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My past is left in the dark,

And my shadow is no longer there.

In the Enchanted Forest, some secrets are better left in the past.

Year two at Shadowborn Academy is looking like it will be the deadliest yet.

With both the dark and light court claiming their princess, Corvina has to find a way to deal with royal fae, academy life, the tryouts, a very complicated love life, and new wings that she can’t control.

 

Shadowborn Academy has never had a fae princess before...and by the end of the year they might wish they never did.

Will Corvina and her friends find a way to survive?

 

Shadowborn Academy is a Dark Reverse Harem Paranormal Fae Romance for 18+. In this world, not even the shadows can be trusted…
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“I summon thee, Dark God of the Underworld, to do thy bidding.” I clench the blade, the sharp copper tang of my blood filling the cool night air. Lifting my hand over the Fountain of Mene, I squeeze until the dark liquid oozes and dilutes the sacred water. “Come forth and serve me to regain your freedom.”

A scathing laugh echoes around the clearing, and a chill sweeps through the trees, freezing leaves and plants in its wake as they do in the presence of any god. I do not let this deter me, for I know this creature has no choice but to obey the King of Helios.

“Freedom?” The deep, scathing voice snarls from behind. “Your ancestor banished me here. Why should I consider helping you?”

I loosen my grip on the blade and turn to face him. The Dark God is not able to take physical form yet, therefore he appears only as a swirling vortex of darkness, invincible nonetheless. It crawls around me and clings to the edges of the fountain. My breath evaporates into a smoke-like cloud that streams towards the starlit sky.

“Because you are bound to serve my throne. Because it is I who wields the power to free you from this wretched state. Because you have no choice.”

The shadows darken and cackle with magic. “You dare threaten a god?”

“I dare. You will obey me.” Throwing the knife into the blood-infused water, I take a step back. “Do my bidding and I shall consider returning you to your natural form. I will make you a god again and all the realms in existence will worship and fear you as they once did.”

He’s silent for a long moment, no doubt considering his options.

A smile curves the edge of my lips.

The Dark God has only one option and that is to obey me.

Everyone yields to me in the end, even the gods.

“I know what it is you seek.” His shadow grows lighter, revealing a pair of gleaming red eyes. “You wish to avenge your honor.”

“I wish to avenge my kingdom. That witch fooled me and I command you to make her suffer as I have done.”

“Then, my liege, what will you have me do?”

“Cut the babe from her womb and bring it to me alive.”

The cracks of magic snapping like lightning intensify at the command. “This act promises war. Are you ready?”

I wave my hand over my injured palm, healing the wound. “I will be ready to win. Go.”

With a chuckle, the Dark God vanishes into the fountain. The impact shoots water into the frigid air, leaving behind a sculpture of frozen swords that point skyward.

The deal has at long last been made. There is no turning back.

I have to protect my kingdom at all costs, even if that means waging war. No heir of mine, spawned from darkness, will ever sit on the Throne of Helios. I would rather tear the Enchanted Forest down root by root than live to witness such a day.

For now, I shall force the Dark Fae Queen to watch her world burn to ashes while our daughter is raised in secrecy by the very creatures she so despises.

Mortals.

Queen Narah deserves everything headed her way, and I am going to relish every ounce of her suffering. Never again will she make a fool out of the King of Helios.
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A playful, almost childlike laughter trickles through my ears. The warm breeze that slides down my spine forces my eyes to open in alarm. I suck in a deep breath, the air sickly sweet, and the stinging pain in my stomach reminds me of everything.

Ronan.

He stabbed me. That little fucker!

Everything else beyond being stabbed is hazy. Perhaps that’s a blessing in disguise. I look up at an endless sea of pure crystal stretching over me. I’m lying on my side on a soft bed, my hands clenching some kind of rock. There is a literal wall of translucent crystal glittering in front of me. I look down at my hands, opening them to see a white rock with purple veins crawling all over it. I drop it onto the silk-covered bed I’m on and flinch at the pain, near the right side of my stomach.

Where the hell am I?

“Pitch?” I whisper, hoping to hear his comforting voice inside me.

Shock rings through me when he doesn’t answer. I don’t feel him anymore.

My shadow...is gone.

“Ah, you’re awake my darling Corvina,” a melodic, deep, and vaguely familiar voice states behind me.

I snap my head around and stare in shock at the sight of a fae standing in front of me. Only he isn’t just a regular fae...not when he wears a crown and sits on a throne cut from shards of glass that momentarily blind me. I know who this is. I’ve seen his face in the Book of Zorya. He’s the Light Fae King of Helios.

King Ulric is enchanting to look at, like a painting you just keep staring at and finding more stunning things the longer you gaze. Long white hair flows to the ground around him, even from the height of the Throne of Helios he’s sitting on. His piercing blue eyes are like pure gemstones that match the crystals carved into the silver crown nestled on his head. His moonlight robes seem to shimmer like the moon against water, no doubt woven from the finest silk in all of the Enchanted Forest. There is a deadly beauty to his demeanour, the way he sits in comfort on the throne, never moving his gaze from mine. He’s calculating something, much like the fae are known to do.The coldness in his gaze is akin to icicles trailing through my veins.

I sit forward as the laughter I heard before carries to my ears again. I move to the edge of the bed, placing my bare feet on the crystal ground. The ivory silk gown draped over my body spills around my ankles. We are in a crystal box, floating in a giant throne room with ivory serpentine pillars that stretch up to the ceiling. At the bottom of the room is the light fae court, more beautiful than I’ve heard. Tall green plants, colourful flowers, and breathtaking tropical bushes fill the floor, separated only by pathways made of gold and silver which reflect the light from the wall-to-ceiling windows. Waterfalls and rivers disappear between the bushes and that’s where the beauty ends.

Among the dancing fae are humans and creatures I have never seen before. While some of the humans are crying, faces distorted with pain, others look downright euphoric despite their bloodied feet. The stone floor seems to be soaking up the blood and tears as if the fluids are payment. Above them, some of the fae fly around, laughing and taunting the defenseless creatures below.

A game for the fae. That’s what the humans are. That’s what everyone is unless you are one of them.

How in the name of Selena am I here?

Swallowing down my revulsion, I turn to the king. “How do you wish me to address you, Your Majesty?”

The biting sarcasm in my tone makes his lips twitch.

Digging my hands into the silk sheets, the panic of why I’m on a bed in the first place makes me stand, pulling my lips back into a snarl.

“If you are going to hurt me, think again. I bite.”

“You are every bit my daughter,” the king states around a laugh. He thinks I’m his daughter? The idea is just downright hilarious. “Please, do not move much. I have healed you but you were close to death. I’d rather not use more of my magic. You cost me dearly, Corvina Charles.”

Is this king fucking insane?

“My parents were human and I’m a shadowborn,” I tell him, folding my arms over my chest. “Dude, you have the wrong chick.”

My stomach hurts like a bitch, so he is right about not moving at least.

Why would the king of the fae heal me? What could he possibly want to do that for? And why is he claiming to be my father?

King Ulric’s eyes narrow into icy shards. “I do not. You are my firstborn daughter, Princess Corvina of the Light and Dark Fae Courts. The first royal child born of both courts who can claim the entire fae world.”

My breath hitches at his words. I stumble back a step when I see that he most definitely is not joking. He really isn’t lying to me. Fae do not lie. Yes, they can avoid the truth and are quite masterful at it. But they believe lying is the root of all evil, and in the end, it has an effect on them. Light Fae that lie turn into a form of Dark Fae. Their skin cracks and changes until they are a monster, stuck like that forever, so there’s no logical reason why King Ulric would risk lying.

I’m a fucking princess. The air seems to clamp in my lungs at the realisation.

No. Fricking. Way.

I mean, I always knew there was something different about me, but royalty? I take a deep, shuddering breath before letting my list of demands pour from my mouth.

“Tell me how exactly I ended up with humans. Tell me everything from the beginning.” My lower lip trembles from all the emotions consuming me, and I want to kick myself for showing such weakness. “Wait! First, how do I not have any wings?”

If I am fae, it seems I was dealt a poor hand. What kind of fae doesn’t have wings?

The coldness in the king’s gaze softens, just a fraction. “You have wings but I have placed a spell on you. It’s a temporary hold that I will lift once you have healed enough to train and learn control over your wings. Right now, you could hurt yourself, Corvina.”

He answers me calmly as if merely I’m asking for the time of day. Gods, I’m demanding the King of the Light Fae to tell me things, and he’s doing it. This is definitely not normal.

How is this happening? Where are my guys?

Sage is going to lose her shit when I tell her I’m a princess.

I clear my throat, trying not to look into his eyes. He looks too much like me. “Now, the truth.”

“With pleasure,” he concedes. “Many high up fae swap their babes with newborn humans. It’s a tradition to protect our children from the dangers our world has that the human world does not.”

“So you just swapped me?”

His expression doesn’t even falter when he answers. “Yes, but not with a human child. The fae was given to your mother as payment for her loss when I took you.” His tone remains unaltered, but I see something dark flash behind his eyes.

I doubt the queen gave up her baby so easily and accepted another in replacement. The Light and Dark fae despise each other. Why would my mother mate with him and then just give me up willingly? Something doesn’t add up here.

“Did she accept that?” I spit out in anger. “Losing her child?”

“In a sense, no. The childless war was born in her resentment and rage,” he answers with a wave of his hand. “Honestly, the war was never serious and more of a temper tantrum your mother had if you ask me.”

I bite my tongue, wanting to scream at him or punch that smug look off his face. Thousands of shadowborn and fae died in that so-called temper tantrum.

“What happened after you stole a woman’s child and gave her away?” I press him, stealing my features into a similarly cold, impassive look. I don’t want this creature to know that he’s getting to me.

“After I gave my child away to be raised by better people...” He pauses, a note of anger lacing his tone. “We passed the years in much pain. The fae of both courts recovered in time. I promised myself I would not look for you until you were nineteen.”

“Why nineteen?”

“The old gods, one of whom sat in this very throne, said the maker of a truly evil act must pay back nineteen sins or die a death worth nineteen lives. I paid nineteen years.”

As if that makes everything okay.

Turns out my father is batshit crazy.

At least I have an idea where I got some of the craziness from. Thankfully, I haven’t inherited his cold and cruel nature. He took me as a child and gave me away like I was just a transaction. Safe to say that if King Ulric hoped to start off on the right foot with his long lost daughter, he’s gone the wrong way about it.

The throne room dips into silence as I digest every piece of information. With my head spinning, I finally take a proper look at his throne. There have been many rumours about the Throne of Helios. Apparently, the goddess Danica carved the throne in her mirror image. The white crystal throne is smoother than I ever thought possible and the armrests are of two wolves. The back is carved into fae wings that stretch out, and the tips spiral up to meet just above the king’s head.

This is my biological father. This can’t really be happening, can it?

“Where are my friends? They were with me and then—”

“They took you to the Fairy Pools and placed you in the water. The water is enchanted by me, a way of protecting the royals. Any royal who bleeds into the Pools will find their home and heal their soul. Seems your dip in the waters made your true self appear, my darling child.” He steps off the throne, using his bright, glittering white wings to glide closer to me. He lands just inches away from where I stand. “I sent your friends right back to the academy and I promise you, they are as safe and alive as I am right at this moment in my castle.”

Relief floods through me. Thank Selena. That means he must have healed Sage, too.

I suck in a breath, hating how much I love how the air tastes like sweets. “How can you expect me to believe all this?”

A smile dances on his lips as he glances over my head. “Because you know as well as I do that the Light Fae cannot lie. Why don’t you ask your little friend over there—the traitor?”

I spin around but it feels like the world just slows, taking the air from my body with it.

Pitch stands at the doorway to the crystal box and there’s a staircase I didn’t see before behind him. Shadows snake around him, licking his black, tight shirt and even tighter trousers. He’s handcuffed with the most beautiful ebony wings spread out around him, almost like a fallen angel. The shadows disappear when our eyes meet, blocking out what my father is saying. Everything is numb as I look at the man I trusted the most in the world. Turns out he has some secrets after all.

It isn’t like before, but I do feel a connection still, a need to step closer and touch him. My feet are walking before I can tell myself not to, stopping right in front of him. My hands ache to touch him, to see if he’s real, to know if I’m dreaming or not.

“Who are you?” I demand, wanting to sound harsh and unbroken but my voice quivers. It betrays me and he instantly knows.

Sorrow swims in his eyes as his wings flicker behind him.

“My name is Alastair Pitch, the Dark Fae Prince of Zorya, and I was the baby they swapped you for.”
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An armored guard shoves Pitch into the throne room. He stumbles forward, his iron shackles clanging, and he looks right at me with those familiar eyes I’ve trusted for years. The pain burning in his gaze cuts through to my core and I struggle to breathe, like the world is taking the air from me as well as shattering my heart. I knew Pitch was a prince, but I never in a million years thought he was the Prince of Zorya.

“That creature standing before you is not only your replacement, Corvina.” The king steps down from his throne and glides over. He circles around the two of us like a wild predator. “He tricked you. He lured you into the Well of Death knowing precisely what fate awaited you there.”

No.

“You’re lying,” I spit out, though my glare is frozen on Pitch. Why isn’t he challenging him? Why is he just standing there?

“I cannot lie.” King Ulric pauses behind me, his breath ghosting my ear. “You see, daughter, Pitch found you in the mortal world but he did not seek to help you or grant you a ‘wish’. Your existence threatened his right to the Throne of Luna. He sought to destroy you. Plain and simple. The only reason he bound your soul was because he wanted to drain your magic. He cared not about the innocent little girl he let drown that night. Like all Dark Faes, blinded by greed, he merely wanted power.”

Tears of fury prick my eyes. “Stop it!”

The shock surges through my veins like molten lava. My magic reacts to it, building first in my stomach, then up to my throat, and I know what’s about to happen. I’m not strong enough yet to suppress it.

The king draws a magical shield around me just as my magic explodes from my being. The dark energy stabs at the shield with monstrous claws, but the light magic doesn’t give way.

The impact does, however, send me crashing onto my side, knocking the air from my lungs. Pain consumes me from the inside out. On top of all the deceit, this is the last thing I need.

Pitch is at my side, helping me up, but I shakily brush him off. I don’t want him to touch me right now. More than that, I don’t want to be here, in this palace, with King Ulric and all those people being tortured at the other end of the hall. I want to go back to my room at the academy and forget this day ever happened. I want to see my friends and curl up in bed with Echo. I don’t want any of this.

“I know what you’re trying to do, Your Majesty.” I face the king and hold my head high despite the exhaustion tugging at my bones. “And it isn’t going to work. Pitch is mine and I request that you release him.”

“You deserve better than a traitor by your side, Corvina. I will not accept him as your mate. You must mate with a light fae.”

There’s no poison in his words this time. If anything, he sounds almost protective as well as crazy. It doesn’t matter right now. Mating, or whatever the hell fae do, is a long way off. The only men I’ve been remotely interested in are not even close to light fae.

“If you really want to be my father, then please...let me decide.”

Empty words, of course. This man is no more my father than Professor Greyhorn was. My father died with my mother years ago. They were the parents that bought me pink socks because I wouldn’t wear any other colour. They were the ones there when I lost my first tooth and fell out of a tree when I was six and dried my tears. I even planted roses outside our old, burned-down home, because that was my childhood and my family.

King Ulric will never replace the humans that raised me and nor will Queen Narah.

After a strained pause, the king waves his hand and the shackles binding Pitch vanish into a cloud of white smoke.

Pitch rubs his wrists and glares at the king returning to his throne.

“I want to go home now,” I tell the fae, seconds away from passing out. Losing control of magic like that takes up a lot of energy. I just hope I haven’t done any internal damage. The last time I lost control, I broke four ribs and punctured a lung. Even then, those were minor injuries to what could really happen, like with Nessa.

“You are home.” King Ulric settles down on his throne and crosses his legs, placing his hands on top of the wolves’ heads. His eyes flit over me, probably taking in how weak I’ve become since the outburst. “It has been decided that you will spend a week in my light court with me and my daughter, Princess Evangelina, then a week with your mother in the dark court. On the weekdays you will attend Shadowborn Academy which will have new protection from both the courts to ensure your safety. Either way, you are expected back from the academy an hour after the last lesson of the day and weekends.”

My heart pangs at the idea of meeting my mother, the frigging dark fae queen. I’ve heard she is bat shit crazy, worse than King Ulric, and now I know that’s saying something. The rumours alone make me want to run away, but I have a funny feeling I wouldn’t get far.

Another wave of his hand and a gilded mirror appears next to his throne.

“Only you may use this portal to come back. I expect you here every night this week for dinner and to sleep here for your safety.” A shadow flits over his face. “And Corvina, I may have given you up once, but I will not be losing you ever again. You would be wise not to mingle with those who seek destruction.”

In other words, I shouldn’t hang around Pitch.

I’m livid at him but I need to hear his side of the story. I can’t just take the king’s word for it. Father or not, the fae is a complete stranger to me and he’s also a king who isn’t above bending the rules.

“I look forward to dinner with you, Your Majesty.”

I incline my head sardonically, and with a glance in Pitch’s direction, I step through the mirror. The other side leads me into the forest where Shadowborn Academy stretches towards the sky in the near distance. Pitch emerges not three seconds later, and I turn to him, half of me wanting to scream and the other wanting to kiss him.

“Of all the places you could’ve taken me...why there?” My voice comes out small as I rest on a fallen tree embedded in the earth. My legs and hands are still trembling from all the magic pulsing in my veins. Remnants of the king’s healing still linger in my body though and that certainly helps to dull the pain a little.

Pitch walks over and sits beside me. “I thought the faerie pools would’ve taken us to the Dark Kingdom.”

“You mean to Queen Narah?”

“Yes.” He turns to me and his hand reaches for my face, but he stops and pulls his arm back. “Will you ever forgive me, Corvina?”

I think for a long moment, worrying my bottom lip. “It depends. Did you really want to kill me?”

Pitch nods, causing my stomach to churn. “I was misled by my mentor at the time. He told me of a prophecy. ‘One born of light and dark, royal down to the last drop, blue of hair, silver as night, this child will be the most powerful in the ever long night.’ He claimed this child would be the undoing of our kingdom and that if I wanted to protect our people, I had to lead her into a wishing well in the Enchanted Forest.” His long lashes turn wet as tears threaten. “I didn’t know what would happen—I was just a kid myself—but when I saw you die, I couldn’t just stand there, so I went in after you. I never returned to my own realm until the day you entered the forest again.”

“Why did you go back?”

“To kill my mentor.” He says the words without any remorse, sending a chill through me. “I also told the queen that I had found you alive, safe and well. It was the first time I’ve ever seen her shed a tear.”

I’m quiet for a long moment, digesting every word and debating on whether or not I should trust him. Unlike Light Fae, the Dark Fae can lie without repercussions, and Selena only knows how many times Pitch has lied to me since the day he led me to that damn well. I can’t believe I was so trusting despite always knowing he was hiding something from me. How could I have let my guard down? I guess I already know the answer. I was terrified of being alone after losing my family and home, all I had left in my life was Pitch. I clung to his soul as much as he clung to mine while my entire world burned to ashes.

Can I really blame him for trying to protect his kingdom? He was brainwashed by someone he trusted. After all, he did save me. And no matter which way I try to spin it, I still love him. He was more than just my shadow for all these years. He was my soul mate.

“I don’t understand why you never told me any of this to begin with,” I say, wiping my eyes with the back of my hands. I’m just devastated he never trusted me enough to begin with, otherwise, he would have told me. “Why did you hide this from me?”

“I didn’t want to.” Pitch looks away and runs a hand through his dark hair. “The queen put a spell on me that forbade me from ever telling you the truth.”

“But at the palace—”

“King Ulric counteracted the spell. Without him doing that, I still wouldn’t be able to tell you any of this.” He swipes a large palm over his face and breathes out a frustrated sigh. “Corvina, we have both lost so much. I also lost my family and myself that night but I found you. You will always be worth that pain.”

He looks at me, and my heart jumps. How I want to reach out and touch him, to hug him and inhale his familiar scent, but something stops me. Pitch sees it written clearly on my face and stands from the tree.

“I just need some alone time to think,” I tell him quietly.

He nods and walks a few feet away, but turns back around. Just when I think he’s about to say something, he disappears into the shadows.
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The scents of the forest and its mossy ground are a comforting relief as I walk back to the academy. The tall building stretches high into the trees, but it never seems daunting, especially now that I’ve seen the light fae court and how cruel that world is.

The trees here are more of a home to me than anything I’ve found so far. It’s where I’ve found friends and possible love, but most of all, I found people like me. People who have swum in the same darkness as me and come out fighting. I’ve never really been alone, not since Pitch latched onto my soul. Without him here now, I feel increasingly empty.

I’m glad of the distance between us, in some sense. I need time to figure out who I am before I can even begin to figure out who he is. Or at least try to wrap my head around it all.

The academy is silent as I climb the steps to the doors. They open before I reach the last one. With every echoing footfall into the stone hall, I can’t help but feel nervous. The nerves quickly turn into cold dread when I catch Willow walking out of a door with Gage, chatting away. My whole world seems to stop as I watch them.

The papers in Gage’s hands slip from his fingers and spill across the tiled floor, but no one says a word as they both stop to look at me.

“Aren’t you meant to be dead?” Willow snaps in my direction. “Honestly, does dead not mean the same thing anymore?”

My hand twitches to slap her in the face but I force it down. I have too much on my mind already.

Displeased by my lack of comeback, Willow finally gets the idea to fuck off.

Gage walks right over the papers to stop in front of me. With not a single care about being in front of people, he kisses me like the world doesn’t matter and it makes my knees weak. The kiss doesn’t last more than a second but it feels so much more as he grips my shoulders.

“How are you?” He shakes his head. “Wait a second, I best pick these up and then we can find the others to talk. Wait here.”

“I told you dead doesn’t suit the princess over here,” Jonah’s sarcastic voice drones with zero hint of emotion.

I look up to see him walking down the steps with Zander. The two of them side by side look like ice and fire, and I instantly notice changes. Jonah’s silver locks of hair have been cut off, shaved short and they make his handsome face far more defined.

Zander’s hair has grown out to the point of being messy, but it works for him, especially as the locks somewhat hide the darkness in his reptilian emerald eyes. He looks as broken as I feel and not even Jonah’s sarcasm can mask the tension between the three of us. It feels like it could break the world into tiny pieces and nothing would ever put them back together.

Zander looks between me and Jonah, before helping Gage clear up the dropped papers.

“Jonah, did you find your sister in one of the pods? Is she okay?” I ask, and a smile tilts his lips for a moment—a smile that I can’t help but return.

“Yeah, she’s still healing at the infirmary in Helios. It will be a long road for her and the others but thanks for checking. I owe your highness a great debt.” He dips his head, and the sincerity in his voice makes me cringe. I’d much rather he made a joke out of my heritage than take it seriously.

Has the world come to an end? Jonah, not being sarcastic? Yep, something is wrong.

“Don’t start that shit,” I warn him. I pray to Selena that no one else knows about the princess stuff for now. I just want to graduate from the academy as a normal, albeit better than most, student.

“Well, at least this year at the academy you have an excuse for failing. Royal duties and all that,” he mumbles, shooting me a wink that makes me grin.

“Calling me a princess isn’t going to stop me beating your ass at every turn this year, Jonah.”

I frown when I see my skin frigging glowing a hazy white colour.

Dammit!

I swear to Selena, if wings pop out of my back right now, I’m flying off. I am beyond done with today.

“See you around, Glowing Princess,” Jonah says around a chuckle as he walks off.

That’s going to be a year-round joke, I just know it.

In some ways, I’m happy things have gone back to normal, but I need to see Sage and tell her everything. Gage and Zander come back to me at the same time and I open my mouth before they can.

“I know we need to talk but can we get Sage first? She needs to hear all this. Where is she?”

The guys look between each other and the sorrow pooling in their eyes makes my heart clench in panic. I don’t wait for them to explain. I simply run through the academy until I reach our room, nearly taking the door off the hinges when I throw it open. Our bedroom is just like I left it when I woke up without Sage. Cold and empty. The world seems to slow as I turn around and shake my head.

“Don’t you dare tell me she is dead,” I all but whisper, not being able to say those words any louder. The panic in my chest intensifies as I look over at her bed. “I can’t lose her. Not my best friend. I’ve found out I’m a damn princess, my parents are crazy, I was traded for a fae baby who just so happened to be Pitch, the headmaster of the academy wanted to kill me and then one of my closest friends stabbed me. Oh, and the shadow I’ve had since I was a child is actually a dark fae prince. I can’t take anything else.” I touch the blanket draped over her bed, my bottom lip quivering as tears fill my eyes. “I need Sage.”

It’s like the entire night has finally caught up with me and I fall to my knees, great sobs leaving my body in shuddering heaves. I bury my face into her blanket and let everything out, my cries, my screams, my curses, and then I feel arms surrounding me. I’m not sure if it’s Zander or Gage, or both of them but they hold me as I try to cope with the world falling apart around me.

“Sage is missing,” Zander whispers, his breath hot against my face. “The water took her somewhere and no one can get a sense of her. Professor Gale is searching the entire forest for her and he will find her. If anyone can, it’s that fox.”

His words should make me feel better, reassured, but they don’t. I do, however, feel like I can breathe for the first time since getting here. Gage and Zander let me go but sit next to me on the floor, our legs pressed together. I close my eyes for a moment, needing to control my emotions.

“Your powers are leaking out of you. I believe our lessons will need to focus on the reasons why now,” Gage kindly says, trying to make me breathe and calm down. It really isn’t working all that great.

I have fae magic, both light and dark, and shadowborn magic to deal with. No wonder I’ve always struggled to get my powers under control. No wonder I’ve always felt like such a wreck.

“We have a lot to discuss, that’s for sure,” I mutter, crossing my arms. Gage wipes my tears away with his thumb. “I feel like my life is a cruel joke right about now.”

Zander’s hand slides into mine and he holds it tight. “Your life is everything you need it to be. Be our strong Corvina and show the fae that their princess, their heir to the throne, is a fucking badass. Sage is strong. She’ll be okay because you taught her that strength. Hell, you taught me how to ignore the rules and take what you want because life is short in the Shadowborn world.”

“Seems life is long in the fae world and I’m a bit of each,” I eventually say, and for the first time, I see the brightness in his eyes.

Zander steps closer, a burning passion in his gaze that is addictive to look at. “You’re a bit of everything that the gods created, Corvina. Don’t you see how exceptional that makes you?”

“Beautiful and exceptional. A deadly mix,” Gage agrees, lifting my other hand and gently kissing the back. “The royal fae have no idea who they have just found. I can’t wait for you to show them.”

My cheeks burn with how intensely Zander and Gage are looking at me, the dedication and possible love in their voices making my heart soar. They’re right. If there’s one thing I am good at in this world, it’s survival.

“How long was I at the fae court?” I ask instead of trying to come up with a response.

“Three weeks and you’re home just in time for the assembly with the new headteacher,” Zander answers and glances at his watch. “Wait we should get going now. The man seems like a stickler for the rules.”

“Anyone is an improvement on the last headmaster who quite literally liked to drain his students,” I reply with a dark chuckle, relieved that we managed to save their lives. They both shake their heads at me as I head for the wardrobe to get changed into something better than this weird dress. Time to start year two at Shadowborn Academy.

And, even without Sage, I’m going to make her proud when she gets back.

I look up at the trees fluttering against the window and close my eyes, sending a silent prayer to Selena to give me strength and save Sage.

This academy is going to suck without her.
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I instinctively look for Sage when I enter the auditorium, my boots smacking against the shiny floor with each heavy step. The hope that I’ll find her waiting for me is quick to fade when I don’t see her among the other students. I do notice, however, that no one is wearing their crystals anymore.

Gage is standing with the teachers along the ends of the benches and Zander has joined the other wardens at the back of the hall.

It takes me a long moment to look away from where I would usually sit with Sage and Ronan. Neither of them is a choice now, and one of them for good reason. I glance for my next friend, Izora, but I don’t see her silver hair in the crowd. Strange. She’s never missed an assembly before. Eventually, I sit down next to a girl I recognise from the Tryouts, but I can’t remember her name.

Feeling more than one pair of eyes on me, I focus on the front of the room just as the long, floor-length green curtains are pulled back and a light fae in a striking white suit stands behind the dragon-shaped podium.

She has curly blonde locks all pulled back into a high ponytail with a few of the strands braided. Her outfit hugs her like a corset at the top and the pencil skirt ends just under her knees. Behind her, white wings flutter softly and she looks every bit the poster girl for the light fae.

Everyone breaks into whispers as the light fae searches the crowd and eventually locks her eyes on me, her violet eyes gleaming.

“Settle down,” she demands in a voice that sounds like silk to my ears. The crowd drops into an immediate silence and I cross my arms. “My name is Headmistress Ivywood and I am delighted to be here for this very special year in your lives. As many of you have figured out, I am a Light Fae from King Ulric’s court, sent by the king himself in the wake of Sir Maximus Greyhorn’s death. This decision was made in agreement with the Dark Fae Queen to protect one very special student here today, but we will come back to that.”

The new headmistress clears her throat when everyone starts talking again.

I try to sink further into my seat but it doesn’t work. Everyone knows exactly who she’s referring to.

Me.

How lovely.

And, of course, the new headmistress is a Light Fae. Why wouldn’t she be? I bet she is good friends with my so-called father. I wonder if my ‘mother’ is going to send her own spy.

My stomach heaves at the thought.

Pitch is a lot of things, including a liar, but I don’t think he was Queen Narah’s spy. I want to let myself believe he wouldn’t betray me, but the fact remains that he has once before.

“Shadowborn Academy has not had the best few years,” the headmistress resumes. “You may have noticed that you no longer carry your crystals. That is because those were created by a sinister evil and I have therefore removed them. Your magic is no longer bound to an object that can be exploited. With the new princess being a Shadowborn, the fae worlds have decided that Shadowborns need more protection. Now, with this in mind, the academy will have new guards and all of them will be fae. They will be working with the wardens and teachers here to keep you all safe. I am making new rules including curfews and restrictions on leaving the academy grounds alone. All these rules will be found in your new lesson plan, and for the first years, everything is ready for you in your room. Welcome to the Shadowborn Academy. May you have a blessed time studying here.”

When I think things can’t get any more embarrassing, Ivywood makes a point of waving at me with a big smile on her stupidly pretty face.

“Princess Corvina has decided to attend Shadowborn for the next two years and I don’t have to tell everyone how lucky they are to be in school with the heir to both royal courts. That being said, Princess Corvina will have more protection than most and I would caution students from irritating her guards.”

I hear someone cough the word spoiled behind me and I grit my teeth. This year is going to suck. I can tell already.

“Did you always know or did you like to pretend to be normal with us?” the girl I can’t remember the name of, whispers to me.

“That’s none of your business,” I snap a little too loud and any student that wasn’t sneaking glances at me before most certainly are now.

Ivywood gives a little harrumph as she clasps her hands neatly on the podium. “This academy will become a truly great school that rivals the light and dark fae academies by the time I am done. Many of you do not know your path, but the Zorya Sisters do and you must place your faith in them. Princess Corvina, do stay behind. Everyone else, you may leave.”

Everyone claps and after a few moments, they start to leave. Grumbling under my breath, I remain seated until the hall empties and I’m left alone with Headmistress Ivywood. She walks right up to my seat, and I stand, keeping my arms crossed as I meet her gaze head-on.

“I do not want your extra protection, nor you telling the entire academy who I am.”

She just smiles at me. “I simply follow orders from your blessed father. He wishes everyone to know who you are and to bow in your presence.”

I clench my jaw and narrow my eyes at her. “You haven’t bowed,” I note, not that I want her to.

She laughs, the sound melodic and it’s annoying that I like it. “I am a consort of The Light Fae King and as such, I follow fewer rules than most. You must see me as a friend, Corvina. I wish to serve and help you find your path. I want to teach you of the old gods whose power runs in your blood and how very special you are.”

Ah, father dearest did indeed send his fuck buddy to spy on me.

“No offence, but I don’t want to learn more about the monsters with pretty faces who gave me away to humans,” I snap and her expression contorts into horror. Before she can utter another poisonous word, I walk away, a chuckle escaping my lips while she stands shocked in my shadow. It’s probably the first time she’s heard someone say they don’t want to be in the world of the fae or have the title of princess.

I reach the door just before the pressure of everything crashes down on me and magic tickles my palms. Looking down, I see not only shadow magic but bursts of light and dark magic mixed within it, crackling like bolts of lightning.

I’m a monster created by the fae. Maybe I do belong with them.

I don’t notice Zander stepping in front of me, but when he covers my hand with his, the power instantly evaporates and I can breathe again. My eyes are watery as I look into his eyes, expecting to see disgust but that’s not there. Just wonder, and the usual playfulness he always has.

“Want to see Echo and hang out for a bit?”

“Yeah,” I whisper and link our fingers as he uses shadow magic to transport us to his room. “Thank you.”

I’m not sure if he hears my words as he pulls my body against his, smothering me with the shadows that have always been my home.

 

[image: ]

 

“Echo, you cheeky, cute little frog...thing you. You’ve gotten so big!” I chuckle as Echo flies onto my lap. He’s about the size of a small cat now and he’s fluffier than the last time I saw him. He nuzzles my cheek and does an adorable sneeze before curling into a ball and instantly falling asleep on my lap. I lean back on the sofa as I hear Zander getting changed into his normal clothes in the other room and stare out at the forest.

I wish Sage was here so I could ask her what she would do next. How she would have dealt with who I am and advised me on how to go forward. If I’m honest with myself, Sage was the person I fell back on when I was lost.

Pitch was the one who held my hand through the darkness.

Now I don’t have either of them at my side anymore.

“You need to escape your head,” Zander comments and I look over to see him leaning against the wall, his hands tucked into tight dark denim jeans. A deep, forest green shirt fits his chest effortlessly and reminds me how sexy his body is.

As I check him out, not caring that he can see me doing it, he rolls up his sleeves. Something about the sight makes me want him more than usual.

I finally look up into his strange eyes that speak the many secrets no doubt hidden in his blood. I’m sure I’m not the only one with big family issues and we just have more in common now.

“Everything here just reminds me that Sage is missing and I’m not who I thought I was, Zander,” I comment.

“My lady,” he says without a hint of humour that’s normally there when he calls me that. It’s funny how his joke nickname turns out to be a little bit too close to the truth about me. “You haven’t changed, even if nearly everything around you has. You are still Corvina Charles; badass shadowborn who won the first round of the tryouts and unearthed the killer headmaster before helping to defeat him.”

“Are you trying to get my ego to match Jonah’s?” I ask as Zander walks over to me, laughing.

Zander picks a sleepy Echo up off my lap and places him on the sofa before taking my hands and tugging me up. Shadows surround us instantly and instead of closing my eyes, I watch them spread around our bodies like a blanket and they welcome me as they always have. The silence of Zander’s apartment drifts away and is replaced with loud modern music and a deep warmth of where we are.

We appear in a dark alleyway with small neon lights flickering around the end of the corridor. The heavy thump of the music blasts through our ears, and the place smells sweet and bitter, like cocktails. Zander wraps an arm around my waist, guiding me down the path until we enter the nightclub.

But it’s not a human nightclub at all. Fae dance together in the air, kissing passionately or dancing like nobody’s watching. The bottom part of the dancefloor is full to the brim with people and I sense many are humans, but I see enough warden uniforms to know that it’s not just humans down there dancing.

“This place is illegal and where your people go to escape the rules,” Zander whispers to me, his lips brushing across my ear and I shiver as I close my eyes. “Escape with me, my lady. Let’s forget who we are for now.”

All thoughts of the academy, my parents and, well, everything, backs away into a box in my head as I turn to Zander and smile at him, nodding once. He grins and pulls me with him to the dancefloor. Although I’m not a big dancer, somehow in Zander’s arms, you wouldn’t know it.

Zander effortlessly moves our bodies to the heavy beat of the music. We lose ourselves to it, to each other, and time seems to drift away into nothing. Zander presses his forehead to mine as the song changes to something a little slower.

I open my eyes to see him looking at me with such longing that it almost feels like it burns my soul. We both move at the same time, our lips finding each other in a haze of passion and by Selena, Zander kisses as well as he dances. My small moan is hidden by the music as Zander kisses me harder, pushing his hard body into mine. A feeling of weightlessness fills me as I sink my hands into his soft hair, tugging him into my body further, desperate to have more of him.

He suddenly pulls back and I gasp when I see the fae all floating around us. Bursts of light, dark and shadow magic shoot through the air between everyone.

The fae bow, as does everyone on the ground and I close my eyes. No matter where I go, my powers and soul will never let me forget who I am.

I’m a princess...and I need to accept this before my powers decide to make me.
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I fly through the trees with Wren and Crowe at my side. When the portal glimmers on the forest floor, I swoop down and land on the earth in my human form. Somehow I spent the entire day dancing with Zander and I didn’t notice the time had gone by.

Once my powers let us drop to the floor, Zander got us back to the academy as quickly as he could. My ravens were waiting in the trees, the warning over my deadline to get back to the light kingdom hanging over my head. The last thing I want right now is to show up late to dinner with Daddy Dearest and his precious daughter.

“So you will help me look for her?” I turn to Wren as she lands on the branch above my head.

“Yes, and we already have scouts scouring the forest.”

“Don’t worry.” Crowe hops onto my shoulder and nudges my cheek reassuringly with his beak. “We’ll find Sage. She’ll be okay.”

My stomach clenches. “I hope you’re right.”

“Have we ever been wrong?” Wren counters. “Rook is searching for her now as we speak.”

A breeze filters through the trees and lifts the hem of my silver dress. I unbraid my hair and loosen the curls, draping them over one shoulder. When I look at my reflection in the mirror, my skin glows ever so softly, and I really do look like a princess.

Worse than that—I almost feel like one.

“Travel safe.” Crowe hops off my shoulder to join Wren. “We cannot travel to this realm, but we will remain here until you come back. Have fun, Princess.”

“Don’t call me that.”

Flashing a grin at them, I take a deep breath and step through the portal. King Ulric stands at the end of a grand silver table, and on his left is a young fae, her long hair glowing like the pale moonlight. She must be my half-sister, Evangelina. When I reach their side, I incline my head politely and sit across from the girl. Her eyes are dark, nearly black. Odd for a Light Fae.

“Daughter.” The king sits back in his high-back, gilded chair and smiles. “I would like to introduce you to your sister, Princess Evangelina of the Light Fae Court. My second-born.”

“Eva is fine. It’s a pleasure to meet my dear sister at long last.”

Her soft, velvety tone is cold just like her father’s and I highly doubt she’s pleased to meet me.

“You too,” I offer dryly, then turn to the king. “And thanks for sending your consort to babysit me.”

The corner of his lip twitches. He passes me a glass of white wine. “A necessary precaution. I only want the best for my future heir.”

Eva chokes on her drink at the comment and I can’t help but smirk at that. There is something about Eva that rubs me the wrong way. She might be my sister by blood, but she’s not Sage or Izora. They’re the only sisters I need in my life.

“Maybe you missed the memo, Your Majesty, but I’m not a child anymore.” I take a sip of my own wine, wrinkling my nose at the unusual taste. “I can look after myself. Have done so for most of my life.”

King Ulric’s lips fall into a grim line. “Indeed.”

At that moment, the doors to the hall open. I turn to see which guest is gracing us with their royal presence, and my eyes widen when I see Pitch.

“Ah. I see your companion has found a portal of his own,” my father states coldly.

Pitch sits down beside me and glares over at King Ulric. “I have protected Corvina nearly all my life. I’m not about to stop now.”

“Oh, Danica! Who cares. I am beginning to feel like a starved peasant. Let’s eat already.”

“Be patient, Eva.” The king turns to Pitch. “I assume you are staying for the meal?”

“You assume correctly, Your Majesty.”

“Then, please. Do dig in.”

The king waves his hand and an entire feast spreads out on the table. My eyes land on the glazed chicken and I wet my lips despite myself.

“Would you like to do the honors, Corvina?” he asks me, extending a knife and fork, motioning to the chicken.

I nod and take the cutlery from him, then stand to get a better grip on the chicken. As I’m slicing, I feel his eyes on me while he runs his finger along his lower lip.

“You are skilled with a knife,” he comments.

“She’s as skilled as my foot,” I hear Eva grumble under her breath, taking a generous serving of sweet potato mash.

“She won this year’s Tryouts,” Pitch argues.

The king watches their exchange with an amused expression on his face. I place some chicken onto his plate and move on to Eva.

“Yes. Do tell me. How is the other victor...Sage, I believe her name is?” Eva asks.

My hand pauses over the chicken, the tip of the knife slicing through the skin. “She’s fine.”

“Oh, really?” Eva brings her fork to her smirking lips. “I do hope so. Did you know that the faerie pools can only transport those who are either part fae or have been kissed by a fae?”

I dump a slice of chicken on her plate and reach for another. “No.”

“Then I don’t suppose you know what happens to those who step into the depths without being fae or having kissed one?”

“Eva,” King Ulric warns.

She snaps her head towards the king. “Why father, she deserves to know, does she not?”

I glance at the king and Pitch. “What happens to them?”

Slipping her fork between her lips, Eva swallows her food and spreads her mouth into a derisive grin. “They die, of course, and rather horribly too.”

The king bangs his fist on the table. “Eva, that is enough!”

Sickened by what I’ve just heard, I drop the cutlery on the table, and the chicken falls onto Eva’s lap.

“You stupid girl!” She shoots back from the table and rises, dabbing a silk napkin against her gown. “Just look at what you’ve done.”

“Why, it’s an improvement,” I say to her, smirking despite that my heart feels like it’s lodged in my throat. Sage is not dead. I will search the forest until I find her alive. “Now do eat up and stop playing games, sister. The food is getting cold.”

Pitch flashes me a grin as I make my way back to him, but then Eva pulls me by the hair and shoves me into the table. Adrenaline kicks in almost immediately. I grab one of her wrists and reach for her throat with my other hand, digging my fingers into her windpipe.

The two of us topple onto the floor and I pin her down, squeezing the air from her pathetic little lungs. She gasps and knees me in the stomach but I don’t let go. It’s not until a blinding light flashes before my eyes when I release her.

I spiral onto my back, smacking against the crystal floor with a loud slap. When I look over at the conniving bitch, she, too, is lying sprawled on her back. The king is standing between us, a trickle of magic disappearing into the palm of his hand. Before I can so much as strike Eva with my own magic, Pitch drags me from the hall.

“What are you doing?” I twist my arm in his grip but he holds me like a vice. “I need to teach that bitch a lesson.”

“That bitch,” Pitch growls, cornering me against the wall, “is a Princess of Helios and your sister.”

“She’s not my sister.”

“By definition she is, and by definition, you are also a princess and better start acting like one when you are in these kingdoms because one day you will be queen!”

My breath hitches as I watch Pitch’s gold eyes turn into molten lava. His anger radiates from his body in ferocious waves, causing his magic to swirl about him in black smokey tendrils. I’ve never seen him so livid before.

I know that I was in the wrong. I fucked up by retaliating back there which is exactly what Eva wanted.

“Is it true?” I lower my voice, tears threatening to produce in my eyes. “What Eva said about the faerie pools?”

His expression softens and his eyes return to their normal colour. “I think so.”

One of the tears I was holding back slips from my lashes. “So she’s… she’s dead?”

Pitch swipes the tear with the tip of his finger. “Not quite. I can still sense her presence here in this forest but it’s being smothered by a strange darkness.”

Relief fills my soul because I sense the same thing as well. Sage is alive, I just know it. “Well, it can’t be Greyhorn who took her again. We watched him die.”

“Yes, we did and yet…” Pitch looks away, his attention drawn to the guards approaching the doors. “Come on. I’ll have dinner brought to your room and we can watch one of your weird crime documentaries.”

“Wait. You mean there’s a TV here and you’re only telling me about it now?” I all but shout at him.

He laughs, wrapping an arm around me and leading us down the hallway. “The fae kingdoms are full of surprises, Vina. Stick with me and I’ll show you only the best ones.”
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“Light, dark or shadowborn?” Ambrose questions as I become aware I’m in a dream with him again. After learning Pitch is real and a prince, I’m questioning everyone now, including Ambrose. Who and what is he really? “Which do you choose?”

“Who said I ever had to choose?” I answer, standing and watching the white owl perched on a tree above me. “I was born from both light and dark magic...and then I fell into shadowborn magic. Either way, each one of my powers is mine and can’t be ignored. They can’t be chosen.”

“I sense a spell on you, holding you back,” he muses.

“How could you know that?” I tilt my head to the side. “How do you know me?”

“I saved you and the gods never forget, Princess of the Light and Dark Fae Court.”

 

Waking up in the lush sheets of my bed in the Light Fae Kingdom, I can’t help but breathe in the sickly sweet air that fills this place and enjoy the beaming light dancing over my features and across the room. I reach my hand into the light above me, playing with the particles of dust that float in the speckled rays as I think back to my dream.

I do owe Ambrose my life, but what exactly is he? I’m guessing a shadowborn because he’s always a different animal. But I’ve never heard of any being able to transform into pure white animals let alone in someone else’s dreams. Such ‘light’ colours are usually always tainted with black. So that can only mean one thing—he isn’t fully shadowborn. He’s something else.

I close my eyes and call up my powers, trying to focus only on the light magic. Soon my hand starts to burn with energy and I open my eyes to see my hand in the light, but a strange power is humming around my fingers in waves. Black, white, and grey threads of silk swirl around and down to my wrist, constantly moving to avoid each other and in perfect sync. Who knew the three magics could exist so perfectly together within someone like me?

This is proof that I am meant to be something.

Someone.

A mistake couldn’t be this beautiful.

Someone bangs on the door and I jump, the power shooting out of my hand and into the top of the bed. It blasts a hole through the white wooden frame and lacy curtains hanging off to the side. Ashes and sparks of fire flutter down from the bed as I hurry off it, falling to the floor.

“Your Highness, are you in need of assistance?”

I don’t recognise the voice calling from the other side of the door.

“Shit, shit, shit.” I whack the pillows that are now on fire, then step back to assess the damage. The flames have gone out, but the beautiful silk bedding now looks like I’ve poured the contents of a fireplace over them. “I’m cool,” I shout back, sounding very princessly and I’m sure I hear laughter from the other side of the door. “I mean, I will be out in a second.”

Stripping out of the long black shirt I may have stolen from Zander’s apartment the night before, I open the wardrobe and find all my clothes from the academy. Seems I’m not the only thief; it must run in the family. I dress in boots, knee-high socks with pink bows, a checkered skirt, and a white shirt. Pulling my hair into a high ponytail, I plait a strand, wrapping it around the base before clipping it in place. Finally putting on my navy cloak, I steel myself for my first real day at the academy.

By Selena, I can’t wait to find Izora and have at least one of my closest friends with me to talk to. Every girl needs another girl to discuss becoming a princess and your hot as fuck shadow being a prince. Yup, totally normal.

Speaking of the devil. I open my door to find Pitch waiting outside, flanked by two light fae guards in gold amour.

His ensemble of black on black is only disrupted by the thick silver belt around his toned waist. With his wings pressed against his back, he stands there confidently. His freshly shaven face allows me to get lost in his dimples, and his long, black lashes make his gold eyes burst alive.

“Are you ready for your first day back at the academy?” Pitch asks with an all-knowing grin. He knew I was checking him out.

“I am but you are not coming,” I warn.

He just grins, taking two steps closer. I wish I hadn’t shut the door so I can escape. Having him this close, his burning leaves scent wrapping around me, lures me in...I can’t think straight.

Wanting Pitch has always been as easy as breathing. Now, the secrets and lies between us have created a big gap, and I’m scared to jump over it in case he doesn’t catch me.

“Both your parents have agreed to me becoming your personal bodyguard. Where your ass goes, I follow,” Pitch softly tells me, moving his hand closer and it brushes against mine, making me shiver.

I clear my throat and step to the side before high tailing my ass down the corridor and to the mirror, with Pitch’s low chuckle following me. I guess he isn’t feeling guilty or wallowing in self-pity anymore. It seems like he has decided to make sure I’m his and by the gods, I hope I’m strong enough to resist him. Pitch doesn’t deserve me yet. He needs to make me trust him again.

I step through the mirror and into the forest, looking up at the academy in the distance and breathing in the mossy scent of home, closing my eyes for a brief moment.

“Even though you come from the cities of the fae, your home is in the forest,” Pitch comments and I feel his eyes pressed on me before I open my own, meeting his gaze. “You will like the dark court. It has the tallest trees of the Enchanted Forest that surround the palace for nature is admired by your mother. I believe that is where you get your love for it from.”

“My mother brought you up as her own. Do you love her as a mother?” I ask as Pitch looks up at the academy, his eyes haunted.

“Until I was eight and found you, she made me the prince, the child she always wanted, but I didn’t love her like a mother. Narah is difficult and you will only understand once you meet her. Difficult, but not entirely evil. There is a reason for everything when it comes to her.”

I nod, wrapping my arms around myself and heading to the academy before he can tell me anything else. At this point, I need to see my mother and the dark court to understand it and to make my own choices.

The academy is a rush of students, many of who ignored me a year before, all stop and bow at me before hurrying off. Gods, I need to see Izora and a cloak of invisibility like Harry Potter had. That shit would be useful right about now. I pull out the class schedule I stuffed in my pocket yesterday and read the small note inside:

 

Monday—Advanced Magic Control with Professor Lochlan

Tuesday—Magical Defence with Headmistresses Ivywood—Level 2,

Wednesday—Illusions of Magics with Professor Stonehart—Level 2 & Advanced History of Magics with Professor Mune

Thursday—Tryouts Prep. with Professor Gale—Novice.

Friday—Study Day

 

The classes are nearly all the same except they seem to be upgraded from the ones we used to do last year. Of course, the one I’m the most excited about is Tryouts. My smile falls when I remember the only person left in my team is Jonah and that means it’s going to be extra hard for us to win. I remember the rules about having the same group each year and I wonder if we can have new students join us. I wonder if we can officially get Pitch on our team.

I quickly make my way to Advanced Magic Control with Pitch at my side. He closes the door behind us then stands by it as I find my seat.

Jonah looks up as I pass his table and sit in the empty seat in front of him. I wonder if we are going into the forest like we do most of the time in our lessons with Professor Lochlan.

“Welcome, children, to year two! I am so proud of each of you for passing last year’s class with flying colours,” Professor Lochlan says, clapping his hands, and I swear his eyes flicker to me more than once. His long dark tail swishes behind him as he moves behind his desk. “Unfortunately, due to new rules, student classes must be taught inside the academy under the new safety regulations.”

“Princess Suprise ruins fucking everything,” a guy named Trolen mumbles.

I look back just as Jonah punches him on the nose.

The guy flies out of his seat, crying in pain with blood gushing from his nose.

My eyes widen as I watch Jonah casually sit back in his seat like nothing happened. He flashes me a grin which I can’t help but return. Why would he stick up for me like that?

“No violence in my class!” Professor Lochlan slams a fist on his desk and points to the door. “Leave this instant, Mr Vincent!”

Jonah just smirks as he gets up and walks out.

The rest of the lesson we read from the textbooks the teacher gives out and the lesson officially sucks. I’d much rather be in the forest.

As we break up for lunch, I head straight to the boy’s dorm with Pitch rushing after me.

“Where are you going?”

“To see Jonah.”

Pitch grabs my arm, stopping me and I frown at him. “Are you dating Jonah?”

I tug my arm from his grip, watching as his eyes turn from gold to red with jealousy.

“Pitch, as much as you think I’m only yours, I’m not,” I remind him sternly. “Who I’m friends with or date, is also none of your business.”

He lifts his brows at my reply and then steps back. “Very well. If you want it that way, go ahead,” he growls and storms off, leaving me outside the tower that leads to the boy’s dorms.

I close my eyes and resist the urge to whack my head against the wall. I shouldn’t have said that because we both know our friendship is less friendly and more passionate than anything else.

But right now, I need answers from Jonah.
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I find Jonah slamming Ivywood’s office door shut. He looks up from the floor and grins at me, the anger draining from his face.

“Guess who’s just got a week off school, baby?”

I stop in front of him and roll my eyes. “You mean you got suspended. Why did you get suspended...for me?”

He shrugs casually, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “Trolen’s been getting on my nerves all week. Plus, only I get to be mean to you.”

“Ever the charmer, Jonah Vincent. Please continue sweeping me off my feet.”

“Let’s go back to my room and bone. How’s that for sweeping a princess off her feet?”

I push him playfully on the shoulder. “You’re such an ass.”

We step out into the corridor and head for the dorms.

“While I liked seeing you stick up for me, I don’t want you sent to Shadowborn Prison on my behalf.”

Jonah’s steps slow considerably at the mention of the prison. “I take it you’ve heard about Izy?”

“No.” I turn to look at him, frowning. “I have no idea where she is. Why, do you?”

He nods. “I heard through the grapevine that she’s locked up in prison for killing a bunch of wardens.”

The blood freezes in my veins. “What?”

Jonah motions me to follow him and we enter a deserted corner of the corridor. He brings his face close to mine and there’s no trace of humour in his expression. He’s dead serious. Somehow that makes me terrified.

“The Wardens are trying to keep it hush-hush because Izora’s parents are Grand Wardens,” Jonah explains quietly. “Still couldn’t get her out of prison, though.”

“How long has she been there for?”

“Since the party at the Devil’s Drop. Honestly, Izora is a lot of things...scary, badass, definitely wouldn’t want to get on her bad side...but she’s not a killer. She’s obviously been framed.”

I have to agree with him on all those points.

“Why didn’t you mention this until now?”

“I wanted to be sure I was right.”

“Do you think Sage could be there?”

He shakes his head. “I already checked with Gage. He said it’s only Izora.”

I can’t believe one of my friends is in prison. Izora Dawn would never kill anyone—-not even Willow who she despises. Something dark and sinister is going on here. First, my best friend went missing, and now Izora has been locked up in prison for something I’m positive she didn’t do. What in the name of Selena is going on?

“Keep me updated as much as you can, Jonah.”

He nods, opening a door for me and watching me storm past. “Try not to worry too much, Vina. Professor Mune’s got her back and have you seen that guy? Ain’t no one gonna piss him off,” he adds with an uncharacteristic wink, making me laugh.

He does have a point. But I think there’s something bigger at play here.

Something that involves my sister, Evangelina.
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Even in the court made from the light of the stars, there is darkness in the shadows that always calls out to me. I walk down a seemingly endless corridor, my footsteps and those of the guards behind me, the only noises in this deafeningly silent place. I pause when I see my father standing on a balcony, looking out across his kingdom.

I watch him for a long moment, how he stands so tall and immobile, so serene… everything you would expect the light fae king to be. But can I truly ever accept him as my real father? He’s a stranger to me as much as the rest of his court is.

Half of me wants to run away and head somewhere I can hide, but the other half, rooted deep inside me, wants to know my own blood. I never in a million years expected any of this to happen. Never thought I’d have a family again.

Before I realise it, I’m reaching for the glass door, stepping out onto the balcony with him. I pause at his side, my gaze following his to the kingdom nestled below.

Every house looks like a mini castle down there, and the trees are all vibrant oranges and reds mixed in with white blossom trees. White-winged birds fly around the houses. Children run down the silver-stoned streets before flying into the air, parents in tow. It’s all so perfect and I almost dislike the calmness it brings me.

“This place reminds me of the gods,” my father comments, his voice lost in wherever his contemplation has taken him.

I want to put more distance between us as I’m still mad about him abandoning me, but I’m tired of fighting the truth of who I am. I need to find acceptance. I need to make a new plan for my future, and whether I like it or not, it includes this place.

“That we are descendants of powerful gods and goddesses who chose to be good and kind,” he continues, glancing at me.

“Do you truly believe I belong here?” I look at his white wings, so beautiful and otherworldly. They flicker lazily with sparkles of light cascading off them. “Everything about me is darker than anything in this kingdom.”

“We may be creatures of the light...” He pauses, his powerful shoulders tensing. “But we have all done terrible things that make our souls darker than yours could ever be.”

“Do you mean the wars?”

“Yes. The childless war was brutal with too much pain and suffering. I made a mistake, one of my biggest regrets, and your mother threatened to kill us all for it. So much pain and destruction.” He turns to me, his eyes somewhat reminiscent of my own. I struggle to accept that half of me from a place so pure. “Now every child born is a blessing and we bathe them in the light of Danica’s sun.”

“Because of me?” I whisper.

“Because of our love for you. I loved you from the second I knew of your existence,” he gently tells me. “My daughters, all of them, are the most precious of all my creations.”

Then why did you give me up, I almost say, but I just manage to hold the words back.

“How could I possibly be half-light fae?” I ask instead.

He lays his hand on my shoulder, whispering words under his breath.

I feel the spell lifting without him needing to tell me and l look back in awe. Behind me are my wings, silver and glittering like my father’s without a trace of darkness on them. They remind me of butterfly wings, long, curved and unearthly radiant. I’m speechless. As I move back, they flicker once, twice and suddenly my feet are lifting off the ground.

My father takes my hands and flies up with me as tears threaten to fall from my eyes. I never thought I’d one day be flying with the King of Helios. Over the sound of the wind, I hear his voice.

“Look up, Corvina. The stars are welcoming you home.”

I do as he says and float backward as I stare at the stars above me. It’s like I’m dancing with them. It’s as close to the gods as anyone can ever get and it’s utterly amazing.

A laugh escapes me as more tears fall down my cheeks and I sit back up, taking the king’s hand.

He helps me learn to fly in different directions and how to descend. I’m a little shaky, but the proud look on his face makes me feel warm inside. It’s like he’s teaching me how to take my first steps or say my first word. These are the moments I have been craving, even if I didn’t realise it. I’m beginning to accept that I am the Light Fae King’s daughter.

We finally touch down on the balcony, both of us laughing and it feels normal for a moment, like we are just a normal family doing something fun together.

I wish Sage was here to see this.

“You must go back to sleep. I’m sure the academy has a long day planned for you tomorrow.” He pulls out a silver bracelet engraved with a purple sun and star that glows slightly. “This will keep your wings away as you learn to fly. Do be careful.”

“Thank you,” I say as he places the bracelet on my wrist. A cool wave of energy filters through me and I look back to see my wings are gone. I miss them already, but he is right. I need to learn to not fly into things yet.

He doesn’t take his hand off my wrist and I look up to see him staring at me strangely. There’s a shadow of doubt clouding his eyes.

“Tomorrow you go to the dark court,” he reminds me, his voice uncharacteristically sombre. “If you do not want to go, you need only ask. I will start a war to protect you. I have done so once before.”

“I want to meet her, but thank you,” I tell him firmly, my stomach clenching at the thought of being the root cause of a war that slew so many. “I do have a question to ask you. My friend Sage is missing and I can’t rest or sleep well until we find her. My ravens are searching but they can’t find a trace of her.”

“Is it possible that she is—”

“Sage is not dead. She has been my sister since we were young kids and we’re bonded. My soul would know if she died, and she has not.”

He nods thoughtfully, searching my eyes for a long moment. “Very well. I trust your judgment and will send my royal guards to search all of our lands. I will also place a reward for her unharmed return.”

“Really?” I whisper in shock. “You’d do that for me?”

His brows lift a little, almost like he’s affronted. “You are my daughter and heir to the throne. There is nothing in this world I would not do for you.” He lets go of my shoulder and smiles. “Is there anything else I can help you with to make you sleep better?”

“Well, there is one other problem but I’m not sure you can help,” I admit, biting on my lip. “I made a friend called Izora Dawn at the academy and she has been arrested for killing wardens. She’s been incarcerated at Shadowborn Prison but I know she wouldn’t do that. She’s innocent.”

“Izora Dawn, you say?” He rubs a hand over his smooth cheeks. “Shadowborn Prison is not part of my kingdom but I am allowed to assist in selecting the staff, along with your mother. She cares little for the prison and what goes on. My daughter, Eva, has taken a shine to the place and I will ask her assistance.”

“I doubt Eva will help me. It might be better if you say nothing.”

He smiles tightly. “Eva lost her mother very young, very tragically, and it made her distant from the world. You have to understand, she has lived in your shadow her entire life. I told her you would one day return and take the throne, but she could not understand why it is not her throne. She’ll understand in time.”

If he thinks we’ll soon be playing happy family, he’s not thinking straight.

“Are you suggesting I try being nicer to her?” I internally scoff at the thought.

“At least publically, yes,” he answers, and I chuckle.

Maybe we are more alike than I realised. I nod and head for the door, looking back once at my father.

“I told you why I couldn’t sleep, but what is keeping you up?”

“My mistakes. Live long enough, Corvina, and your mistakes will haunt you at night also.”

He flies off the balcony and disappears into the clouds sweeping over the kingdom. I wonder what mistakes, other than the war, the king has made. How many of them were because of me?
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When I enter Illusions of Magic the next day, Professor Stonehart is waiting for us at the front of her classroom. The silver dome on her desk catches my eye as I settle down in my seat, hating that none of my friends are here with me.

“I have an exciting lesson planned for you all today. Sit down and we may begin.”

Once we are seated, Professor Stonehart places a hand on top of the dome.

“Now, as you all know, illusions can often be as inconspicuous as they are powerful. Take this creature here for an example.” She lifts the lid on the dome and curled up inside is Echo, eating a slice of watermelon.

I glare at Zander who quickly averts his gaze. Echo was supposed to be protected by us—not passed around like a puppy. Just wait until I get my hands on him.

“Many would mistake this creature for being a shadowpet,” Stonehart continues. In actual fact, Echo is a part of an ancient powerful species known as Shades. A Shade can take the form of any mammal of its choosing, including humans, and can mimic everything down from their voices to their unique behavior patterns. Extremely powerful and at times temperamental, Shades were once worshipped by the gods of this world and are not to be underestimated because of their size.”

“I just wanna boop his wee little nose,” I hear a girl say, and a few students chuckle.

“And nor should they be underestimated for their level of cuteness,” Stonehart adds.

A possessive streak surges through me. No one is booping Echo’s nose without my permission. At least he looks happy, chomping away at his fruit. The little cutie. And while I knew Echo was special, I didn’t quite know how special. Or powerful, for that matter.

“For today’s lesson, I would like each of you to transfigure into whichever creature Echo chooses. Those who achieve all three will be exempt from this week’s homework.”

That gets everyone moving.

Zander approaches the desk and pets Echo on the head. “Echo, change. Change.”

He looks up at Zander, rolls onto his back, grabs his feet and shifts into a raven. It’s like Echo knows my preferred form. If Shades can mimic any creature’s behavior, I wonder if I take Echo out for a fly together. That would be nice.

Despite that I’m already familiar with the spell, I unroll the parchment and murmur the incantation. With a puff of black smoke, I transform into a raven and hop onto the surface of my desk. All but three students are successful. Professor Stonehart gets the losers to stand at the back of the room while Zander strokes a hand down Echo’s wing.

“Good boy. Change again.”

He tosses a small treat which Echo snatches with his beak. This time, he transforms into a beautiful black wolf with glowing sapphire eyes.

I can’t help but laugh. Now I know he’s definitely copying what I like to shift into. Ravens and black wolves are my thing. And so easy to do.

I hop off the table and repeat the spell in my head. My legs grow into paws and fur covers my body as I turn into my usual black wolf. Two students, including Trolen, struggle to do so and are sent to the back. Now it’s just me, Willow, Malcolm, and a few others I don’t really know.

“Well done, students. This is the last one. I wonder who will win?” Professor Stonehart stands by the desk, her arms folded over her granite chest, and watches us.

Zander hops onto the desk and throws Echo a treat. “Okay, last one, little guy. Change.”

Jumping up to catch the treat in his mouth, Echo shrinks into a lizard on the floor with tiny wings made of shimmering green scales. I know what he’s about to do and I let out a quiet chuckle. He tried this once before in Zander’s apartment and we nearly had heart attacks.

Before Echo can transform into a fully grown dragon and destroy the whole classroom, Zander sweeps him into his arms. “Oh, you naughty little bugger you!” He laughs and rubs Echo on the head, who sniggers at him in a strangely human-like way.

Echo then transforms into his original form and hangs over Zander’s forearm, his large eyes landing on me.

“Ahh, it seems our powerful friend has grown distracted.” Stonehart turns to me and the others. “Congratulations on winning. Everyone else, I expect your homework on my desk by Friday morning.”

A chorus of embittered groans circulates around the room.

I smile at Echo and pick up my bag. Time for my next class. Oddly, I haven’t seen Professor Mune around the academy whenever I’ve been here. He’s usually found in his classroom or in the Lower Half of the castle, surrounded by all the enchanted flowers and trees. I think he prefers the moon over the sun. Guess it’s in his name, really.

“I have a bone to pick with you later,” I tell Zander as I pass by him on my way to the door.

A grin toys with Zander’s lips as he watches me leave. “Look forward to it, my lady.”

Pitch is waiting for me in the courtyard.

“Have you seen Professor Mune lately?” I ask, crossing the courtyard with him.

“As far as I know, he’s on sick leave,” Pitch answers, falling into step with me.

We use one of the secret passageways Ronan the Traitor showed us that leads to the library.

“Sick leave?” I repeat, climbing the stairs after Pitch.

He throws a glance over his shoulder. “Or so the rumours say. Gage seems to think he’s working at Shadowborn Prison now.”

I stop in my tracks. “You mean, where Izy’s being kept?”

“The very one.” He pauses and looks down at me. “And if I had to choose which to believe, I’d go with that. While you were gone last night, I ran into Gage coming in through the gates. He looked pissed. Zander was there, too, and of course, Zander being Zander, still demanded an explanation. Gage wouldn’t say where he was with me being there.”

“Why not?”

Pitch shrugs. “Guess they don’t trust me. They went out of earshot, but I could still hear them talking, and Gage mentioned Professor Mune working part-time at the prison. Some kind of rehab program.”

“Do you think he’s trying to help Izora get out? I know she was super fond of him.”

Fond is putting it mildly. Izora has the biggest crush on him.

My stomach clenches as I visualise her incarcerated with all those convicts. There must be something I can do to help her.

“I think so, yes,” Pitch says, climbing the steps again and I follow him.

“So if Mune is off sick, who’s teaching History of Magics?”

“Who do you think?”

“Don’t say it. Don’t do this to me.”

“Ivywood, of course.”

“And I bet she plans on merely gushing over Daddy Dearest.” I let out an exaggerated groan. “Oh, just bloody wonderful.”

Pitch chuckles as we step out of the tower. As I sit down in the library where my friends and I would usually occupy, I can’t help but wonder if perhaps I can visit Izora in prison. Or, more accurately, break her the hell out of there. I need to free her, and I need to find Sage.
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Standing on the edge of the castle steps, I watch the night sky with a normal amount of anxiety over meeting the Queen of the Dark Fae. The woman who is well-known for being trigger happy when it comes to killing anyone who stands in her way. Her court is known for being the exact opposite of the light court, which already sets the bar high in terms of being fucked up. I’m admittedly worried about what’s soon to greet me.

“You look pale,” Pitch comments from my right as my father stands on the other side of me. A line of guards waits in front of us at the bottom of the steps, their silver armor reflecting off the dimming sunlight.

“It is not too late to change your mind,” my father softly reminds me.

I don’t answer either of them as I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “I have to know who my mother is, but it does not mean I am not nervous about it.”

“You are utterly pathetic as a princess, has anyone told you that yet?” Eva dryly says as she walks down the steps and stops at our father’s side.

I nearly laugh when I run my eyes over her pure white, lace dress that spills onto the ground. It looks like a wedding gown and is ridiculous on her. Maybe that’s just me. I’m still in my academy clothes and Gage’s dark grey hoodie I stole when I went to see him earlier today. I’m pretty sure the guys are catching on to me stealing their clothes. Maybe.

But for some reason, I find the comfort I so desperately need when I wear something they have worn. Their scents keep me calm.

Urgh, I sound like such a lovestruck girl.

This is exactly why I’m never admitting to taking their clothes.

Nope. Not ever.

I look out at the crowds of light fae. To my surprise, more than a few normal magics or possibly shadowborn are mixed into the crowd. They constantly cheer my name and it’s odd for me. Okay, more than odd. I’ve always been disliked by everyone except Pitch and Sage until Shadowborn Academy, and even then I wasn’t loved by so many. I’m not sure how to cope with this. Should I awkwardly wave?

I glance at Eva—the only one I can look up to right now—and she simply stands as still as a statue, holding herself tall like the perfect princess. Someone in the distant crowd behind her catches my attention and I freeze, my body turning numb as I look down at Ronan. He has a black cloak on and I can only see his eyes and hair but I’m sure that it’s him. I blink in disbelief, but then he’s gone. I search the crowd for him but there’s no one in a black cloak within my sight.

Gods, my nerves are making me see things.

Ronan couldn’t get into the light fae kingdom and he’s likely hiding with the humans. I know both my parents have placed a massive reward on his head due to stabbing me. I still don’t understand why he did it. I can’t remember what he said to me. I just remember the pain and him holding the dagger.

Pitch’s hand touches mine, like a spark, it wakes me up just as a massive, black shadow of a cloud appears in the middle of the courtyard. Dark magic flickers and seeps out as pitch-black horses, two in a row, fly out of the cloud. There are eight of them with massive wings that look too big for their bodies, all connected by leather straps. Behind the horses is a carriage made of pure tinted black glass. It looks like a sphere but the edges are sharper and at the bottom of it are glass wheels that reflect the light.

“Always so overdramatic,” my father tuts under his breath and Pitch chuckles before hiding it with a cough.

The carriage drags to a halt in front of the guards and the glass door swings open. The inside has violet crushed-velvet seating and walls, but it’s empty other than a few decorative pillows. “Velvet. How typical of Narah.”

The horses neigh and huff, stomping their large feet so hard on the white stone it’s a wonder they don’t crack it.

“We should go,” Pitch says, waving a hand forward.

Before I can take a step, my father rests his hand on my shoulder and I turn to him. He looks like he wants to tell me something but he soon changes his mind.

“Enjoy your time at the Dark Fae Court, Corvina, and stay safe.” He bows his head and steps back.

“Yes, enjoy your time while we look for your little friend,” Eva spits out in a superficially sweet voice, causing me to grit my teeth. “Sage, right? Like the herb? What a peculiar name.”

“Eva, enough,” our father hisses in a whisper and Eva clamps her jaw shut.

Sliding Eva a sharp glare, I lift my chin and walk down the steps. The cheering of the crowd grows louder as the guards step aside and Pitch follows me through them to the carriage. I climb in and Pitch follows, sitting next to me in the beautiful carriage.

My hands dig into the velvet seats as the door slams shut behind us and the horses soar into the sky. Even though I have wings, I’m still scared as my stomach drops and the carriage rattles in the air. The glass in front of us is crystal clear so I can do nothing but watch as the horses ride into the cloud of darkness.

The depth of the inky blackness is endless, darker than I ever thought was possible and there isn’t a single sound, just deafening silence. I look to Pitch, who I expected to be looking outside the carriage, but he’s watching me instead and whatever he’s seeing reflects back in his eyes like amazement.

“Can we talk later?” I softly ask. “I miss our connection. I miss you.”

“I miss you just as much. Maybe even more.” He takes my hand in his. “And yes. We can talk whenever you want.”

“I’m still mad,” I warn him, not wanting him to think I’ve forgiven him entirely just yet.

I do, however, think I’m beginning to accept what happened when we were kids. Why it happened. How he must have felt about me to get me to that well.

I remember being jealous of Mindy, a shadowborn girl that came to the foster home when I was twelve. She was super pretty with blonde hair and big blue eyes but that wasn’t why I wanted to be her. No, that had to do with the fact she had two aunts who were shadowborn and they came to see her every day for weeks before they adopted her. I was jealous because she had a family who came for her and if I had my way, I would have found a way to make her leave quicker. Her very existence was a constant reminder that I had lost my own family and nobody was ever coming to get me.

Upon reflection, my resentment towards her wasn’t much different from Pitch’s towards me the day he led me to the wishing well. I threatened his world, and as a kid, that can make you do crazy things.

He smiles, making him look ridiculously more handsome. “I know.”

“Can I ask you something now?” I keep my voice low as the carriage rattles more in the darkness, wondering how long we are going to be in here. Pitch nods and I end up blurting out more than I wanted to.. “Why did you never let us go further than a kiss? Why did we end up connected as we did? Does that happen a lot in this world?”

He thinks for a moment, chewing on the inside of his mouth. “That was more than one question,” he murmurs, “but a lot of them can be answered rather simply. We are true mates and true mates are rare in the fae world. Most never find theirs, no matter how hard they look.”

“What makes True Mates different from ordinary mates?”

“We’re two halves of one soul.”

My breath hitches. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. The only way our souls could have connected and kept us alive was if we were true mates. Our souls can keep each other alive when the worst happens.” He lifts my chin with his finger. I hardly even noticed I was looking down, too lost in my own thoughts.

search his eyes, which always seem to darken whenever he looks at me. But, even in the darkness, I don’t want to look away.

Pitch makes the darkness feel like home. “I never let us go further than a kiss because it would make the bond between our souls so much more intense. I wanted you to make that choice willingly when you knew who you truly were. I never wanted to start our future on a lie.”

“Promise me no more lies, Pitch?” I breathe, cupping his face with my cheek.

“I promise.”

He says the word just as blue light blasts into the carriage. I blink a few times at the blinding light, dropping my hands to my lap as I finally see the dark fae court. I lean forward in awe at the city that looks like the night sky. Dozens of tall buildings in star shapes gather around the edges of the city, and deep forests surround the buildings, their luscious foliage gleaming in the pale moonlight.

In the centre of the city, lies a castle with jagged towers stretching into the clouds. All the towers make a pentagon shape, a blue light casts down from the moon, reflects off everything from the buildings to the plants, and trees. The Dark Fae Court isn’t dark at all, it really is full of light.

The horses lead us down to the castle in the middle and instead of landing outside in the many courtyards I spot, they fly into the towers before coming to a halt. The glass door swings open and warm air blows against me as I see the balcony we are in front of. There is a gap for us to step out and two large wolves wait on either side of the pathway.

“That is Hati and Skoll,” he gruffly tells me, eying the wolves with distrust.

My eyes widen. “The wolves from the Book of Zorya? The wolves who were said to chase the moon and the sun across the sky to make the gods happy?”

“Yes, those exact wolves. They serve your mother now and whoever sits on the dark throne,” he replies, stepping out of the carriage and holding a hand out for me.

I take his hand, trying not to look down as I step onto the balcony and meet the eyes of one of the wolves. They are bright silver, like the moon itself. Until the wolf moves, I feel locked in his gaze.

Pitch keeps my hand in his as we follow the wolves down a long corridor made of the same glass as the carriage but the floor looks like pure silver. Low, light blue lights, which look like wisps, float in a line down the ceiling.

“This place can feel daunting, but don’t be afraid,” Pitch tells me, but he would feel like that. He grew up here for a good part of his life. To me, this place looks like a base castle for every evil castle, in every movie, I’ve ever watched. Knowing that dark doesn’t mean evil, as much as light doesn’t mean good, I’m not judging yet.

“The light court was more inviting,” I whisper, not wanting anyone to hear me. One of the wolves, gods, I’m going to have to learn who is who, looks back at me and snarls.

“Well, you will be back there for the start of the tryouts this week.” Pitch doesn’t sound all that happy about it.

“Why would I?” I ask, frowning.

“If you didn’t blank out most of your lessons at the academy, you would have heard that Fae Tryouts this year are held in the light and fae kingdoms,” he softly explains as we get to double glass doors which have tiny stars pressed into the many layers of deep glass. The wolves push their noses against the door before sitting back as the doors slowly open inward.

My father was right. My mother has a thing for a dramatic entrance.

I guess I now know where I got that from.

As the doors open, soft black butterflies flutter past the doors in a wave, swirling within each other and disappearing out of view as we step into the dark fae court. It is one huge oval-shaped room with open glass walls, letting moonlight beam down like we are in the middle of a jewel. The bottom floor has a wall of mirrors that completely surrounds us, making the room seem much bigger. Birds of all different colours, and fireflies spin around to silent music, disappearing in and out of the many trees and bushes dotted around the room. The bushes are a mixture of colours, all lit up like the moon is making them come alive. The trees are like nothing I’ve seen before. Instead of leaves, crystals in the shapes of leaves hang off the dark wooden branches.

The light kingdom smells sweet, but the dark kingdom somehow smells comforting. I find myself relaxing even as I take in the bad parts of this room. The ones I’ve tried to ignore. Creatures—no, dark fae women—dance around the trees, there must be at least ten of them. That’s not the frightening part. Their heads are on fire, a smoldering sapphire flame that completely covers their faces and necks. I try not to look at them as I take in the most powerful force in the room.

My mother.

She sits on a star-shaped throne with not a hint of emotion on her face. The edges of the Throne of Luna curl upward and hold a moon above her head that glows cobalt blue. The light shines on my mother’s ebony hair, flawlessly straight and falling over one shoulder. Five wolves cast in gold make up her crown, each of them pouncing to hold the black jewel in the middle. Her eyes are vibrant blue that matches the light blue dress that skims over her body underneath a thin black cloak that clips at her shoulders, leaving her arms bare. Snakes of gold wrap around her wrists and slither down to form rings on her middle fingers. Deadly stiletto heels adorn her feet Overall, I see nothing similar about us.

The dark fae queen is terrifying, powerful and in complete and utter control.

I’m a mixture of darkness, light, and shadows, and I’m never in control.

“Welcome to my court, Princess Corvina,” Narah says, her voice strong and somehow very feminine at the same time. Its familiar tone hurts something in me. I might remember her voice from when I was a baby. Wow, is that possible? I try not to show any emotion as Pitch kneels down on one knee and bows at his queen.

Narah finally looks at him and the pressure leaves my chest. “My precious prince is home.”

Now that stings. I bite my tongue to stop myself from saying anything rude. I need this woman’s help to find Sage. That’s what I’m telling myself anyway. I don’t see us having a mother and daughter relationship any time soon.

She turns her steely eyes back to me and I keep eye contact with her. I don’t read any emotion in her cold, calculating eyes. She parts her cherry-red lips.

“Bow,” she commands but the order hangs in the air for several moments. I don’t look away from her silver eyes. I feel Pitch looking up at me, begging me to bow, but I won’t.

I can’t.

“No,” I respond, crossing my arms.

The room feels like it’s crackling with magic as Narah stands off her throne. She walks down the four steps leading up to her throne and laughs. It’s a simple, sweet sound that doesn’t fit the woman standing before me. If anything, it puts me on edge far more than I was a second ago.

“I am impressed.” She walks closer and I feel like I’m being hunted by a wild predator, but instead, it’s my biological mother. “No daughter of mine should bow to anyone.”

“Then you understan—” I end my sentence with a scream as Narah lifts her hand, wrapping dark magic around me. The magic slams me onto my knees before holding me in place.

Pitch is sent flying by a whoosh of magic from Narah’s other hand, let go before I can even react with my own attack.

I grit my teeth as I look up at my insane mother.

“I understand your strength, but not your disrespect. In my court, there will be none of that for me.” She holds a hand out to me as she stops talking. “Now rise, my daughter. We will have fae tea and discuss whatever you like.”

I glance over at Pitch who’s standing now, he nods once, telling me to go. With a deep breath, I swallow down my anger and take my mother’s hand.

By Selena help me, I’m about to have tea with a crazy queen.
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“Do drink your tea. It takes a fae ten years to brew such power inside those bags,” Narah demands as she sits in a high-backed chair on the other side of a tiny glass table.

Honestly, I’m not sure if the tea is poisoned, or what makes it ‘fae tea’ in the first place. It looks like normal tea although a bit too milky for my taste. I glance over the dark fae kingdom which I can see perfectly from this private balcony at the front of the castle. Wanting to change the subject to anything else, I look at the pink flowers and yellow vines wrapped around the black banister. They’re extremely pretty and I know Sage would love them. She would love this entire place for that matter.

A memory flashes into my mind as I stare at the flowers which are the same colour as Sage’s hair and it reminds me of the day before she dyed it pink.

 

“Okay, if you could see any court of the fae, which one would it be?” I ask Sage as I sit on a branch of a tree at the back of someone’s garden. We checked when we flew here and the human owners aren’t home, thankfully. We had to get out of the foster home for Sage’s tenth birthday and I knew she wanted to go swimming. So when I found this place, it was perfect even though Sage was chicken shit about sneaking in the pool.

Sage swims around the swimming pool and floats on her back as she looks my way.

Seems someone loves her birthday present after all.

“The dark court. I’ve quizzed every warden and keeper about it.” Sage sighs almost dreamily. “It sounds so magical and perfect. But if I’m honest with you, Vina, I would love to see all of the fae courts. Even the dragons which you forgot!”

“Hey!” I pout, picking off a dead leaf and throwing it at her. She giggles and dives under the water before turning into an odd-looking purple fish. I laugh as she swims around blowing bubbles, thinking to myself that I actually don’t want to see the courts or the fae. That world has always seemed too much for me.

And it always will.

 

“What has your soul crying?” Narah’s smooth voice snaps me back into the moment.

I place my hand on my wet cheek, rubbing the evidence away before I steel my gaze on her.”Do you actually care?” I question, lowering my hands to cup the tea. “You let me go as a baby. You gave me to humans you didn’t even know.”

“Your father gave you to humans,” she sneers. It’s the first time I see any real emotion from her. “But since you brought this up, are you aware of what actually happened at your birth?”

I give a hesitant half-shrug. “Other than the fact my father gave me to humans. I assumed you were on board with the whole plan.”

“You assumed wrong,” she snaps, and it takes me by surprise. She looks away from me to the city. “When I was sleeping one night, protected by my royal guard of women I had chosen and trained to protect my unborn child, King Ulric broke into my chamber and convinced my royal guard to help hold me down after drugging me. He then had you cut from my womb, stole you and left a human baby in your place.”

My hand falls to my mouth. “Oh, my Selena.”

“Selena had no part in this story.” Her eyes turn on me as a single, frozen tear drops down her ashen cheek. “I only saw you in a haze, for no longer than a second, but I loved you. I carried you in my womb and loved you.”

I gulp, my hands shaking as my heart beats so loud every other noise disappears.

“What about Pitch? You adopted him?”

“He was weak and tiny, and I instantly despised him. He. Was. Not. You. In my grief, I poured dark magic into his soul expecting him to die, knowing it would be better for him, but he just didn’t. Pitch became a dark fae and I cried as I picked him up and apologised for the first time in my life.”

My heart breaks for her, but it also breaks for Pitch. He went through as much as me as a baby, if not more. “I spent many years making up for my moment of anger and grief by claiming Pitch as my heir and ensuring the people of my kingdom adored him and knew not that he was once human. I named him Pitch, like the night he came to me. There were no stars in the sky that night. I believe Selena hid them away so the world knew how there was no light in the actions of that day.”

Tears glaze my lashes. “He loves you and sees you as his mother,” I say, knowing it’s true. She lifts her head, nodding once and it’s clear she won’t talk about this subject anymore. I also now know why she started a war and killed thousands of people in her anger. I wonder what she did to make it up to them. The war, all of this, is both their faults. But it is more my father’s for his betrayal. I can’t believe I started to think he was the good guy in all of this.

“Please say you killed the women in your guard who let my father in,” I ask, disgust clogging my throat. I lift the tea and take a deep drink, and in the name of Selena, it tastes like drinking pure and utter joy. I drink it all in a blink and look up to find Narah smiling at me.

She laughs as she waves a hand in dismissal. “Killing was too much of a mercy. I merely turned them all into courtlin creatures. They aren’t alone as many women come to my court and ask to stay. This is the price.”

I frown for a moment before I remember the women with burning heads and my eyes widen.

“Other than you, no beautiful woman is allowed in my court while I rule unless they choose to be a courtlin creature. Women use beauty as a weapon, and I will not have it used in my court again, other than by me,” she remarks rather proudly.

Well, I thought she wasn’t insane for a second. Seems like she’s completely bonkers.

“Now tell me your troubles. You are my heir and I wish to help you.”

“Really?” I softly ask. “With no price?”

“I have a feeling you’d accept any price I offer,” she says with a cruel smile. “But in this case, no price will be taken.”

I watch her eyes for a moment before nodding. “My best friend, a girl I see as a sister, has gone missing. She is a shadowborn and her name is Sage Millhouse.”

“Is she dead?” Narah asks with no cruelty in her tone, just curiosity.

“No, we are close and have a bond. I would know if she were dead. I still feel her in my soul but I can’t find her. Sage would never leave me.”

“Guards!” Narah shouts, still watching me. Three guards instantly run over, coming to a halt near our table. “One of you will go and get us more tea. The other two, go and prepare the royal army to search every inch of this forest for a shadowborn girl named Sage Milhouse. I will have a photo prepared to be magically copied for every guard. The reward for her safe return shall be very high.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” they say in unison before they bow and rush off.

“Thank you,” I whisper and she nods only once.

“In return, you will tell me of your life. Everything, from the start.”

For the next few hours, I tell my mother everything.

I tell her about my life and how I almost wish she had been part of it.
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“It’s just a waterfall.”

“It’s not just a waterfall, Your Precious Highness.” Willow scoffs and walks up to the portrait hanging on the auditorium stage. “It’s a portal to Helios. This is how we get to the Fae Tryouts.”

“Well done stating the obvious, Miss Greene.” Professor Gale takes a long drink from his flask and shoos her away. He closes his eyes and sighs as whatever he’s drowning his sorrows with burns down his throat. His clothes are crumpled and the poor guy looks like he hasn’t slept in weeks. I know he’s worried sick about Sage and spends his nights looking for her. We’re all worried. His blood-shot eyes land on me. “Corvina and Jonah, you’ll use this portal to transport between realms. Have you decided on which two members will be joining your team now that...” His throat works and he looks away for a moment, down at his flask. “Now that Sage and Ronan are no longer part of the team.”

“Until Sage comes back, Pitch and Zander will be representing the academy with us,” I tell him.

“Yeah!” Zander lifts his hand to high five Pitch, but the gesture isn’t reciprocated.

Professor Gale nods and takes another drink. “Then make your way through the portal. Word of advice, though?” He tucks the flask into his crumpled shirt. “Don’t embarrass us by fucking up.”

I pull on my backpack and step through the painting. A luscious forest greets me on the other side. It’s like a reversed version of King Ulric’s mirror portal. Except, the trees here are narrower in Helios and not so crowded. The sun filters through the treetops unobstructed, shooting dusty rays around me, and the shadows aren’t quite so abundant. Strange how I find myself missing them as I look up at the blinding sun.

“Where do we go now?” Zander asks, appearing at my side.

Pitch steps forward and points west. “There are voices coming from a clearing about fifty yards away. I suggest we make haste in that direction.”

To my surprise, I can hear the voices too. I can also smell so many different scents of the forest than I could before. Every species of tree, plant, animal infiltrates my nostrils whether I want them to or not. It’s strange, but I’m not totally hating it since I know they’ll come in use, especially when it comes to winning the Tryouts.

We make our way to the clearing. Sure enough, a crowd has gathered around a dais with two high-backed chairs. Ivywood is sitting in one of them. The other is a sour-faced male with long white hair that floats ever so softly behind him. He stands and addresses everyone, his white robes lifting on the breeze.

“Welcome to the next round of the Tryouts. For those who don’t know me, I’m Sir Leonidas, the headmaster of Helios Academy. With us today we have the new headmistresses of Shadowborn Academy. Any words of advice, Lady Ivywood?”

She stands and smiles at us in her fake simpering way. Of course she has to talk. “May you have a blessed time competing in the king’s forest.”

A few students snigger at the back of the crowd. Their cloaks are jet-black and carry the Fountain of Mene crest. They’re obviously from Zorya Academy. The white cloaks are clearly students from Helios, which means the last group, the ones wearing emerald cloaks, are from Draconia. They’re the only group full of males and they tower at least a foot over everyone, including Zander and Pitch. Gods, they look like they could crush my skull between their thighs. Note to self—don’t piss the dragons off.

“Now, it’s time to go over the rules,” Leonidas resumes, walking to the edge of the dais. “Under no circumstances are you allowed to use magic or violence against teammates or the opposition. Your object of this round is to obtain a sceptre that was stolen from King Ulric.” He waves and a scroll appears in everyone’s hands. “This is your only clue.”

I hurriedly unroll mine and read the words.
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What the...

“What the fuck does that mean?” Jonah grumbles, taking the words straight out of my mouth.

“Work as a team to find out,” Leonidas explains, steeping his fingers. “The winning team and runner up will be put through to the grand final next year. You have until dusk. Good luck and do not die.”

I place the scroll in my bag and turn to the guys. “Okay, let’s do this!”

Jonah scrunches his face at me. “Do you even know where to start?”

“Not a clue.”

I walk past him and pat Zander on the shoulder, but he seems distracted, his gaze focused on the Draconians.

“Do you know them?” I whisper, following his gaze. They each have reptilian eyes of different colours and the tallest Draconian is staring right at Zander while his teammates whisper around him. Clearly, none of them are a fan of Zander.

“Nah, I don’t know them,” Zander answers, peeling his gaze from the Draconian. “But I know of that one. His name is Drusus. He’s the oldest of the Draconian princes and he’s bad news. Watch out for him, okay?”

“Okay.” I take Zander’s hand and lead him away from the crowd. Pitch and Jonah stay a few feet behind, discussing the task at hand. “I don’t suppose you know what the first clue means?”

He shrugs. “It sounds like some yin and yang bullshit.”

“You mean balance?” I chew the inside of my mouth. “So where in Helios do dark, light, and power exist together?”

“Shadowborn Academy?” Jonah proposes, scrunching his clue up and stuffing it in his pocket.

Zander laughs and shakes his head. “That’s in Zorya, genius.”

“I don’t see you coming up with ideas.”

“Enough bickering,” Pitch growls, his gold eyes flashing gold again. But then a smug grin dances over his lips and I know he’s already figured it out. I watch him walk over to the nearest tree and stab his knife into the trunk. A little sap trickles down the blade. “What’s the one thing in the Enchanted Forest that runs through every kingdom?” When nobody answers, he points to the sap. “Water! And where there’s water, there’s power, both light, and dark.”

“Oh my gosh, that’s it!” I run over and briefly hug him, then I turn to face the other guys. “The sceptre must be at the faerie pools. It’s the only place in Helios where dark magic can be found.”

Zander folds his arms. “That’s a helluva trek, my lady.”

“Then let’s get walking.”

I head into the trees, hearing Zander muttering to Pitch.

“I like this new Corvina. She’s dominant and it’s sexy.”

“Watch it,” Pitch warns, bringing a smile to my lips as Jonah lets out a laugh.
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We stand at the top of the gorge, gazing at what will be a painful death should either of us try to climb down. The faerie pools are located just on the other side, so close and yet so far. I don’t remember the last time I was here with my guys, but I know there wasn’t a gorge involved. Probably because we approached the Pools from the other side. Figures.

“Well, we tried,” Zander says, slinging his leather coat over his shoulder and turning on his heel.

Pitch blocks his path and turns him back around. “Think you can do it, Vina?”

I roll my neck and grin at him. “Thought you’d never ask.”

Lifting my hands, I summon dark magic into my palms. Five interlocked circles swell into the air, one to represent each element, and I combine them all until they turn into an emerald disk that I flatten over the soil. The roots claw out from the earth and weave together to form a bridge over the gorge. If only I knew this spell when the trees attacked Sage and I at the start of our first term. In fact, I specifically learned to manipulate the elements from Izora because of that experience. I guess Pitch and I could fly over but I have more of a chance of flying into a rock and we still can’t carry Zander and Jonah over.

Zander gives a long, drawn-out whistle. “That was pretty awesome.”

“I’m not just a pretty face,” I tell him, stepping onto the bridge, relieved when it doesn’t collapse under me.

We cross over and reach the faerie pools only a minute or so later. Unfortunately, there’s already another team there. Draconians. And one of them has shifted into a water dragon.

Though the water dragon is pretty amazing to see, the dragons look like many human drawings or paintings I’ve seen with large wings, scales covering their bodies and long necks. They are more elegant than I thought they would be, and their scales look like jewels rather than skin.

“What’s he fighting?”

I shake my head at Jonah. “I...have no idea.”

“It’s a grindylow,” Pitch explains, crossing his arms. “They’re not just ordinary grindylows either. For every one you beat, two more appear.”

“What’s their deal then?” Jonah scowls at Pitch. Water surges up from the Pools and waterfall-claws latch around a Draconian, dragging him down into the depths. “We Hydra these fuckers and grab the sceptre?”

“First we need to find the sceptre.” I search the grindylows. They all look to be the same size, completely made of water and at least ten feet tall. They’re dancing around the Draconians like they’re simply playing a game. You’d think water dragons would have this task in the bag. Poor lizards are getting their butts whooped. It works in our favour though since it keeps the monsters busy. “Look up there, by the waterfall.”

Sticking out from the waterfall is the sceptre, its ruby jewels gleaming in the sunlight.

“I can shadowlocate Vina and Jonah to the top.” Zander turns to Pitch. “We’ll cover them from here.

“Use the other competitors as a distraction,” Jonah says. “That’s what we did with the giants. Worked a charm.”

Pitch nods, gathering a ball of ice into his palm while shadows wrap around me. They lift me and Jonah to the top of the waterfall where we get a great vantage point of the chaos below. The Draconians have all shifted into enormous dragons. They take down the grindylows with impressive combat skills, but just like Pitch said, two reappear every time one dies. The water demons seem to be enjoying their resurrection. They dance around the stepping stones where a trio of Light Fae try but fail miserably to reach the other side.

Jonah’s right. Using the competitors as a distraction is the best, although the sneakiest, way to win here. While the grindylows die and resurface in pairs, Pitch and Zander join in on the fight. I watch them throw enormous ice balls and one of the demons is frozen in mid-air, its face contorted in terror. I giggle into my hand. Okay, time to get serious and grab the sceptre.

I slip my bracelet off and tuck it into my pocket. I’m not entirely confident about my flying skills as a fae, but surely it can’t be so different from flying in my raven form? Jonah watches me stand and jump off the waterfall. I feel his magic whoosh past my ear and explode one of the grindylows that spotted me.

Grinning, I concentrate on my target and fly towards the sceptre. I reach ou but it falls into the pool when I touch it. At that exact moment, a fireball just misses my head, knocking me off balance from the surprise. I fall down and plunge into the water, watching as more fire penetrates the surface.

The fire shoots past me like bullets, the heat from them is incinerating. I swim up to the top, avoiding the fire as much as possible. Breathing in lungfuls of the cool air, I can’t believe what chaos I’m seeing around me. Jonah is holding the sceptre but he doesn’t look at all that triumphant. Instead, he’s gazing skyward, where a water dragon and fire dragon are tearing through the clouds, attacking each other.

The water dragon is a deep cerulean blue, like the other Draconians, but the one breathing fire is pure gold. The grindylows have vanished and everyone’s gathered to watch the fight. I swim over to Jonah and crawl out from the pool. Pitch arrives just seconds later, looking only slightly out of breath.

“Where’s… where’s Zander?” I ask between pants, searching for him.

And then it hits me.

The gold dragon is Zander.
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I glare at Jonah and Pitch. “What. Happened?”

“We won,” Jonah answers, shrugging. “When you fell, the grindylows were distracted so I grabbed the sceptre, then Zander and the Draconian prince started laying into each other.”

“Drusus started the fight,” Pitch adds in, glaring at the other Draconians watching close by. They look just as confused as I feel. “He questioned your intelligence.”

So my Draconian prince thinks I’m a complete idiot? Great.

The roars coming from the dragons shake the trees around us. Zander isn’t as big as Drusus but he’s putting up one hell of a fight. I always knew he was part dragon. I wonder if he knew that, too, or if this is his first time shifting.

“We’ve got to stop them,” Pitch says, shielding his gaze from the sun with his hand. “Zander’s losing control of his fire. He’s no match for Drusus but his fire will cause great destruction to the forest. It’s why they are so rare. The Draconians wiped most of them out to protect their land.”

My pulse thrashes in my ears as I watch the dragons fight. He’s right that Zander is clearly on the losing end of this battle. It makes me think this is indeed his first time shifting. His fireballs are shooting out in all manner of directions, setting fire to the vegetation, and just missing us. I notice that none of the other fae are still hanging around. Wise decision. Now, what the hell am I supposed to do to calm Zander down?

My wings are lifting me off the ground before I know it. Pitch flies to my side.

“Vina, you can’t get between two dragons fighting!”

“Watch me.”

I know I should listen to him but I can’t just stand by and watch Drusus tear into Zander. Only a little clumsily, I fly up to meet the battling dragons. Water and fire crash together in violent waves. The impact of their collision makes flying a million times harder.

I shout Zander’s name from the top of my lungs. Drusus flies into the clouds as Zander rears his head at me. He’s so beautiful in his dragon form. His eyes are still green but the rest of him is gold. Fire builds in his chest.

“It’s me, Zander—it’s Corvina!”

Pitch appears beside me, his hand on my arm, ready to shadowlocate us to safety.

“Just calm down for me, okay?” I try, but the fire in Zander’s chest darkens into molten lava. Pitch pulls me to the side just as the fireball soars over my head. Shock hits me like a crushing weight. Zander just tried to kill me.

A dragon roaring causes me to look back just as the fireball hits Drusus’ left wing.

The relief is instantaneous as I realise Zander wasn’t aiming for me. He was aiming for Drusus. And he hit him! That means he’s gaining control.

I lift my hands, summing the roots from the trees down below.

“Stand back from my mate,” I warn Drusus.

The Dragon Prince just roars at me, his wounded wing healing instantly. He’s clearly not going to back down unless I make him.

“Drusus, back off,” I warn one last time, the roots wrapping around my hands. I hold on to them like a whip. Drusus watches them with his serpentine eyes. When he lurches forward, I wrap the roots around him like a net and drag him down. My magic radiates off me in powerful waves. A blue light shines in the corner of my eye. Pitch shoots Drusus down from the clouds like he just shot a bird from the sky. Drusus lands on the earth, injured but alive, and I have a feeling this won’t go down well with rulers of Draconia.

Zander starts to change back and I catch him as he falls. With Pitch helping me fly back down, we join Jonah and the sceptre, all three of us trying to catch our breaths.

“Do me a favour, Zander?”

He’s weak in my arms, his clothes shredded. “Anything, my lady.”

“Don’t do that ever again.”

He grins, nodding. “Forgive me.”

I press a kiss to his forehead, my lips spreading into a smile. “Forgiven.”

Jonah holds up the sceptre. “Okay, but is anyone going to acknowledge that we won this round, or…?”

Pitch takes the sceptre from him and passes it to me. “I think Vina earned this one.”

I take the prize, hoping to Selena that the next challenge won’t involve any dragons fighting each other. When I touch it, a vision flashes before my eyes, knocking me off my feet:

 

Water trickles around my feet as I stand on a rock, watching Sage, Ronan, and Eva but they aren’t alone. I don’t recognise where we are. Everything’s so blurry but the ten men that step out of a burning light terrify me. Their eyes stay locked on mine and I can’t look away as they stare into my soul.

“You will die as the world burns, Corvina Charles. You cannot stop the destruction we are promised.”

 

The vision morphs into another one, this time of a room with waterfall walls. A throne made of pure sapphire glass sits in the middle and the man wearing a jagged crown smirks at me.

Professor Greyhorn.

No.

He’s dead.

“Hello, Corvina. It seems you cannot kill a god after all.”

 

 

The images fade as I gasp for air. The guys are all watching me with worried looks on their faces. I’m lying down on my back, my hand buried in the dirt. The sounds of the waterfall crashing into the pool carries to my ears.

“What happened?” I ask, my voice hoarse. “How long was I passed out for?”

“About nineteen minutes,” Pitch answers, peering down at me with a frown and checking my temperature. “You’re burning up.”

“I had a weird vision,” I tell them, pushing onto my knees. “Sage was on some kind of beach with Eva and Ronan. Men appeared from a magical light and then Greyhorn was sitting on a throne in a room full of waterfalls.”

“Breathe, Vina, breathe.” Zander helps me onto my feet. He’s still a little green around the gills. “What do you think the visions could mean?”

“I don’t know,” I answer shakily, looking down at the sceptre abandoned at my feet. One of the jewels has cracked open. “But something tells me it isn’t good.”
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“Three cheers for this year’s finalists!”

Professor David Gale lifts his drink and everyone erupts into cheer. I sip my glass of wine and turn to the guys. All but one is here. My pulse spikes as I search the Devil’s Drop for Pitch but he doesn’t seem to be at the party anymore. Ever since our souls were untethered, I can no longer sense his presence, so I can’t even tell if he’s close by or gone back to the academy. Or worse, the queen.

I turn to the guys, asking them, “Where’s Pitch?”

“He’s not far, don’t worry,” Zander reassures me, placing a hand on the small of my back. He steps over the magical line and steers me towards the gorge. It’s still off bounds for obvious safety reasons, but instead of merely being an endless void of darkness, Pitch is using magic to light the entire pit up with lanterns. They move together to form the shape of a crown and a sceptre interlocking. It’s beautiful. I wave at him when he glances at me and he shoots a grin. Music pulses around us and for the first time since winning, I feel relaxed.

“This is way better than Ivywood’s so-called party,” Jonah says, nodding to the alcohol spread out on two huge tables. “Why the hell did she invite the Draconians?”

“Because we’ll be competing with them next year in the final.” Zander shadowlocates over to the table and pours a round of drinks in a series of blurs. It’s mostly just vodka with a splash of coke. “Ivywood’s party was pathetic. Now, this...this is a party.”

He’s not far off the mark. Ivywood’s ‘party’ involved embarrassing me in front of the entire academy while she made a gushing speech about my father. She also made sure to remind everyone that light fae will always win against the dark fae. Yeah, right. I think she forgets that I’m half dark fae, and it boiled my blood. I couldn’t wait to sneak out the first chance I got. I just never expected my guys to blindfold me and take me to this amazing party.

After drinking far too many shots, I drag my three guys onto the dance floor whether they want to bust some moves or not. I tilt my head back, letting my hair cascade down, and Zander’s hands fall to my waist as he moves us to the beat of the music.

Despite the fact Jonah isn’t much of a dancer, he stays with us, dancing and taking sips of his beer.

Pitch stands behind me and I look up at him, a grin spreading over my red lips. There’s a genuine joy on his face that makes my heart soar. Joy and an intense lust that knocks the air from my lungs. He leans down and presses a kiss to my forehead. I close my eyes, and when I open them again, he’s gone.

No. He’s not getting away from me tonight.

Tonight is the night things change between me and my shadow.

Maybe it’s the alcohol speaking, or making I’m simply tired of him always being there, yet just out of reach. He said he wanted to wait until he was ‘real’ before taking things further between us. Pitch is as real as the moon in the night sky and I’m not letting him run away again.

I take Jonah’s beer and drink the rest while weaving my way through the people. I might not be able to feel Pitch’s presence anymore, but I can still smell his burning leaves scent with my fae senses. I’m about to remove my bracelet and let my wings free when I spot him walking towards the entrance. I sneak up behind him, take his hand, and pull him away into the trees.

Our lips collide the second we enter the shadows of the forest and he lifts me up, wrapping my legs around his waist. My back thuds against a tree as he holds me up, his tongue sparring with mine.

There’s an almost fiendish hunger about his movements and it sends a thrill through me. His hands find purchase on my thighs, pulling me harder against him, and I thread my fingers through his wavy black hair, snagging his bottom lip with my teeth. He groans against my mouth and I slide my hand down his chest. As expected, he grabs my wrist. Now it’s my turn to groan but out of frustration.

“Pitch...” I breathe his name, pressing my forehead against his. “Don’t you want me anymore?”

He runs a hand up my body, sliding his fingers between my breasts. “I want you with every ounce of my being, Corvina.”

“Then why are you still holding back?”

“Things are different now. We’re True Mates and our bond isn’t like the ones ordinary magics share...” he pauses, his fingers tweaking my nipples through my silk dress, his gaze burning with desire. “It binds us for life and cannot be untethered. No magic on all the realms can undo such a powerful bond.”

I tighten my legs around his waist, waiting for him to continue. I don’t know a thing about how faes mate, let alone True Mates. This makes having drunken sex with my sexy Dark Fae Prince harder than I thought. But I’m patient, and good things come to those who wait.

“When I saved our lives that night,” he continues, tweaking my nipples harder and I bite my lower lip, “I hated myself for taking that right away from you. I vowed to never do anything like that again until you were ready. Are you?”

“Yes,” I gasp out. “With Selena as my witness, I want you with every god damn ounce of my being. I can’t wait any longer!”

He chuckles and sets me on the ground, taking my hand in his. “Then come with me.”

Excited, I let him guide me through the forest. He takes my other hand and the shadows engulf us. This is the first he’s ever shadowlocated in front of me. When I open my eyes again, I’m standing in the middle of a beautiful meadow soaked in the moonlight. My eyes are immediately drawn to the huge wisteria tree, its tassels lifting softly on the breeze. It’s not just a normal tree, either. The lilac leaves are glowing and fluttering like butterflies. So utterly breathtaking, almost like it’s been frozen here in time, completely untouched by the rest of the forest.

“What is this place?” I ask in a whisper. “It’s not mentioned in the Book of Zorya. I would’ve remembered something this beautiful.”

Pitch pulls a handful of tassels to the side, his eyes pressed on me. My breath catches in my throat when I see the most stunning creation I have ever come across. And that’s saying something now that I’ve seen both the Dark and Light Fae kingdoms. No, this is entirely different, it’s intimate.

Two steps lead up to an altar with intricate markings carved into the stone that shimmers like stars. The branches of the tree twist and wrap around the altar almost like a bird’s nest. Petals cover the branches and forest floor. Candles dangle from the briars and surround the altar in a circle. As soon as I step foot on the petals, the candles light up and their amber glow bathes the altar in soft halos.

“This is a place only for the fae,” Pitch tells me in a quiet voice. “It’s called a mating altar.”

His tone dips and takes on a sexy edge when he utters the last two words. My insides clench in anticipation. Mating altar? I can get down with that.

“What happens on this...altar?” I ask instead, using tremendous effort not to pounce on the fae.

“They say upon this altar, when two souls are True Mates, the gods of old will bless their union. It’s they who tether their souls indefinitely.”

“So we’ll be just like before, only stronger?” I slide my fingers over the branches holding up the stone atlar. The wood feels like the finest silk. So beautiful.

Pitch’s warm breath fans the back of my neck as he moves behind me. “Yes. Is this what you want? It’s on your terms. If you say no, we can go back to the party. We don’t have to do this if you’re not ready.”

I turn to face him and the seriousness clouding his features unsettles me. He looks more torn than anything. I cup his face and stand on my tiptoes, bringing our noses only centimeters apart.

“I love you, Alastair Pitch, just like I’ve loved you since the day we met. Of course I want you. I’ve never stopped wanting or loving you.”

He lifts my chin with his thumb and closes the distance between our lips. My bracelet vibrates on my wrist as I melt into his strong arms. I unbutton his shirt with shaky fingers and he shrugs it to the ground. I decide to leave my dress on and climb the steps to the altar, too excited to undress, but his hand falls onto my arm.

“I want to see every inch of your beautiful body.”

A blush stains my cheeks as I reach for my strap. I yank the first one down, followed by the second, then I slowly pull the dress off and let it puddle around my ankles before stepping out of it. Next, I take off my panties and heels and kick them onto the floor. All the while, Pitch’s eyes never leave mine, his pupils blown with lust. His tongue pokes out and licks the seam of his lips as his gaze travels over my body. I can hear his heart racing and I wish I knew what he was thinking at this moment. It’s not like he hasn’t seen me naked before, and yet, there’s something different about the way he’s looking at me. It’s almost...feral. It sends a shiver through my body.

“Lay down on the altar facing the sky,” he orders in a low, sensual whisper.

I climb the steps and spread myself over the smooth surface. The stars are just visible through the canopy of leaves. They look so close in the sky that I could reach out and touch them. I hear Pitch removing the rest of his clothes, and I take the opportunity to roll on my side and remove my bracelet. I let out a sigh once I pull it off, the vibrations instantly going away. The little jewel embedded in the silver glows when I set it on the side of the altar. When I look up, Pitch is standing on the altar, looking down at me. My heart skips a beat and my breathing quickens. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen my shadow naked, and by Selena, I am not disappointed. I’d wait another eighteen years for such a view.

The ribbons of moonlight cutting through the leaves catch every crevice of his body. He’s all strength and barely contained muscle. He kneels in front of me, his muscles flexing, and it’s such a beautiful display of masculinity.

My skin feels like it’s on fire when he gently touches my ankles and slides his palms up my legs. I widen them and place my hands on the altar behind me, barely able to look away from his impressive cock. I’ve dreamt of this for years and I’m almost terrified of it happening because then the first moment is over.

“There’s pain in your eyes,” Pitch regards, sliding his palms underneath me. “What’s wrong?”

I hate that tears are collecting on my lashes. “I just don’t want this moment to end,” I tell him honestly, blinking them away while he tugs me a little closer.

“Well, I’m not going anywhere.” A wicked grin plays over his lips. “I’m claiming you, Corvina Charles, Princess of the Dark and Light Fae. How I have waited for this moment—for us.” He moves his palm between my legs and the gasp that escapes me when he slides his fingers over my slit is a little embarrassing. He gives a low chuckle and teases my lower lips, his eyes rooted on my face. “How I have wanted to worship you like the goddess you are.”

His breath tickles me as he leaves a trail of kisses on my inner thighs. He nudges my legs wider with his elbows and I dip my head back, my hair touching the altar, basking in the glory of his lips assaulting my clit. He circles and flicks his tongue with seamless dexterity as he eases his fingers inside. I lift one hand and thread my fingers into his hair, looking up at the stars twinkling above us. His mouth abandons my pussy to anoint kisses all over my stomach, my chest, and my throat. One hand continues to tease me below while his other glides over my body. It’s like he’s mapping every inch of me to commit each freckle, crevice, and valley to his memory.

The candles around us flicker and strands of gold begin seeping out from the flame. When Pitch thrusts into me, the strands turn into streams that filter towards the altar like ribbons of gold. It’s like they’re dancing around us and weaving together. I lay back and hold onto Pitch’s shoulders, watching as the magic pours onto the altar and snakes around our entwined bodies. Our moans grow breathless in each other’s ears as Pitch thrusts harder, faster, and whispers in an ancient language I’ve never heard before, yet understand completely.

“Your sun will never diminish and your stars will never fade, for I bind thy soul to yours, now let our union be made.”

His words completely undo me and I let go, coming onto his cock while orgasm after orgasm reduces me into a shuddering mess upon the stone altar. I open my eyes as I feel him come, and the pure pleasure on his face is something I will never forget.

The magic shines like a beacon before dissolving into our bodies, and I know then, that the gods of old have given us their blessing. We’re entwined as True Mates for the remainder of our lives and nothing in all the realms will keep us apart. Not even the king or queen.
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“So the shadow calls a meeting,” Jonah all but grumbles as he grabs a chair and spins it around, sitting on it backwards. Out of all the assholes in the shadowborn world, I’m sure my mate’s relationship with Jonah is here to test me. “What could Vina’s little secret want?”

“Don’t be a dick,” Zander says, sticking up for me, which I do not need either.

He leans against the window in his apartment, his eyes watching me with clear amusement. He knows I’m inches away from wrapping Jonah in shadows and dropping him off the nearest cliff.

Gage is the last one to turn up to my impromptu meeting.e doesn’t say much as he shuts the door behind him. After he sits down on a chair next to Jonah, they all look to me.

“First off, I want to explain that I am Corvina’s true mate and I will not ever be leaving her side,” I say, the tension in the room visibly picking up. If I wasn’t sure these idiots were in love with my mate, I am now. “But I have no intention of stopping your own relationships with her.”

“You couldn’t if you tried,” Zander darkly warns. “She’d make sure of it.” There goes the nice, jesting boy act he usually has on.

I simply smirk at him. I could and would if Vina asked it of me.

“Is that why you are here, Pitch?” Gage asks. “To gloat?”

Clearing my throat, I cross my arms. “No, I need your help.” Jonah looks the most surprised, but he doesn’t say anything, waiting for me to explain. “Tomorrow is the Night of the Moon, as you all well know. This is the favourite celebration for most fae, a night where our world feels closer to the gods. For the first time in history, there will be a secret masked ball in the dark court and King Ulric will be attending, as well as the Draconian and many others. Make no mistake, they are here to see Corvina and test her strength.”

Jonah shuffles nervously in his seat. “Does Corvina know of this ball?”

“I believe Narah is informing her tonight over dinner. That is why I called us together,” I say, knowing Corvina won’t be happy about me going behind her back, however, her safety will always be more important. “I have four invites to the ball and you each need to drink a fae potion so no one can recognise you.”

“Except for those that love you. They will always see through the potion when they are close,” Zander reminds me.

I nod, eyeing Zander closely. “None of your families will be there, nor will any wardens. It will mainly be fae who attend.”

“Do you believe Vina is in danger?” Jonah asks with a hint of anger in his voice. “She shouldn’t go if there is even a chance she could get hurt.”

“There is always and forever a chance Corvina will be hurt from now on. She is the heir of both thrones. She has enemies who would love to see her die so she couldn’t take either of them, let alone the personal enemies she has,” I warn them all. Everyone around Corvina needs to realise who she is now, even herself. Corvina will never be safe in this world because her name alone holds too much power. Not to mention the two thrones she will inherit and is yet to choose where she will rule. There has to be one royal in each fae kingdom and I don’t believe one ruler for both is a good idea. The light fae will never respect a half-dark fae queen and the same might be said for the dark fae about a half-light fae queen.

Corvina’s future is dangerous and I must be her shield against it. I’ve just realised I might not have to be alone. Vina might not have admitted to me she loves these fools, but I sense her feelings. I see how they look at her, too. At the start, I may or may not have come up with a few hundred ways to kill each of the men in this room, but that would hurt Vina.

And I won’t ever do that to her again.

“Like that bastard Ronan,” Zander growls and I nod, feeling his anger as my own. When I find that son of a bitch, death will be a kindness compared to my plan for him. He will suffer for what he did.

The gods will pity him.

“And princess Eva. She should not be trusted. I have been keeping an eye on her,” I warn them. “Something about her isn’t right but, I haven’t found out why yet.”

“What about her birth parents?” Gage asks, leaning back in his seat and running a hand through his hair. “Can they be trusted to keep her safe? They did give her away.”

“I would trust Narah, but Ulric? No. He has a million secrets that could crush himself and I don’t want Vina under that rock when it falls.”

They each nod, looking at each other.

“We will protect her then,” Jonah states, standing up off the chair and walking to me. He slips a dagger out of his pocket and in a blink of an eye cuts a line across his hand. He hands me the dagger and I accept it. “The best way for each of us to trust each other is a blood oath. We swear to protect Corvina with our lives and until our deaths.”

“The gods will punish you greatly if you back out of this oath,” I warn each of them as I cut my own hand. My blood, soul, and heart are already heavily in debt to Corvina so this oath will be an extension of my promise to myself.

And to her.

Gage takes the dagger from me and cuts a line across his palm, which we all replicate. With each of our hands bleeding, we align our palms together, and I close my eyes, summoning dark magic. The shadows snake out of my arm and surround our joined hands like snakes, swirling around as our oath is created.

“In the name of Selena, we swear to protect Corvina Charles with our lives and until our last breath on this earth. May the gods strike us down. May Selena bless this oath.”

We each hiss as a burst of bright white light pours down from the windows, shining right on to our hands and it burns from the touch. We all fall apart like a blast, the room seeming too small as I crawl to my feet and look at my hand. Where the line I cut was is now a row of ravens, flying across my palm.

“The gods are watching after all,” Gage comments when none of us speak.

I look up to the moon and smile.

For once, I feel like the gods are on our side.
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My bedroom at the dark fae castle is designed for a child no older than eight, and a weird child at that. Everything from the purple birds plastered over the walls, the freaky gothic dollhouse that takes up half the room and the single bed with floral sheets...I hate being in here.

There’s a weird presence to the room, something I can’t quite put my finger on or shake off. It’s like stepping into what should have been my life but was taken from me before I was born.

The only plus side is that the bed is comfy, but I’m eager to escape this room as soon as possible. Today is the perfect time to do just that. It’s the Night Of The Moon, a fae celebration for the gods that made our world. They literally celebrate the moon and Selena by eating lots of good food and dancing.

We used to celebrate all the fae holidays in the foster home, the fae who felt sorry for us would send gifts. Sage and I used to count down to those days.By Selena, she would love to be attending this ball with me tonight. It’s an event that has never happened in fae history before.

The light fae king, the draconian royals and all high fae are attending a ball in the dark fae court. It’s been made clear they are coming because of me. No pressure, huh?

I wish Sage was here. She would know what to do. My door is knocked twice, kicking me out of my head. I call whoever it is in, as I sit on the edge of my bed. Two fae men, both impossibly handsome and shirtless come into the room, each draping a dress over their forearm. They hook the gowns by the door before bowing at me and leaving the room, shutting the door behind them.

I walk over to inspect the dresses. They can only be from my mother and father. And they both look exactly like their souls. One dress is black, smothered in lace with a massive skirt that is as puffy as the arm cover. The other is white and has even more lace, but falls simply while being just as conservative as the black dress. They’re both exactly the kind of dresses helicopter parents would choose for their child. Oddly, it’s some kind of good parenting but it’s a shame I’m not a good kid.

Moreover, choosing either of these dresses would be picking a side and I refuse to do that. I hardly know my parents, but what I do know, isn’t good for either of them. I was born right in the middle of a lot of secrets and I can’t be a tool for the royals.

I have to be myself.

I pick the dresses up and leave my room. I eye the five guards outside, wishing one of them was Pitch but knowing he’s getting ready himself.

“Who can show me where to find a dressmaker? Or someone to change these for me?”

“Master Gia makes all the royal gowns. He has a private room four doors down,” one of the guards with clear green eyes tells me. “Would you like me to direct you there, Your Highness?”

“Call me Corvina, and yes,” I say and he nods once, his eyes running over me.

Oh no, buddy. My plate is literally full. And everyone on my plate would eat him alive.

The guard thankfully turns and heads down the corridor, the other guards covering me at every angle as we move. We reach the fourth door down the long corridor and the guard knocks twice before stepping aside. A very pretty man with curly locks of red hair, expressive gold dragon eyes, and smooth ivory skin answers, instantly bowing. His eyes go to the dresses and a brief smile slides over his lips. He quickly tries to hide it.

“Why did you just smile?” I question, genuinely curious.

“My name is Gia, Your Highness, and I smiled because I was right. I knew you would hate the dresses.”

There’s a faint nervous quiver behind his words and I don’t blame him. He likely thinks I’m as crazy as my mother.

I laugh and hand them to him before stepping into his room. On every surface lies dresses in every colour, shape, and fabric, and countless shelves are filled with various bits and bobs. I have no idea how he finds anything in this place. Organised chaos, I believe Sage calls it.

“Did you come up with a backup plan?” I ask curiously, knowing this dragon fae is not silly. He wouldn’t have just made two outfits.

“I made seven dresses for you and I can magically change the dress to any colour,” he informs me. “I was sent here as a present from your uncle, the dragon King Cyrus, and my only job is to dress the royals in nothing but sheer perfection.”

Uncle? Gods, this family tree just gets bigger and bigger.

I slide my fingers over deep red silk hanging from a pole near the wall. “Can you change hair colour?”

“Your Highness, I can change anything you wish with but a drop of water,” he explains and I look back as he clicks his fingers. Water flies out of one of the many pots in the room and swims into his hair. It changes from red to purple in a heartbeat and I grin, crossing my arms. He smiles right back and the tension in his shoulders goes away.

“We have a lot of work to do, Gia.”

“It will be my honour, Princess Corvina. Let’s make you a dress a queen will be jealous of.”
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Taking a deep breath for courage, I hold my head high as I enter a small corridor full of mirrors on either side of the silver path. The blisteringly busy ball awaits me at the end of it. I can’t help but glance at myself in the mirror, wondering if Pitch or anyone back at the academy would be shocked to see how different I look. My blue hair is now silver, just for tonight, and falls in a straight wave down to the middle of my back. Threaded into my hair are tiny silver stars that are so soft you can’t even feel them.

The dress Gia made for me is exceptional and I applaud his talent. Starting as a choker around my neck, thin layers of blood-red fabric fall down to my forearms and disappear into a cloak at my back. The main part of the dress is a strapless corset and a long flowing skirt that sweeps around my ankles. Dotted around the deep red silk are stars like the ones in my hair and every single one of them catch the light. My makeup is dramatic and far more than I’ve ever worn, but Gia promised it would work.

And he was right.

I feel like more than just a queen. I feel like a goddess who’s about to teach every royal and dignitary at this ball a lesson.

There is just one little thing missing. I take off my bracelet and slip it into the pockets of the dress, and my wings instantly flicker out of my back. I’ve been practising control at every moment I could over the last two weeks and it’s much easier to have them out and not fly into a wall. This is also the first time I’ve seen my reflection with my wings out and I’m pleasantly surprised to see that my eyes have changed to silver.

Either way, I think it is important the fae see me as their own tonight.

I can’t hide in the shadows anymore...even if I so desperately want to.

My eyes fall on Pitch who waits for me at the end of the corridor. My heart soars upon seeing him and I smile so much my cheeks hurt. I didn’t come out of the shadows alone.

Pitch looks insanely handsome in his black tux with a glass bow tie. Every inch of the suit fits his body perfectly, but the thing that makes me almost stumble is the small silver crown sat in the middle of his soft black hair.

He’s the dark prince who saved me from the shadows.

And now he’s my mate.

He holds out a hand for me when I reach him,the look in his eye reminds me of the first time he was inside me. Pure, carnal desire. He bows as I take his hand and I bow my head in return, knowing we are being watched by everyone. Funnily enough, the second I felt Pitch near, even before I saw him, I stopped caring about all the fae.

“You look astonishing, Corvina.”

“Don’t get used to it. I want back in my academy uniform,” I warn him, curving the ledge of my crimson lips. “And my blue hair will be back.”

He laughs and I feel his body filling with warmth through our bond. We walk to the top of the stairs and pause as two fae fly to our sides. I don’t even acknowledge them as my eyes are locked on Pitch and his on me.

“You will be out of that dress very soon, Vina. That, I assure you.”

“I look forward to it, Prince Alastair,” I reply with a big smile, then I turn and look at the ball ahead of me.

In the name of Selena, beautiful doesn’t begin to describe this place.

The walls look like they are made of thousands, if not millions, of silver butterflies. The ceiling is covered in them, too, except these ones look alive as they flutter light across the hall like torches. Their light blasts down onto the four massive crystal chandeliers that hang above the glass floor, and ever so softly drop tiny sparkles of blue dust across the room that disappears before it touches anyone. The centre of the ballroom is full of fae, all of them dancing at different levels in the air. After seeing the nightclub, I’m guessing this is the normal way of dancing for fae.

An orchestra plays at the back of the room. There must be at least three hundred instruments playing delicately, so in tune with each other. The music haunts me like a song I’ve heard in a distant dream. My gaze is pulled towards the thrones sitting proudly at the left side of the room. With a huge space wedged between them, my father sits in his white Throne of Helios with four guards around him, and my mother in her black Throne of Luna with six guards and wolves surrounding her. As I look at them, my father waves another guard over and my mother sneers in his direction before she waves her hand for one more guard.

It’s so petty that I almost laugh.

But then everyone’s eyes turn to me and Pitch as one of the masked guards speaks.

“Introducing her royal highness, Corvina Charles, and his royal highness, Alastair Pitch.”

I gulp as I feel the weight of several hundred glares cutting me into pieces with their cold perusal.

Pitch tugs me forward to walk down the curved steps.

As I search the crowds of fae, I quickly realise everyone other than us, my parents, and a few others such as Eva who I spot on the dance floor, have masks covering their faces.

“Why don’t we have masks?”

“Royals never hide who they are,” Pitch gently tells me.

I guess that makes sense. Fae royals do seem like stuck-up arses who like to show off. They would never hide. It’s a little ironic that I have always wanted to hide, now more than ever. I swallow down my nerves and let Pitch steer us through the crowd. The fae part out of our way even as they dance around us and stare.

Only when I get closer do I realise that my mother and father aren’t the only ones with thrones. Just down from my mother sits a frail, slender man with a crown that looks like pure constantly moving water. His eyes, much like Zander’s, remind me of a snake, but they are crystal-blue instead of gold.

At his side sits a beautiful woman with long, pure white hair and golden skin. She wears a seriously stunning dress that wraps around her body like an ocean wave.

“Corvina, you did not wear my dress,” Queen Narah angrily regards while also looking mildly impressed. I glance at King Ulric who’s leaning forward as I stand in the middle of them, my permanent place it seems.

“You both sent stunning dresses that any princess would be proud to wear,” I start off, letting go of Pitch’s arm to stand on my own with my head raised high. “The light dress would represent you, Father, and the dark dress you, Mother. But I am not representing either of you today. My dress is blood red after the many, many fae and shadowborn who died in the childless war. A war created because of your actions over me. Today, I stand with the people I will some day rule. I stand here to show them this is the last red dress I will ever wear because I will never spill their children’s blood.”

The room drops into a deafening silence as both my father and mother stand from their thrones. I hold my head high as they climb off the dais towards me, refusing to back down on this one. I’m surprised when they both look to each other, right in front of me, and bow at each other.

“Our daughter is right. The past is the past, and regrettable. We both did cruel and terrible things.”

My father nods once at my mother. “Agreed. In the name of our daughter, we will never do such again. Would you honour me with a dance, Queen Narah of the Dark Fae Court?”

“It would be an honour,” my mother agrees, taking his proffered hand. They both smile at me as they glide past, and into, the dancers. The music swiftly resumes and I finally breathe the air I wasn’t even aware I was holding in.

“I never thought I’d see the day there was peace in these realms,” the dragon king states and waves a hand. “Come closer, Princess Corvina and Prince Alastair.”

Guess it’s time to meet the King of Draconia. If I’d known he was Queen Narah’s brother—-my uncle—I would’ve gone lighter on Prince Drusus.

<Do not mistake his frail appearance and smile for a kind man. His fighting skills are known throughout the fae and his dragon is brutal,> Pitch speaks in my mind as he looks down once at me. It feels so amazing to hear his voice through our bond again.

I take Pitch’s hand as we head over, stopping just before them. Pitch bows his head. I simply incline mine and my uncle’s lips twitch.

“Headstrong like my sister. It is a family trait we have never gotten out of us all,” the dragon king states. “I am pleased to meet you. My name is Cyrus as Alastair here knows well.”

“Nice to meet you. Is this lady your mate?” I ask, nodding at the silent woman at his side.

King Cyrus chuckles. “No. She is my queen, Valessia.”

Pitch tenses at my side. “Forgive us. Corvina is new to the fae world and is yet to read the history books to know our customs.”

Oh, great. I’ve said something wrong again.

Before any of us can say anything, a girl covered in mud and soaked in water runs up to the queen and king. Her swift movements cause her dress to flick mud all over them.

“What did you do?” The king’s tone seethes with frustration as he looks at the mud ruining their outfits. The queen doesn’t say a word even as the girl looks at her.

“I was bored and it wasn’t my fault there was a pond outside!” The girl stomps her foot and adjusts her blue crown tangled in her messy, dripping-wet hair. As if she just noticed we are here, she spins around and glares up at us both.

“Who are you?” she asks me in particular. Her hair is a glowing white, like pure silk covered in mud, and it’s been wrapped into an intricate bun. She has a pretty yellow dress on with tiny blue flowers covering it and I would guess she is no older than twelve or thirteen.

I remember that age. I was a bitch back then, too.

“Kai, meet your cousin, Princess Corvina. Corvina, this is my heir and daughter, Princess Kaida.” The Dragon King stands and places a hand on his daughter’s shoulder but she shrugs it off with a frown. “Do excuse us. We must change and find suitable entertainment for my daughter.”

“Not in a pond, I hope,” Pitch says and Kai just looks back, giving us a scrunched up glare with her very pretty green eyes and beautiful face. Oh, my. That girl is going to be trouble. I think we might become friends.

Finally, I like one of my family members.

Things could be looking up after all. Let’s hope she’s not crazy like my parents.

“Prince Alastair, may I steal your mate for a dance?”

I recognise Zander’s voice straight away. I turn around with a big smile, seeing Zander wear a gold mask across his eyes. The shiny material seems like fae magic to me as I get a weird sense from it, but everything else about Zander is just his normal handsome self. He has a grey tux on, perfectly crisp and sexy as anything. When the light hits it, the black material gleams like emerald scales.

“Of course,” Pitch agrees, bowing at me before stepping aside.

I take Zander’s hand and let him lead me into the sea of dancers. His hands wrap around my waist and I slide my arms up his neck. He frowns at me. For a long time, we seem to stare at each other as we dance around with the fae and I wonder why he doesn’t talk to me.

After a while, I start to get worried and have no choice but to break the tense silence myself.

“Are we playing a game where we don’t know each other?”

Zander’s frown disappears into a cheeky grin but he still doesn’t answer me. Still confused, I just chuckle and rest my head on his shoulder. He holds me even tighter, his palm warm against the small of my back.

“I’m so, so fucking glad you can see me, Vina,” Zander whispers by my ear.

His words don’t make sense but I suspect I won’t get an explanation any time soon. I’m not overly annoyed. Zander is an amazing dancer and I love being held by him. Just as the song ends, I see Jonah resting on a column with a drink in his hand and tight grey tux hugging his lean body. He has the same gold mask as Zander and I’m happy he’s here. I smile at him and his eyes widen as he stares back in shock. It only lasts a second because Zander takes my hand and leads me out of the dancers. What has got my guys so riled up?

We walk through the fae, who bow and try to start a conversation but Zander doesn’t even notice them. He’s like a man on a mission as he takes us to an empty balcony and throws open the doors with magic. The second we are outside, he presses me against a brick wall and kisses me, hard and passionately.

I gasp as Zander’s tongue fills my mouth and I feel every inch of his body pressing against mine. I sink my hands into his hair and he reaches between us, sliding a hand up my thigh under my dress. His lips trace my jaw as I moan, trying to keep quiet as his hand finds me bare. Now I know what had Zander riled up. He was desperate to get me alone.

“Naughty Vina,” he whispers, pressing a trail of kisses down my neck. He runs his finger down my slit before pushing a finger inside and rubbing my clit at the same time.

“Gods,” I moan as he sucks on my neck and kisses up my jaw. Embarrassingly, I’m coming around his finger in minutes. Zander swallows my moans with his lips as I come down from the high. He removes his hand, still pressing his body to mine against the wall.

“For the record, I’m in love with you and the next time we are alone, I will be inside you,” he vows, his eyes glowing as he stares down at me. I never told him I love him...but I do. I think I have for a very long time but, admitting it would be hella scary if he didn’t feel the same way. But, now, I finally know. The Shadow Warden loves me, too.

I smirk, running my hand down his chest and over the bulge under his trousers. He groans, closing his eyes.

“I love you too, Zander and next time we are alone, I’m claiming you.”

I slide away from Zander before he can reply, or feel my heart beating so hard in my chest that I’m terrified it’ll burst out and fly away. With flushed cheeks, I adjust my dress and head back into the hall.
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Every fae and shadowborn present can smell that Corvina has been up to no good. I watch her parents on the dance floor. When Corvina enters again, they cast her smile of approval. Of course they would. The fae are mad for sex because aside from war, it’s their favourite thing to do.

Many eyes follow the Light King and the Dark Queen dancing for the first time in history. To the untrained eye, one would almost think they are getting along amicably. Their body language tells me otherwise. Queen Narah’s fingers are digging into King Ulric’s shoulder, and his hand dents the fabric at her waist. Their smiles are superficial, barely reaching their eyes, and when they look at each other, there’s nothing but disdain and resentment.

The wise among us are able to detect this, but for the most part, everyone seems to think the three kingdoms have come together in harmony. Oh, it’s almost laughable, if it wasn’t downright terrifying.

I roll my shoulders and crack my neck, placing a hand on my nape. I’d pay good money to hear what telepathic conversation the king and queen are having right now. More than that, I’d pay a fortune to whisk Corvina out from this cesspit. I had my reserves when the shadowman, Pitch, claimed she was in danger, but now that I’m here... I believe it, and I need to protect her.

Queen Narah glances my way. I remove my hand and incline my head courteously. The song ends, she and the king share a feigned respectful bow, and then she’s walking over to me.

“My daughter tells me you are her therapist at the academy. Is that so?”

I bow again when she reaches my side. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

Her cold eyes narrow into slits. “And yet, I’m beginning to wonder if perhaps you are more to her than that.” Looking over at Corvina dancing with Pitch, she adds, “You look out for her.”

“With my life.”

“Good.” She turns to me. “I would like you to protect my daughter and report to me anything you discuss during your sessions. Can you do that for me?”

She poses the statement as a question, but I know she’s not asking but telling me to do this.

“With all due respect”—I flick my chin in Pitch’s direction—”but you already have your spy, Your Majesty.”

A cruel smirk plays over her lips. “Not anymore. He is going through a... troubled phase.” She waves her hand disapprovingly. “No, I need greater eyes and ears on my side, and I see invaluable potential in you, Mr Michaels.”

“Why?”

“Because of all my daughter’s lovers, she trusts you the most. She relates to you and I merely want to protect her when she is no longer under the protection of my kingdom.”

I shake my head, forgetting who I’m addressing for a moment. “Spying isn’t protecting and nor is betraying one’s trust.”

The smirk melts from her like a glacier plunging into the sea. She parts her lips but swiftly closes them, the muscles in her face writhing as she clenches her jaw.

I know I’ve made a bold move disobeying the Queen of the Dark Fae. But I will not yield to her perversions. The look on Corvina’s face had been unbearable to witness when she confronted me at the academy about my father. I will never hurt her again.

“My apologies, Your Majesty.” I hold my hands behind my back, more so because they are clenching into tight fists, and bow low. “I cannot break your daughter’s trust.”

“Admirable and yet such a pity.” Queen Narah clicks her tongue and then pivots on her heel, returning back to her ostentatious throne. My pulse spikes as I watch her go. Something tells me I’m going to regret this decision. At least Corvina will not be hurt in the process.

Corvina is more than just my student. She’s everything to me. I might not be a prince or a dragon, but I’ll bring this entire kingdom to its knees if they so much as touch a hair on her body. My power is strong, but by Selena, my wrath is stronger. Queen Narah and King Ulric would be wise not to underestimate shadowborns.

I weave my way through the dancers towards Corvina. Just as she turns to look at me, a sharp pain pierces my heart, and nothing but darkness catches me as I fall to the floor.
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It’s like the gods have pressed pause on the world. I watch Gage smile at me from across the room, so handsome in his light grey tux, and my heart jumps upon seeing him. But then a man in a black cloak steps in front of Gage, blocking my view of him. When he pulls away, a scream tears its way from my throat as Gage falls to the floor, his hand clenched around the dagger in his heart.

I run over to him, my wings lifting me across the ballroom, and crash down at his side, placing my hands over his chest. He looks so young and broken in my grasp. My hands are trembling as I check his wrist for a pulse, but after a few seconds, I still don’t feel anything.

No, no, no. Gage can’t be dead. He can’t just leave me like this.

My panic turns into grief and I start to scream, my power exploding out from the cage I always try to keep it in. The floor shakes and the glass walls of the ballroom smash into millions of pieces, but they hover in the air around the floor between all the fae that dare not move.

All but one of them.

Queen Narah brushes the glass from her face like it’s just snow and flies over to me, even as it cuts her skin. She lifts her hands and all the fae drop to their knees, covered in blood as red as my dress and blessed with so much magic. I’ve never felt this kind of magic before. It surges into me. Light, dark and shadow magic snake around my body, caressing me with comfort.

Promising me destruction in the name of revenge.

“Corvina, listen to me,” Narah demands in a whisper. “You can save him by drawing a small amount of blood from everyone in this room. Use the glass and make your bond if he means that much to you.”

I look down at Gage, tears stinging my eyes as I lean closer. I hope he doesn’t hate me for what I’m about to. But I can’t lose him. Gage is mine. I press my lips to his temple and let go of my power, willing it to do whatever it must to save his life. A wave of dizziness hits me as light and dark blasts from my eyes. I can feel the shadows wrapping around us, tethering our bodies, protecting us from anything that may come, while the glass falls and shatters around us.

Every inch of my body aches as I continue to use more of the magic, knowing I’m healing Gage as much as I’m creating a bond to him. I look down to see the dagger disappear into dust and the wound slowly heals itself. I collapse onto the floor next to him as I pull my power back into its cage. Eventually, I see the rest of the room is covered in bodies lying sprawled on the floor, and the only ones standing are my parents and Eva. I should be terrified of what I have just done...repulsed...but I’m just exhausted.

I close my eyes and let the darkness welcome me home.
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“When will she wake?” Pitch asks softly, and someone strokes my forehead, brushing away the strands sticking to my skin.

“Never in history has a fae saved the life of a shadowborn by draining nearly one thousand fae of their magic. This is unprecedented,” someone replies. I don’t recognize his voice.

“Get out then,” Pitch hisses and I soon hear a door open and slam shut.

“Is Gage okay?” I mumble, blinking my eyes open.

Everything hurts and I groan, looking around my room with narrowed eyes. We’re back in my room at the academy and Pitch is sitting beside me, holding my hand. He lifts it and kisses my knuckles, looking relieved. Someone gently touches my other hand and I turn to see Gage sitting beside me in my bed. His shirt is missing so I can see his bare chest. The delicate scar is still there but he looks okay. I breathe out a sigh of relief before sitting myself up and glancing at the door. Zander and Jonah are talking outside my room, but I can’t hear them. I can only see them through the gaps in the hinges.

“I’m weak but you saved me. Thank you, Vina,” Gage whispers, brushing my temple again.

“What happened?” I ask as Pitch hands me a glass of water and I drink some of it while he explains.

“You cut every fae in the room with a shard of glass and then drained them of their magic to save Gage. All temporary, of course, and Gage has quite the power boost now.”

My eyes widen. I just remember losing control but not exactly what happened when I did.

“Is everyone mad?” I put the glass down on my counter and yawn. I don’t feel as exhausted anymore. If anything, I feel like I, too, have a power boost.

Pitch shakes his head, a small smile on his lips. He leans down, brushing his lips across my cheek. “No, if anything, they all admire you. I will leave you both to sleep and rest.”

“Don’t go far,” I whisper to him and he bows his head.

“Never.”

We both watch him leave the room to talk to Zander and Jonah outside. I turn to Gage’s open arms. I snuggle into his chest and he kisses the top of my head.

“If ever I die again, don’t save me if it risks hurting yourself,” he warns me. “You could have died.”

“Why would you say that?” I demand and take a deep breath. “I can’t lose you and I would do the same again.”

“Vina, I never want to leave you.”

Relief washes through me.

“Then I won’t let you and you won’t let me l. We are in this together, Gage. Always together.”

My eyes drift shut as Gage holds me and I almost miss his reply.

“Together is our always.”
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I wake with a scream again. The sight of my best friend impaled on the Fountain of Mene is the worst of my nightmares so far. I know what my dreams are trying to tell me but I refuse to listen.

Sage is not dead.

Glancing at Gage sound asleep beside me, I kick my covers off and rush over to the window, throwing it open to take in deep gulps of the cool twilight air. This is the first night this week my parents haven’t forced me to stay at their palace and I’m thankful for the break. The fae are exhausting. Toss a whole list of royal duties into the equation, and yeah, I’m glad to be back at the academy. I just wish I could hang out with my best friend right now. We’d probably go for a fly, eat junk food and laugh so much we can’t breathe. Tears sting my eyes as I think about her. Sage, where are you? Give me a sign you’re all right.

I scan the grounds below where a dozen of Ivywood’s guards are patrolling. The fire from the sconces bounce off their silver armor, but that’s not all that catches my attention. Something brighter flashes in the corner of my eye...something red. I push onto my tiptoes and search the shadows. It’s coming from the trees surrounding the academy.

Jumping up on my windowsill, I shift into my raven and take to the skies. I could fly down as a fae but I don’t want the guards to catch me sneaking out past curfew.

Rook is close by, probably hunting for a late-night snack. He’s always hungry, that raven.

I swoop down into the trees and land on the ground in my human form with a barely audible sound. The forest floor is surprisingly soft against my bare feet.

“Trouble sleeping?”

I turn to see Jonah leaning against a tree. He tucks his ruby pendant under his shirt and smirks at me.

“If you wanted my attention, you could’ve just said so,” I tell him, walking over.

He eyes me closely, and I suddenly realise my tank top and striped hot pants aren’t the best things to wear in the forest. Luckily, my fae side protects me against the cold. Still, I wish I had brought some shoes with me.

“I saw you at your window. Figured we could hang out.”

“And by hangout you mean...” I glance down with a raised eyebrow. Even in the shadows, I can see his trousers tented with an erection. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not opposed to the idea.”

“I’d like nothing more than to pin you against this tree and take you, Corvina.”

He closes the distance between us and reaches out to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. It’s a surprisingly gentle gesture from him which makes my heart thump.

“Then why don’t you?” I whisper, glad of the distraction. Anything to erase my nightmares.

“Because your little pet, Echo, got out and Zander can’t get him down.” He nods to the trees behind us. “He told me not to tell you but I’m sick of trying to help him.”

My expression sobers. “Where is Echo?”

“Devil’s Drop. Take my hand.”

Curious, I place my hand in his, and he shadowlocates us away. When we arrive at the Devil’s Drop, I see why the guys have been struggling to get Echo ‘down’. He’s turned himself into a giant pink dragon and is lying on top of a pointed cliff at the other side of the gorge.

Each time Zander flies over and tries to catch him, enormous fireballs shoot out from Echo’s behind. Zander’s water dragon is no match for Echo’s fiery flatulence. Just looking at Zander trying to dodge the balls makes me burst into a fit of giggles.

“What’s so funny?”

“He’s...he’s a pink dragon...farting fireballs.” I hold onto my stomach, tears streaming down my cheeks. “Oh my gosh, I needed this laugh.”

“Uh-huh. Well, if it’s alright with you, I’d like to get back to my bed before class starts.” Jonah’s smiling at me despite his slightly bitter tone. “What are you gonna do?”

“Do what I always do, Mr Vincent.” I roll up my pretend sleeves and wink at him. “Save the day.”

“Pssht, yeah. I usually have to save your sorry ass.”

“Cover me.”

“From what?”

“From Echo’s flaming farts, of course!”

I take my bracelet off, let my wings out and fly over the gorge. This is definitely not how I thought I’d be spending the wee hours of my night, but I’m glad. I really needed a distraction and this one is just damn hilarious.

I join Zander hovering about fifty feet in the air. He stays in his dragon form which tells me he’s either too pissed off to shift back or exhausted.

“How long have you been out here trying to get Echo down?”

He growls at me, a surge of water building in his chest.

“That long, huh?” I look up at Echo, my cheeks sore from all the smiling. His pink wings lift him into the sky and he flies down from the cliff in three effortless swoops. He lands on the ground, shaking the earth around us, and then transforms into his usual adorable self. His familiar little bat-wings carry him over into my arms.

“Awwww! Our wittle baby just wanted his momma,” I say to Zander, pouting.

With a thunderous roar, Zander shifts back and storms over. “Echo, that was bad! Bad!”

“Quit shouting at him already.” I turn away, holding Echo protectively in my arms. “He likely has no idea what you’re angry about.”

“Vina, I’ve been out here for four. Goddamn. Hours. I’m tired, hungry, and pissed. Stop defending the rascal.”

I gently boop Echo on his little nose. He lets out an adorable screech that I try desperately hard not to giggle at.

“Okay, I’ll take the rascal tonight and give you a break. How’s that?”

“Fine. Thanks,” Zander grits out, though I can tell from his tone that he’s genuinely thankful. Echo is really beginning to test Zander’s patience lately. If he’s not sneaking out, he’s turning into pink dragons and farting fire at him. I wonder what’s wrong with Echo? It suddenly occurs to me that I need to study Shades more. I barely know anything about them.

Jonah laughs at us, crossing his arms over his chest. “You two legit have custody over a Shade.”

“Sshhh.”

Jonah glares at Zander. “Did you just fucking shush me, dude?”

“Yeah, now shhh. You hear that, Vina?”

“No, but I can smell it. It’s rancid.”

Almost like damp clothes gathering mold in a washing machine for several weeks kind of rancid. I search the darkness around us, wrinkling my nose at the stench. It’s growing stronger. At first, I don’t see anything but the occasional pixie lighting up the leaves, but then I catch it, just a flicker of pink darting between the trees.

It’s Sage.

That awful smell is coming from Sage!

I hand Echo over and shift into my wolf before the guys stop me. My paws pound the earth as I race after her. This is why Echo brought me here. He knew Sage was close by, or at least, whatever’s pretending to be Sage. I should be more concerned about the latter but I’m just so desperate to find her. I use my wolf senses, stronger than my fae, to track the scent. My insides recoil at how foul it is but the fact that it’s getting stronger gives me hope.

Images flash before my eyes. A statue bathed in moonlight, a white owl swooping over it, feathers fluttering from the sky. I would know that owl anywhere. It’s Ambrose and he’s trying to help me. The best part---I know exactly what statue he’s referring to.

I increase my speed and reach the Statue of Aeon not ten minutes later. To my utter dismay, I find the clearing empty apart from the statue. I shift back and walk over, touching the God of Life’s beautiful face. His gaze is turned to the ground, as it has always been, and I follow it. My heart freezes in my chest. Laying on top of the soil is the feather from Sage’s quill.

I lurch forward and grasp the feather into my hand. It smells putrid just like before, but it gives me the sign I’ve been looking for.

Sage is still alive and I will find her.

But first, I need to find out who, and what, the God of Life is.

Something tells me he holds the key to finding my best friend.
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“Corvina, may I have a moment?” King Ulric steps into the kitchen where I was teaching the fae how to make real tea like normal people. Every cup I’ve tasted so far in the fae kingdoms has been more sugar, honey, and leaves than actual tea. It’s no wonder I can’t sleep with all the sugar. The two fae, who were talking to me just moments before, drop everything and scurry out of the kitchen. The king watches them leave with his lips pressed tightly to his teeth. “What in the name of Selena are you doing in the kitchen talking to the staff?”

“Showing off my tea brewing skills,” I whisper, turning around with a fake smile. “What’s up?”

Ulric takes a deep breath, almost like I’m trying his patience. “I demand you spend some time with your sister. Eva may have her troubles, but so do you and she is your blood. If you just spent time together, you may find you are both more alike than you know.”

Knowing the king has just backed me into a corner I can’t escape, I all but roll my eyes. “Do I have a choice?”

“No.” A smile lights up his features. “She is waiting outside.”

“Wait. If I go and play nice, can I spend the night at the academy again?”

He laughs, clasping his hands behind his back. “Forever my daughter. Yes, you may. Now go play nice.”

Play nice with Eva? I’d rather watch paint dry. I grin and dump my tea in the sink, then I walk over to the door. I suspect I won’t find anything in common with my crazy sister, but I want to spend the night at the academy, so beggars can’t be choosers and all that.

Eva stands perfectly still outside the kitchen door, her arms crossed tightly and her lips pressed into a thin line. Her dress is pure white, covering every inch of her ivory skin from her neck down, even her hands are covered by silver gloves.

It doesn’t make sense to me why she is so dressed up. The light fae kingdom is forever warm, almost suffocatingly so, even as the seasons change. The dark fae court has the opposite issue, but I’ve always liked a chill in the air. At any rate, I don’t understand why Eva is covering up so much in the heat.

The four guards, two on each side, all look as awkward as this moment is. What do I say?

“Have you seen the royal library?” she asks, her posh and delicate voice always making me cringe inside for some reason.

I swallow it down and plaster on a smile. “No. Would you care to show me, dearest sister?”

“Of course.” Eva nods her head to the left. “This way.”

I join her side and walk down the endless corridors and stairs of the castle. Neither one of us say anything to each other, and to be honest, I prefer it that way. Eventually, what seems like an eternity later, we get to the library and the guards stay outside as we walk through the large wooden doors. The library is different than I expected. It’s filled with spiraling tunnels of glass with books stacked on shelves inside. All the tunnels make a star shape that hovers in the middle of the enormous room. On the floor there are intricate tiles and every one is like a painting of some kind.

“Are these paintings of gods?” I ask, my gaze scanning the floor, but I don’t recognise any of the paintings.

“Yes. As a child, I would spend hours playing in here and pretending the gods were my friends. Every tile is a fae depiction of what the gods and titans would have been like.”

“Titans?” I glance at her, frowning in confusion. “What are they?”

I haven’t heard of them before. Eva just smiles and waves her hand for me to follow her. We go to the back of the room where there are five tiles interconnected with each other. In them stands a small woman with long brown hair and to me, she looks human. The five men—no, titans—at her side tower over her with more muscles than should be allowed on one body. But it’s the power they give off that draws me to them like a moth to the flame. It shimmers around them and even though it is just a painting, I can feel the danger they represent.

The destruction.

“The titans made the gods and they are the only creatures who can kill them,” Eva explains with a deep longing in her voice.

“If they’re so powerful, where are they now?” I watch her face closely, and as I do so, blackness snakes up her pale skin all the way to her eyes. What the living fuck is that?

“The titans lost control! All the power, all the world at their feet became too much and there was a price. The price of magic is darkness. They started killing villages full of humans, shadowborn, and fae. They say one woman stopped their madness and lured them into a prison with her. Some say they will rise again with the gods as their slaves.”

“Eva...” I step back, my body filling with unease, but when she turns to me, the blackness is gone.

“Whatever is the matter, dearest sister?” she asks sweetly, her lips twitching into a scathing smile.

I search her for any signs of blackness, but there’s not a trace left behind. “Are you all right, Eva?”

“Shouldn’t you be more concerned if your friend is?” she cruelly asks before laughing and walking away.

I grit my teeth, closing my hands into fists at my side. “Eva!”

She stops, spinning around to face me. I raise my head high, knowing I can’t be the girl from the foster home anymore. That girl would end this with a fight and fuck the consequences. But so much has changed. Too much. I’m the future queen now. And Pitch was right. I may hate this stuck up, princess, cow-face, but I have to keep my thoughts to myself. I bow my head to her and smile.

“Thank you for your time and your council today. I really am looking forward to learning every secret my sister has to tell me.”

Eva bows her head with a sneer before turning around and storming out of the library.

Well, that was rude.

I chuckle to myself and make my way into the empty throne room. I don’t look back as I step through the mirror and into my home of the enchanted forest. I all but happily skip through the trees to the academy and only come to a halt when I see Zander outside the gates, pacing. He spots me at the same time and rushes over.

“I need a favour and it’s a big one,” he starts off, looking nervous.

He runs his hand through his hair and I raise an eyebrow at him. Zander doesn’t usually get this nervous over anything.

“Sure,” I answer, taking his hand. “What’s wrong?”

“My parents demanded I stop ignoring them and come home for a meal tonight, only…” He trails off, his eyes darkening. “Only they wished me to bring you.”

Oh, gods. Meeting his scary ass High Warden mum? I hope he’s kidding.

“Well, we can just ignore them—”

“Ivywood is arranging transport as we speak. My mum is friends with her,” Zander interrupts, looking sheepish and all kinds of nervous.

My grin drops and I nod, knowing I can’t leave Zander alone in this. I made it pretty public how much I like him at the ball, and the last time I checked, Shadow Wardens’ mates are chosen for them at birth. They aren’t allowed to date, let alone a shadowborn like me.

“I can get us out of this if you want,” Zander suggests, “But—”

“No, it’s cool. Give me some time to get ready,” I say and lift myself up on my tiptoes, kissing his cheek reassuringly before heading into the academy.

Days like this I need Sage or Izora, but I guess I need to get used to being alone.
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Mr and Mrs Sabhain are waiting for us when the carriage draws to a halt outside their mansion.

I take a surprisingly nervous inhale and step out onto the gravel driveway. The warm smile on their faces puts me momentarily at ease as I follow Zander towards them. It’s a beautiful day to have dinner in the garden. I just hope I don’t mess this up. I’ve never met anyone’s parents before let alone a lover’s. What am I supposed to do? Zander suggested kissing her cheek instead of shaking hands.

“Zee-Zee, my darling!” His mother envelops him in her arms and there’s genuine love on her face.

I take a mental note of the adorable nickname, and when Mrs Sabhain lets Zander go, I reach out my hand. Oh, for Selena’s sake, I’ve fucked up already. And I’ve been here all of two minutes!

“It’s a great honour to meet you, Your Highness,” Mrs Sabhain says, bowing low along with her husband. It makes me feel way more awkward than if she’d gone for a fist bump. “Zee-Zee, you forgot to mention how utterly beautiful the princess is!”

Zander’s cheeks stain pink, as do mine. He turns to shake his father’s hand, who claps him on the shoulder and ruffles his already messy hair. I can tell that Zander has a loving relationship with his parents. I had something like that once with my real parents. Now I just have two power-hungry royals wanting to split me in half. At any rate, it’s nice to see normal families doing normal things to each other.

“I have everything prepared. We shall dine in the garden.” Mrs Sabhain clasps her hands and looks at me. “It’s such a beautiful evening, isn’t it, Princess Corvina?”

I glance at the clear blue sky and smile, basking in its warm rays. “Extremely. It feels great to see the sun like this again.”

“Yes, I’ve heard how dark the academy can be.” Zander’s father holds out his hand and I tentatively shake it. His eyes are normal, unlike Zander’s, and for some reason, they surprise me. I guess I thought his dad would be Draconian. “Theodore Sabhain. Call me Theo. It’s a pleasure to finally meet the young princess who has captured our son’s heart.”

“Dad,” Zander groans, pulling me into the house. “We should eat.”

“Sure thing, Zee-Zee,” I whisper, he grins down at me, placing his hand on my waist.

He leads me through the mansion, all marble with grand ornate furnishings, and into the perfectly manicured garden. A long glass table sits under a rectangular parasol where four plates have been set out. Wine bottles and fresh fruit in silver bowls have been spread over the table. But there’s only one thing in particular that catches my eye, and that’s Echo.

“Echo!” I rush over to him and sweep him into my arms. He’s wearing a thin metal collar around his neck that I’ve never seen before, nor do I approve. I glance at Zander quizzically. “This collar is new.”

Before Zander can answer, his mother says, “The collar is just a precaution. It helps fledglings such as Echo maintain control of their magic while they’re still maturing. Once the Shade matures, he’ll no longer need the collar.”

“Our son insisted on bringing Echo to lunch,” Theodore chimes in, pulling out the chair for his wife, “and we were more than happy to meet him. We just didn’t want Echo turning into a flammable pink dragon in the parlor.”

Mrs Sabhain laughs quietly as she sits down and motions the chair across from her. “Zee-Zee says you found him in the forest, Your Highness?”

“Yes, and please, call me Corvina.” I place Echo on the chair next to me and sit down, keeping my back straight and elbows off the table. “When we found Echo, he was being tormented by a group of Junior Wardens. It was horrible.”

His mother’s pale blue eyes darken. “The wardens who were never again found? Yes, I had heard of that.”

“You’re a High Warden, aren’t you?” I ask softly.

“Both Theo and I are. We decided long ago to move from our jurisdiction into Helios.”

“We missed the sun,” Theodore adds, smiling warmly at me. The servers appear with trays of food and they gently place them down. “Please, eat and tell us all about yourself, Corvina.”

To my utter astonishment, I do exactly that while we have lunch. Every mouthful of the delicious food puts me more at ease, and the more relaxed I get, the more I open up to them. I tell them way more than I expected I would, including losing my adopted parents at a young age.

Mrs Sabhain is sympathetic, while Theodore looks a little surprised by that part. And of course, this brings us onto the topic of my real parents, the Queen of Zorya and the King of Helios. That’s when everything begins to make sense—why they’re letting me date their son. Of course. I’m freaking royalty. Their future queen.

“You’re an intelligent woman, Princess Corvina, and I know you understand that wardens have strict rules when it comes to dating. Shadowborns are...” his mother trails off, glancing fleetingly at her husband. “Well, put bluntly, wardens and shadowborns do not mix. It’s quite unheard of in our world.”

“But with you, things are different,” Theodore explains, and I watch Zander tense and look away awkwardly from the table. “Your courtship brings us great joy and honour, and we encourage it.”

Courtship? Courtship!

Talk about an awkward dinner conversation that’s just sent us right back to the 1950s.

No offense, Corvina, but you’re not good enough for our son. Oh, wait, you’re mummy and daddy are the rulers of our world? Well, there you fucking go then, that does change things and now you can bang our son.

I glare into my wine glass. I really need to stop drinking alcohol.

“Thank you for your blessing, Mr and Mrs Sabhain,” I say, forcing a smile.

Sweet Selena, it takes every scrap of willpower not to tell them how I really feel about their antiquated dating rules. Zander should have the right to love whoever his heart chooses, and that goes for all the other wardens out there.

As if sensing my anger, Zander stands from the table and puts his napkin down.

“Echo’s tired. We’re going to put him to bed.”

“By all means,” Theodore says, inclining his head, then turning to me. “Thank you for blessing us with your presence, Your Highness.”

“Don’t sweat it.”

I hurriedly pick Echo up and follow Zander into the house. When the door closes, we both let out a deep breath and burst into laughter.

“That got intense real quick,” Zander says, bumping my shoulder with this. “I thought you were gonna tell my parents to shove their courtship up their arse. In fact, I nearly did it for you.”

He wraps an arm around my shoulders and leads us to the grand butterfly staircase.

“I was considering it. But even though I don’t agree with their rules, I do understand them. Shadowborns are the dregs of magical society. The only reason you were at the academy was to contain us.”

“Contain sounds a bit harsh, my lady.”

“It’s true though, isn’t it? You’re all there to teach us, but also make sure we don’t get into any trouble.”

“You were trouble from the first moment I met you, Vina.”

I grin at him. “Yeah, I can’t argue with that. Where are we going?”

“To my room. It’s the only room my parents can’t get in.”

A giddy feeling rushes through me at the prospect. I’m excited to see Zander’s childhood bedroom. At the top of the staircase, there’s another one, and I bet sliding down its spiral banister would be so much fun. Aside from the palaces and the academy, I’ve never been in somewhere quite so beautiful and posh. The only time I ever really caught a glimpse of how the other half lived was when Sage and I played in their gardens and swam in their pools.

“Who in your family is Draconian?” I probe Zander as we enter the attic. His bedroom is spacious and tastefully decorated, more modern than the rest of the mansion. I set Echo down on the floor and take my heels off, sinking my toes into the plush white carpet. “There must be someone you inherited your dragon side from.”

Zander sweeps into his room and removes his blazer, draping it over the leather sofa beside his four-poster bed. “My mum was married before she met my old man. I don’t remember my biological dad since he was gone before my mum gave birth. I only know that he was King Cyrus’ High General. The Draconians still sing tales of him.”

“What happened to him?”

As I walk over and sit on the sofa, Zander faces the mural covering his feature wall. The water and fire dragons fighting each other are like some kind of kaleidoscopic illusion. They almost look like they could fly right off the mural and over our heads.

“Prison happened to him. The night he disappeared, my mum looked for him—for years, actually—in the hopes she could reunite our broken family, but his trace was gone. It was like he’d just...never existed. Not even the dragon king could recall his name.” He turns and sits on the sofa across from me, draping an ankle over his knee. “Anyway, about a year ago, he showed up again, jailed for murder. My mum never told me this. I found out through a Keeper I was training at the time.”

“Do you know your father’s name?” I ask, wondering if perhaps Gage, now that he works there, can give some insight.

“Zavier.”

I can tell by Zander’s tense shoulders and clenching jaw that this topic is making him extremely uncomfortable. Fortunately, Echo decides to fly over and land on Zander’s head, making us laugh.

“I was surprised when Jonah said he was helping you the other night. I thought you two hated each other.”

Zander reaches up and lifts Echo off his head. He sits him on his lap and rubs his belly with a look of utter adoration on his face. I’m glad Echo’s misbehaving didn’t do permanent damage to their relationship.

“My mum was the High Warden who mentored Jonah.”

I gawk at him. “Wait. You guys were friends before the academy?”

“Yeah. It’s why I hate his guts so much. He drives me bonkers.” He winks at me and I chuckle. “Nah, I love him really. He’s like a brother to me. My mum fostered Jonah and his sister when they were kids. Their real parents died in a village fire about ten years ago. My mum was their godmother and they were staying with us at the time.”

The air feels thick in my lungs. “What was the name of the village?”

“Rosebourne. We lived on an estate in the city and I’d only been to the village once for some kind of fair. It was right on the cusp of the forest if I remember right. It’s just ashes now. Jonah never talks about it.”

Oh, gods.

Oh, gods, oh gods, oh gods, oh gods.

Before reality kicks in, I quickly ask, “So why didn’t Greyhorn adopt them? He was their uncle, right?”

Zander just frowns at me. It’s almost like he can see that I’m hiding something—that I was the one who accidentally set the fire and killed Jonah’s parents.

“Oh yeah,” I say instead, pretending not to notice the confusion on his face. “Greyhorn was a total psychopath who abducted Jane and tried to drain her magic. Of course they’d rather live here.”

“And Greyhorn was also a vegetarian,” Zander grumbles, looking away from the tears in my eyes and down at Echo. “Jonah hates vegetarians, and I don’t really trust them either. Who in the name of Selena doesn’t like meat on their pizza? Munks?”

A laugh builds in my throat, repelling my guilt for a second. “I’ve always wanted to try being vegetarian but I love pepperoni pizza too much.”

With a smile, Zander waves his hand and two pizzas appear on the coffee table sandwiched between us. We sit in slightly awkward silence while the two of us eat the best pepperoni pizza I have ever tasted.

The longer the silence remains, however, the more my thoughts darken. I try to block them out...try to forget what happened...the memories come flooding back and all I can think about is Jonah and his sister. I had no idea they lived in the same village as me. Jonah Vincent... Vincent...

My stomach recoils. I knew a young boy who had that surname. Michael Vincent. He went into the forest with the faeries before I did and he never came back. He was my friend at school and he must’ve also been Jonah’s brother.

Tears burn my eyes as I think of the pain I caused. It was excruciating knowing no one survived the fire apart from me, but now I know that two did and how they have lost everything because of me... Gods, it’s unbearable.

Finally, Zander shoots up from the sofa and sits beside me. “Okay, something’s wrong. What is it?”

I shake my head and blink my tears away. “N-nothing. I was just thinking about Jonah and Jane and how awful it must’ve been to lose their parents. I’m glad they had you and your family.” My bottom lip quivers and I clench my eyes, the tears escaping from my lashes to roll down my cheeks. “Do you know anything about the God of Life?”

It’s the first thing that comes to my mind when I search for a distraction.

“A little,” Zander answers, draping his arm over my shoulders and hugging me. I lean into his embrace, savoring his warmth. “Why do you want to know, my lady?”

“I’m researching him,” I say, opening my eyes but still leaning against his shoulder. “I checked the school library, even the restricted section, but there was nothing.”

“It’s because Aeon’s a disgraced god. You won’t find any books about him in there.”

“Because he was evil?”

“No…” Zander pauses, gnawing the inside of his cheek. “Not quite evil like Eris. Aeon didn’t kill mortals during the Dark God’s uprising, but he was driven by revenge, and revenge can make people, even gods, do terrible things.”

I open my lips to ask another question and Zander chuckles. I’m relieved to hear the sound. I’d much rather he laugh at my incessant questioning than press why I was on the brink of crying just a moment ago.

“What did Aeon want to avenge?”

“Hold on.” Zander gently removes his arm and stands from the sofa. “I was a bit of a history nerd growing up and went through a major obsessed-with-the-gods phase.”

I watch him walk over to one of his many dark, wooden bookshelves. He sifts through the books, grabs a leatherbound one, and comes back over while flicking through the pages. He places it on my lap and points to a small passage titled THE RISE AND FALL OF AEON. Zander sits down beside me and I pore over the text, eager to learn about the God behind the Statue of Aeon:

 

After imprisoning the God of Life in Tartarus, Eris killed his human wife and trapped their young son in the mortal realm. Roman Emperor Nero, who sought eternal youth above everything, enslaved the boy in his quest for immortality. Nero killed the slave when his quest proved folly and by doing so, he lifted Eris spell, allowing Aeon to see his son one last time. Aeon watched from his doom in Tartarus what had become of his only child, abused, beaten, and killed, and his grief shook the realms. His fury burned his chains to ash and his tears flooded the seas of the human world. It was then when the Dark God appeared and asked the disgraced God of Light to avenge their fallen, and so became the age of the Fallen Gods.

 

“Fallen Gods?” I repeat, looking up at Zander.

He nods. “Yeah, in a different book, it says the Dark God betrayed Aeon by locking him back up in Tartarus once they were overthrown by Danica. Another text says he was protecting Aeon and that’s why his beast, Cerberus, guards him down in Tartarus.”

“Guards him against what?”

Zander runs a hand through his hair. “The ancient books are hard to translate, but the closest I ever got was ‘a light force enticed by a darkness that would wreak havoc upon the Zorya Sisters creation.’ So I can only assume it’s referring to the Enchanted Forest.”

“In all honesty, after what Eris did to Aeon and his family, I can’t really blame him for what he did. It says here that his son was just a child.” I stare down at the book, “

“I know.” Zander rubs my shoulder and presses a kiss to my forehead. “Every world has its good and bad people. We just need to focus more on the good...and kill the bad, especially when they’re titans.”

My heart jumps into my throat at the mention of titans. “Was Aeon a titan?”

“Nope. But like with all the gods, he was created by them.”

I tell him about my conversation with Eva and the vision I had of the titans.

“I think she wants to bring them back,” I conclude and Zander pulls back a little, frowning at me. “Is that even possible?”

He’s quiet for a long moment, his eyebrows knitted together. “It’s not impossible. But Eva isn’t powerful enough to unleash them. Not even King Ares could do it and he was the most powerful god in the Forest.”

“I know, but say she does manage to do it. Hypothetically speaking, of course...” I clench my eyes as the vision replays in my mind. The forest on fire; titans running amok; my lovers burning alive. “Who’ll be able to stop her?”

Zander chuckles and I peek through my lashes at him. “Hypothetically speaking, my lady, you will. You’re Corvina Fucking Charles and we’ll be standing with you every step of the way.”

My pulse quickens and heat rises into my cheeks. “This is why I love you all. No matter what happens, my guys will always be there for me, ready to kick ass.”

“Yup. It’s getting rid of us, that’s the difficult part.”

I smile and close the book with a sigh, my fingers brushing something hard. I glance down and find a compressed weed sticking out from one of the front pages. It must’ve been used as a bookmark or something. Curious, I flip to the page to get a better look at it.

It’s a dandelion.

Or rather, it was a dandelion. It’s dead now.

Zander drapes his arm over my shoulder again. I love how safe that makes me feel. “A gift from drunken Corvina. Did I ever tell you how sexy you are when you’re drunk? And clumsy. You could barely walk on the way back from the Drop.”

“Something tells me this is going to be a good story.” I cross my legs and wait for him to continue. I know for sure I can’t handle my booze, so I’m curious to learn what I did that night when I was drunk. “I vaguely recall you walking me home...”

“Walking?” Zander laughs. “I had to carry your sexy ass. You said I smelled like marshmallows and peppermint and then you bit me. You also made me make a wish with that strange weed.”

“And yet you kept the ‘strange weed’ all these mon—”

Zander kisses me on the lips to shut me up. When he pulls back, he’s grinning at me. Tease.

“What did you wish for?” I ask, wiggling my eyebrows at him.

“Now, that would be telling.”

“Oh, come on. No one believes in that ‘if I tell you, it won’t come true’ crap. I’m good at keeping secrets. Just try me.”

Zander takes the book from me and sets it on the coffee table, then he moves closer, bringing his mouth close to mine again. My heart skips a beat in my chest.

“You really want to know what I wished for?”

A shiver runs down my spine. “I do.”

“I wished for you, Corvina Charles.” His eyes gleam and the corner of his lips tilt. “That day and every day since.”

I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him. He slides his hands around my waist, and pulls me onto his lap, his cock pressing against me. I moan, deepening our kiss, our tongues dancing in perfect unison. Zander lifts me off the sofa and walks over to his bed, throwing me down onto the mattress. I let out an excited squeal and watch him pull off his shirt. His eyes never leave mine as he unbuttons his jeans and tugs them lower, showing me his sexy V lines that dip into his boxers. Placing his big hands on my hips, he pulls me closer and I open my legs for him.

“Gods, you’re beautiful, Vina, lying under me like this, your face flushed, legs open, ready for me.”

To torment him further, I bite my bottom lip and he groans.

“Fuck!” He yanks one of my legs around his waist, and runs his fingers up to my inner thigh, lifting up my dress. “You know what I kept thinking about at dinner?”

“Dessert?” I grin and reach for his boxers, pulling them down to let his gorgeous cock out. I always knew Zander was big, but sweet Selena, he’s big!

And I’m so ready for him.

“I kept thinking how I wanted my parents to go away so I could fuck you on the table.” His fingers glide over my slit, teasing until I’m moaning and writhing. “How badly I’ve wanted to claim you since I met you in the forest that day.”

He slides into me, and I let out a moan as he fills me for the first time.

“I’ve wanted you, too,” I breathe, tangling my fingers in his hair so I can pull him down for a kiss. His lips spread into a smile against my mouth. “Now shut up and fuck me, Zander Sabhain.”

He chuckles and thrusts into me, our eyes never leave each other. I can already feel the pressure building inside me, I hold my breath as pleasure tingles through my body, curling my toes against his silk bedding. My heart flutters as Zander covers my mouth with his, stifling my moans, his fingers circling my clit. His cock hits my sweet spot with every perfect thrust. I’m already so close.

Zander grabs my hair and pulls lightly, tilting my head up. He grazes the side of my ear with his teeth and moans, such a beautiful, masculine sound that I will never tire of hearing. I can’t hold back anymore, so I let go. Zander comes inside me at the same moment, his eyes changing from green to gold, and the look of utter euphoria on his face is something I will never tire of seeing.

“Gods, Vina…” His voice is breathless as he presses his forehead to mine, his cock pulsing inside me. “You’re so fucking perfect. And mine. You’re mine so long as you’ll let me love you.”

I push up and kiss him softly on his lips. “I will always let you love me, Zander, because I will always love you.”
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“Royal hunt?”

I frown at Pitch in the mirror while Master Gia adjusts my dress for the one-hundredth time. The plum fabric falls down to my ankles and the black velvet coat narrowing at my waist is heavier than I expected. I don’t understand why I need to wear this to go horse riding with my mother and her hunting party. It seems excessive and stupid to me, though the outfit itself is stunning.

“It’s customary for the queen to hunt on a full moon.” Pitch moves to my side and Gia stops fussing around me to give us some privacy. “It was King Ares’ favourite sport.”

“Of course. I can’t think of any other reason why the God of War would want to kill innocent wild animals.”

Pitch’s fingers slide down my arm, brushing the soft fabric. “I don’t agree with it, however, it’s a tradition that’s been done since the beginning of our time.”

“Traditions can be changed,” I tell him, turning around.

He lifts my hand and kisses my knuckles. “Yes, they can be, and you’re the one to change them.”

We make our way to the stables in the courtyard. Queen Narah’s hunting party has already gathered and mounted their steeds. Pitch leaves me to mingle with them. I find the queen in the farthest away stable, stroking and whispering to a beautiful ebony horse with glowing red eyes. They match her hunting coat that reminds me of a rose bleeding on a black heart.

Tentatively, I walk over to her, she looks over with a smile. The smile fades when she sees me, and she clears her throat.

“Daughter, I am glad you decided to join my hunt.”

I bow my head. “Of course. I need to familiarise myself with fae customs.”

“Indeed. You will, after all, one day be queen.” She moves back from the horse and opens the stall to my left. “I had Alastair’s beast prepared for you. His name is Apollo, he is the spawn of my stallion. I found it only fitting that you rode him.”

Leading another black horse out from its stall, Narah hands me over the reins. Apollo is almost identical except for the white stripe running down his nose. He neighs and flicks his head impatiently and I step back, admittedly daunted about riding a horse. I’ve never done this before and now I’m really kicking myself for not getting any tips off Pitch. I glance at the queen, my hands turning clammy around the reins.

This is all going to end badly. I just know it.

“Take some hay and extend your hand slowly,” the queen tells me. “Let him come to you.”

I do as she says, and slowly, Apollo leans down to inhale my scent. I can’t help but smile when he bites the hay instead of my hand. In the corner of my eye, Queen Narah watches me for a long moment in silence. I turn to her and she immediately looks away but not before I catch the smile on her face. It reminds of the smiles my mum gave when I drew pictures, and she’d put them up on our fridge.

Whatever brief moment of softness Queen Narah showed is untraceable once she mounts her horse in two effortless moves. Her expression is all cold and steely again.

“You love animals, don’t you, Your Majesty?”

“They know not who we are, but only what we do. Animals don’t judge us based on our pasts, and therefore I cannot help but admire them.”

I climb the steps and mount Apollo with little to no grace at all. “Judging people on their pasts is a trait only magics and humans share.”

“Astute observation. Have you hunted before?”

“No, Your Majesty. I’m not a psychopath who enjoys hurting animals.”

I regret the words as soon as I say them.

Insulting a crazy queen? Check. About to be slapped by a crazy queen? Check.

Surprisingly, Queen Narah merely laughs. It’s quiet and vanishes quickly, but it shows me that she’s not entirely void of emotion. She clearly loves animals, besides I’ve always said that animal lovers can’t be truly awful people. Can they?

“Come. It’s time to hunt.”

Narah’s horse trots out from the stable, leaving my question unanswered. I stare down at Apollo, wondering how on earth to ride this beautiful, lethal creature. I squeeze my heels like Narah did, and to my relief, Apollo moves. I join the others in the courtyard where a man dressed in all black, wearing a white stag’s head blows a horn. The hounds set off, as do most of the hunting party. Pitch is nowhere in sight and it unsettles me. Why isn’t he coming with us?

“Your Majesty—”

“We are alone now, Corvina. You may call me mother.”

Talk about awkward.

“M-Mother,” I manage, the word strange to me when uttered aloud. “What are we hunting today?”

The queen glances heavenward and then kicks her horse into a trot. “The enemy.”

I can feel the colour draining from my face. What, or rather who does she mean by the enemy? I glare at the back of her head as she rides away and joins the others.

Something isn’t right here.

“Come on, Apollo.”

I motion the beast to follow, clinging to his reins for dear life. When I reach the pasture where the party has gathered, I finally get my answer as to who we are hunting today.

Humans.

Six of them have been released from a pen. They’re all scrambling around naked, looking for an escape. My stomach curdles in horror as I listen to their screams. There’s no way I can watch, nevermind be part of this. The hounds barking in the field only increase my fury. I squeeze my heels and charge towards them.

This isn’t a royal hunt. It’s a test.

And I’m going to fail with flying colours.

I reach the party just in time. The hounds have cornered a young boy.

“Call the dogs back,” I tell one of the hunters. He ignores me, charging after another human, so I turn to the other. “I said call them back!”

The men just stare at me like I’m crazy. Blood rushes to my face, my pulse pounds in my ears as rage swiftly takes hold of me. They will never take me seriously at this rate. I move Apollo in front of the leader of the party, ensuring he has no choice but to pull back.

“I am the Princess of the Dark and Light Fae, you will obey me. Recall your hounds. That’s an order!”

Their whistles sound, pulling the dogs back. I’m not even aware that I’m radiating dark magic from my body until one of the hounds runs up to me and scampers away.

“From now on, there will be no royal hunts in the Enchanted Forest.” I let my magic seep out and plunge into the earth, knowing the party’s horses back a few steps. “As your future queen, you will obey if you wish to remain within my kingdom.”

“This is an outrage,” the leader snarls at me.

Apollo moves over to his horse without me even instructing him to.

I glare at the rider like he’s just muck on my shoe.

“You were saying?”

The leader glances over my shoulder, I think to the queen, and then glares back at me. The dominance and power surging through my body is utterly intoxicating. My magic pulls out of the ground, wrapping around the leader’s throat. Now that he’s afraid, he has the sense to take me seriously and look away.

“Corvina,” the queen calls. “Unhand him, and come with me now.”

She turns her horse around and charges into the trees.

Reluctantly, I pull my magic back into my body. I give each member of the party a warning glare before I follow in her wake. Cruel, despicable bastards. Who in their right mind would want to hunt animals let alone humans? It makes me sick.

The queen’s stallion comes to a halt beside a steep slope. I carefully follow her down to a clearing with a mausoleum in the middle. The blood is still pounding in my veins. I can’t shake the screams and barking from my mind. Why didn’t Pitch tell me what the royal hunt was really about? I suppose it’s because I wouldn’t have gone, and therefore, I wouldn’t have put a stop to the barbaric hunt once and for all. He wants me to come into my own, and start acting like the future queen of his kingdom. He knew I would never have stood idly by and watched the fae hunt innocent humans.

Queen Narah dismounts her horse, and waves her hand, opening the entrance. I clumsily manage to climb off Apollo and follow her inside. Narah grabs a torch off the wall, lighting it with magic, then we enter a cold, stone hallway, our echoing footsteps the only sounds.

“You have a lot to learn about politics, daughter.”

I’m still too livid to say anything, but that doesn’t stop her from continuing.

“A queen does not simply create laws on a whim, nor does she threaten to change traditions that have sustained her kingdom for eons.”

“Tradition?” I snarl, glaring at the back of her head. “That’s a strange word for savagery.”

She stops only briefly. “Hmph. I guess you also have a lot to learn about the fae kingdoms.”

I’m beginning to wonder if I even want to learn anything at all. My father enjoys watching humans dance until their feet bleed and my mother enjoys hunting them down. So far, the fae kingdoms suck.

“It was the demise of King Lycias, your great-grandfather, that started the royal hunts,” Narah explains, leading us deeper into the crypt. “Do you know why?”

Silence.

“During Lycias’ reign, there was no war or famine. He was a great ruler, beloved by all, even the light fae, and he believed that humans were our equals who helped balance the cosmos. When he opened our kingdom to them, blood was shed for the first time on our land. It was the greatest massacre the Forest had ever known. Thousands of fae died at the hands of man, including the king himself. It was my grandmother, Princess Levia, who created the royal hunts in honor of our fallen, and to remind humans that they will never again be welcome in our kingdom.”

My stomach churns. I’ll never get over how cruel some people can be. But the fae are not the victims in this, contrary to what they would have me believe.

“One wrong doesn’t make a right,” I say.

“My point is that traditions cannot be easily altered, especially when they were created to honour the people of this kingdom.”

It sounds to me like these traditions can be altered. The queen just doesn’t want to.

“Why did you bring me here, Your Majesty? You knew I grew up with humans and would never tolerate the hunt.”

We step into what can only be the heart of the crypt. Flickering candles surround the vaults. An altar decorated in dark roses has been mounted to the wall. Enshrined within the glass is a black crown with ebony jewels that reflect the light. Narah glides over to it, her coat trailing the floor behind her.

“This is why I brought you here today. I wanted to show you what you will one day carry upon your head when you rule my kingdom.”

I approach the altar slowly, taking everything in. “This is my crown?”

“I had it made when you were still in my womb. Unfortunately, I was never able to show you until now.” She turns to me, her tone markedly softer. “My hands are not without blood and my conscience will never be clear, Corvina, but make no mistake when I say that I am not the monster you should be afraid of in this forest.”

“Then who should I be afraid of?” I peel my eyes off the crown to look at her.

“You already know the answer.” She casts a glance at the bracelet on my wrist, the one King Ulric gave me to restrain my wings. “Be careful and wise from now on. You are no longer in a world where light outshines the dark. In this forest, in these kingdoms, the darkness always wins. It is up to us to decide what to do with it once it does. Either we save lives…or we take them away.”

She pulls something out from her coat pocket. My heart freezes when I see what it is. It’s my blue dolly—the one I carried every day with me when I was human.

When my world hadn’t burned to the ground.

The queen found-and kept-my dolly all this time? Before I can utter a word, she vanishes into a cloud of smoke, leaving me alone with my haunted memories, and my future crown.
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“I am utterly confused as to what you have turned your apple into, Princess Corvina.” Ivywood peers over my shoulder, assessing my work. I drop my hands and let the magic go, leaving the once apple as an ice lolly shaped like a teddy bear. “Is it some kind of confectionary?”

“Ice lolly. I had them a lot as a child with my friend,” I reply to her, telling her something personal I wouldn’t usually. After another particularly bad dream about Sage, she is all I can think about today. My ravens woke me up to tell me they don’t have any good news. Not anything at all. It’s like she’s just vanished from the face of the forest.

Ivywood moves to my side and stares at me. “Your father and mother are making good time on searching the forest for your friend. She will be found,” she says, as though she can read my thoughts. I wouldn’t be surprised if she could.

“But no one can promise how she will be found,” I reply sourly.

Ivywood tilts her head to the side, running her eyes over my own for a second.

“We are all taught as children not to run into the Enchanted Forest because it takes and hides fae for fun. Maybe your shadowborn friend is being kept safe by the forest until the right time.” Her reply shocks me. It’s almost kind. Almost. “I sympathise with your situation, Princess, for I too, was given away as a baby to a human family, like many light high born fae are. I made close connections with my human brother and sister...and it hurt dearly when I was forced to return to the world of fae. As we live so much longer than humans, it was only a small amount of time before I was at their graves, saying goodbye.”

“I’m sorry you lost them,” I say, actually meaning it. I may not like Ivywood because of who she sleeps with, and is clearly spying on me, but either way, I do feel sorry for her. That fae tradition is fucked up. I can see why Queen Narah no longer condones it.

“Don’t you see? I never lost them. They lived full and happy lives, as I am doing right now. My home was with the fae, where I found love and acceptance. If you allow your people into your heart, Princess Corvina, it will soothe the loss of your friend.” Her hand falls on my arm reassuringly.

I shrug her off and shake my head as she looks at me with wide eyes.

“Nothing will replace my friend. And her name is Sage Millhouse.”

“Your Highness, your power...” Ivywood takes a step back, a horrified look shadowing her features.

I blink down at my body. Dark and light shadows snake around me in a wave. I close my eyes, embracing the power for a moment before breathing out. The magic disappears into my body, and when I open my eyes, Jonah is in front of me. His eyes search mine before he offers me his hand. I don’t hesitate to take it, letting him cover us in shadows, taking us away from this place, and Ivywood. As light returns to my eyes, I smile at the sight of where we are. The sandy beach walk stretches all the way down to the piers which hang into the sea with waves lapping up against them. The sunbeams high in the sky and so many people walk past, oblivious to us hiding behind a sign.

“Blackpool?” I whisper, not letting go of Jonah’s hand.

“Didn’t you grow up here?” Jonah asks me with a big grin.

Someone has been doing their homework on me.

Jonah links his fingers with mine, tugging me along with another cheeky grin dancing over his lips. Gods, he’s handsome when he smiles like that. He should do it more often.

“Come on. I want to play on the arcade machines and then we can get some chips and walk through the sea.”

I chuckle as we walk down the pathway by the beach, only a few people glance our way, likely wondering what uniform we are wearing.

“Is this a date?” I ask Jonah.

“Yes,” he answers without a flicker of hesitation. “Be prepared to swoon over my ace dating skills, Vina.”

“You’re so full of yourself,” I say dryly, he just laughs, letting go of my hand so he can hold my waist to draw us closer.

It doesn’t take us long to get to the arcade. Jonah, somehow prepared for this, pays the fee to get inside. We spend the next few hours playing on the machines as well as bowling. It’s here I find out Jonah has mad skills and I sadly do not. Hugging my yellow elephant teddy Jonah won me, we go to the top of the pier and order two portions of chips wrapped in paper cones.

As Jonah waits for our order, I step around the building and close my eyes, calling on the shadows. The elephant teddy disappears as I send it back to the academy to my room. I change my clothes from my uniform into jean shorts and a white t-shirt with a blue cardigan and some slip-on shoes. Magic is amazing. Much better for walking down the beach.

As I open my eyes, Jonah is back and he smiles.

“So you’ve gotten better at shadowlocating,” Jonah points out as he hands me a cone of chips.

They keep my hands warm as we walk down the pier to the beach.

“I can move objects, but not myself, or even Echo, yet,” I explain. “Honestly, my shadowborn powers have been weird since I went into the water and unlocked my fae self.”

He nods, eating a chip as we get to the sand. “You have to figure out a way to accept all three of your powers. Doing so will not be easy. Light and dark magic have always reacted badly to shadowborn magic. That’s why there are so few Shadow Wardens and why many die accepting the shadow magic power once they advance.”

“So basically, I’m screwed? Thanks for that, Jonah.”

He shakes his head. “If anyone can master more than one power, it’s you, Vina.”

I blink at the softly spoken words and the way that he looks at me. It’s so much more than how he usually looks my way. My heart pounds as I glance away, kicking off my shoes. I sink my feet into the sand, loving how it feels between my toes and head for the sea. I finish my chips, making the paper disappear with my magic just as I reach the shore. I gasp as the water spills over my feet. It’s so much colder than I remember. Jonah jogs to my side, his trousers are rolled up to his knees, his shoes gone. He stops beside me.

“I’ve always loved the sea. It’s bitterly cold, but still enchantingly beautiful,” he says right before a wave crashes over our feet and I jump, gasping from the cold once more.

Gods, it takes your breath away.

Jonah laughs. In the blink of an eye, he picks me up and runs into the sea, holding me above the waves.

“Don’t you dare drop me, Jonah Vincent!” I warn him, looking into his bright blue eyes. For a moment, the sea, the crashing of the waves, the seagulls soaring above us, all disappear as I get lost in Jonah’s gaze.

He leans down just an inch, letting me make the decision, I don’t wait as I lean up, pressing my lips to his.

I sink my hands into his soft silver hair and he deepens the kiss until I’m completely lost in his arms. So much so, that I don’t notice as he drops me into the sea, a wave crashes over my head. I let out a surprised scream, dripping with water, and glare at Jonah. He laughs, patting his knees to entice me to fight him. Arsehole.

“That’s it, Jonah. You are so dead!”

“Gotta catch me first, darling,” he shouts back before turning around and running off.

I chase after him, laughing more than I have in a long time, especially when I use my powers to throw a wave of water at him, causing him to fall over. Oddly, Jonah knew exactly what I needed today, and for that, I will forever be thankful.
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Holding the magical shield higher around me, I effortlessly block off a girl named Kitty’s feeble attacks. My shield adsorbs her power like she isn’t even trying. Sweat dribbles down her face, plastering her red hair to her cheeks and forehead as she hits me repeatedly, slowly losing control. I’m interested to see if she passes out from exhaustion or her magic knocks her out first. Either way, this Magical Defence lesson sucks. I might as well be training the kids back at the foster home at this rate.

Miss Ivywood, aka Boss Bitch, made new rules again, meaning I can’t fight or train with my magic unless she’s around to supervise. She used the excuse that it was better for everyone, but it just means she doesn’t want to risk me losing control when my father or mother isn’t around. Thankfully, Kitty falls on her arse like a log to the floor. I lower my shield just as Ivywood herself walks into the room, clapping her hands once. Everyone drops their attacks immediately and turns to wait for whatever she wants.

“Princess Corvina, may I borrow you for a second? Please find me in my office.” She pivots on her heel and leaves, expecting me to follow. Curiosity gets the better of me, so I grab my hoodie, pulling it over my vest top and leggings before heading out to the corridor. I walk down the endless hallways, passing Gage’s room before reaching Ivywood’s office. I knock on the door once before heading inside to the now very different office. It was once dark and stuffed with bookcases that reeked of ancient dark magic. Now, it’s all white painted walls and a glass desk with two chairs at either side. There is a neat pile of papers on the left side of the desk but there is little else. Ivywood sits in the chair and waves me to the other seat, but I stand behind it instead, wanting to get out of here as quickly as I can.

“There is a letter from your father. It is urgent,” Ivywood finally says, her tone less than urgent as she passes me the opened letter.

“Who said you could open a letter addressed to me?” I grumble in annoyance. Of course, she would open it, the nosy bitch. I read the letter and my pulse spikes with every word.
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My hands shake as I fold the letter and place it back on the desk. I turn around but Ivywood’s clear voice stops me.

“I would not go if I were you. I do not believe your father would leave Sage alone on the island. This reeks of a trap. Wait for me to come with you. We will take guards and—”

“No offence, but I don’t need your help. Tell my men where to find me, and no one else.”

I close my eyes, blocking out her reply as I shift into my wolf. My claws scratch across the wooden floors as I sprint out of the academy, and into the forest. I jump over a fallen tree branch just as my ravens surround me in the sky. I look up at them, growling, knowing they will understand they need to get help. I need Pitch, Zander, Jonah, and Gage. And no one else.

I can’t trust anyone else with Sage.

My wolf makes quick ground through the forest, and eventually, I come to the lake that surrounds the Howling Hollow. I shift back right on the edge of the lake, the water lapping onto my trainers as I stare in shock at the girl with pink hair standing in front of the skull island.

Pink hair, dark skin and fae wings…

“Sage!”
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When I reach the island, my best friend isn’t alone. Twin shadows emerge from the skull-shaped cave, slowly they drift apart, one turning into Eva, and the other into a boy I once thought I knew.

“Ronan.”

“Your Highness,” he snarls, spreading his arms and bowing, his periwinkle eyes latched on me. He isn’t the Ronan I remember. The same poison that fills Eva’s body pollutes his own, the dark veins ever-present in his complexion. His eyes are blood-red, his face covered in scars he didn’t have before.

“What has she done to you?” I ask quietly, glaring at Eva.

“My queen improved me.”

Eva just smiles at him, and I almost think Ronan’s legs are about to buckle under the gesture.

“Is this why you betrayed me? So she’d turn you into a fae?”

“That’s one of the things I always hated about you, Corvina. You were so full of yourself. Thought you knew everything even when you were wrong. Tell me, how’s Professor Michaels holding up?” He chuckles and moves to stand next to Eva, his wings scraping the floor as he walks.

Gods, I want to kill him. Or let him bleed out in a ditch for several days. He’ll suffer for what he did, not only to me but to Gage. “I only serve the future queen of the fae kingdoms.”

“Sorry, but I don’t want traitors like you serving me,” I spit at him.

He steps forward, his hand clenched and raised as if to strike me.

Eva holds him back. “Stand down, my love.” Narrowing her eyes on me, she snaps her fingers, and a chain hidden in the sand shoots up to her hand. She wraps it around her wrist and pulls, and Sage falls onto her back with a groan. “If you want me to spare your pathetic little friend’s life, you will do as I say.”

The fear in Sage’s eyes kills me. She’s trying to be brave, but I know her better than anyone. My magic seeps from my body in dark, smokey tendrils as I turn my glare onto Eva.

“What do you want?”

The corners of her mouth twitches. “I want you to bleed.”

Cold air whooshes over me as Ronan lands at my side. I spin around to hit him, but he strikes me first, leaving a searing handprint on my left cheek. In two impossibly swift moves, he seizes me by the throat and pushes me forward into the cave. Eva drags Sage in after us.

“Don’t worry, Sage,” I tell her. “I’m going to get us out of here.”

“I’m not worried, Buzzie,” she says, putting on a brave face. “These bitches should be worried.”

“Quiet, filth!” Eva yanks the chain, causing Sage to stumble after her.

Eva and Ronan should be more than just worried.

They should be terrified.

Once this is all over, I’m going to take great joy in making them pay. I distract myself with thoughts of blood and vengeance as Ronan drags me into the cave. The sounds of our footsteps bounce off the walls. I’m surprised to find candles and sconces burning away, creating shadows that dance around us.

“How romantic. You shouldn’t have.”

Ronan growls, his grip tightening before letting me go. How could I ever have been friends with this guy? I rub my neck, scowling at him as he flies over a wide stretch of water. This is where the Gorgon Lake begins, it starts by surrounding the stone temple where Medusa was supposedly imprisoned long ago. It suddenly dawns on me what Professor Lochlan meant all those months ago by the God of Life rotting in Tartarus forever.

This isn’t just a temple. It’s a gate.

“You’re bringing them back,” I say to Eva. “The titans.”

Ronan returns, bearing a long, silver dagger with an embellished handle. He hands it to Eva with a bow, who then passes him the chain.

“Took you long enough to figure out my plan. Pity. I had a fantastic monologue rehearsed, and it was rather impressive.” Eva’s wings flutter as she charges over to me, seizing my arm to take me into the air with her. My own wings keep me upright as we fly over to the temple. “You see, I’m tired, Corvina. I’m tired of creatures like you always getting what they want while strong, beautiful fae like me are pushed to the side. I’m tired of humans invading my forest, but most of all, I’m tired of the dark fae thinking they are it when, in actual fact, they are merely an infestation.”

“That’s rich,” I snarl at her, “considering you’re now a dark fae. Yeah, I saw the nasty poison you’ve got, and I know what causes it. You’ve turned bad, like rotten fruit.”

Blood rushes into her face. “I am the future Queen of Helios! Once the titans help me cleanse this forest, the Throne of Luna will no longer exist. All will hail to Helios and worship the Goddess Eris. The Zorya sisters will be no more.”

“You want to erase your own ancestors?”

“They were weak. Only Eris knew how to rule a kingdom of light and darkness.”

I watch her glide over to the temple. She doesn’t enter, like I expect, choosing instead to approach a small altar. I remember seeing this altar in the Book of Zorya. It’s called the Sacred Stone. There are thousands of them and they’re usually used in necromancy. This can’t be good.

Cutting her palm, Eva lets her blood drip onto the stone. “I am the heir to the Throne of Helios”—she cuts her other palm, not even flinching—“and today, I sacrifice my blood, as you, titans, have sacrificed yours.”

“And I’m the true heir to that throne, and also the Throne of Luna.”

Eva glares at me venomously as I ruin her precious ceremony. She flies over and seizes my wrist. Slicing the blade into the palm of my hand, she yanks me over to the stone and squeezes her grip until my blood oozes out. One, two, three droplets splash onto the stone and sizzle like meat on a hot skillet.

“Hear our call, Titans, and come to us. We release you.”

“We do not release you,” I dare shout, but the ground trembles. It’s too late.

Eva has gotten what she’s wanted all along. The titans have finally been unleashed.

And I helped her.

“Are you ready to meet our real ancestors, Corvina?”

The ground trembles again, cracking around us, and a blinding white light blasts me away from the temple and into the lake of gorgons. Darkness sweeps me over me, and my last thought is...what have I done?
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The icy waters invade my lungs and sting my eyes, forcing me to wake up, far, far below the surface of the water. Panic assails me and I scream, letting more water in. Panicking. I search around the dark waters, not seeing any light or any way to know where I should swim.

How am I even alive?

I try to move my arms, only something that feels like seaweed is wrapped around them and my legs, making it impossible to move. I inwardly call out for Pitch, for Gage...for anyone just as darkness tints my vision, but no one comes.

By Selena, someone save me, or I will be seeing you soon.

Hearing the crashing of water nearby, I look up to see a brilliant light in the shape of an owl swimming towards me. The creature spins and slowly changes into a young man, covered in white light that burns everything around him away. The seaweed disappears from my skin when he reaches me. He wraps his arms around my waist and holds me close to him as he swims up. I’m sure I black in and out before the cold air hits my lungs. I open my mouth and spew out water while my eyes tumble over a beautiful man gazing down at me as I lie on a rocky beach.

“I, the God of Life, swear a debt of fealty to you, Princess Corvina,” the man announces clearly, his voice soft and calming. “I shall protect you with my soul and honour as a god from this day until your last.”

A connection like no other wraps around my soul. I feel the strong magic make a bond between us as images of white owls, wolves and deer flash through my mind. They merge together into the figure of the man standing right now before me.

“A-Ambrose?”

“Many call me Aeon but I always told you my real name. I am in your debt, Corvina, for releasing me.

Oh, my sweet actual god.

“You’re not a figment of my imagination?” I whisper, feeling more than a little bit crazy.

Ambrose is real...and the God of Life.

He’s the Statue of Aeon.

I run my eyes over his damp white hair that looks as soft as snow. His blue eyes are penetratingly bright and he is by far the most beautiful man I have ever laid eyes on. His clothes are strange, more like brown rags that are covered in holes, showcasing his muscular body underneath.

He certainly didn’t look like this in my dreams.

Trust me, I would never have woken up if he did and hopped straight in for a shower.

As though Ambrose can read my thoughts, he winks and stands, offering me his hand. Still feeling groggy about everything, I hardly notice my guys coming over until Pitch yanks me into a hug, and the others surround us.

Pitch leans back, searching my eyes. Zander, who must have just taken off his coat, places it over my shoulders and I flash him a reassuring smile.

“Are you okay?” Zander asks, worried.

“Who’s the pretty boy?” Jonah demands at the same time.

Well, I suppose it’s time for my guys to meet the light in my dreams.

“This is Ambrose, also known as the God of Life, Aeon, and he’s a friend of mine. He’s saved my life twice now,” I say lightly because I haven’t exactly got my head around it all yet.

“And I owe her my life. The beautiful Princess Corvina, kept my spirits up while I was imprisoned.” He looks at me, smiling. “Then she set me free.”

“What does that mean exactly?” Gage probes, his tone too friendly either.

Ambrose takes it in his stride and simply smiles at them like my guys are harmless pets.

“We have a dream connection. Something even I, as a god, do not know the reason for. Some magic, like these connections, are simply rare and unexplainable.”

“I didn’t know you were a real person. You always came to me as an animal and I assumed you weren’t real, to be honest,” I softly tell him, whereas all my guys tense up at the word connection. Reality dawns on me. Eva. Ronan. Sage. “Where’s Sage?”

Pitch frowns at me. “Sage was here?”

I step away from him, searching the island that is now nothing but broken rocks. On one pile of rubble is a head of pink hair I know all too well, and she doesn’t look awake. I step forward but Ambrose places a hand in front of me and his body glows a soft white colour. Sage floats into the air, covered in the same energy radiating from Ambrose, and floats across the water to us. Ambrose gently places her on the rocks behind us and I rush to her side just as she wakes up. There is a scar on her cheek that looks like a knife cut her deeply. Her fae wings are such a brilliant white colour, making every single one of her features seem so much more.

Sage was always beautiful but now she is enchantingly so.

“Someone go and get David, please,” I say, looking up at my guys.

Zander nods and shadowlocates while Sage looks at me in a daze. We have a million things to discuss, and I want to know everything that happened to her while she was gone. But we don’t say any of those as we hug each other in silence.

“I will be okay now. I think,” Sage whispers to me. “But you need to stop her. Eva has created an army of light fae who were once shadowborn. I’ve seen this army. I saw Izora trapped within it. With the titans on her side, the fae worlds will fall, and soon after, so will the entire world.”

Gods, Izora? The titans?

I close my eyes for a moment as I let go of my best friend and Zander comes back with David.

David has a crying Sage in his arms in mere seconds. I gulp down the emotion thick in my throat as I look at my guys and Ambrose.

“My father must be warned. I have to go there, alone, right now,” I state, nothing but a tense silence answers me.

“Like hell you are,” Jonah growls first, and then all my guys are agreeing with him.

“The portal will only let me go through it. I will go and tell the king about Eva. Any signs of danger and I will jump back through the portal. I promise,” I plead with them. I may not like that I’m a princess but I won’t run away without at least warning the king. Queen Narah is safe in her kingdom, for now at least. Eva can’t get into the kingdom but with the titans on her side, who knows what she’ll be capable of now.

“The world needs warning about Eva,” Pitch agrees, “and her father will not hurt Corvina. If he wanted to hurt her, he would have done so by now.”

“Then we are in agreement,” I say, nodding at my guys.

Ambrose crosses his arms. “I do not like it. The king cannot be trusted, but… if you are hurt, our connection will allow me to feel it. No portal in all the realms can keep a god at bay.”

“And nor will they keep a Dark Fae Prince at bay. Our mating bond is much stronger,” Pitch all but growls, tugging me to him. “We should head to the academy and go from there.”

I rest my head on Pitch’s shoulder as he lets the shadows take us home.
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We reach the portal only minutes later. I stare at my reflection in the mirror. Sage and David are on my left, and my guys, including Ambrose, dotted around me. Their expressions are all equally as grim. I know they are terrified of me going to Vasili alone. Sage is barely holding back her tears as David holds her to him. I turn around and face her.

“Sage, we have too much to talk about. I can stay with you. Just say the word, and we can hang out watching movies and gorging pizza all night. I’ll even eat your nasty vegetarian one.”

My best friend laughs and wraps her arms around me. David lets her go and we’re quiet for a long moment as we embrace. I thought I’d never get to hug Sage again. I was really beginning to think that perhaps she was dead. Now that she’s here, I don’t want to let her go.

I don’t want to lose her again.

‘You’ve got to tell your dad about your crazy-ass sister,” she reminds me, letting go as we approach the mirror.

“Eva must be stopped,” Ambrose chimes in. “We don’t know what other gods she let out when she unleashed the titans. For all we know, the Dark God is roaming the forest as we speak.”

“Thought the Dark God was your friend?” Pitch growls, his arms crossed defensively over his chest. “Or are you on a break now?”

“Pitch—-”

Ambrose lifts his hand to preempt me. “Fear not. I deserve scathing remarks to some degree.”

Pitch scoffs at the reply. “Some degree doesn’t even begin to cover what you deserve, Aeon.”

“Okay, time to go. Bye!” I hug Sage one last time and kiss my grumpy dark prince on the cheek. “Please play nice. For me.”

He grumbles something intelligible, but smiles and kisses me back. I pat his shoulder and move on to Zander. Always the showy one, he wraps a hand around my waist and sweeps me off my feet, kissing me long and hard on the lips. I giggle and walk over to Jonah, who’s more the reserved one when it comes to public displays of affection. These are my guys and if shit goes down in Helios, I want them to know how I feel about them.

“So… don’t die?” Jonah says, pulling me into a quick hug. The pressure of his squeeze tells me that he is, in fact, worried. “And come back in one piece.”

“I always do.” I steal a kiss before he can turn his face away. He just laughs and lets go.

I stop in front of Ambrose and I don’t know if I should hug, kiss, or high five him. He’s a god, for goodness sake. He’s also been the constant light in my dreams since the day I nearly succumbed to darkness. Ambrose is more than a friend and I care about him more than I should.

I just don’t know how he feels about me,

“Good luck, Your Highness.” He bows, giving me his answer.

No hugs, kisses, or high fives—got it.

It’s probably best until I find out more about him. He did just spend the last century locked up in Tartarus for starting a war.

“You’re all acting like I’m going into battle,” I say jokingly.

The guys frown at me, as do Sage and Ambrose.

Cleary now isn’t the time for jokes.

Gage steps forward, placing his hands on my shoulders.

“If you get into any trouble, Corvina, use our bond and we’ll come to you.” His lips brush my forehead, I lean into his touch, my palm pressed to where Ronan had stabbed him. “Pitch has a portal close by.”

“And it links to both kingdoms,” Pitch adds, throwing a smug grin in Ambrose’s direction.

The God of Life just rolls his eyes.

It’s going to take time for all my guys to get along, that’s for sure.

With a reassuring smile, I step through the portal.

The air is knocked from my lungs as I emerge on the other side. I don’t enter the king’s throne room as expected, but instead, I’m falling through the air. My wings help break my fall before I hit the floor.

I straighten up, dusting a hand over my clothes and looking around. The mirror I should have walked through has been smashed. The shards spread over the floor towards the dais. I’ve never seen the throne room empty before. There’s a coldness to the air that lifts the hairs on my body. All the candles have been blown out, recently too, going by the smell. I touch the nearest one and the wick is still warm.

What’s going on here?

“Corvina, you must go!” the king bellows in a whisper, seizing my hand out of nowhere. “Take this and leave. Do not come back until I send word that it is safe.”He removes his crown and thrusts it into my arms.

“What’s—what’s going on?”

He drags me towards the throne, his robes are torn and disheveled. “No time for answers. I must send you back to the academy where you will be safe.”

“Is it the titans? Have they really come back?”

King Ulric stops in his tracks and looks at me, his eyes darkening. “They have taken over Helios. I fear they will penetrate my gates soon enough. We have been betrayed.”

“I’m so sorry! Eva forced me to bleed on the Sacred Stone,” I hurriedly explain, the panic in my voice shows through my trembling body. “She had Sage, and she was going to kill her, and—”

“I understand.” Reaching out, he tucks my hair behind my ear, cupping my chin. “Corvina, I have made mistakes that cost my kingdom and I dearly, but my biggest regret of all was giving you up for a daughter. If I possessed half the love, and selflessness as you, perhaps things would have been different. Perhaps you would have truly thought of me as your father, and I would have been deserving of the title.”

He pushes me up onto the dais. A bright white light emerges, wrapping around the Throne of Luna, and I can see the academy on the other side. I turn around to face the king one last time, but he’s no longer looking at me. His gaze is drawn to the entrance of the hall where Queen Narah and Eva are walking through, a pack of wolves prowling in their wake. In the blink of an eye, Narah is plunging a dagger into the king’s stomach over and over again. I stand by the portal in utter shock, watching helplessly as she stabs the King of Helios nineteen times exactly.

“Now your debt is paid,” she hisses, throwing his corpse to the floor. The doors open again and Light Fae prisoners are ushered into the hall, chained and terrified. “Your king is dead. Princess Eva is the Queen of Helios and my future heir to the Throne of Luna. All will bow to us or die.”

Eva glances my way then and sneers at me.

Grabbing one of the prisoners by her long silver hair, she spins her around, and my heart freezes. While the prisoners fall to their knees and submit to their new rulers, Izora Dawn, now chained with fae wings fluttering behind her, refuses.

“But I thought you wanted to meet our father?” Eva snarls, and I realise the comment isn’t directed at me—-but at Izora. “I suggest you say hello while you can. Go on now. Don’t be shy.”

Using dark magic to pin Izora down, Eva forces her to bow beside the king’s dying body. I watch their eyes meet and the king’s blood-covered lips part, but nothing comes out.

Only a scream from Izora.

Before I can attack, a hand reaches out from the portal and drags me back in. I plunge into the light, clutching my father’s crown to my chest, wondering how in the name of Selena I’m going to stop this madness…
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ABOUT THIS BOOK

 

The shadows are my prison… and I can’t escape.

 

I’m Izora Dawn, and I’ve been locked away for something I didn’t do. But that’s what they all say, right?

When rumoured only the dangerous survive Shadowborn Prison, I know I have no choice but to fight for my life. Luckily my short time at Shadowborn Academy, home to those with dark magic seducing their souls, has taught me how to do just that.

 

Survival is what I’m known for in this world.

Seduction is what I’m best at.

 

I figure the quickest way to escape this prison is by seducing the sexy new governor. With a handsome Shadow Warden watching my every move, an alpha inmate eager to protect me, and a hunky teacher from the academy desperate to free me…I might actually get out of this alive.

 

But in the shadows lie secrets that hold the walls of this prison together.

And no one can escape them.

Not even me.

 

Shadowborn Prison is a crossover spin-off to Shadowborn Academy. You do not need to read the latter to follow this series. One is for sure—not even the shadows can be trusted in this Enchanted Forest…

18+ Reverse Harem Dark Fae Prison Romance.
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“Do you know the difference between light and dark fae, little one?”

The man towers over me, his face covered by the shadows lurking within the room. A panicked reaction grips me as I try to recall who the gruff voice belongs to and why I can taste blood on my lips. Where in the name of Selena am I? The stabbing pain in my head feels like someone has split my skull open, forcing my thoughts to pour out and leaving only hazy remnants. One moment, I was at Shadowborn Academy, partying with my friends who won this year’s Tryouts, and the next…darkness.

I try to move my arms, but they’re strapped down beside me on the metal table. I kick my legs out, but they, too, are trapped. My heart thrashes against my ribcage as I struggle to move or recall anything beyond the fleeting glimmers in my mind. What the hell happened? And who the fuck is this creep leering down at me?

“I know that the light… and dark fae… are all batshit crazy,” I scream at him, fruitlessly trying to break the bonds, “and I want nothing to do with them!”

I twist my body like a fish swept onto the sand. The leather straps merely cut into my wrists and ankles, and someone else chuckles in the darkness. An icy shiver snakes down the length of my spine. I shoot my eyes around the room, seeing nothing in the inky blackness but sensing more than one pair of eyes on me. The scent of bleach and an inexplicable sweetness invades my senses. It clings to the back of my throat and stings my eyes.

“Let me go! Let me go, you twisted fuckers!”

A blinding light pierces my eyes, blocking out the person above.

“The difference between light and dark fae,” he answers in an almost droning voice, “is that a light fae cannot be simply created. Light fae are said to be only born and they are the true creatures of magic. Dark fae can be easily made from a human or shadowborn with an evil heart.”

Everyone in the forest knows this, so why is he telling me?

“Telling the poor girl fairytales isn’t going to make this easier,” a smooth, deep voice replies, right before a door slams shut.

I flinch at the booming noise across the room.

“I guess you’re right.” The man leans back, his shadow blinking in the light. “But she isn’t just any girl, and I suspect she will survive this treatment. Won’t you, Izora? I will be disappointed if you die on me. I’ve researched your bloodline long enough that I am certain you should survive this and become something incredible. Are you ready to be reborn, little one?”

Reborn? Die? Bloodline? My head swims with the words.

“What are you going to do to me?” I choke out, a tinge of fear crawling up my throat, threatening to strangle me. I summon my dark magic, the magic I’ve trained for years to learn to control, but nothing happens.

True panic kicks in, snatching the air from my lungs, and the fear tightens its grip. I let out a strangled scream and continue to thrash despite my inability to move. A hand presses down hard on my chest, pinning me to the table, while another yanks my head to the side to expose my neck. A sharp needle pricks my nape. I snap my gaze up, delving into a pair of gleaming green eyes. Those eyes are all I remember once the pain takes over.

My bones break and shatter, my heart clenches, my lungs clamp together, and my veins pulse with an agony that is like nothing I have ever felt before. It’s like every little part of my body is being ripped open and shredded apart. I scream until my throat gives way, and then I silently beg for death. I beg for my parents to save me. I beg for Selena, the Goddess of the Moon, to spare me.

But no one comes, and the pain doesn’t stop.

My heart thrums in my ears like a train racing off the tracks, louder and faster, about to explode under all of the pressure. And then power like I’ve never known surges into my body, filling me with warmth. A blinding white light shines around me, and a smile touches my lips as all the bindings holding me down disintegrate into dust.

I sit up, looking around at the six males in the room, each of them wearing lab coats.

The one who was leaning over me steps back, his eyes glazed with tears of joy.

“You’re a light fae,” he says, seizing his colleague’s arm. “It worked. It finally worked!”

The pain I felt before is now gone, replaced by a growing strength that heals every torn vessel in my body. I feel like I’m trapped in a dream as I slowly turn my head to see the most breathtaking white wings fluttering behind me. Their beauty is almost otherworldly, and they feel so utterly natural and painless attached to me. It’s like they’ve always been there. Always been a part of my being, rooted in my soul.

Entranced by their beauty, I reach out to touch them. The snowy feathers are like silk between my fingers. So beautiful. But why… why did they do this to me?

I don’t notice Green Eyes approaching me. It’s not until he places a hand on my shoulder and everything in the room turns nuclear white. The walls crack and tumble and the floor caves into the earth. Dust invades my senses, and the sharp copper tang of blood infiltrates the air, but not once do I feel any pain or sense the blood is my own. It’s like the whole world is crumbling at my feet. And yet, I can see the moon, so beautiful, so close, nestled in the inky-black sky. Only then do I let myself fall, praying that the goddess herself will catch me.
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(as mentioned in the book)

 

Zorya Kingdom

 

THRONE OF LUNA

Capital City: LUNA

Ruler: Queen Narah

 

DEADLANDS

Inhabits: Cimmerians, Draugers, Deserters, Bandits

 

THE BLACK HARBOUR

 

THE WISHING WELL

 

SKULL CAVE

aka Howling Hollow Cave, Statue of Aeon

 

THE GORGON LAKE

 

FAERIE POOLS

 

DEVIL’S DROP

 

SHADOWBORN ACADEMY

 

SHADOWBORN PRISON

 

DRACONIA

Capital City: Emeria

Ruler: King Cyrus, Naraah’s brother

Queen Valessia

 

 

ZORYA INN

 

Helios Kingdom

 

THRONE OF HELIOS

Capital City: VASILI

Ruler: King Ulric

Princess Evangelina

 

LAKE LUMEN

 

HELIOS ACADEMY

 

AURORA BAY

 

PEGASUS TAVERN

 

FAERIE POOLS

 

KYLLAROS

Ruler: Chiron

Prince Elias
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STUDENTS

Corvina Charles

Sage Millhouse

Zander Sabhain, Shadow Warden

Jonah Vincent

Jane Vincent

Ronan Fairweather, former

Izora Dawn

Willow Greene, Head Girl

Trolen

Kitty

 

 

WARDENS

Zander, Shadow Warden

Theodore Sabhain, High Warden

Mrs Sabhain, High Warden

 

TEACHERS

Lady Ivywood, Current Headmistress, Magical Defence, History of Magics, Light Fae

Maximus Greyhorn, Former Headmaster, Magical Defence, Dark Fae

Professor Aengus Lochlan, Basic Magic Control, Kelpie

Professor Stonehart, Illusions of Magic, Gargoyle (molten)

Professor Mune, Former History of Magics

Professor David Gale, Tryouts Mentor, Fox Shifter

Gage Michaels, Therapist

 

OTHERS

Mirrian, Corvina’s mortal mother, deceased

Joseph, Corvina’s mortal father, deceased

Ambrose

Rook, Crowe, Wren—ravens

Sir Leonidas, Headmaster of Helios Academy

Zaxier, Zander’s biological father, former High General of Draconia

Master Gia, royal dressmaker

 

ROYALS

King Ulcric, Light Fae King of Helios

Princess Evangelina (Eva), Light Fae Princess of Helios

Queen Narah, Dark Fae Queen of Zorya

Alastair Pitch, Dark Fae Prince of Zorya

King Cyrus, Draconian

Queen Valessia, Draconian

Prince Drusus, Draconian

Princess Kaida (Kai), Draconian

 

 

GODS & GODDESSES

Selena, Goddess of the Moon, Persephone

Danica, Goddess of the Sun, Aphrodite

Hades, God of Darkness

Ares, God of War

Aeon, God of Life

Eris, Goddess of Chaos and Discord
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Grand Wardens—royal advisors, supreme judges, head of the High Table, the most powerful of all the wardens

High Wardens—members of the High Table that govern certain fractions of the forest and human world (like mayors)

Shadow Wardens—law enforcers, highly trained and skilled, powerful

Junior Wardens—still powerful, will advance up to a Shadow Warden

Keepers—protectors of Shadowborns and magic users, never really advance
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(how the Enchanted Forest came to be)

 

In the beginning…

 

Aphrodite and Persephone decided to create a magical forest for all manners of creatures. They appeared in their natural form, unearthly beautiful and fae-like, and brought with them their favourite stars—the Morning Star and the Evening Star. They each placed them in the sky, and one became the sun and the other the moon.

 

Aphrodite became known as Danica, Goddess of the Sun, and she created the Throne of Helios where she would reign over her part of the forest.

 

Persephone became Selena, Goddess of the Moon, and she created the Throne of Luna, again where she would rule her half of the forest. To their kingdoms, they became known as the Zorya Sisters.

 

As the Almighty Goddess of the Moon, Selena, walked through the forest at twilight, admiring her many creations, she came across a shard of glass gleaming on the forest floor. She used this to create the Fountain of Mene which allowed her to see whatever her heart most desired, and to guide her down whichever path she sought in darkness. Selena often used it to see her husband Hades and their children.

 

The Dark God, Hades, used this fountain to send her a cloak of darkness on their anniversary, which Selena wove it into a blanket of stars that became known as the night sky. Now the moon had stars, and Selena told her people to use them as guides and sources of light within the darkness, for neither of them should be feared since they cannot exist without the other; just like how Selena’s kingdom cannot exist without Danica’s.

 

Many decades later, a strange presence crept into the forest. Eris, Persphone’s half-sister, had grown envious of this Selena and Danica and she planned to spoil their New World.

 

First, she unleashed monsters into the forest.

 

Darkness.

 

The creatures of dark spread like wildfire, breeding chaos everywhere and anywhere they could. Danica tried to chase them back whence they came, but Selena pitied and grew to love them. Some even became her loyal servants. While she became occupied with her new settlers, Eris sent Danica the Golden Apple of Discord, a feigned gift from Ares, which poisoned her.

 

Hearing of her sister’s illness, Selena rushed to her side. Nothing could be done to save Danica. Eris watched from the shadows as Danica’s light faded and her sun waned. But then Selena ripped out her own heart and pressed it into Danica’s chest. This allowed Danica to live, but Selena faded and died in Danica’s arms before she joined the stars in the sky, and because of her sacrifice, she became one with the Evening Star and the Moon.

 

When Hades learned of what happened, his anger shook the realms. He used the fountain as a portal and managed to kill Eris, but without his wife to bring out the good in him, Hades’ grief drove him to insanity. He partnered up with Ambrose, the God of Life, and they waged war on the kingdoms. Hades killed Eris, but now that Danica had her powers and her sisters, she was able to severely injure him so much that he had to retreat back to the underworld and was stripped of his ability to return.

 

Peace settled among the forest for a time, and Danica gave the Throne of Luna to Ares, who was quick to succumb to the allure of darkness and he became the first Dark Fae—Queen Narah’s four-times great-grandfather.
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G. Bailey is a USA Today bestselling author of books that are filled with everything from dragons to pirates. Plus, fantasy worlds and breath-taking adventures. Oh, and some swoon-worthy men that no girl could forget. G. Bailey is from the very rainy U.K. where she lives with her husband, two children and three cheeky dogs. And, of course, the characters in her head that never really leave her, even as she writes them down for the world to read!

 

About me?

I love tea. (Maybe a little obsessed but what Brit isn’t?)

Chocolate and Harry Potter marathons are my jam.

I own way too many notebooks and random pens.

 

Please feel free say hello on here or head over to Facebook to join G. Bailey’s group, Bailey’s Pack! (Where you can find exclusive teasers, random giveaways and sneak peeks of new books on the way!)
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Scarlett Snow comes from a big family in a small Scottish town and has always strived to prove that if you are passionate about something, no one can stop you from chasing your dreams. She lives with her wolf dog and kitties and is unashamedly addicted to coffee.

 

If you’d like to join her newsletter to be kept updated on her books, you can do so here: www.scarlett.katzesnow.com

 

Facebook Reader’s Group

Facebook Page

 

OTHER BOOKS BY SCARLETT

 

Amazon

Non-Amazon Book

 

Scarlett also writes under Katze Snow (Dark M/M Books)
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