to confusion. 

“This is over, Baut,” Ren said in a booming voice, one of authority. 

“It’s  far  from  over!”  Baut  shouted,  and  a  new  wave  of  anger  overcame  him.  He  attacked  Ren, using his magic, but Ren blocked it. 

The two powers clashed, and it sent a shockwave across the field that knocked almost everyone off their feet. 

They scrambled up around me. Some who’d had the upper hand lost it with their footing, and the battle shifted. It was brutal and ugly, and all around me, death reigned. But I locked my eyes on Ren. 

Baut  attacked,  using  his  magic,  and  the  ripples  that  washed  from  him  were  so  powerful,  they knocked my breath away. He was a powerful Fae. I understood why his family would have been next in line. But Ren’s power, unlocked now thanks to the bond being restored, and the boost my power had given him, was more than anything Baut could handle. 

They  fought,  forcing  magic  onto  each  other— into  each  other.  Ren  barely  wavered  when  Baut threw  power  at  him.  But  Baut  stumbled  and  staggered,  struggled  to  keep  his  footing  whenever  Ren blasted him with power that was out of this world. 

He drove Baut to his knees. 

“I trusted you!” Baut cried out when it was clear Ren had the upper hand. 

“I  respected  you,”  Ren  countered.  “But  you  threw  it  all  away  when  you  refused  to  believe  that your daughter was a traitor.” 

“You  won’t  understand  because  you’ve  never  had  a  family,”  Baut  bit  out.  Ren’s  power  crushed him, and Baut faltered under the weight of the magic. 

“I know what love is, Baut,” Ren said. “I know what you’ve lost, but I would never turn my back

on those who have been there for me through the hard times. Surrender, and I will spare your life.” 

“Never,” Baut bit out. 

He lunged to the side, suddenly, and reached for a sword. His skin was raw where the power had eaten away at him. He pushed through the magic, grabbing the sword. He cried out but spun around and threw the sword. The blade twisted in the air, aiming for Ren. 

“No!” I shouted and ran forward. I would throw myself before Ren a thousand times if it meant saving his life. 

But I was too late. 

The blade reached Ren before I could. 

It clattered to the ground. The magic had blocked it. 

Ren shook his head, saddened by Baut’s actions and what he needed to do. His magic pulsed hard, slamming into Baut, and the Fae let out a final gasp before his body fell lifeless to the ground. 

Ren  hung  his  head,  a  moment  of  silence  and  sorrow,  before  he  turned  to  me.  When  our  eyes locked, warmth flowed through the bond with such strength, it defrosted me. Without Ren, I’d freeze over  and  would  stay  that  way  forever.  I  ran  to  him,  and  when  we  collided,  Ren  closed  his  arms around me. 

The  battle  fell  silent  all  around  us.  The  silence  was  deafening,  and  we  let  go  of  each  other.  I turned, and we both stared. 

With Baut dead, the war had come to a halt. Baut’s warriors were outnumbered. 

They fell to their knees, hands before them or behind their heads, surrendering. 

Our warriors stood tall and proud. We were fewer than we’d been, and worse for wear. But the battle was over, and we’d won the war. 

When  we  were  finally  back  at  the  palace,  Nylah  had  her  hands  full.  She  oversaw  the  sick  bay, taking  care  of  injured  warriors.  Dex  took  inventory,  his  mouth  pursed  into  a  grim  line.  A  lot  of  the warriors were hurt badly, and we’d lost a lot of warriors. Those who’d survived were in good spirits

—despite the pain of their wounds—and laughed and talked animatedly, reliving the fights. 

When I spotted Zita, I let out a breath of relief. She grinned at me and nodded a greeting when I walked past. She looked terrible, with wounds dripping blood and darkened blood and mud smeared across her body. But she was alive. 

It wasn’t hard to find Ren—my bond led me straight to him. He was in the bedroom, stripping off his bloody clothes. Relief and happiness washed over him when he turned to the door and saw me. 

He came to me with long strides and wrapped his arms around me. He wore only his pants now, and his naked torso was bloodied, but the wounds Baut had inflicted had all healed. 

His skin was warm to the touch, and his affection and need for me flowed freely through the bond. 

“Never do that to me again,” he muttered into my hair. “I can’t live without you. But if I could…” 

He let go of the embrace enough to look me in the eye. “I don’t want to.” 

“I’m sorry,” I said, and tears rolled over my cheeks. “I did it to protect you.” 

He ran his hands through my hair and cupped my cheeks. “How can this be bad, Ellie? After what you did for me, how we ended this war together…you can’t tell me this isn’t meant to be.” 

He kissed me again, and he was right. He would have died if it hadn’t been for me coming back and breaking the spell that blocked our bond. Without us together, Baut would have been on the throne right now. 

“I’m sorry,” I cried while Ren planted kisses all over my face. 

“I love you, Ellie. I’m nothing without you. You are my everything.” 

I kissed him back, and through our laughter and tears, we were reunited again. 

He was right. We belonged together. I didn’t know how it worked, or why. 

And Goddess, I’d missed him. 

He held me tightly pressed against him as if he would never let go, and I wanted him to keep me here. I wanted to be at his side forever. The past weeks without him had been hell. I’d been crippled, incomplete. My other half had been missing, and I’d gone through life in a daze. I’d been on autopilot, unable to do anything fully without Ren at my side. 

I never wanted to be without him again. 

“Tell me you’re back,” he mumbled against my lips. “Tell me you’ll stay forever.” 

I  couldn’t  tell  him  no.  Not  only  because  Ren  was  the  male  who  held  my  heart,  and  I  would  do anything  for  him,  but  because  I  knew  what  it  was  like  without  him.  I  never  wanted  to  be  in  that position again. For as long as we both lived, I never wanted to be away from him. 

“I’m  back,”  I  said,  breaking  the  kiss.  I  looked  into  his  eyes,  dark  like  the  ocean  and  drowning deep. “I’m yours.” 

If we weren’t together, this kingdom would fall. I didn’t know what the prophecy meant. I didn’t know  how  it  would  be  the  end  of  the  world,  but  I  had  to  be  here  to  stop  that  from  happening.  My power was here, and Terra had led me back home. 

We  would  stand  together,  and  our  combined  power  would  be  enough  to  face  whatever  was  to come. Palgia, and if it came down to it, the end of the world. 

Ren kissed me again. I ran my hands down his naked torso, and his muscles trembled under my fingers. He ground his hips against me, his cock thick and straining and eager. 

He started undressing me. Getting me out of the war leathers I still wore wasn’t easy. The clothing was stiff in places where blood had dried, and he peeled them off my body. He showered every inch of skin he unwrapped with kisses. 

When I was only in my underwear, he led me to the bathroom and turned on the water. It was hot immediately,  and  the  bathroom  filled  with  steam.  It  was  as  large  as  the  bedroom,  with  the  shower taking up one wall with a waterfall head that brought water in a soft rain. 

I pulled Ren’s pants over his hips. I set his thick erection free and slowly worked his pants down his  legs  until  he  stepped  out  of  them.  I  stepped  out  of  my  underwear,  so  we  were  both  naked.  We walked into the shower, cleaning off the blood, dirt, and grime. 

I  kneeled  before  Ren.  On  my  knees  in  front  of  him,  I  wrapped  my  fingers  around  his  shaft  and pushed  his  head  into  my  mouth.  He  hissed  through  his  teeth,  groaned,  and  rolled  his  eyes  shut.  He pushed his hands into my hair and guided me, encouraged me, as I stroked his cock in and out of my mouth.  I  swirled  my  tongue  against  him,  savoring  the  feel  of  him.  Through  our  bond,  his  pleasure rolled over me, igniting a fire inside of me, and as I pushed him closer and closer to an orgasm, one grew inside me, too. 

Before he toppled over the edge, I stopped. Ren pulled out of my mouth, took my hand, and pulled me up against him again. 

Ren lifted me, and I closed my legs around his waist. His cock pressed against my entrance, and I gasped  under  the  hot  spray,  our  limbs  pretzeled  together.  The  water  ran  through  my  hair,  splashing over our skin. Ren’s lips were on mine again, tongue in my mouth, and I lost myself in him. He pushed me  against  the  shower  wall,  legs  wide  to  keep  his  balance,  and  I  cried  out  at  the  cold  of  the  tiles behind me. He hiked up my leg, hand on my thigh, and found my entrance with his cock. He sank into me, and I moaned when he slid in to the hilt. When he was buried deep inside of me, he locked eyes with me and stared into my soul. The steam around us made the image of his face hazy, his dark hair in stark contrast to his light skin, and his blue eyes so bright, piercing my soul. I gasped and trembled

around him. 

“You’re everything, Ellie,” he said. “I’m lost without you.” He kissed me. “I love you, and I’m not letting you go ever again.” 

He kissed me another time. I couldn’t tell him I loved him, too. My mouth was occupied, but he felt it. I poured everything I felt for him through our bond, letting it envelop him the way his love did for me. 

Ren moved inside me, pulling back and slamming home again. With every thrust, I cried out. He fucked me harder and harder, but this wasn’t just sex. Every stroke brought us closer together, melding us into one. With every thrust, we became fused, until we couldn’t be separated anymore. 

He pulled out of me, and I dropped my legs to the floor. Ren spun me around so that I faced the wall. I pushed back against him, my hands braced on the gilded tiles, and his cock found me again. He fucked me from behind, but it was personal and intimate. He planted kisses on my neck, and I moaned and whimpered with every thrust. 

The  pleasure  was  unlike  anything  I’d  felt  before.  It  was  so  intense,  it  consumed  me.  When  I orgasmed, Ren cried out, feeling it, too. 

He  pulled  out  and  spun  me  around  yet  again.  This  time,  he  lifted  me,  and  I  wrapped  my  legs around his waist. He pinned me against the wall once more, warm now with the heat in the bathroom, and pushed into me again. I gasped and moaned, and he swallowed it with kisses. 

He bucked his hips harder and faster, growing thicker and larger inside me. When he released, his heat  spread  through  my  body.  He  filled  me  up,  and  another  orgasm  exploded  at  my  core,  washing through  me.  Light  spilled  out  of  my  skin  and  crashed  into  the  room  around  us.  The  shower  door rattled, the floor trembled, and the power was so strong it swallowed us whole. 

When  I  looked  at  Ren,  his  skin  was  glowing,  too.  It  connected  us  in  a  way  we’d  never  been before. His power was mine, and mine was his, and we were together as one. 

We rode the wave of magic and pure pleasure for an eternity. When we finally came down from the sexual high, Ren slipped out of me and carefully set me down on jelly legs. He brushed my wet hair  off  my  neck  and  out  of  my  face  where  it  clung  to  my  cheeks.  He  gasped  and  panted,  and  I breathed just as hard, my chest rising and falling with the exertion. Our skins were slick with sweat and water from the shower. 

He  reached  for  a  sponge  and  squirted  soap  onto  it.  Slowly,  with  deliberate  strokes  filled  with love and care, he washed me, getting rid of anything that might be left after the battle. I washed my hair, rubbing shampoo into it, massaging my scalp. He took care of me. After I was clean, I returned the favor. Between the soap and shampoo, I kissed him. 

When Ren turned off the water, he reached for a towel and wrapped me in it. He reached for one for himself, and we dried off. He handed me a robe from behind the door before shrugging into one himself, and once I dried my hair with the dryer, he led me to the bedroom. We climbed onto the bed together. 

Ren  reached  for  me,  and  when  he  touched  me,  pulling  me  closer,  his  power  flowed  over  me, along with his affection for me. The warmth of his love wrapped around me, and when he pulled me tightly against him, I didn’t know where he stopped and I began. 

We said nothing. We had no need for words when we could sense what the other felt. I lay with my eyes closed, relishing in the feel of having Ren right next to me, the perfection of this moment. But I had a feeling what we had between us would last. It wouldn’t fade away. 

It  had  been  a  long  journey  and  a  hard  war.  We’d  nearly  lost  each  other  too  many  times,  but  we were together now, and everything was as it should be. 

I was finally home. 

2 8

T he kingdom had been transformed. Spring had come and gone, bringing with it new life, and summer had rolled round with sunshine and rain that brought prosperity to the land. 

Peace reigned once more. 

After Ren had defeated Baut, his warriors had been removed from the villages they’d occupied, setting the citizens free again. 

For a while, we’d all looked over our shoulder, ready for the next thing to go wrong. Weeks had turned into months, and no more attacks had been reported. We all breathed a little easier. 

After a summer with a lot of rain, the kingdom was green and lush. The farmers would bring in a good yield this year, and the rivers nearly overflowed their banks. The kingdom had food and water in abundance, and the Fae saw it as a sign that Ren was good for them. 

He’d taken me out with a hovercraft a few times to see the land. I’d seen a lot of Jasfin on foot, traveling back and forth between Steepholde, the palace, and the Uprain Mountains, but seeing it from the air had been incredible. 

Jasfin truly was an incredibly beautiful kingdom. 

I couldn’t believe that we’d gotten it right. Since I’d arrived at the palace more than a year ago, so much  had  gone  wrong.  I’d  been  willing  to  believe  the  only  way  to  make  things  right  again  was  if  I wasn’t here. 

But everything had changed. Since I’d come back and Ren and I had defeated Baut together, it was different between us. We were connected in a way I could never describe, and Ren had stopped trying to hide himself from me. 

Maybe he’d given in, willing to accept that this was how it would be between us. Or maybe our connection was so powerful, it was no use fighting it. 

Either way, I was happier than I’d ever been. 

I still didn’t know what I was. My bond with Ren proved I couldn’t be human. I wasn’t Fae—I was born with the light, and that wasn’t a Fae thing. 

But we would figure it out. I’d put my faith in Nylah to find out what was going on before, and I would do so again. 

Nylah threw open her bedroom windows, and warmth and sunlight fell into the room. 

“Do you hear that?” she asked. Music and the sounds of celebration flowed through the window. 

“What is that?” 

“They’re already celebrating your mating.” Nylah came to me where I sat in front of the dresser and  continued  weaving  flowers  into  my  long  hair.  She  worked  with  precision,  her  face  a  mask  of

concentration. 

“They’re really that happy about it?” I asked. 

She  glanced  at  me  in  the  mirror  and  nodded.  “You  showed  them  how  powerful  you  are,  Ellie. 

They know that you’re one of us.” 

“But I’m not,” I pointed out. 

Nylah  shrugged.  “They  know  you’re  not  human,  and  that’s  what  they  were  worried  about.  They were nervous you weren’t a good fit for their king.” 

Since  the  war,  the  aristocrats  had  changed  their  minds  about  me  being  at  Ren’s  side.  The  ones who had turned against him had been labeled as traitors, and they had been thrown in jail, where they would be left for a while until Ren was prepared to deal with them. The remaining aristocrats were a small group, but Ren knew they could be trusted. They’d stood by his side through it all, determined to stay loyal. 

Some of the Fae were still unhappy about having me on the throne, but it was more like a sullen grumble than outright anger. They weren’t going to rebel at the new order. They only muttered about it to each  other.  Mostly, though,  they  were happy  with  the  union, and  I  was greeted  by  Ren’s  subjects with kindness. Maybe they were all just relieved the war hadn’t dragged out and taken so many more lives. 

It was good to know that Ren’s citizens were happy again, approving of his match and willing to stand by his side. 

As  for  the  new  laws  abolishing  slavery,  it  was  a  bitter  pill  to  swallow.  They  were  less  than thrilled about it. Ren had insisted that those who’d still owned slaves had to offer they stay on with reasonable remuneration or let them go to make a new living. The laws that concerned human servants were revised, demanding fair wages, realistic working hours, and spoke against abuse. 

It was going to take a long time for the Fae and the humans to learn how to coexist. Right now, a hierarchy still existed with the humans at the bottom of the food chain, but it was a matter of habit and not knowing any better. 

Everyone had to learn how to deal with the new life that lay ahead of them. 

That included me and my new position as the queen. 

Despite  all  the  changes,  Ren  had  proven  himself  a  powerful  king  by  defeating  Baut,  and  he’d gained the respect—or the fear—of his followers. 

I was happy for him. It had torn him apart when his kingdom had turned against him. Ren cared about his kingdom. In my mind, that was what made a just king. Not his actions, but the reason behind them. 

I hoped I could be a good queen at his side. 

“You’re worried,” Nylah said. 

I  glanced  at  her.  It  was  nothing  like  the  bond  I  had  with  Ren,  but  the  friendship  I  had  with  her allowed  me  to  open  up  and  get  advice  in  a  way  I  hadn’t  had  before,  either.  Nylah  had  become  so close to me, like I imagined a sister would be. 

“I  am,”  I  admitted.  “I  still  hear  Carlin’s  voice  in  my  mind,  sometimes,  how  I  will  cause  two kingdoms to fall.” 

Nylah shook her head. “Prophecies can be very cryptic. We interpret them according to what we know, but Terra knows all, and it might mean something different. Something more.” 

“I just keep wondering if something else will go wrong. The last thing I want is for anything bad to happen because of me.” 

“I know it’s hard to let that go. But you can’t trust her words. If you hadn’t come back, Ren would

be dead. It’s not the first time you saved his life.” 

Nylah  was  right.  Somehow,  I  had  a  place  here,  even  though  some  said  that  I  was  bad  for  the kingdom. 

“Don’t  forget  the  bond  you  have  with  Ren,”  she  reminded  me.  “Let  that  be  the  reassurance  you need.” 

I  nodded.  I  belonged  here.  Not  only  because  I  loved  Ren,  and  we  had  a  powerful  bond,  but because the Fae here at the palace had become my family. 

“Let’s get you in that dress,” Nylah said when she finished weaving the flowers into my hair. 

I stood, and she led me to the closet where my dress hung on a hanger. The dress was white, made from  incredibly  thin,  light  material  that  seemed  to  have  been  spun  from  the  light  of  the  stars.  It shimmered in the light. Diamonds embellished it, as if the dress had been left out in the rain, covering most of the bodice and trailing onto the skirt and train. 

Nylah helped me put it on. It was light as air when I wore it. When I moved, the material swished. 

“You’re ethereal,” Nylah breathed. 

I glimpsed myself in the mirror, and I looked like a vision. 

“I can’t believe this is happening,” I whispered. 

Nylah’s eyes filled with tears, and she grabbed me in a hug. “You don’t know how much we all love you. I’m so glad you’re back.” 

A knock on the door produced Dex. 

“It’s time,” he said. 

When he looked at me, he seemed emotional, too. He kneeled in front of me. 

“What are you doing?” I asked, uncomfortable. 

“My queen,” he said. “You have my allegiance until the day I die.” 

When I glanced at Nylah, she was kneeling, too. 

“We pledge our loyalty to you,” she said. 

A lump rose in my throat, and tears welled in my eyes. 

“This is too much,” I said. 

When  they  both  stood  again,  Nylah  took  my  hand  and  squeezed  it.  I  relished  in  the  love  and warmth that came from the Fae who stood by my side. 

But a pang shot through me, coming from nowhere. I flashed on a vision of love and light, of being surrounded by it as a baby. 

Where was my real family now? How could they have given me up? I didn’t know why I thought about them. Maybe it was the fact that this was bigger than anything I’d done before, and I would have wanted to have a mother here who could revel in my happiness with me. 

I shook off the strange thoughts. It wasn’t the time to think about that. It was time to let go of the past and look toward the future. 

Dex led the way through the hallways in the palace. I walked with my dress and the bouquet the servants  had  put  together  for  me—roses  that  shimmered  as  if  they  had  gold  dust  on  them,  like  the roses in the marble I walked on. 

Nylah followed behind, arranging my train. 

The  doors  to  the  throne  room  opened,  and  warriors,  the  elite  guard,  and  aristocrats  who  had traveled far and wide to witness the mating ceremony firsthand filled the room. 

My chest squeezed tightly with panic when I saw all these beings here for little old me. I wasn’t the human servant from Steepholde anymore. 

I was the future queen. 

When  my  eyes  fell  on  Ren,  my  worries  and  panic  disappeared.  He  was  dressed  in  deep  purple and gold, with a crown on his head. When he saw me, I  felt his heart skip a beat, and love washed through our bond so fiercely, I nearly lost my balance. 

But I was surefooted and steady when I walked between the rows of aristocrats and elite guards. 

When I reached Ren, he took my hand, and the power that flowed between us was so strong, the whole room gasped. 

Nylah took her place in front of us, and we turned to face her. 

“We’re  here  to  witness  the  mating  of  King  Rainier  and  his  beloved  Eleanor.  Their  bond  is undeniable, a match made by the Goddess Terra herself. Please join hands.” 

Ren and I held hands in front of us. Nylah put her hands on ours, covering them, and closed her eyes. 

A new presence joined us, energy that I hadn’t felt before. It was at once strange and familiar, and my skin broke out in goosebumps. The crowd fell quiet, and Ren and I were removed to a different plane. Time stood still. 

“Where is everyone?” I asked. We were in a white space. 

“We’re before the Goddess Terra to make our mating official,” Ren said. 

I  didn’t  know  where  she  was.  I  couldn’t  see  her.  She  was  everywhere  and  nowhere,  and  the power that washed over us made me gasp. Ren’s face changed, too. Light stretched thin between us, flooded our very beings. Our souls were bound with a divine thread. 

 As one, a bond that will not be broken. 

The words echoed through me, bounced around my head, surrounded us. 

 Forever. 

“I love you,” Ren whispered. 

“I love you, too,” I replied. 

Suddenly, we were back in the throne room, and Nylah’s cheeks were wet with tears. 

“It is done,” she said. She looked at the crowd. “I present to you King Rainier and his fated mate, Queen Eleanor!” 

The crowd burst into applause. Laughter bubbled up my throat, and Ren put his arm around me, pulling me close for a kiss. 

We were mated. I was now Eleanor, Queen of Jasfin. 

I’d never been happier. 

They had turned the great hall into a reception hall. Servants had set up tables around the edges and piled them high with good food and fine wine. Music floated from the ceiling, and the party was spectacular. 

Ren and I watched from our thrones while the Fae before us danced and drank and celebrated our union. 

Nylah came to us with a smile and two chalices of wine, one for each of us. 

We took it, and I sipped the deep red liquid. 

“This is the happiest ending anyone could ask for,” Nylah said. “I’m so happy for you both!” 

She  hugged  Ren  before  she  reached  for  me  to  do  the  same.  The  moment  we  touched,  power shocked through me, and Nylah’s face changed. 

“What was that?” I asked. 

Ren frowned. “Nylah?” 

She let go of me with a gasp, and her eyes were wide, her features concerned. 

“I saw a vision,” Nylah said. 

“Of what?” Ren and I demanded in unison. 

“A woman, surrounded by love and light, a baby in her arms. And then…darkness and chaos and pain. And you.” She looked at me, her eyes shining with an ethereal light that bore into the depths of her power. 

“What about me?” I demanded. 

“It’s not over yet, Ellie.” 

I shook my head. “What does that mean?” 

“The words in my vision:  You can’t forget about the past, it’s not over yet.” 

I shook my head. Concern settled in my gut, and I hated the feeling. I was here to celebrate. Ren and I were mated, and it was a happy occasion. There was no place for fear and confusion, but I was unsettled. 

Something wasn’t quite right. 

“I don’t know what that means,” I said. 

Ren put his arm around my waist, and his determination was unmistakable through our bond. He would be there no matter what. 

“I  don’t  know,  either,”  Nylah  said,  and  she  looked  apologetic.  “I  just…”  She  stared  past  us, looking but not seeing. She was somewhere else in spirit, although her body was still here. 

“Nylah?” Ren asked. He touched her arm, and she snapped out of her daze. 

“Oh,”  she  said  and  pressed  her  hand  to  her  forehead  as  if  she  had  a  headache.  “I  don’t…”  She shook her head. “I don’t know what this means. But Ellie…” She looked at me, magic pulsing in her gaze. “Your mother needs you.” 

My blood ran cold. I swayed, unstable on my feet. If it wasn’t for Ren’s arm around my waist, I might have fallen. 

“What?” I asked in a hoarse voice. 

“You’re mother needs you,” Nylah repeated. “It’s not over yet. Palgia is going to attack, and you need to find your mother for Jasfin to survive.” 
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