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      Every so often, I would stand at the edge of Saltbay port and squint across the Irish Sea to catch a glimpse of England. That was on days when the army planes weren’t trailing clouds of iron salt through the air. Back in the days before Dad had disappeared and when Mom was still alive, I used to wonder if the other humans in England could see us waving at them from the Isle of Fae.

      Now, I want to know why those English bastards would keep their own kind confined here like lepers in a colony with all these faeries.

      I sprinted down Knockout Hill, peering out into the sea where the United Nations cargo ship moored next to the off-shore iron rig. It was the first Monday of the month when the outside world delivered something other than food. We were just in time, as the ship lowered floating containers into the water.

      A gust of salty wind blew a lock of mousy-brown hair into my eyes, making me slow down to tuck it behind my ear.

      Sicily let out an uncharacteristic squeal. “Keep up, Unity!”

      At this time of the morning, while the sun peeked above the horizon, dark fae still roamed the streets in the few minutes before their curfew. All the dangerous ones now festered in the Dark Fae Prison. The rest were mostly harmless unless a human was stupid enough to approach them for a bargain. But that didn’t mean it was a good idea to attract their attention.

      The human governments explained that they didn’t approach the ports to avoid contaminating the fae with their iron. My sister and I knew the truth. The ships kept their distance to stop us humans from scrambling to our freedom.

      “Hurry up,” Sicily shouted between panting breaths. “We’ll miss the iPads.”

      Rolling my eyes, I hiked up my skirt and continued running. “They’d never risk the fae getting a method to communicate with the outside world.”

      We split apart to run around a stocky figure in black, who was pushing a cart of tools toward the port. From the width of its shoulders, it was probably a troll.

      Sicily lowered her voice. “I heard Apple was—”

      “You know what rumors are like,” I said. “They’re probably delivering a new kind of fruit, and some mischief-maker told everyone it was computers.”

      “Nope.” Sicily made a few jumping jacks. “In a few hours, we’ll be back at home watching O-tube on our new pads.”

      “Youtube.” I chuckled. We didn’t get TV signals over here, let alone internet connections, but my sister lived on hope. Hope that Dad had smuggled his way onto a ship and now lived somewhere amazing like London, Paris, or New York. Hope that he would one day find a way for us to join him.

      We turned into the Saltwater Wharf, and our footsteps faltered. Instead of the usual dockworkers, it looked like half of Doolish had woken early to gather at the waterfront.

      “You see?” Sicily picked up her pace and sprinted toward the crowd. “Everyone knows what’s coming today.”

      “Bloody hell.” I stared at her back, my eyes flickering from my sister to the mass of beings gathered around the water’s edge. If it wasn’t iPads arriving today, it had to be something else of value. I rushed toward my sister, grabbed her hand, and we shoved our way through nearly a hundred humans, satyrs, and other lesser fae.

      “Excuse me.” I ducked beneath the arm of an ogre.

      “Oi,” he bellowed. “There’s a line, you know!”

      “Sorry!” I dodged right into his blind spot, letting his fist land on the flank of a centaur who let out an ear-piercing screech.

      Sicily turned around, her blue eyes wide. “What the—”

      “Keep going.” I edged around a pair of hags standing in the middle of the throng, not wanting to attract the attention of either the ogre or the centaur, whose shouts colored the air blue.

      A row of iron peacekeepers stood at the edge of the wharf, their presence and the spray of saltwater keeping the lesser fae at a distance. Each wore black body armor and helmets with magic resistant visors. They were also humans, but worked for the UN and thought they were better than us because they came from faraway places like Europe and Asia and Africa where no one had ever seen a faerie.

      As we broke through the crowd, the sergeant raised his iron baton. “Stay back and place your hands where we can see them!”

      Sicily and I stopped running and exchanged exasperated glances. Wasn’t it obvious from our shabby clothes, mousy hair, and five-foot-nothing frames that we were human? These guys were such dicks.

      “Fine,” I growled. “It’s not like we’re going to get anything but fruit.”

      Sicily hopped from foot to foot. “It’s something special, I know!”

      Cheers rang across the wharf as the floating container approached the dock. The peacekeepers stood aside to let the workers load it onto a metal docking platform six feet beneath where we stood.

      My throat dried. What if the rumors were true? From what I had learned on DVDs, people needed WIFI to connect their laptops to the internet. But what if iPads came with internet of their own? I wished I’d spent more time analyzing this instead of getting caught up in the exciting shade-throwing and the drama.

      My sister’s fingers grazed mine. “We could search for Dad on Google.”

      “Yeah,” I said, trying to keep the tremble out of my voice.

      Sicily was the dreamer, not me. Despite the peacekeepers and the curfews, dark fae still lured humans into the Mound and enslaved them for ninety-nine years. Dad had probably made a bad bargain or angered a light fae. Just because King Oberon had teamed up with the UN to banish his mother to the Otherworld, it didn’t mean he was a good monarch. The fae king was just intelligent enough to recognize the dangers the outsiders posed to the fae.

      I ran a hand through my hair and sighed. Faeries had occupied the Isle of Fae since the beginning of history. Over the centuries, Viking invaders, shipwrecks, and all manner of hapless human travelers got washed up on these shitty shores. We became their slaves, their concubines, their food until the outside world discovered us. It was only in recent generations with the development of modern warfare that other humans stepped in to ensure we weren’t suffering.

      It was a pity they didn’t let us out, though. Then no negotiations would be necessary with the blasted faeries.

      Four ogres jumped down to the unloading dock. They hauled the container onto the metal platform and wrenched its door open with a crowbar. Silence stretched out across the morning as we waited to see what lay inside.

      Then the ogre pulled out a box with an apple silhouette on its exterior, and I held my breath.

      Sicily rushed forward. “There it is!”

      “Wait—” I tried to grab her arm, but a large figure from behind knocked me aside. One foot stumbled over the other, but I managed to right myself before someone else knocked me onto my hands and knees. “Shit!”

      With excited roars, everyone else rushed forward, placing dozens of people, human and fae alike, between my sister and me. I couldn’t find her anywhere. The peacekeepers fired warning flares into the sky, but the throng continued toward the dock.

      My pulse throbbed in my ears as I scrambled to my feet and shoved my way through the crowd. But with everyone packed so tightly, there were no convenient gaps.

      “Bloody hell!” I ran around the side of the mass of people, toward the peacekeepers, who huddled around their captain, presumably working out what to do next.

      A scream pierced the air, followed by the loud splash of someone falling into the saltwater, which made the fine hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. All kinds of monsters dwelled in this part of the Irish Sea—sirens, merfolk, kelpies. That scream couldn’t have been Sicily. She knew better than to brave the water’s edge.

      Picking up my pace, I rushed forward, but a short peacekeeper intercepted me with his arm outstretched. “It’s dangerous over there, Miss.”

      I side-stepped, but he blocked my path. A frustrated growl stuck in my throat. “Aren’t you going to save the person who fell?”

      Behind the visor of his helmet, his brows drew together. “What? The ogre?”

      “Make way for the Royal Guard!” boomed a voice from the sky.

      “Wha—” I spun around, a breath catching in the back of my throat.

      A white carriage flew toward us from the direction of the Mound, pulled by a quartet of winged horses whose white coats sparkled in the morning sun. Above iridescent hair that shimmered like silk, the horses wore crowns of crystal.

      Everyone, including the peacekeepers, fell to their knees and bowed their heads. King Oberon or Queen Titania usually rode in those carriages. And no one, not even the United Nations, would dare risk the wrath of the fae royals.

      Ignoring the cobblestones digging into my shins, I glanced across the dock for signs of Sicily but couldn’t find her in the crowd of kneeling and bowing people.

      The clip-clop of silver horseshoes hitting the ground told me that the first of the vehicles had landed, and the zing of power making my skin tingle told me that its passenger was definitely a member of the royal family.

      Sicily crawled to my side. “Who do you think is in there?”

      “Where did you come from?” I asked.

      “I heard the splash and wanted to make sure it wasn’t you in the sea.”

      “Thanks.” I squeezed her arm.

      A pair of guardsmen in pristine, white livery scurried out from behind the carriage and straightened their tall hats. One of them opened the door, letting out a male faerie with blond hair as dazzling as the afternoon sun. He wore the uniform of the Royal Fae Academy of a burgundy blazer and black pants. I would have wondered who he was, but I couldn’t help staring at his full, kissable lips.

      “Oh, my lord,” whispered Sicily. “It’s Prince August.”

      I gulped. Tall, tanned, and beautifully built under that uniform, this was the heir to the Summer Court and reportedly the most handsome of the four princes. At this distance, it wasn’t difficult to see why with those high cheekbones, strong jaw, and eyes as green as key limes.

      Behind him stepped Prince Caulden, heir to the Winter Court. Both brothers were the same age as me—eighteen—but looked older. Their features were identical except the Winter prince’s skin was as pale as alabaster, and his hair was cotton-candy blue. Prince Caulden turned in our direction and fixed us with eyes as hard as steel.

      A jolt of fear shot through my heart. I ducked my head and muttered, “What on earth are they doing here?”

      Sicily flicked her head toward the waterfront, where an ogre raised his massive body from the lower dock and produced the Apple box. I studied the logo and frowned.

      “Clear a path.” Prince Caulden waved his hand, and a line of frost stretched from his feet to the box.

      Without a word, everyone shuffled out from under the thin ice. I clenched my teeth and turned my gaze to the peacekeepers, urging them to speak up, to tell them that these consignments were gifts for us, the humans.

      But they remained silent, as did everyone else.

      Resentment burned through my sinuses. The chances of that box containing an iPad were low, but it was the principal. Those Princes split their time between their fancy academy and the palace and never had to work. They ate from golden plates and lived in luxury while the likes of us survived in slums and lived on the charity of the UN.

      I clamped my lips together. Less than half a century ago, a human could be struck blind for speaking out against a high faerie. Who knew what would happen now if I defied one of the princes? My life wasn’t worth an iPad or whatever was in that box.

      “Fetch the special consignment,” said Prince August, his voice brimming with excitement.

      He gestured to one of his guardsmen, who walked through the crowd of kneeling commoners. From the lack of points in his ears, he was probably a half-breed like Elijah, my… I shook away thoughts of my sort-of boyfriend and glared at the guard’s back.

      The ogre fetched five more boxes, and the guards pushed the pile over the ice and into a second carriage. When the door slammed shut, I turned back to where the ogre continued piling boxes on the wharf. None of them had the apple silhouette.

      As Prince August stepped into the carriage, Prince Caulden lingered for a moment longer, his lips curling into a cold smile. “As you were.”

      We all remained silent, watching the horses launch themselves into the air and the carriages fly back toward the Mound. As soon as they were out of earshot, I muttered, “So much for those iPads.”

      Grumbles filled the air, and the crowd rushed toward the floating container. I pulled myself to my feet and helped Sicily up.

      With a thud, a wet ogre landed from the dock and up to the wharf and threw up lungfuls of water, but everyone’s attention was on another ogre carrying boxes from the container.

      “There’s no more of them Apple boxes!” he bellowed.

      Shouts of outrage spread across the wharf, and I shook my head, swallowing the bitterness rising to the back of my throat. It was common knowledge that the cream of the UN deliveries went to the royals, but this was the first time I’d heard of them braving the saltwater to steal from right under our noses.

      “Everybody out!” The peacekeeper sergeant shot a flare into the sky, which exploded a cloud of orange gas.

      His soldiers pointed rifles at the crowd. Everybody scattered. Iron might be deadly to the fae, but pellets flying at bullet-speed were equally as harmful to humans.

      Sicily and I trudged up Knockout Hill. By now, the sun had risen above the sea, casting its light on the Mound, a series of mountains that stretched the entire length of the Isle of Fae. Snaefell Palace stood at its highest pinnacle, overlooking the castles and mansions of the high fae who lived in the exclusive Prudence district.

      “I guess rumors spread fast,” Sicily said in a tight voice.

      Wrapping an arm around her shoulder, I gave her a comforting squeeze. “They’ll feel like a bunch of dickheads when they realize that they went to all this trouble to steal apples.”

      Her eyes bulged. “What makes you think it was fruit?”

      “There were two leaves on that apple logo and no bite.”

      “So?”

      “Do you remember that DVD of the Kardashians where Kris was making up invitations for the Christmas Eve party? They were using Apple macs, and the logo was completely different from the ones on the boxes.”

      Sicily paused, her brows furrowing. A moment later, she broke into a smile. “Promise?”

      I grinned and stuck up two fingers, confirming the number of leaves. “Totally.” I looped my arm through hers, and we walked back up Knockout Hill. “Elijah’s coming round tonight with the latest DVD of Real Housewives. If there’s anything worthwhile on that cargo, he’ll make sure we get a share.”
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      At this time of the morning, vendors teemed through the town of Doolish, loading their goods through the cobbled streets onto their wooden stalls. Doolish was the largest human settlement in the Isle of Fae. It was nothing like the stately, white buildings occupying the highest levels of the Mound or anything like the grand mansions or high-rises from the DVDs of the outside world.

      The only way to describe our town was ramshackle. Ancient stone buildings stood next to wood-framed structures in a hodgepodge of styles. We stopped to say good morning to Mrs. Yates, the magazine lady.

      “Unity, Sicily!” She stepped out from behind the stall with her usual beaming smile. “What do you fancy reading today?”

      “Do you have any Vogue?” asked Sicily.

      She pulled a box out from under her trestle table and rifled through its contents. “One of Lady Thistle’s girls brought in a batch the other day.”

      “How recent are they?”

      “The latest is only six months old.” She pulled out a copy with Madonna lying in the bath.

      Sicily poked me in the ribs and grinned.

      I grinned back. Elijah had copied every Madonna CD ever released, and we danced to her music all the time on the DVD player. “How much for two days?”

      “I’ll lend you a dozen for a fortnight if you can lend me Real Housewives of Atlanta for a week. I want to see the blonde one get her wig pulled off.”

      My brows drew together. “Why do you need it for so long?”

      “It’ll take a good few days for me to get to a DVD player.” She raised a shoulder. “Unless you’ll let me use yours.”

      Sicily picked up the magazines. “I’ll bring down two DVDs.”

      After shaking hands on the agreement, my sister and I continued toward the town square. A pang of hunger shot through my belly, and I gave it a gentle rub. On a normal day, we would be waking to a thick slice of honey bread with dandelion coffee. It didn’t have the same kick as the imported stuff, which was ludicrously expensive.

      “Want a slice of avocado toast?” I asked.

      She drew her hand up to her necklace. “I’ve run out of beads.”

      I pulled up the sleeve of my jacket, exposing a full bracelet of money beads. “My treat.”

      She frowned. “Where did you get those?” Before I could reply, she tightened her lips. “Elijah, right?”

      “Why did you say his name like that?” I asked.

      Sicily sniffed. “He’s a faerie, isn’t he?”

      Irritation tightened my skin. There was more to my sister’s statement than a dislike of the fae. Sicily often hinted that I was lowering myself by letting Elijah take care of us.

      “You know he’s a half-blood,” I murmured.

      “Same difference.”

      I stopped by Mr. Raze’s table, which sold honey-coated almonds. “You liked him well enough last week when he brought us chocolate,” I said, trying to keep the annoyance out of my voice. “Now, you’re comparing him to the princes who swiped your apples?”

      Mr. Raze stopped arranging his wares and gaped. Of course, he’d want to listen. I’d just implied that two or more members of the royal families had stolen a human’s fruit. Talk like that was enough to get a girl cursed with a cow’s tongue or with lips that wouldn’t stop chattering the truth. We might no longer be their cowering slaves, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t get punished.

      Sicily was about to say something, but I held up my hand and continued walking. We weren’t having this argument. Not in the middle of the street where any Tom, Dick, or Hyacinthus could ingratiate themselves with the higher-ups with news about us badmouthing faeries.

      I crossed the street, narrowly missing the horns of a drake the size of an elephant. “Watch it!”

      The drake threw its head back and roared, releasing a burst of flames that scorched the side of a stone building. My heart jumped into the back of my throat. Dragons weren’t real, but drakes were their closest equivalent. Twelve-feet-tall reptiles with armored scales and horns everywhere, they lived deep within the seventh level of the Mound and supposedly hated the light. Only the most powerful faeries were brave enough to break the beasts.

      The rider, a male faerie with hair the russet shade of a maple leaf in autumn, pulled on its reins, turned around, and stared down at me through eyes as green as the forest. Magic crackled in the air, hitting my skin like the static from a TV screen.

      “Oh shit,” I whispered under my breath. This guy had to be a royal fae or something close.

      Sicily gasped. “That’s Prince Rory.”

      What were the chances that we would see three of the four princes in a single morning? Romantics, like Mrs. Yates, might have said it was fate, but I would describe this encounter as bad luck.

      Prince Rory tilted his head to the side as though puzzling something out. I swallowed hard, waiting to see if he would take offense at my words.

      “You there!” A ridiculously beautiful platinum-haired girl slid down from the drake.

      She placed both hands on her hips and sashayed toward us, wearing a white blouse that hugged her perfect figure with the wine-and-violet tartan tie of the Royal Fae Academy. The matching skirt skimmed impossibly long legs, ending in heeled shoes that clacked against the cobblestones like the beat of a war drum.

      I blinked, trying to make sense of the approaching faerie. Despite the impending danger, I couldn’t help marvel at how she out-dazzled every single girl on America’s Top Model.

      “Do you know who you’re shouting at?” Her haughty English accent set my teeth on edge.

      I clenched my jaw. Shit! Why had I allowed myself to get annoyed in public?

      Sicily stepped between us, both palms raised. “My sister didn’t mean any harm.”

      Casting my sister a withering glance, the faerie strode past and fixed me with blue eyes as pale and as cold as frost. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      My gaze flicked to Prince Rory, who now stood by the beast, patting the scales on its flank. From the tightness in his jaw, he looked like he wanted to be anywhere else but standing on the roadside watching his companion act like a twat.

      I caught his eye, and he glanced away, his lips quirking into a smile. The faerie girl flared her nostrils and huffed. “Are you deaf? Do you need a larger pair of ears?”

      Dread tightened my stomach. The magic protecting humans from faerie mischief didn’t work if the human had caused the faerie offense.

      Sicily cleared her throat. “Please, My Lady, if there’s anything—”

      “One more word from you, and it will be your last,” she snarled, her eyes narrowed on me.

      Fuck. I couldn’t let my sister get hurt. People left the stalls to watch the spectacle. Ogres, trolls, centaurs, and satyrs mingled with humans to form a crowd of curious onlookers. I guess every species on the Isle of Fae could smell the trouble in the air. Hopefully, I could say something humble enough to satisfy her, and we could go home.

      Bobbing into a curtsey, I said, “My Lady, I apologize for causing offense when I shouted at the drake.”

      Her lip curled. “You ought to know your place. If it wasn’t for the light fae, humans would still warm our beds and pull plows.”

      Anger surged through my veins, hot and dark. She acted like they’d given us a ticket to the Big Brother house. Humans still disappeared all the time, and according to rumors, they did worse than serve fairies as whores and slaves.

      This bimbo probably thought King Oberon had defeated Queen Maeve without the help of the United Nations and that the containers they sent every day were a feat of fae superiority. I itched to throw the truth in her arrogant face, but that would give her grounds to turn me into an ass.

      Staring at my feet, I said, “I beg your pardon, My Lady.”

      “It’s not me who needs the apology,” she snapped.

      I raised my head and met the bored gaze of her gorgeous, red-haired companion. “Your Highness—”

      “Not him,” she snapped. “The drake.”

      I ground my teeth and turned to the snarling reptile, who glared at me through malevolent, amber eyes. “Sorry for—”

      “No.” Her voice hit me like a club.

      Fear and anger mingled through my gut, making me want to spit. “My Lady?”

      The faerie’s cruel lips twisted into a smile that made my blood run cold. At that moment, I saw her for what she was—a wicked, immoral creature whose beauty did nothing to cover her blackened heart.

      “Did you know that drakes blow fire from two orifices?” she asked.

      My heart thudded so hard that it rattled my ribcage. I couldn’t answer as the membranes of my throat stuck together. Instead of voicing my answer, I shook my head.

      Her grin widened. “When drakes leave their natural habitats, we have to seal their anuses, so they don’t spew out molten shit.”

      I glanced at Sicily, whose face had turned the color of diluted milk, and then to the prince. He tilted his head up to the sky and huffed. It was one of those exasperated expressions men wore when they thought a woman was making too much of a fuss of something trivial.

      “Look at me when I’m talking to you.” When I turned to meet her cold eyes, she continued. “When you startled poor Tarragon, the flames he would have belched from his ass backfired.”

      “I’m sorry for—”

      “Wait!” She raised her hand.

      The breeze swirled and cooled and coalesced toward her outstretched palm until it formed a lump of ice. Smirking like a lunatic, she directed her other hand to the ice. Despite the sudden cold, sweat trickled down my forehead. A lot of high fae could draw moisture from the air, but only those aligned to the Winter Court could freeze it.

      When her ice became apple-sized, she said, “Rub this on his anus.”

      I didn’t need magic to know how this scenario would end. After levitating me to the drake’s behind, she would cancel the enchantment sealing its anus, releasing a spray of molten shit. From the snickers of the non-humans in the crowd, they were already thinking the same.

      This was dire. Get cursed or suffer second-degree burns.

      Sicily gave her head a minute shake. The magic protecting humans from fae malevolence ensured that no magical punishment would be disproportionate to the offense. Besides, even if the faerie turned me into a rat, the spell would eventually wear off.

      But there was nothing magical about getting burned.

      I sucked in a deep breath and readied myself to get cursed. “My Lady, I must refuse—”

      “Gala,” drawled the prince.

      A breath caught in the back of my throat. Gala. Short for Galanthus Nivalis, the youngest daughter of the Duke of Nevermore. That was the name of one of the Fated. Four beautiful faerie maidens destined by magic to marry the four sons of the king and queen. This twisted creature would be the High Lady of the Autumn Court.

      I pitied everyone she would one day rule.

      “Hold on!” she snapped.

      The prince folded his arms. “If we miss out on those iPads because you wasted time on a human—”

      “Oh!” She spun on her heel and hurried toward the drake. “See what she made me do?”

      Prince Rory held her by the waist, and they both levitated to the creature’s saddle. I held my breath, waiting for her to twist around and throw a curse.

      With a happy roar, the drake galloped down the road. Every ounce of tension left my body in an outward breath so fast, I bent forward and had to brace my hands on my knees.

      The crowd drew closer, presumably to hear what I would say about my encounter with Prince Rory’s fated mate.

      Sicily placed her hand on my back. “Are you al—”

      “Let’s go home.”
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        * * *

      

      I pushed the door open to our two-roomed stone dwelling with woolen walls, rushed to the corner sink, and turned on the tap. Spring water spluttered out, and I splashed the cool liquid on my face.

      The door slammed shut, and a hand rubbed my back. “Unity, you’re in trouble!”

      “Sorry, Sis.” I gulped a mouthful of water. “If I had diffused the situation earlier—”

      “What will Lady Gala of Nevermore do when she realizes the box of iPads only contains apples? She’s the type who will need a scapegoat to work out her anger.”

      I groaned and turned off the tap. “Shit.”

      Sicily paced up and down the front room. It had been our bedroom while Mom and Dad lived here, but with Elijah’s help, we refashioned it into a comfortable living area large enough to accommodate eight paying customers to watch our DVDs.

      “You have to leave Doolish,” she said.

      “What?” I grabbed a cloth and dabbed my face.

      “And disguise yourself.”

      “Wait.” I rushed over to my sister. “You’re panicking. It isn’t so bad.”

      “You’ve attracted the attention of one of the Fated.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “These things are vicious and have long memories. If you don’t do something, she’ll torment you until you die of old age.”

      I shook my head, even though the beginnings of hysteria burned the back of my throat. Sicily was right. Lady Gala had been itching to curse someone and only left so she wouldn’t lose out on an iPad. I could picture that twisted creature somehow blaming me for not getting a computer and finding creative ways to make the next few decades of my life miserable. Some fae could be that petty.

      Sicily balled her fists and flung herself onto the daybed. “None of the people living in the human world have to put up with this crap.” She punched a cushion, loosening its stuffing. “The United bloody Nations could find us somewhere else to live, but they keep us here and make things worse by making everyone wish to live their perfect lives.”

      I lowered myself into the seat next to my sister. She was talking about the television sets, DVDs, and magazines delivered in those crates. The old humans said that having alternative forms of entertainment distracted the fae from tormenting us, but it also showed us what we were missing.

      “But those women on the reality shows are miserable,” I said without feeling an ounce of conviction. “They can wear what they want, eat what they want, and go anywhere, but they’re always fighting.”

      Sicily swiped away fresh tears with the back of her hands. “It would be different with us. If we lived in America, we’d be grateful for our lives.”

      “Yeah,” I said with a sigh. “Although I’d prefer to live in a cabin with the Four Lumberjacks of Switzerland.”

      “Wouldn’t they tire you out?” she wiped the last of her tears.

      “No way.” I shook my head. “I’d want them and all three of the Hemsworth brothers. One for each day of the week.”

      Sicily placed her hand over her mouth to hide a giggle. “You’re so bad!”

      My heart lightened at the sight of her smile. The chances of us ever leaving the Isle of Fae were nil, but I hoped that the box really did contain iPads. If Lady Gala was distracted by the shiny, new technology, she wouldn’t come hunting to finish what she had started.

      I glanced at the timer on our DVD player. It was off. Probably because the solar panel had disconnected itself from the battery again. Later, when Elijah arrived, I would ask him to fix the electricity and update me on the situation with the curse-happy Lady Gala of Nevermore.
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      Neither of us dared to venture outside in case Lady Gala decided to return with the drake. Instead, we spent the morning wrangling with the batteries of our solar power system. It took us a couple of hours to do what Elijah could achieve in ten seconds, but we got the electricity running again.

      After a late breakfast, we blotted out the morning’s events with highlights of Real Housewives of Beverly Hills. It made for hypnotic watching. Here on Fae Island, humans aged faster than they did in the outside world, or at least that’s how we looked compared to the people on the DVDs. Very few people had cosmetics or Extreme Makeovers.

      I leaned forward in my seat and let out a wistful sigh at the rich bitches on the television. Our grandmothers were virtually indistinguishable from hags, except a hag had magic and could outrun a horse when sufficiently angered.

      In this episode, one of the women held a dinner party fit for faerie royalty with gold-patterned plates and gilded crystalware. When they brought out the food, my mouth watered. It wasn’t like we were hungry here, as the fae allowed humans to work on their lands and keep a fraction of what they produced. The UN also brought in food from the outside world, but we couldn’t put ingredients together to create spectacular and varied dishes.

      One of the housewives fed a lapdog from a gold-rimmed glass. Sicily huffed. “Even the dogs eat better on the outside.”

      The camera switched to the stony face of the woman who owned the glass. “Uh-oh. I think another fight’s going to break out.”

      Sicily leaned forward. “This’ll be good.”

      Someone knocked on the door.

      Panic exploded across my chest, and both our heads snapped up. What if it was Prince Rory and Lady Gala, here for round two of my punishment? I placed my hand on the armrest and pushed myself up.

      Sicily grabbed my arm and hissed, “Don’t answer that.”

      “But she can break the door down,” I whispered back.

      “If that’s her, she won’t be able to enter without an invitation.”

      I gulped. Sicily was right. The magic that King Oberon set up to protect humans from faerie mischief meant that the fae couldn’t barge into our dwellings. It didn’t stop them from tricking or bargaining with a human to kick down the door and drag us out.

      “Get in the bedroom,” she whispered. “I’ll see who’s there.”

      I grabbed her hand and pulled her in the direction of the other door. “Let’s both hide.”

      “No.” Sicily stood and walked across the room. “I have to know what we’re up against.” She reached our front door and paused.

      Nausea writhed in my belly, a physical manifestation of my cowardice. I desperately wanted to face Lady Gala. To tell her she was no better than us, just lucky to have been born a fae and then to have become fated to marry one of the princes. But not even the lower fae spoke out against the royals. Everyone around here was so quick to take offense, and grudges could last generations.

      Instead of facing my enemy, I scurried to the other room, shut the door, and placed my ear against the wood.

      The muffled sound of knocking from outside continued, and sweat poured down my brow. Sicily wouldn’t say something foolish, would she? Even though she had been impeccably polite to Lady Gala, that encounter had upset her even more than it had upset me.

      I heard the slide of one iron bolt and then another. Then the front door creaked open, reminding me that it needed oiling. My throat dried.

      “Where’s Unity?” asked a familiar voice. “What happened this morning?”

      “Elijah!” Relief turned Sicily’s voice breathy.

      He rushed into the room. “I just heard Unity defied one of the Fated in the middle of Doolish!”

      The front door slammed shut. I opened the bedroom door and poked my head out. “What are they all saying?”

      Elijah stood in the middle of the living room, an imposing figure in his white overalls and his transparent, dragonfly wings fluttering behind his back. Despite my troubles, a jolt of attraction shot through my heart. Elijah’s father was a full-blooded faerie, which accounted for the wings, cerulean-blue eyes, and copper-colored hair. His mother was a human, which gave him a similar rugged handsomeness to the Lumberjacks of Switzerland.

      “What the bloody hell happened, Uni?” He spread his arms in a wide WTF shrug.

      “It wasn’t her fault,” said Sicily from where she leaned against the front door.

      Elijah ignored her. “I overheard Lady Nevermore tell the other Fated about a defiant human she wanted to track down after dark. She was livid.”

      I gulped. “How did you know it was me?”

      “Because I rode down on my break and asked some of the vendors what happened this morning. They told me you and she had an altercation.” He flashed those bright eyes with disbelief. “You know better than to mess with the royals.”

      Ignoring the clenching of my stomach muscles, I shook my head. “It wasn’t like that.”

      Elijah crossed the room and grabbed my arms. “Why would you defy one of the bloody Fated?”

      “Do you have pixie dust in your ears?” Sicily snapped from where she stood by the door. “It wasn’t Unity’s fault!”

      Elijah turned around, seeming to notice my sister finally. “Alright, then. Tell me what happened.”

      My hands trembled. If Elijah was this worked up, things had to be dire. Maybe Sicily was right, and I needed to leave Doolish. My sister walked to the stove and boiled the kettle while I told him what had happened, explaining how I had narrowly avoided getting burned by the backside of a drake.

      Elijah winced. “You know their shit is hotter than boiled water.”

      A relieved breath whooshed out of my lungs. At least he no longer thought I was at fault. “That’s why I couldn’t go through with her penance.”

      He shook his head. “Sometimes, even I can’t fathom the depth of fae pettiness.”

      Sicily muttered something unintelligible under her breath.

      My gaze dropped down to the basket Elijah had set on the floor, containing osprey eggs he’d probably brought from the academy kitchens. He was some kind of supervisor up there, which meant he had access to things the highest echelons of the fae discarded.

      “Have you had lunch?” I asked.

      He shook his head.

      After picking up the basket, I joined Sicily in our small kitchen area and pulled down a copper frying pan hanging from a wood beam. Sicily opened the icebox and extracted chives and rapunzel leaves.

      “Lady Nevermore seemed more agitated than usual this morning.” Elijah walked across the room and lowered himself onto the sofa. “For the past few days, the Fated have been looking forward to something from the outside world the Princes said would arrive today.”

      “IPads.” Sicily placed two mugs of chamomile tea on the coffee table. “Someone spread the rumor that Apple was sending us a gift.”

      Elijah rubbed his temples and sighed. “That sort of makes sense.”

      “What does?” I broke the eggs and whisked them with a fork.

      “Ladies Nevermore and Westerling have been talking about starting a Youtube channel to get admirers in the outside world.”

      Wrinkling my nose, I placed a pat of butter into the pan, moved the kettle to the side, and set the pan on the stove. Outsiders probably didn’t know that the fae were nasty, wicked creatures so dangerous that the UN had confined them to this island to keep them from spreading their evil across the world.

      I tipped the pan from side to side, spreading out the melted butter. Everyone on the Isle of Fae had at least one ancestor who had been cursed by faeries. When Mom’s great-great-aunt was heavily pregnant, she didn’t curtsey in a way that satisfied one of Queen Maeve’s ladies-in-waiting, so the faerie cursed her to give birth to a black kitten with a white diamond on his chest. Her husband tolerated this until the kitten started to talk, then he left.

      “How does all of this affect Unity?” My sister placed a third mug on the coffee table.

      I kept my breaths deep and even, focusing on the melting butter. Maybe there was a way to escape from Gala Nevermore’s wrath.

      Elijah blew out a breath. “I heard Lady Nevermore tell Lady Westerling that the other Fated hogged the iPads because she was late to arrive at the academy. She kept ranting about it being the fault of a belligerent human who insulted her and Prince Rory’s drake.”

      Clenching my teeth, I threw the rapunzel leaves on the melted butter and tossed them around the pan. The fae were such touchy bastards. It was as though nature needed to balance out all that beauty with some severe personality defects.

      After adding the whisked eggs to the pan, I turned to Elijah. “I apologized multiple times.”

      He ran a hand through his locks. “Not enough, because Lady Westerling agreed to accompany Lady Nevermore to Doolish after classes tomorrow to watch her bury you in drake shit.”

      “But she doesn’t know where we live,” I said.

      “How many people would sell you out for a handful of money beads?” he said.

      A pit of dread hit me in the gut, and silence stretched out across the room, filled by the sizzle and pop of the cooking omelet. Sicily and I exchanged worried glances. Nobody, not even the half-bloods and the lower fae, truly liked the royals. But if there was an opportunity to make money, they’d rat out their closest friends.

      The liquid egg set, and I plated up the omelets and brought them over to the coffee table. “Why not tonight?”

      Elijah grabbed the largest portion and cut himself a generous chunk. “Queen Titania is visiting the headmistress this evening. All the Fated will be there for a formal greeting.”

      “That gives us a day to work something out.” I handed Sicily the second-largest portion.

      Chewing on his mouthful, Elijah rubbed his chin. “You could try bargaining with the peacekeepers.”

      “They use pounds and dollars and all kinds of currency.” I lowered myself into the seat next to him and put my plate on my lap. “Besides, money beads have no value in the outside world.”

      He glanced away.

      Sicily slammed her plate on the coffee table with a clang. “You want my sister to offer them sex?”

      My brows drew together. “That isn’t what he—”

      “It is,” Sicily snapped. “Otherwise, he would offer to make the bargain himself.”

      I glanced at Elijah, giving him a chance to explain.

      His face tightened. “Why does everything with you have to be so black and white? There’s nothing wrong with a girl trading her favors. It’s good enough for Unity, and I don’t see you turning down any of my food.”

      A lump formed in the back of my throat, and I stared into my lap. We had never before described our relationship as a trade, and I hadn’t fooled myself into thinking that what we had was true love. The guy was insanely attractive, inventive in bed, and always keeping things interesting. But he never visited us empty-handed. Most of the luxuries we enjoyed, the DVD player, reality TV episodes, and delicacies from the outside world, all came from Elijah.

      The lump in my throat slid down to my belly, where it rolled around, making me queasy. I couldn’t offer myself to one of those assholes at the United Nations. I hated them even more than I hated the faeries. With their iron ships, they could transport the humans off this accursed island. But they were so hell-bent on keeping the fae out of their perfect world that they confined us humans here to keep the fae amused.

      My voice lowered to the barest whisper. “Isn’t there anything you can do to help?”

      After wolfing down the rest of the omelet, Elijah stood. “I came here to warn you, didn’t I?”

      I stared up into his hard, blue eyes, my heart plummeting through the flagstone floor. In his mind, I was already dead. Or so severely disfigured by molten drake shit that I was no longer of any use.

      “Fine.” My voice was thick with emotion. Thick with rage and hurt and disappointment. Betrayal was also in the mix, but certainly not heartbreak. I curled my fists and drew them into my belly. “Thanks for the warning. We can take care of ourselves.”

      “No.” Sicily rushed to the door, blocking Elijah’s exit. “For three years, I’ve stood by and let you fuck my sister. Now, it’s time for you to do something for her.”

      Shame burned through my veins and heated my cheeks. If she continued this rant, Elijah would point out all the things around the room that had come from him. Thanks to Elijah, we could barter with other humans and lesser fae, but the truth hurt. He’d only supplied us with the TV, DVD player, and DVDs because he wanted sex.

      Elijah turned to me, his features sagging with resignation. If I never meant anything to him apart from sex, I wasn’t surprised he wanted to leave.

      “Sis, let him go,” I said.

      “No,” she snapped. “He owes you more than just a warning.”

      With a sigh, I stood, walked around Elijah’s broad form, and wrapped my arms around Sicily’s neck. “We’ll work something out.”

      Her shoulders shook, and she rested her head against mine. “They’re all the fucking same.”

      “Yeah.” I maneuvered Sicily away from the door.

      Elijah had never lied to me or implied that we were any more than people who fucked. Neither had he made any promises or uttered any words of love or commitment. But the confirmation of our transactional relationship still hurt like a mule kick to the gut.

      With a whispered apology, he eased open the door and stepped out of our lives in a cloud of jasmine scent.

      I heaved out a sigh and tried not to focus on the pain of his dismissal. “Let’s get a few things together and head south for Balley Chashtal.” It was the driest, sunniest part of the Isle of Fae and furthest from both the Royal Fae Academy and the Duke of Nevermore’s territory. “If we set off at dawn, no one will see us and tell that vicious faerie where we’ve gone.”
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        * * *

      

      Sorting out what to take for the journey and what to leave behind took the rest of the day. As much as the television and DVD set had offered us a comfortable living, we had to leave them behind. They were too heavy, and we couldn’t transport the solar panels and batteries. Instead, we packed the DVDs and went to bed early.

      As I dropped off to sleep, I planned our route to Balley Chashtal. We’d walk alongside the coast during the day. Even though it would take ten hours, it avoided the Charity district, the dwelling-place of creatures not dark enough to require a curfew.

      Hours later, a distant wail broke me out of my sleep.

      A jolt of paranoia snapped my eyes open, and my heart jumped to the back of my throat. Our small bedroom was dark. Only the barest trace of moonlight streamed in through our window, illuminating Sicily’s side of the bed.

      It was empty.

      “Sis?” I swung my legs out of bed, listening for signs that she was using the commode, but the house was silent.

      I stepped on a scrap of paper, which hadn’t been there the night before. After picking it up, I took it to the living room and turned on a lamp.

      
        
        Uni,

        Thank you for taking care of us all these years. I realize now that you slept with that loathsome creature to secure a comfortable lifestyle for us, and I repaid you with judgment and snide comments.

        Verbal apologies can’t express the depth of my remorse, so I’m going to repay the favor.

        If you’re reading this after sunrise and nothing has changed, my plan went horribly wrong. Don’t look for me—I’ll be beyond your reach.

        Take everything precious and run.

        No matter what, I will always love you,

        Sicily

        

      

      Dread turned my stomach to stone. I re-read the note, wondering what the hell she had done. Had Sicily approached the peacekeepers on my behalf? It was possible. Lots of men valued virginity, but would any of them have the power to smuggle two girls onto their iron boats or their offshore rig?

      Shaking my head, I pushed that thought aside. None of the peacekeepers would lower themselves to consort with the humans on the Isle of Fae. They acted as though we were somehow tainted.

      What, then?

      I skimmed her note, my gaze falling on the words ‘I’ll be beyond your reach.’ It could refer to the offshore rig or—

      A loud gasp slipped through my lips.

      “The Mound!”

      I doubled over, crying out my anguish. Why else would she leave in the middle of the night when the dark fae roamed the streets? She was going to make a bargain with one of those wicked creatures.

      Nothing good ever came from making bargains with the fae. They always twisted the agreements, so that what they demanded in return was more than what they gave. I ran back to the bedroom and pulled off my nightgown.

      Light fae were vindictive bastards. Dark fae were just plain evil. A woman asking for irresistible beauty would get precisely what she wanted but either ended up being irresistible to dogs or tricked into decades of servitude in a fae-run brothel.

      I shoved on a pair of ratty jeans, threw on a top, and rushed out into the living room. The only spare piece of iron we had was the horseshoe we hung over the door to keep out lesser fae who didn’t need invitations to enter a human’s home and cause mayhem.

      After slipping the iron into my pocket, I opened the door, letting in the chill.

      Dark shadows stretched across the cobbled street, seeming to move as though alive. I sucked in a breath and stepped out. No matter what, I had to catch up with Sicily before she condemned herself in a bargain.
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      After navigating the maze of alleyways unscathed, I turned into the Doolish Road and fixed my gaze on the town square in the distance. Sicily couldn’t have gone too far. With no money beads, she would have to walk to the nearest active bargain circle, which could be hours away.

      My feet pounded the cobblestones, and the low buildings on either side of the road formed a blur. Hooded figures—some knee-high and others as tall as eight feet—paused to watch as I passed, but no one approached.

      I reached the town square, and my steps faltered. Instead of the vast market of the previous morning, winged fae mingled with goblins, dwarves, and creatures that covered their misshapen forms in cloaks. Many of them gathered around a large bonfire, which stank of singed hair.

      Sucking in a deep, fortifying breath, I tried not to consider what manner of creature had perished in flames and wove my way through the crowd of non-humans. From what I understood of the bargain trade, a broking hag could put humans in touch with dark fae for the right price.

      A strong hand grabbed my arm. “What are you doing?” said a familiar voice. “Trying to get yourself killed?”

      I spun around and glowered into Elijah’s eyes. “What do you care?”

      The muscles of his face tensed. “You know better than to roam the streets after dark—”

      “Sicily’s gone to make a deal,” I said. “Do you know which bargain circle is active tonight?”

      Eyes widening, Elijah released my arm as though it was made of molten shit. “Why would she—” He stopped himself from continuing the sentence.

      I guessed he knew why my sister had stooped to such a desperate measure, and he didn’t want me to bring up the subject of his refusal to help us.

      “There’s a group of deal-makers at the Hope Woods circle, but you can’t go there,” he said.

      There was no point in asking why. I didn’t want to hear that the woods were dangerous for human girls, especially after dark. I broke into a run across the square.

      “Unity.” Elijah’s voice was non-committal. Like he ought to call me back just to make himself feel like he’d done everything he could to stop me from getting killed or enslaved.

      He didn’t give chase, confirming that he’d already washed his hands of Sicily and me. As I approached the fire, a thin, human-shaped male in ragged clothing stepped into my path, his silver eyes gleaming like stars. His features twisted into a grin that reached the outer edges of his eyes.

      My stomach dropped to my knees, and my feet froze on the cobblestones.

      Fuck, the creature leering at me was a Jack of Smiles. But there was nothing funny about how he fed on his victims. Anyone caught in his mesmerizing stare for longer than three heartbeats lost the ability to taste, smell, or feel any kind of pleasure or joy.

      I snatched my gaze away from the monster and caught sight of a centaur weaving through the crowd. He wore a saddle, which meant he was open for business.

      “Hey, stallion!” I trotted after him.

      He turned around and swished his golden ponytail. “Are you talking to me?”

      Joy surged through my chest, but I didn’t know if that was the Jack of Smiles bringing my emotions to the surface. “How much to take me to Hope Woods?”

      Furrowing his golden brows, the centaur rubbed his chin. “What does a pretty girl like you want to do in a place like that?”

      My gaze darted toward the Jack of Smiles floating through the crowds like an apparition. “Can you take me there or not?”

      “It will cost you,” he said.

      I pulled back my sleeve, exposing a wrist-full of beads.

      His black eyes gleamed. “Hop on my back, and we’ll negotiate a price.”

      A knot of worry formed in my gut. Accepting a ride before agreeing to the cost was a terrible idea, but with that joy-sucking monster following me like I was his only chance of a meal, getting scammed by a centaur was the least of my worries. I’d happily give him all my money to help me catch up with Sicily before she made such a dangerous bargain.

      I pulled myself onto his saddle and rested my hands on his broad, muscular shoulders. Contrary to the sexy centaurs in movies like the Chronicles of Narnia, ours grew coarse horsehair up to their beard-lines.

      “Hold tight,” he purred.

      “That’s alright.” My fingers curled around the muscles stretching down from his neck. I’m fine like thi—”

      With a happy neigh, he reared up, making me jerk backwards on the saddle. I clamped my arms around his waist and wedged my chest against his back. The crowd parted to let him through, and he cantered a wide circle around the fire and then up the Doolish Road.

      “Bloody hell!” I shouted. “What was that all about?”

      “That Jack o’ Smiles was about to grab your arm,” said the centaur. “I had to do something to startle him.”

      “Was he?” I turned around and glanced into the crowd.

      The monster’s bright eyes shone like beacons, making me twist back toward our destination. I hadn’t noticed him come closer, but with few humans brave enough to leave their homes after dark, the Jack of Smiles had probably become hungry enough to force eye contact.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Call me Coltrane.” The centaur continued down the street of one-story buildings toward the town’s outskirts.

      “Is this the route a human would take to go on foot?” I asked.

      “That’s right.”

      To our left and right, beings stood outside the windows of human dwellings, likely trying to catch glimpses of innocent people sleeping in their beds. A shiver ran down my spine. Mother and Father always kept the curtains closed. Now I really understood why. Keeping my gaze forward, I clung tighter to the centaur’s back.

      It took several moments before we reached the vast expanses of farmland that stretched from Doolish to the lower foothills of the Mound. At this time of the night, the mansions on its higher levels twinkled as though they were made of starlight—the Lucky bastards.

      There was no sign of Sicily on the road, which either meant that she’d left earlier than I had thought or one of the creatures on the route had—I tamped down that terrible thought.

      “This is cozy,” murmured Coltrane. The centaur galloped between two cornfields.

      “How much longer to Hope Woods?” I asked.

      “Ten minutes after we get to Charity Woods.”

      “How far away is that?”

      The muscles on his back tightened as though he had bristled at what I’d said. “Why don’t you enjoy the ride and leave the transportation to the professional, eh?”

      Clenching my teeth, I loosened my grip around his waist. He was probably annoyed because I didn’t flirt back. Centaurs were nice enough when they weren’t trying to mate with human girls. They needed us to reproduce, as there was no such thing as a female centaur.

      I shook a strand of hair out of my face. Putting aside the fact that two-thirds of their body was a horse and they had dicks the size and girth of a man’s arm, getting pregnant by a centaur was as dangerous as jumping into a pond full of grindylows. Without the help of a hag who specialized in midwifery, most girls died in childbirth.

      Coltrane bolted forward. I jerked to the side and grabbed hold of his waist to avoid falling.

      “That’s better,” he said.

      My eyes narrowed. The centaur did that in Doolish Square when I held onto his shoulders instead of his waist. Had the Jack of Smiles really been trying to grab onto me?

      Coltrane galloped through a copse of rowan trees, which led to a wood so dense, not even a trace of moonlight penetrated its canopy. A chill set over my skin, and I huddled closer to the centaur. Had Sicily passed through here on foot? I hoped she had found safe transportation. Tendrils of ice wrapped around my neck, cutting off my air. I squeezed my eyes shut, willing it away. The thing to remember about magical terrors was that nothing could hurt me if I didn’t engage with them.

      Moments later, Coltrane slowed to a walk, and the rich, sweet scent of over-ripe cherries filled my nostrils. I opened my eyes to find us in a moon-lit clearing.

      “Why are we stopping?” I asked.

      He lowered himself onto his haunches, and I slid off the saddle and onto my ass. Thankfully, my jeans protected me from the moisture of the fallen fruit I’d squelched on my descent.

      “We haven’t discussed payment,” he said.

      “Ummm, yeah.” I stood and fiddled with my bracelet. “How many beads do you want?”

      Pulling himself upright, Coltrane shook his head. “I don’t want your money.”

      My spine stiffed. Bloody centaurs always desired the same thing from human girls. “It’s all you’re going to get.”

      “Don’t play coy.” He circled me, his swishy tail whacking me on the ass. “It’s nothing you haven’t done before.”

      I sucked in a breath through my teeth. Had Elijah been boasting about our arrangement all over Doolish? “What do you mean?”

      “It was just a joke.” He stepped back, palms up. “No offense or anything.”

      The muscles of my shoulders relaxed. He was just horny centaur trying his luck. I could deal with that. “How many beads do you want for the journey?”

      He rubbed his chin. “Here’s the thing…”

      “What?” I snapped.

      “Hope Woods is a dangerous place, even for a centaur.”

      I spread my arms wide. “No, it isn’t. Centaurs are impervious to dark magic, strong as ogres, and can gallop as fast as the wind. Or is all that stuff you guys always boast about just a rumor?”

      “There’s a bargain ring going on tonight,” he said, sounding as though he hadn’t heard a word I’d said. “A blacksmith from the fifth level is planning on sacrificing all his human servants to help break his brother out of the Dark Fae Prison.”

      My gaze darted from left to right. If I knew the location of this infernal circle, I’d be halfway there on foot by now. But because I was wholly dependent on this dubious method of transportation, I had to play nice and convince him to take me.

      “But that prison is inescapable,” I said.

      “So is the Isle of Fae, but that doesn’t stop people from trying,” he said with a shrug.

      My thoughts jumped to Dad’s disappearance. If he had made a bargain, it had probably gone wrong, and he was toiling for someone within the Mound. I hoped to every human deity listening that his master wasn’t that fifth-level blacksmith.

      Coltrane stopped circling and stood in front of me with his hands on his waist. “How about it, then?”

      I raised my wrist. “Have as many beads as you like, but please take me to the circle. My sister—”

      “As I said, it’s not money I want.” His dark gaze roved up and down my form.

      I ground my teeth, a tension headache throbbing between my ears. For fuck’s sake! At this rate, Sicily would have condemned herself to a life of servitude.

      “You want my body?” I snapped. When he gave me a salacious nod, I said, “It’s yours.”

      Surprise flickered across his features. “What?”

      “But call for me tomorrow evening,” I left out the fact that we planned on being in Balley Chashtal before nightfall tomorrow. “I want to buy some ointments to make it less of a stretch.”

      His tongue ran along his bottom lip. “I don’t mind if you’re too tight.”

      “Well, I do!”

      “No.” He folded his arms across a well-muscled chest covered in coarse horsehair. “Once you meet the bargain-makers, I’ll never see you again, right?”

      “No!” the word came out a pained howl. “I’m trying to stop my sister—”

      “Alright then,” he said. “Tug-a-lug with a few licks, and I’ll take you to the circle. But you have to do it here and now.”

      Nausea slithered up my throat. “What?”

      The centaur bent the human part of his body, meeting my gaze with his twinkling eyes. His warm, tangy breath fanned across my face. “Get on your knees, make me cum, and I’ll take you the rest of the way.”

      Panic seized my heart in its cold grip, disgust pooled in my mouth, and I took a step back. How dare the loathsome creature take advantage of my desperation?

      I had no idea where in Hope Woods I could find the bargaining circle. It wasn’t like rings of mushrooms on the ground were signposted. I licked my dry lips. To save Sicily, I would endure anything, even if it meant getting a face-full of centaur spunk.

      I cleared my throat. “Alright, then.”

      “Alright, what?”

      “I-I’ll give you a wank.”

      “Don’t forget to lash that pretty tongue over my cock-hole.”

      Angry, prickly heat surged through my veins and burned my cheeks. At this rate, I would bite it off… if only I could get my mouth around the centaur’s mammoth dick.

      “Fine!” I snapped.

      The centaur’s grin was so wide, it rivaled that of the Jack of Smiles.
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      “Yes,” Coltrane whinnied, his deep voice making the lining of my stomach tremble with a mix of revulsion and terror. “Shimmy down my undercarriage and make your dreams cum true.”

      My nostrils flared. How had this asshole managed to twist things around so that I was the aggressor? I longed to swing my foot beneath that undercarriage and slam my boot into his horse dick, but I was in the middle of a faerie forest with no other form of transport and desperate to save my sister. Pressing my lips together, I dropped down in position.

      I sank my knees into the soft, damp leaf litter, and the scent of rotting mulch filled my nostrils. Heat flared from the centaur’s hindquarters, making my skin crawl with the sensation of invisible ants. Keeping my gaze to the starry sky and away from the source of his excitement, I raised a trembling hand.

      “I can lie on my side if you want,” he said. “Make it feel like you’ve tackled me to the ground, and I’m finally in your clutches.”

      Coltrane flicked his head in the direction of his flanks. “There’s ropes in my saddlebag if you want me helpless and at your mercy.”

      Despite trying to keep a neutral expression, my nose wrinkled. “Um… No, thanks.” Any pity I might have felt for this desperate creature was crushed under the weight of my worries for Sicily’s predicament. “Let’s just do it without the extras, so we can set off for the deal circle.”

      His eyes sparkled. “You naughty girl!” he said with a low chuckle. “I could tell you wanted me.”

      I shook my head. If his fantasy of me being eager for centaur dick got him off faster, who was I to complain?

      A male scream pierced the air, followed by a boom. My head snapped up, just in time for me to catch the burst of white light a hundred feet away.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “It’s just the bargain-makers.” He waved a dismissive hand. “They’re condemning some human victim to the deepest levels of the Mount. Now, about my—”

      “What?” I scrambled to my feet and charged through the trees in the direction of the light, all thoughts of Coltrane and his horse dick flying into the ether. Their next victim could be Sicily.

      “Oi,” Coltrane bellowed. “You still owe me for the ride.”

      I continued charging through the trees. Moonlight streamed through the canopy of this side of the forest, illuminating the trunks in my way. Branches whipped across my face, but the pain was nothing compared to what my poor sister might suffer if I didn’t stop her in time.

      Galloping filled my ears, and hot centaur breath dampened the back of my neck. “Pay me, you scam artist!”

      Rage surged through my veins, making me run faster. Ducking under a low-hanging branch, I yanked off my bracelet of money beads and threw it over my shoulder.

      “Take it!” I yelled.

      With a panicked neigh, Coltrane thudded into a tree. The galloping stopped. Now that I knew the location of the deal circle, I didn’t care if the horny centaur had knocked himself unconscious.

      My foot caught on a root, and I stumbled forward, my arms splayed out for balance. “Shit.”

      “Who goes there?” boomed a voice from behind a thick bush.

      I darted behind a thick tree trunk and stepped into something squelchy.

      Footsteps—about half a dozen of them—marched close.

      Sweat trickled down my brow, settling into the corners of my eyes. Anything could be out there. Possibilities raced through my mind. Angry dwarves, trooping trees… A shudder ran down my spine. Or they could be redcaps eager for human blood. Holding my breath, I waited for them to pass.

      “They’re hiding,” whispered a male voice.

      The strangers scattered in all directions. I held my breath, inwardly cursing myself for running away from Coltrane, who probably would have protected me from whoever was lurking in the trees. Heavy footsteps approached from my left, making my heart gallop.

      I edged around the tree, trying to keep my movements quiet.

      A bright beam from a flashlight shone on the right side of my face. A male voice said, “Found her!”

      I raised my hand, shielding my eyes from the glare. “Who’s that?”

      “Identify yourself,” he said.

      “You first.” I squinted and could make out a six-foot-tall, human-shaped figure in black, clad in a dark helmet.

      “Captain Lamb from the United Nations Peacekeeping Forces.” He lowered the flashlight. “And you are?”

      Relief washed over me like summer rain, and I blinked the light out of my eyes. They might be wankers, but the peacekeepers were mostly harmless.

      “Unity Quayle.” I stepped out from behind the tree. “You’ve got to help. My sister’s down there, trying to make a deal with the dark faeries.”

      As the other peacekeepers emerged from behind the bushes, the captain rocked back and forth on his heels, seeming to think through my predicament. I swallowed hard, hoping he would come with me to the circle and help me grab Sicily.

      Several moments later, he spoke. “Bargaining with faeries contravenes article one of section one of the United Nations charter,” Captain Lamb said in a tone of voice that implied I should have already memorized the UN rulebook. “Your sister is in a lot of trouble.”

      “Are you going to arrest her?”

      Silence stretched out, broken by the screech of an owl.

      A frustrated breath huffed out from my nostrils. I glanced over the man’s shoulder in the direction where the magic had flared. First, the centaur, now the peacekeepers. If I wasted any more time trying to convince assholes to help, I would lose my sister.

      I hurried past the captain and his men. “Out of my way.”

      “Wait!” He held out a gloved hand. “You can’t go there.”

      I dodged right, rounded a thick trunk, and sprinted through the darkened woods. No stupid charter would get between my sister and me. If they wanted to shoot iron pellets at my back, they’d have to aim through the bloody trees.

      Heavy footsteps thudded from twenty feet away, and branches cracked underfoot like broken bones. I jumped over a tree root, skidded over a patch of something putrid, and picked up my pace.

      Thirty feet ahead, two kissing trees stretched up to the moon, their trunks intertwined with a five-foot-tall gap at their bases. Magic spilled out through the space, its power tingling through my skin. My pulse quickened. Whoever stood in that circle was more powerful than the princes. Keeping low, I raced forward and into another flare of light so bright, my irises ached.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, ducked my head, and hurried forward, but the light still burned. An unfamiliar female gasp reached my ears. I hoped this meant that Sicily was still waiting in line.

      “Come forward,” said the type of arrogant, male voice that could only belong to a faerie.

      “Sis?” I stopped and blinked, but everything was still white.

      When the light cleared, my gaze fell on a circle of knee-high mushrooms that glowed silver in the moonlight. In the middle stood five masculine figures with black leather armor clinging to their muscular frames. Each sported membranous wings like a bat’s.

      One of them turned around, swirling his long, midnight hair and flashing eyes as bright as a blue moon. The power radiating from him made my heart jolt with renewed terror.

      His handsome features twisted into a snarl that revealed teeth sharpened into points. “Who dares to interrupt our circle?”

      A breath caught in the back of my throat. Not at his fearsome appearance, but at the sight of my sister standing among him and four other leather-clad faeries. Her eyes were glazed as though she was caught in their unearthly beauty.

      “Sicily—” All the moisture in my throat dried, leaving their membranes feeling like tree bark. Whether it was due to panic or the creature’s unearthly magic, I couldn’t tell, but my feet moved of their own volition toward the circle of mushrooms.

      The faerie beckoned me closer, and my gaze wandered to his black nails, which also ended in points. Something about these males reminded me of the princes. How could dark creatures as powerful as these not be in prison with the rest of their kind?

      Gunshots filled the air, and a tight fist of panic seized my heart, breaking me out of my semi-trance. Why of all times had the peacekeepers decided to interfere?

      “Outsiders.” The faerie snarled.

      “Sis,” I squeaked.

      Sicily turned toward me, her gaze alert. Anguish flashed across her features. Whatever she had planned to do, she’d clearly changed her mind. Sicily lurched toward the low wall of mushrooms, her mouth open in a silent scream.

      One of the other dark faeries grabbed onto her arm. “We haven’t finished with you.”

      “Hey!” I rushed forward. “Let go of her.”

      The first faerie raised a hand, his gaze darting to a point over my shoulder and then back to me. Forks of lightning crackled from his fingertips and filled the clearing with the scent of ozone.

      He growled, “You would dare bring the outsiders to our sacred circle?”

      “What?” I cringed under the force of his unearthly glare. “No.”

      A second gunshot ran through the air, making my heart explode with panic. I fell to my knees, and warm liquid splattered over my face.

      My stomach lurched. This had to be blood, but whose?

      Sicily screamed.

      “Stop,” I shouted at the approaching peacekeepers. “My sister’s in there. She’s an innocent human.”

      The shooting continued, and a wave of magic flared out of the circle of mushrooms, bleaching everything white. The sensation of the world turning inside out had me splayed face-down on the forest floor like an out-of-place starfish. My ears rang, muffling the sounds of footsteps.

      What the bloody hell had just happened? If this was a magical attack, the peacekeepers would have dropped to the ground. I tried to get up, but some invisible force kept me pinned.

      Eventually, the light faded along with the pressure on my back. I raised myself onto my hands and knees and stared over the trampled mushrooms and into the circle.

      Sicily was gone, as were four of the dark faeries. The fifth lay face-up, gasping for air. The jacket of his leather armor gaped open in several places, presumably from the gunshots, with dark blood oozing out from his wounds onto the parched earth.

      “You,” he whispered.

      All the anxiety I’d kept in a tight ball since reading her letter escaped my lungs in a loud sob. My gaze darted around the clearing to the trees that bordered the mushroom circle and beyond. There was no sign of anyone but the peacekeepers standing in front of the kissing trees.

      I turned back to the winged creature spluttering on the ground and hardened my heart. Now wasn’t the time to feel sympathy for someone who routinely condemned humans to decades of slavery. Sicily was missing, and I needed answers.

      I crawled over to the injured faerie and grabbed his lapels. “Where’s my sister?”

      “This is your doing.” His black eyes seared through my soul with its hatred, and dark blood oozed from the corners of his mouth.

      “What did your friends do with my sister?” I asked. Sicily couldn’t have completed the bargain. The dark faeries must have taken her away out of spite.

      His lips spread into a pained grin of those horrible teeth. “My brothers. They believe in a life for a life.”

      Terror seized my throat in its clawed grip, cutting off my air. I forced out the words, “She’s dead?”

      “Worse,” he said with a gurgle.

      “You, there,” shouted one of the peacekeepers from the edge of the clearing. “Put your hands up.”

      I held onto his leather jacket as though he would disappear if I let go. “Did they take her to the Mound? Which level?”

      “My blood is on your hands, and I am close to death,” he rasped.

      I snatched my hands away from his lapels and wiped my wet fingers on my jeans. “Tell me where to find her, and I’ll take you to a healer—”

      “With my dying breath, I curse you,” he strained out the words. “My destiny is now yours.”

      “Wait…” Whatever I was going to say died in the back of my throat.

      The dark faerie heaved a breath and closed his eyes. Silver tendrils of power rose from between his lips, reminding me of the will-o’-the-wisps that meandered through the dark to lure travelers into bogs.

      I scrambled back on my hands through the scorched earth, trying to dodge the mist, but my leg skidded over a wet patch, and I fell into the spongy surface of an oversized mushroom.

      In the blink of an eye, the silvery mist surged into my chest, stealing my air.

      “Stop—” I reached out at the faerie, trying to tell him to cease the attack, but he was unmoving and probably dead.

      Power swirled through my insides, tying everything into painful knots. My lungs shriveled into my frantic heart, which clattered against my ribs.

      I tried to suck in a breath, but it caught in the back of my throat. Was this the curse? To die painfully by suffocation just as he had been killed by iron? My eyes bulged, and I scratched at my throat, gasping for air.

      Pain lanced through my shoulder blades, making me arch my back.

      I tried to scream, but no words came out. I tried twisting around to wave at the approaching peacekeepers, to beg for mouth-to-mouth, but the mist filled my vision with silver.

      A few frantic heartbeats later, everything went black.
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      I’m not sure how much time passed, but when I regained my senses, I no longer lay on the hard earth but felt like I was floating on clouds. Clouds encased in silk. Mrs. Yates from the magazine stall owned a handkerchief of that fabric. It had felt like the petals caressing my skin—just like this luxurious, soft surface.

      “She’s awake, sir,” said a male voice.

      My eyes snapped open, and I tried pulling myself upright, but bone-deep fatigue weighted my limbs to the bed. Instead, I twisted my neck and blinked my eyes into focus.

      Two faerie guardsmen clad in pristine, white uniforms peered at me from beyond a set of bars. One of them wore the same kind of tall hat I’d seen on the guards accompanying the princes to Saltbay Port, and the other wore a flat cap.

      I glanced around, taking in the white walls, matching ceiling, and luxury mattress. This was some kind of faerie prison, but why wasn’t I lying on the sawdust floor of the human jailhouse?

      “Bargaining with humans is against the lore, young lady,” said the one with the flat cap.

      I shook my head, trying to dislodge a fog of confusion. “That can’t be right—”

      “Don’t deny it.” He wagged a finger through the bars. “The peacekeepers found you passed out in the middle of a bargaining circle and brought you here.”

      “What on earth…” My brows drew together, and pieces from the night before rearranged themselves in my mind like an incomplete jigsaw puzzle. A horny centaur, gunfire, a dark faerie with serrated teeth… I rubbed my temples, fighting through the fog. What was I missing?

      It hit me like a bolt of lightning to the heart.

      “Sicily!”

      “The Italian island?” the faerie asked.

      “That’s my sister’s name.” I tried pulling myself upright, but now it felt like some force on my back kept me down. “She made a deal with the dark fae, and the peacekeepers interrupted them. Now she’s missing.”

      His face dropped. “What? Which Noble House?”

      “I don’t know.” My throat dried, and I coughed to get out the words. “They were pale with black hair and wore black armor. There were five of them, and one got killed.”

      The guards exchanged concerned frowns, which made my stomach churn with worry for Sicily’s plight. Faeries that powerful had to be notorious, and they probably knew all about the five dark brothers. I tightened my stomach muscles, preparing to hear bad news.

      In the kind of slow voice people reserve for speaking to morons, the guard with the flat cap said, “What is your Noble House, young lady?”

      I shook my head. “I’m Unity Quayle, nobody important.”

      “That’s a human name.” His brows drew together.

      “Yes, I’m human. Can you find my sister? She went to the deal circle in Hope Woods and met some dark faeries. Four of them disappeared with her, and the fifth said he would put me under a curse.”

      “Ah, I see.” He pulled off his cap, revealing a shock of teal hair, and rubbed his chin.

      “What’s that, sir?” asked his companion with the tall hat.

      He nodded in my direction. “She’s a cast-off. Her Lord father probably wiped her memory and placed her in the circle to be found by the peacekeepers.”

      My eyes bulged. Faeries were unreasonable, but they tended not to make up stupid stories. “No, I’m a human from Doolish.”

      Ignoring me, they continued their conversation in low voices. The dense fog in my mind shifted, allowing me to push myself upright and strain to listen. Elijah had once mentioned that some faeries claimed the half-bloods they had with human women, but most cast them away at maturity if they didn’t develop any useful power.

      I paused, waiting for the pain of his dismissal to strike, but nothing happened. How could I fret about my love life when the dark fae had my sister?

      My shoulder blades twitched but seemed to extend beyond my body, and the air at my back shifted. I twisted around. Two huge butterfly wings, in shades of iridescent purple and blue, flapped behind my back. This had to be some kind of joke.

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      The two faeries stopped their conversation and stared at me through the bars.

      My mouth dried. “What’s happening to me?”

      “Everything’s alright,” he said in a voice laden with pity. “We occasionally get children like you wandering the woods with their memories erased. We’ll call someone who can help.”

      I shook my head and told the guards the events of the night before. Their faces froze in sympathetic smiles as I recounted how the dark faerie’s mist had curled around my senses, but they dismissed it as a false memory. Apparently, noble houses who got rid of their half-bloods also wiped all knowledge of their previous existence.

      The guards opened my cell door to allow in a human servant with a trolley laden with china plates covered in silver domes. The rich aroma of roasted coffee beans filled my nose. It mingled with the scent of pastries baked in spices.

      A lock of golden hair fell into my face, making me shudder. What else had they changed? “Is that for me?”

      “My Lady.” After pushing the trolley to the side of my bed, she bobbed into a curtsey. Uncovering each plate, she said, “Scrambled eggs with smoked salmon, cinnamon whirls, croissants with Belgian chocolate spread, orange juice, and Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee.”

      “My name’s Unity,” I said. “Unity Quayle. I’m a human, like you.”

      Her gaze flickered to the wings flapping behind my back and then back through the bars at the watching guards. “Of course, My Lady.”

      My shoulders sank. Despite the interventions of King Oberon and the UN, generations of fae cruelty had taught us humans to be cautious. Pressing the point would only distress the poor girl, so I thanked her as she scurried out through the door.

      “Stay put.” The guards walked out of sight.

      I should have salivated over the wonderful breakfast, should have sipped the coffee like it was fine wine, but right now, it felt like I’d been sucked dry by the Jack of Smiles.

      Sicily wouldn’t have wished me to become a half-blood. She was more likely to transport me to live with the Lumberjacks of Switzerland. This had to be the work of the dark faerie who had cursed me with his dying breath.

      Forcing down a mouthful of scrambled eggs, I shook my head and sighed. If the bargain was never struck, the dark faeries didn’t have the right to hold Sicily.

      About ten minutes later, a tall faerie with white hair flowing down the front of his royal blue robes like a scarf swept into sight. He stood behind the bars, examining me with soft, mauve eyes.

      I straightened. “Can you help me, I’m a human—”

      “My name is Osamund Gladiolus,” he said in a voice louder than mine. “I’m the admissions officer for the Royal Fae Academy and here to assess your suitability for remedial classes.”

      I dropped my croissant onto its plate. “There’s been a mistake. Last night—”

      He held up his hand, making me clamp my mouth shut. “I’ve spoken at length with the King’s Guard and researched your predicament.”

      “Alright,” I said, trying to keep the shake out of my voice. “Did you find out how to break the curse?”

      He grimaced, as though what he was about to say would be awkward. “They checked the human census, and there’s no entry of a Unity or Sicily Quayle.”

      “That can’t be right—”

      “Kieran Quayle and Kathleen Quayle née Diorval didn’t have children.”

      I frowned. “But—”

      “And the address you gave the guards is occupied by a Mrs. Florence Yates and her two daughters, Cecily and Eunice.”

      I shook my head. “Mrs. Yates never had children.”

      The human girl from before scurried into my cell and placed a pile of clothes on my bed. A glance at the items told me it was the Royal Fae Academy uniform of a white shirt, a wine-and-violet tartan skirt, and a matching tie.

      My heart sank into my stomach, which threatened to throw up its contents. I couldn’t see any way back to my former life. “The dark faerie must have altered reality.”

      “Nonsense,” said Gladiolus. “Any fae powerful enough to perform such heinous acts are locked safely away in a prison within the Otherworld. You are clearly the product of a Fae Lord’s liaison with a human who has been deemed unfit to bear your father’s name.”

      “Then why do I remember my human life?” I blurted. “My sister’s out there—”

      “Enchanted memories, my dear girl. There was no sister and no human existence.” He sighed with a depth of sorrow unusual for a fae. “Unfortunately, the higher the rank, the more complete the casting-out. Be fortunate that your Lord father only altered your memories. Some in your position aren’t permitted to live.”

      “No.” I clapped a hand to my chest.

      Gladiolus waved his fingers, and magic penetrated my skin. It wasn’t the suffocating sensation of the dark fae’s dying curse, but a gentle tingling.

      He stared down at me like he was trying to solve a complicated puzzle. My skin crawled, and I shrank into my tightening stomach. Anyone associated with the Royal Fae Academy had to be powerful, right? Maybe he would see the truth of my existence and point me in the right direction to find Sicily.

      After several moments, he whispered, “Fascinating.”

      “Sir?” My throat flexed.

      “I can’t reach your inner core, which suggests that your power was bound by an individual much stronger than I.”

      “Do you think it’s because I never had any kind of fairy magic?”

      He continued as though I hadn’t spoken. “With a year or two of remedial classes, you should be able to ease out enough power to mate and bear magical children.”

      “But I need to find my sister.”

      “You need to face the truth of your fabricated memories.” He placed his hands on his hips and rocked back and forth on his heels. “Young ladies with the appearance of a royal fae but without an ounce of power cannot secure appropriate mates. At best, you’ll be a Lord’s plaything, and at worst, you could end up working in a brothel.”

      I slid off the bed. Talking to this faerie wasn’t getting me anywhere. If I wanted to find Sicily, I’d have to infiltrate their world. “If I join your academy, can I go inside the Mound?”

      His gaze skimmed my wings. “The remedial class has weekends off when you’ll be free to roam the Mound as you please.”

      “Alright, then.” I clapped my hands together. “Let’s go.”
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      There was a mirror underneath the stack of clothes, and I stared into it, gaping at the new me. My mousy hair shone like spun gold, framing crystal-blue eyes set within a heart-shaped face. The dark faerie had even made my lips plump and colored them a rosy pink. Shit, I looked terrific.

      After I changed into my new uniform, Gladiolus led me through a luxurious jailhouse of crystal chandeliers and out into the courtyard. An antique hearse-style carriage painted the same deep purple as my skirt waited on the white tiles along with two black horses with wings like polished jet.

      The morning sun shone down from a cloudless sky, and the distant sound of seagulls drifted across a rosemary-scented breeze. On mornings like these, my sister and I would stroll through the market, bartering DVDs of Survivor, which neither of us particularly liked.

      Gladiolus paused at the door of the carriage, which was gilded with the royal crest. “Can you retract your wings?”

      I twisted around and glowered at the appendages flapping behind my back like I was some kind of overgrown butterfly. “They have a mind of their own.”

      “Once you access your power, you’ll be able to make them disappear.” Gladiolus opened the door and stepped into the carriage’s blue velvet interior.

      My brows furrowed. Elijah’s wings were always on display, but he never demonstrated any magic and never mentioned having taken remedial classes. But then, no royal fae ever had dragonfly wings.

      Once we settled into the plush, velvet seat, the horses broke into a gallop out of the courtyard and down the road. I dug my fingers into the seat cushion, tightening my stomach at the speed. The fastest I’d ever traveled was on the back of a centaur. When they weren’t trying to buck you off, it was the safest possible method of transport.

      The forest blurred through the windows as the carriage picked up speed. Up ahead, the road ended in a cliff. My pulse pounded so loud, it muffled Gladiolus’s murmured question. I wanted to open the door, to leap out to safety, but flying horses pulled carriages through the sky every day, and I was just being stupid.

      Slowing my breath, I waited for the inevitable. The hoofs no longer pounded the cobblestones, and with a mighty lurch, the carriage flew through the air and over the Mound’s lower levels.

      “Do you remember having flown before?” asked Gladiolus.

      Twisting around, I gazed down at the rapidly shrinking landscape of white buildings surrounded by forestland.

      That question could either refer to flying in a carriage or with my wings. Since I’d done neither, I said, “No, sir.”

      From up high, the Mound wasn’t just a huge mountain range that took up most of the island. It was seven concentric circles. Each indicated a different level of the faerie hierarchy.

      At the very bottom was the Charity region, where the more bestial fae dwelled, such as the centaurs and satyrs. They couldn’t wield spells, but they had brute strength and were impervious to magic. My thoughts drifted to Coltrane, who I hoped hadn’t hurt himself too severely on the tree trunk.

      “You’ll get a refresher on flying, of course,” Gladiolus said. “But your muscle memory will speed things along, and you’ll be whizzing through the air in no time.”

      “Right,” I said, playing along.

      Gladiolus continued an extended monologue about what he expected of me at the Royal Fae Academy, but his words didn’t reach my ears. Something about those dark faeries niggled the back of my mind.

      Dark faeries powerful enough to change reality had been imprisoned after King Oberon defeated Queen Maeve. Did that mean they had escaped, or did it mean that they hadn’t been deemed dangerous enough to banish?

      “Sir?” I asked.

      “Yes, child?”

      “Where’s the Dark Fae Prison?”

      He pursed his lips. “Still thinking about those false memories? You need to forget about them and move on.”

      I clenched my teeth. It was easy for him to say when no one had ever wiped him and his only family out of existence. Forcing a smile and trying to sound willing to accept his version of the truth, I murmured, “They were just so detailed.”

      “Josiah Whittaker was in your position a few decades ago.” Gladiolus leaned back in the plush seat, giving me what he probably thought was a kindly smile. “He teaches the remedial class and will guide you through the process of acclimatization.”

      I turned back to the window, stared down into the forests below, and tried not to sigh. It wasn’t like I had any choices. Mrs. Yates now occupied our home, and I doubted anyone else would remember we’d ever existed. Maybe I would learn something useful at the academy to locate Sicily.

      Below us, a little waterfall tumbled out from a gap in the woods into a stream that shimmered in the morning sun like freshly polished turquoise. Strangely, the sight of such beauty gave me a bit of hope. If I existed with my memories intact, there was a chance that she was also out there, pining for her old life.

      After what felt like an hour of riding in the back of the velvet carriage, the winged horses descended and landed with a soft bounce. Gladiolus clapped his hands together. “The roads on the four highest rungs of the Mound are magically cushioned, so you’ll always have a soft landing.”

      “Uh-huh?” I could barely take in his words because of the view.

      A floating bridge stretching several hundred feet led to a huge, white gatehouse wider than Doolish town square with towers at each side that stretched eight stories tall. It reminded me of a grander, more sparkly version of the Tower of London.

      The horses pulled the carriage through a twenty-foot-tall, stone archway, bringing with it a sensation like invisible needles piercing my skin.

      I flinched. “What’s that?”

      “Just the gatehouse wards.” Gladiolus smoothed down the front of his silk robes. “They’re assessing your worth. None but those aligned with the royal and noble houses may enter through these gates.”

      My stomach clenched. What if the wards worked out I was an unworthy human? “But I’m not a—”

      “Enough,” he said, impatience sharpening his voice. “The sooner you accept your status, the sooner you can start your new, independent life.”

      The carriage stopped in the middle of the archway, and the wards continued to attack. Now, instead of pin-pricks, it felt like I’d fallen into a cloud of giant hornets with stingers the size of a man’s fingers.

      Pain lanced through to my muscles, my bones, my very organs, not stopping, never giving me pause, not even when a scream tore from my throat, and I fell off the seat onto my hands and knees.

      “Stop,” I cried out, but the wards redoubled their attack. Now it felt like being impaled by sharp knives.

      Sweat poured down my brow. My insides shook with a mix of desperation, nausea and terror. Maybe this was what the dark faerie meant when he cursed me with his dying breath. The wretched monster had wanted me to suffer the way he had during his last moments.

      “Unity!” Gladiolus shook my forearm. “Please be seated.”

      The relentless stabbing continued. The contents of my stomach hurled onto the carriage floor, only to sink into the velvet, leaving it once again pristine.

      I wanted to die, to put an end to this suffering. Right now, if someone offered me the chance to serve as a slave in the mount for ninety-nine years just to end this torment, I would accept. Nothing could be worse than the feeling of being kept alive while the wards ripped me apart.

      Tears streamed from my eyes, snot streamed from my nose. I continued sobbing as the magic dragged me to the depths of agony.

      Gladiolus placed a hand in the space between my wings, and the attack stopped. His cool magic soothed my overworked nerves like a balm.

      “Wonderful,” he said in the kind of voice people reserved for appreciating a fine brew of Earl Grey tea. “It is just as I hoped.”

      Despite the relief of no longer being in pain, exhaustion weighed down my limbs. I slumped onto my side, resting my head on the carriage floor. “What do you mean?”

      “Not only did you pass the entrance exam, but your fated mate is nigh.”

      The pounding in my skull was so loud, I must have misheard him. “Huh?”

      “The tips of your wings are glowing.” Gladiolus clapped his hands together. “Someone at the academy is fated to become your mate.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      The soft tread of the velvet carpet caressed my face, but it did nothing to soothe the memory of the ward’s brutality. Neither did the knowledge that a mate was waiting for me at the Royal Fae Academy. I squeezed my eyes shut, letting Gladiolus’ words wash over me. Who cared about mates when the wards of the academy wanted me dead?

      The carriage continued down the floating bridge, and my thoughts drifted to Sicily. I hoped the four dark faeries didn’t blame her for their brothers’ death, and I sent a silent prayer to whoever was listening that she wasn’t suffering the same plight as me.

      Gladiolus clucked his tongue. “Your first glimpse of the Royal Fae Academy should be from a seat, not from the floor. Never forget that regardless of your human parentage, you are of noble, fae blood.”

      Still breathing hard, I raised my head. A pristine, white castle loomed in the distance, its tall windows glinting in the morning sun. The building consisted of more turrets and towers than I could count, some topped by cone-shaped roofs that glinted like polished jet. Beyond the castle lay a series of mountains that stretched out into the horizon.

      “Isn’t it wonderful?” Gladiolus exclaimed.

      “Yeah.”

      Under normal circumstances, I would have gasped, exclaimed something embarrassing, and said that the castle was like nothing I had seen on my precious DVDs, but after being tortured by the castle’s wards, I really didn’t give a shit.

      I slowed my breathing, trying to get my pulse under control. Although the wards had accepted me and Gladiolus had taken away the pain, I still wanted back my old life.

      Each step closer to the Royal Fae Academy brought me further from Sicily. My chest tightened, and tears filled my eyes. If my sister was here, she would snark about how the faeries lived in such opulence, while we humans survived on United Nations handouts.

      “Up you get.” With the strength of a centaur, Gladiolus yanked me up by the arm and plopped me onto the soft, velvet seat. “If you are to study among the fae elite, it’s important to make the right impression.”

      I turned my gaze to the older faerie and met his disapproving, mauve eyes. “Won’t I be in remedial classes with all the half-bloods?”

      “Half-bloods study and house in a building by the stables, but you will dine with the entire student body.”

      I gave him an absent nod. Hopefully, he was telling the truth about us having weekends free, and the wards would let me out to search the Mound’s interior for Sicily.

      The horses took another leap through the air and landed in a courtyard lined with iridescent, white stone. It was about the size of Doolish Town square, except where ours was bordered with one-story buildings, the structures around this courtyard stood at least six stories high.

      Gladiolus swept his gaze down my uniform, as though checking it for wrinkles. “It’s lunchtime now, and most students will be in the dining hall. Your first task is to identify your mate, who will guide you through the orientation process.”

      I bit down on my bottom lip, picturing a room full of spoiled faeries wanting me to apologize for existing. “Can’t I wait for him in the remedial class?”

      The carriage door opened, letting in a fragrant mix of honeysuckle, gardenia, and sweet pea scents.

      “Whatever for?” Gladiolus stepped out into the courtyard and offered me his hand. “You’ll never meet your mate if you hide in the remedial building. What if he’s a full-blooded faerie?”

      I followed him through the courtyard into the academy’s main entrance, which consisted of another stone archway filled with dark wood polished to such a shine, it was nearly indistinguishable from the metal door knocker. As we approached, the metal swirled and morphed into the bust of a female faerie whose earlobes stretched down to her jawline. She stared down at us and blinked.

      Gladiolus bowed, and I bobbed into a curtsey, just in case it was required. I’d heard of door guardians, and it wouldn’t surprise me if this was the being responsible for the ward attack.

      The door swung open, and I scurried after Gladiolus into an entrance hall consisting of white marble. As soon as it closed again, I turned to the older faerie. “Who was that?”

      “Our goddess, Danu. She—”

      “Oh,” an arrogant, female voice tinkled with laughter. “Mating call!”

      My gaze snapped from Gladiolus, across the vast entrance hall, stood a huge, spiral staircase that split into two branches at the top. Three girls descended in formation. The first to descend was a mahogany-skinned girl with flame-colored hair that curled down her shoulders, next was a pale, willowy girl whose figure reminded me of a sapling. She wore her forest-green hair in a high ponytail.

      “Good morning, My Ladies,” said Gladiolus.

      I swallowed hard. Would I have to defer to the girls, too? Even though I had wings, I was still considered just a half-blood.

      “Who’s this?” asked the third girl, a curvaceous crimson-haired girl with amber eyes.

      Gladiolus placed a hand on the small of my back. “Allow me to present Unity Quayle, who has come to join the remedial class.”

      The first girl stepped forward, her gaze sweeping down my form. “Whose human bastard are you?”

      I wanted to tell her I was a hundred-percent human, thank you very much, but common sense and the fear of the academy’s wards held my tongue. Clenching my teeth, I turned to Gladiolus.

      “Her Lord father has decided to allow Unity to make her own way in the world, unencumbered by her past,” said the older faerie.

      My gaze darted from the trio’s knowing smirks to the girl descending noisily down the stairs. She held a handkerchief to her nose, but I would recognize that platinum hair anywhere. It belonged to the Duke of Nevermore’s cruel and arrogant daughter, Lady Gala.

      If I were a cat, I would dig my claws into the marble and hiss, the hairs on my arched back standing on end. If I had the appearance of a human, I would smooth out my features and grit my teeth. But neither applied here, as my stupid, glowing faerie wings wouldn’t stop fluttering.

      “Oh, look,” said Lady Gala, “The halfling is trying to fly.”

      My breathing quickened. What if she recognized me from the drake incident and tried to make me grovel again?

      “Careful.” The crimson-haired faerie placed an elegant hand on Lady Gala’s arm. “You’re scaring her.”

      “How very considerate, Lady Westerling.” Gladiolus gave her an approving smile.

      My nostrils flared. Wasn’t that the name of the other faerie Elijah had said wanted to fly down to Doolish and bury me in molten shit?

      Lady Gala looped her arm through mine. “I’m Gala Nevermore, the fated mate of Prince Rory.” She gestured at the other girls, who preened. “We four are fated to the princes, and we’d be delighted to help you find your mate.”

      Gladiolus stepped back and beamed. “You’re making friends already!”

      I twisted around and sent him my fiercest glower. Maybe DVDs hadn’t reached the upper echelons of the Prudence district, but I’d seen enough episodes of Gossip Girl to know these wenches were making fun of me.

      The older faerie spun on his heel and hurried down the hallway, presumably to grab a cup of coffee or whatever these high faeries liked to drink.

      “Come along, Aster,” said Lady Gala. “Let’s find this halfling her mate.”

      The crimson-haired faerie grabbed onto my left arm and marched me in the opposite direction. “You’re going to love him,” she said with a giggle. “He’s another halfling like you and as strong as a satyr!”

      My brows drew together. “How do you—”

      “Don’t listen to her,” said Lady Gala. “We’ll walk you into the dining hall. Whoever is fated to become your mate will feel an irresistible pull toward you. His wings will sprout from his back and glow in unison with yours.”

      “It’s so romantic,” drawled the flame-haired faerie with the dark skin. “At the sight of me, Prince Bradwell’s wings glowed like fire.”

      Lady Gala gave her an acknowledging nod. “That’s Gazania of Southane, fated to rule the Spring court.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” I said.

      The green-haired faerie next to her smirked. “I’m Salix of Easterly, fated to rule the Winter Court with Prince Caulden.”

      “Hello.” I hoped these rulerships would take place in a century or so after the girls had matured a bit. If they were pals with Lady Gala, I wasn’t hopeful of their willingness to be fair to their people.

      We continued down the hallway, past a massive portrait of the royal family. King Oberon and Queen Titania sat on golden thrones, surrounded by their four, handsome sons. My gaze flicked to the girls, who let out collective sighs.

      I stared straight ahead. Strangely, the sight of them being so pleased with having scored such powerful mates made me wonder what kind of faerie the fates had chosen for me. I hoped he would be powerful, kind, and willing to help me find Sicily.

      White double doors stood at the end of the hallway, each with brass knockers shaped like the creepy woman at the door.

      “Who is that?” I pointed at the door knocker.

      Lady Gazania frowned. “Danu is our living goddess. Do you not know the legend?”

      “Despite appearances, this is a halfling,” snapped Lady Gala. “Her father was so disgusted with her lack of magical development that he took her memories and left her out to die.”

      My mouth opened to blurt out a denial, but I clamped it shut. What was the point of telling the truth and exposing myself to even more ridicule? I wasn’t here to impress anyone, least of all the pettiest being in the Isle of Fae.

      “Anyway,” the flame-haired faerie said as though she hadn’t heard Lady Gala’s rebuke. “Danu is the mother goddess of both the humans and faeries on this island.”

      I frowned. That implied that we were different from the humans in the outside world. Was this what the faeries told the United Nations to stop them from letting us leave? Without humans, there would be no cheap labor on the Isle of Fae and no one for the lesser fae such as Jacks of Smiles, satyrs, and centaurs to use for food, entertainment, or reproduction.

      The doors swung open into a vast restaurant-like space that seated about three-hundred. Young faeries in their purple uniforms sat at tables arranged in a circle around a turquoise pool. Three-foot-tall pixies flew around on bumblebee wings holding silver platters laden with honey cakes, and half-bloods with dragonfly wings served drinks from crystal jugs.

      My heart pumped excitement through my veins, and I glanced from left to right, marveling at the climbing plants that covered three of the walls, each sporting blossoms of white and pink and yellow. In place of a fourth wall was a floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the mountain tops and the Snaefell Palace, which loomed in the distance like a beacon of privilege.

      I exhaled a long, shaky breath. Not even the Real Housewives of Beverly Hills dined in such splendid surroundings.

      “At night, the pool turns into a fire pit.” Lady Gazania flipped her flame-colored tresses over her shoulder. “Being here with my fated mate is so romantic.”

      Lady Aster of Westerling giggled. “There’s your mate, approaching from the other side of the room. Look, his wings are glowing.”

      For reasons I couldn’t fathom, my heart skipped a beat. Perhaps it was the reminder that Elijah worked at the academy as a supervisor, and the magic of fate would compel him to become my mate. I shook off those thoughts, my gaze skimming the tables of beautiful faeries to see who the fates had chosen for me.

      Releasing her grip on my bicep, Lady Gala stepped to one side. She swept her arm into an arc, sending a swirl of tiny snowflakes over all the tables.

      Everybody stopped talking and turned to the entrance.

      “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen of the Royal Fae Academy,” she said in a loud, clear voice accustomed to public speaking. “We have a new student whose wings are glowing. Which one of you fine gentlemen will answer her mating call?”

      Heat burned my cheeks. She made me sound like a cat in heat, howling to mate.

      Lady Aster flicked her wrist, sending out a gust of wind that knocked a few of the pixies aside. At the end of the dining room, a door opened, revealing a group of dragonfly-winged half-bloods standing around the table, arranging food.

      My brows drew together. Could one of these kitchen staff be my fated mate?

      “Hey,” said a copper-haired girl from one of the tables. “You don’t have to—”

      “Be quiet,” Lady Gala snapped. “Just because you’re not fated to marry anyone, it doesn’t mean you have to ruin things for the halfling.”

      Halfling. I tried not to roll my eyes. The sooner I met this mate, the sooner he could direct me to a library or better still, the nearest entrance to the Mound.

      A large faerie stepped out from the kitchen area. He wore white overalls with the muscular build of a farmworker, but that was the only thing pleasant about his appearance.

      Brown fuzz with occasional flecks of orange covered his entire face, giving him the appearance of an overgrown moth. I swallowed hard. With the butterfly shape of his wings, he was clearly a high faerie, but the rest of him indicated that he was also something else.

      “Come here, Puke.” Lady Gala placed her hands on her hips. “Meet Unity, your fated mate.”

      He walked behind the tables toward us, the orange flecks on his wings glowing brighter with each step. A cold chill snaked down my back, making me shudder so hard, my teeth chattered.

      Pain flashed through his eyes, and my insides shriveled with shame. Judging him by his looks made me no better than Lady Gala, who bullied others because they were human. Still, the chill continued to permeate my bones, making me wrap an arm around my middle.

      Forcing my features into a smile, I held out my hand, “My name is Unity Quayle, and I’m honored to be your mate.”

      The Fated burst into peals of laughter, then the rest of the students joined in, filling the dining hall with the sounds of mockery. Some of the younger students stamped their feet and broke into a round of applause.

      Lady Gala shook her head and strolled past the crestfallen faerie to a white table with silver seats. The other Fated followed after her.

      I took another look at the guy who was supposed to be my fated mate. He stared down me through sad, beetle-black eyes. Up close, he had handsome features, if anyone cared to look past that awful fuzz.

      Leaning into him, I asked, “Why’s everyone laughing?”

      His broad shoulders drooped. “Lady Gala does this to all the new girls who come in with glowing wings.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not your fated mate,” he said with a sigh. “The Fated made my wings glow just to laugh at your horrified reaction.”

      “Oh.” Annoyance tightened my skin. Didn’t these faeries care that they’d made this poor guy endure rejection for their amusement? I hated Lady Gala before, but now I despised the rotten cow. “I’m really sorry—”

      The male raised a large hand. “There’s no need. I’m used to it.”

      From the hurt in his eyes, he obviously wasn’t, but I wouldn’t make him feel worse by pointing that out. Instead, I held out my hand. “Well, then, I’d be honored to be your friend. What’s your real name?”

      “Pokeweed.” His gaze flickered toward Lady Gala, who had already settled in her silver seat, presumably no longer interested in humiliating either of us. “I’d better return to the kitchen.”

      My shoulders drooped as he scurried through the dining hall. I should have guessed by the look of glee on the Fateds’ faces that this had been a set-up.

      A large hand landed on my shoulder. “Well done, Unity,” said Gladiolus. “You handled that situation with grace. I’ll walk you over to the remedial tables, and—”

      Someone screamed from the direction of Lady Gala’s table. I turned to find Lady Aster pointing at us with a hand clapped over her mouth.

      “What?” Lady Gala shot out of her seat, letting the silver chair clatter to the marble floor.

      The entire dining room fell silent, and everyone stared at Gladiolus and me. No, they were looking at what was behind us.

      Power equivalent to that of the monsters I had encountered in the bargain circle made the fine hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. My mind flashed back to the faerie with the serrated wings who had cursed my human life out of existence.

      Gladiolus glanced over his shoulder and gasped. “Good lord!”

      Holding my breath and bracing myself for a vision as terrifying as the one I had seen in the bargain circle, I turned around.

      Standing in the doorway were Princes August, Caulden, and Rory, with an equally powerful fae with hair the exact cerise as cherry blossoms. I could only guess this was the fourth brother, Prince Bradwell of the Spring Court, as his features were similar to that of Prince Rory’s.

      But their handsome looks weren’t the most striking aspect of their appearance. Each of the princes’ wings protruded from their backs and glowed as brightly as the afternoon sun.

      And all four of them were glowering at my glowing wings.
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      I watched a DVD of Survivor a few years ago, the show where a bunch of people get stranded in a remote location and have to live off the land and survive all kinds of ridiculous challenges. I hated it.

      The show reminded me too much of life here on the Isle of Fae, so I swapped our stash of Survivor DVDs for jars of honey and asked Elijah to see if he could find The Bachelor instead.

      Anyway, one of the contestants was explaining the fight-or-flight response, the body’s physical reactions in the face of a threat like a predator. It’s something that happens to humans as well as animals. There was also a third response—to freeze. It was when the mind recognized a no-hope situation, and the animal remained still or played dead in the hope that the predator would lose interest and walk away.

      That’s how I felt, locked in the gazes of four fae princes. Like a mouse about to be devoured by four ridiculously handsome tomcats.

      Prince Bradwell’s amber eyes narrowed, and his glowing, cerise wings expanded as though ready for battle. “What is the meaning of this?” he said in a voice cold enough to freeze my insides. “Some kind of prank?”

      I turned to Gladiolus, hoping he would speak up for me like he had when I had first met the fated, but the older faerie continued gaping from my wings to those of the four princes.

      Prince Caulden, the heir to the Winter Court, stepped forward. His wings were as white as freshly fallen snow with the tips glowing like the morning sky. “Who are you?”

      “Unity,” I whispered, my voice hoarse. “My name is Unity Quayle.”

      “A halfling?” asked Prince August, whose lime-green eyes bore into mine. The Summer Prince’s wings reminded me of the sun shining on buttercups, with their incandescent tips.

      “The outsiders found Unity last night in Hope Woods with her memories erased,” said Gladiolus, finally finding his voice. He launched into his explanation of some high fae lord deciding to disassociate himself from me to find my own way in life.

      Throughout the older faerie’s monologue, Prince Rory stared at me with calculating eyes. The kind of contemplation market traders made when trying to work out the best way to run a scam. He was the heir to the Autumn Court and Lady Gala’s fated mate.

      Of all the four princes, his reaction quickened my pulse the most. I couldn’t help but wonder what on earth he was planning.

      “I will not accept this halfling,” said Prince Caulden. “And neither will my brothers.”

      Princes August and Bradwell nodded, but Prince Rory swept his gaze up and down my form, assessing me for reasons I couldn’t yet fathom.

      My throat dried, and I gulped several mouthfuls of air. This had to be a mistake. Fated mates were rare, and always one male matching one female. I was no expert in faeries, but I was pretty sure that a female didn’t get matched to four males who already had mates of their own.

      Chatter broke out across the dining hall, and the students left their tables and gathered around us to gape. Even the pixies flew above us, straining to listen. My skin itched with all the attention. I was used to interacting with the lower fae in Doolish, but this many high faeries so close gave me palpitations.

      “Out of my way!” screeched a female voice from beyond the throng.

      Gladiolus stopped talking, and the crowd parted to reveal Lady Gala leading the three other Fated. I gulped. This was like one of those montages from an American high school movie, where the Queen Bee led her cohort of beauties through the hallway. Except there was no snappy theme music, this wasn’t in slow motion, and I wasn’t watching from the comfort of my sofa.

      Fury blazed in each girl’s eyes, making my heart gallop faster than a centaur. I snatched my gaze away and stared at my feet.

      “This is treason,” said Lady Gala. “An attack against the princes and punishable by death!” She prodded me hard in the chest, her slender finger freezing my rib.

      Cold spread across my chest, warmed by the fury exploding through my veins. I’d bet my entire DVD collection that Lady Gala had been responsible for my cold response at seeing Pokeweed, along with the shuddering.

      My head snapped up, and my wings flapped so hard, her platinum hair blew off her arrogant face. She couldn’t treat me like the lowly human she’d tried to bury in drake shit the day before. The wards had accepted me, and even if this was all a terrible mistake, I wasn’t going to let her push me around.

      I shoved her hand away. “Get off!”

      Lady Gala flinched, her gasp drowned out by the crowd’s shocked exclamation.

      Everyone stepped back. I sucked in a deep breath, bracing myself for the worst.

      Lady Gala’s face twisted into a rictus of rage. “Did you see that? The halfling just assaulted me!”

      “Perhaps she didn’t like your attempt to freeze her heart.” Prince Rory ran a hand through his russet hair.

      The tightening in my chest loosened a fraction. Something about the lightness in Prince Rory’s expression said he might not be wholly opposed to the idea of having me as his mate.

      Maybe desperation was making me see optimism where it didn’t exist, but I was surrounded by angry faeries who looked ready to turn me into a cockroach. I stepped closer to Gladiolus, hoping he would intervene if Lady Gala convinced her friends to attack.

      “Are you taking her side, now?” Lady Gala turned to the other Fated. “You see, this is the work of powerful, dark magic. The halfling is already turning our mates against us.”

      Lady Aster clapped her hands to her face. “What if this is the work of Queen Maeve?”

      My brows drew together. “I’m not in league with—”

      “I see it!” Lady Salix staggered back, her willowy figure swaying as though blown by the wind. “The halfling is Queen Maeve’s daughter, sent to destroy us all.”

      Angry mutterings spread across the crowd. I glanced from left to right, my mouth opening and closing, not producing words but ragged breaths.

      If I told them I was a human under a curse, it might make the situation worse. For all I knew, Lady Salix might have been onto something. The dark faerie who had cursed me could have somehow been connected to the banished Queen Maeve.

      “Dark magic is against the lore,” Lady Gala snapped. “Punishable by execution. I say we send her to King Oberon for judgment.”

      “Everybody, please remain calm!” Gladiolus raised his palms.

      Lady Gala grabbed Lady Aster’s hand. Both faeries raised their arms, directing a gust of icy wind into my face. Doubling over, I twisted around to protect my front, but one of the princes stepped forward and turned me around. From the frost coating his hands, I guessed it was Prince Caulden of the Winter Court.

      “Kill the pretender,” someone shouted.

      “Calm yourselves,” Gladiolus yelled over the noise.

      I twisted around, looking for an escape, but the faeries surrounded us.

      Strong arms scooped me up, cradled me to a hard chest, and my rescuer launched himself into the air. My stomach lurched, but it was nothing compared to the icy wind and angry shouts of the high faeries beneath us.

      I raised my head, only to meet the fuzz-covered features of Pokeweed, the faerie who resembled a common moth. Below us, the crowd closed in on Gladiolus.

      Gulping, I asked, “Why isn’t anyone following?”

      “The wards allow staff members to perform certain kinds of magical feats,” replied Pokeweed. “He’s made us invisible or created a glamor that fools everyone into believing you’re still down there cowering.”

      “Right.” I blew out a relieved breath as he flew me out through the fourth wall, which I had previously thought was a window.

      Instead of hitting glass, magic fizzled against my skin, which I assumed was there to protect the students from the elements while allowing them to enjoy the spectacular view of Snaefell Palace and the mountains.

      Why couldn’t my fated mate have been someone like Pokeweed instead of one of the sought-after princes? At worst, the Fated would have laughed at me, but they wouldn’t accuse me of dark magic. Now, they wanted me dead, and I needed a way to survive long enough to find Sicily.

      Pokeweed flapped his moth wings, propelling us higher. The wind swirled around my ears, bringing with it the scent of violets. He stared down at me with eyes so black, I couldn’t tell his iris from his pupil.

      “Why are you fated to be with the princes?” he asked.

      “I…” The words died in the back of my throat. Telling the truth out loud might alert the wards that I was an intruder, and giving anyone an inkling that I was actually a human under a curse might get me assassinated. Lady Gala was already calling for my execution. “I’m not sure what’s happened.”

      He flew around the pristine white building, up to a tower with crenelations. I squinted against the reflection of the sun on the window and focussed on Pokeweed. The hairs covering his face were patterned like a common moth—completely unlike anything I’d seen on the Isle of Fae. Even centaurs and satyrs had an exposure of bare skin, but everything about this poor guy seemed designed to repel others.

      “Are you a high faerie or a half-blood?” I asked.

      “Neither,” he replied. He remained silent for a moment, his lips pressed together as though holding back the intensity of his emotions. After a sigh, he said, “Both, but the story is complicated.”

      Pokeweed didn’t elaborate, so I rested my head against his velvety neck. “Where does the headmistress stay?”

      “Up in the donjon.” He gestured at the highest structure, a square tower in the middle of the castle that stood about ten stories, which ended in a protective wall with crenelations. Built above it was a round tower that stretched up to the sky, its jet roof reflecting the glare of the afternoon sun.

      As we continued up toward the highest tower, I made the mistake of looking down. My stomach spasmed at the sight of the rooftops below. Moments later, he flew through an archway and deposited me on a stone floor.

      “Thanks.” My voice echoed on the round walls.

      “Mistress Ellyllon is in there.” He reached behind my back, making me step aside, and made two sharp raps on a wooden door.

      It swung open, revealing a stone room containing nothing but a faerie sitting behind a glass desk. Her skin was as indigo as the midnight sky with pale blue hair and eyes that sparkled like stars.

      She rose to her feet, raised her hand, and beckoned me closer. “Unity Quayle, I presume?”

      When I turned around, Pokeweed was gone.

      The faerie’s laughter tinkled like bells. “He won’t protect you from me. Come inside, child.”

      “Um… Thanks.” I stepped into the stone room and looked around for a seat.

      Her silver eyes skimmed my wings. “You have found your mate, I see.”

      “How do you know?”

      “The wards, my dear. They tell me everything, including your human past.”

      My mouth dropped open. “You know?”

      “The circumstances of your transformation were unfortunate, but I believe Lugh made the right decision.”

      Anticipation made my heart skip several beats, and my chest swelled with hope. If the headmistress knew what had happened to me, she might also know what had happened to Sicily.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Mistress Ellyllon,” screeched a voice at the door. “I demand the destruction of this… this treacherous creature!”

      My insides deflated, and I turned around to find Lady Gala and the three other Fated standing at the doorway with the four princes at their backs.

      The headmistress’s pleasant features hardened. “You are in no position to make demands of me, child.”

      Lady Gala flushed. “But I’m—”

      “Fated?” Mistress Ellyllon raised a silvery eyebrow. “There are four princes and five fated mates. Simple mathematics tells me that at least one of you will never become a princess.”

      All four girls’ faces fell, and I sucked in a deep breath through my nostrils. Right now, I couldn’t tell if the headmistress was on my side, trying to be neutral or plain sick of the spoiled and entitled Lady Gala. Whatever her reasons for not cow-towing to the younger faerie’s demands, I had to appreciate her level-headedness.

      Lady Gala gaped, looking as though this was the first time someone had ever refused her demands.

      The headmistress steepled her long, elegant features. “If any of you children had bothered to learn ancient history, you know that our very goddess had four mates, each fathering the four main races on the Isle of Fae.”

      I swallowed hard. This was the second allusion that the humans on this island differed from the ones on the outside. Pushing those thoughts to the back of my mind, I focussed on the conversation.

      “But fate is double-counting.” Lady Gala slammed her palm on her chest. “Prince Rory is mine, not the halfling’s.”

      The other fated piped up with similar exclamations. The princes nodded their agreement, all except Prince Rory, who was staring at me.

      Heat rushed to my cheeks, and I snatched my gaze away. What on earth was he thinking?

      “Mistress Ellyllon,” Prince Caulden’s voice sliced through the chatter. “May we summon the fates to recall their decision?”

      The headmistress shook her head. “Nobody has seen the fates for centuries.”

      “Then I demand we force their hand.” Prince Rory rubbed his chin.

      “Explain,” said Mistress Ellyllon.

      He stepped forward. “In the days of Queen Maeve, anyone vying for a position in her court had to prove their worth in a battle to the death.”

      I reared back, my life flashing before my eyes. “Wait!”

      The entire room went silent, and everyone stared at me, the weight of their glares making my skin itch.

      I cleared my throat and straightened my spine. “It wouldn’t be fair, because I don’t have any magic or training in weapons. Can’t I just sign something saying that I don’t want a mate?”

      Lady Asher snorted. She turned to Prince August, looking like she wanted to tell him a joke, but he looked down at her with a stony expression, indicating that he didn’t want to hear it.

      “I’m afraid that isn’t possible,” replied the headmistress.

      “Why not?” I rasped.

      “Prince Rory is correct,” she decided. “In a situation such as this with several candidates for the same position, the fates will decide who survives in a trial to the death.”

      Every ounce of blood drained from my face, leaving me lightheaded. I had hoped Mistress Ellyllon was on my side, but it turned out that she was no better than the academy’s bloody wards.

      “What?” I whispered.

      The headmistress didn’t repeat herself. She didn’t have to, as her message reached me loud and gut-wrenchingly clear.

      All four princes and their fated mates turned their attention to the person least likely to survive a trial to the death.

      Me.

      I swayed on my feet, hoping that everything from the time Sicily and I had gone to bed the night before the supposed shipment of iPads had been a dream. Something brought on by overindulging in one of Elijah’s delicacies. I might be able to brawl one or two of the faerie girls at a time, but I would lose in any kind of magical fight.

      Prince Rory clapped his hands together, grinning for the first time I’d seen him since the incident with the drake. “When does the trial begin?”

      Mistress Ellyllon raised a shoulder. “As long as you don’t interrupt the classes, I’ll leave it to you children to decide.”
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      After essentially telling the princes to devise a way to get us girls to murder each other, the headmistress waved us out of her bare, stone room. A combination of fear and nausea kept me rooted to the spot, and I had to place a palm on the desk’s cool, glass surface to stop myself from passing out.

      Princes Caulden and August left first with their noses in the air, followed by Prince Bradwell, who strode after them in a rush of cerise hair and wings.

      “Mistress Ellyllon?” I asked.

      “Yes, child?” The dark-skinned faerie tilted her head to the side, staring up at me from behind her desk as though she hadn’t just sentenced me to death.

      “I—” The words died in my throat, mostly because a pair of forest-green eyes bored into the side of my face. They belonged to Prince Rory, who stared at me as if I was the answer to all his problems.

      Lady Gala snorted. “Darling, what are we going—”

      “Your Highness,” Prince Rory’s tone was flat.

      The girl’s features fell. “What?”

      I turned around for a better look at the drama. Lady Gala drew her hand back from the prince’s arm and held it to her chest as though it was wounded.

      “You heard the headmistress.” Prince Rory brushed imaginary specks off his academy blazer. “Until this matter is resolved, the identity of my fated mate remains in question.”

      I glanced at Mistress Ellyllon, wondering if she would contradict the prince. The older faerie sat back in her seat, her eyes gleaming with amusement.

      Fury blazed in Lady Gala’s eyes. She pressed her lips together, looking like she was trying to hold back a barrage of insults. Even though I hated the wretched faerie, I felt a pang of sympathy, as Elijah’s dismissal still stung.

      Without a backward glance, Lady Gala spun on her heel and stormed out of the room. I gulped. The last time she had been disappointed, it was because she didn’t get those iPads. And the reason Sicily and I were in this mess was because my poor sister was trying to find a way for us to escape Lady Gala’s warped sense of blame.

      I rubbed my aching chest, but it only tightened the fist of panic squeezing at my heart.

      “Eunice,” drawled Prince Rory.

      “It’s Unity,” I said.

      With an annoyed sniff, he waved away the correction as though my name was of no importance. “Can those wings do anything else but broadcast your eagerness to mate?”

      I would have rushed to their defense, but the wings were part of that dead faerie’s curse. Prince Rory gazed down at me, a feral hunger in his eyes that turned his irises into tiny rings of green. I gulped, wondering what the hell he saw, then remembered my upgraded faerie appearance.

      “My wings?” I shot a glower at the flapping appendages, which glowed brighter under the prince’s attention. “They don’t do anything, much.”

      He walked across the room and stood so close, I could feel the heat of his body. “Allow me to deposit you at the remedial building.”

      My eyes widened. “No thank—”

      Prince Rory scooped me up and held me to his chest. “Goodbye, headmistress, and thank you for the opportunity.”

      “Use it wisely, Your Highness,” she replied.

      I parted my lips to ask what he meant, but his low chuckle reverberated against my right wing and torso, sending pleasant tingles to my nipples and between my legs. My cheeks burned. I had never been this close to a high faerie, and Prince Rory’s scent made my head spin.

      It was earthy and sweet, reminding me of lazy autumn days spent in Daonna park, one of the few outdoor spaces reserved for humans and fae impervious to the iron fencing. My breathing quickened, and I snuggled into his broad chest, readying myself for a gentle ride full of innuendo and flirtation. If Prince Rory’s libido was anything like that of a centaur, I might not be able to resist his advances.

      Still cradling me in his strong arms, he walked to the edge of an arched, floor-to-ceiling window and stepped off. It was a free-fall, slowed only by a strong gust blowing us across the campus. Terror exploded across my chest, and sweat beaded on my brow, which dried and chilled in the wind.

      A scream tore from my lips, and I clung onto the prince’s muscular body, all traces of arousal gone. He meant to kill me. Or scare the glow out of my wings.

      “Relax,” he growled.

      It was an impossible feat. Wind rushed through my ears, and my breaths became shallow, barely reaching the tops of my lungs. Just as my vision turned black, he flapped his wings, and we slowed to a gentle descent.

      I sucked in a noisy breath. “Why did you do that?”

      “You’re playing a dangerous game.” His feet reached the ground with a gentle bounce, reminding me of what Gladiolus had said earlier about the magical cushioning on the top levels of the Mound.

      “What?” Breathing deep and hard, I struggled out of his grip, but he held onto me tight.

      “You’re excited,” he said in a low purr.

      “No!” I slammed my palm on his chest.

      He released my legs, letting them fall to the ground before loosening his grip around my back. “Your wings are practically incandescent. It’s a sign of arousal.”

      I staggered away from Prince Rory, no longer feeling so well-disposed toward him. To the left of the stable block was a three-story building in the same white brick as the castle. A few human-looking students streamed inside, casting us furtive glances, making me guess that these were the half-bloods returning from lunch.

      “How was it?” Mischief glinted in his eyes.

      My stomach churned at the sight of the grinning prince, and I just wanted him out of my sight. Without meaning to, I bobbed into an awkward curtsey. “Thanks for the ride, Your Highness, but I’m running late for classes.”

      I spun on my heel, but he grabbed my arm and yanked me into his hard body. The scent of sweet cedar filled my nostrils, and his body heat spread through my wings, making them vibrate with pleasure. I pressed my lips together, trying to push away the sensations, but my wings had a mind of their own.

      Prince Rory wrapped an arm around my waist, holding me in place. His lips grazed the shell of my ear and made me gasp. “I believe fate brought us together.”

      “But I don’t want a fated mate,” I whispered.

      “Neither do I.” The hand around my waist drifted to my belly, making arousal swirl between my legs. “But you’re going to knock Gala out of the trial.”

      Being in his arms was like falling into a patch of moonflowers, one of the most dangerous and seductive plants on the Isle of Fae. They appeared on the morning after a blue moon, blowing out a mist that carried a sweet scent that lured humans to lie beside them, and the flowers only disappeared when they had claimed a victim. Everyone knew to hold handkerchiefs over their noses to avoid being caught by their allure or risk falling asleep for a hundred years.

      Prince Rory’s hot breath warmed my ear and made the pulse between my legs pound in time with my frantic heart. Every remaining human instinct screamed at me to break out of his grasp, to run to the safety of the building and clutch a horseshoe to my chest. But his touch, his scent, his very presence held me in his thrall.

      My eyelids fluttered closed, and I drifted into the comfort of his embrace. A tiny voice in the back of my mind—likely Sicily’s—screamed at me to take charge of my senses and fight. With the last remnants of my willpower, I forced my eyes open.

      A few of the passing students paused to gape. Prince Rory hissed at them, and they hurried into the remedial building like frightened jack-rabbits.

      The brief distraction cleared the fog from my brain. I tried pulling away, but he continued holding me around the middle. “How am I going to defeat her with no magic?”

      “Surely a half-blood resourceful enough to infiltrate the ranks of the Fated can think of something?” He traced the glowing edges of my wings with his fingertips.

      A jolt of arousal spread between my legs, it was so intense, I stiffened and cried out, “What?”

      Stepping back, Prince Rory released my waist, depriving me of his touch and body heat. I turned around, examining his features. The assessing look that flickered through his eyes told me he had achieved his goal of getting me so turned on that I would agree to anything he said for more of his touch.

      Annoyance flickered across my skin, and I tightened my features into a scowl. I’d dealt with faeries more devious than this pathetic prince, and he wasn’t fooling anyone into thinking he and I had an irresistible connection.

      The fake lust in his eyes faded, turning them hard and assessing. “Gala said someone conveniently left you where the peacekeepers could deliver you to Gladiolus.”

      My brows drew together. Did he think I was working some kind of scam? “But that doesn’t mean—”

      “She was right about one thing.” He flicked his gaze at my fluttering wings. “You used dark magic to cheat your way into becoming a fated mate. It still lingers on your skin. Nothing about you says you’re the average half-blood cast-off.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and shook off thoughts of me being a trojan horse sent to harm the royals. “What are you talking about?”

      “Here’s the deal.” He crossed the space between us and placed his large hands on my shoulders. “Knock Gala out of the trial, and I won’t tell my father you performed an illegal ritual to alter fate.”

      Was there any point in uttering a denial? Anything I said would make me sound like a guilty person pleading innocence, and Prince Rory’s penetrating glare said he was serious enough about getting me executed if I didn’t go along with his plan.

      I snatched my gaze away from his, trying to get my thoughts straight. After only a few minutes of conversation with Prince Rory, I couldn’t help but think the fates had placed him with Lady Gala for a reason.

      He massaged my shoulders, his thick fingers melting me into a reluctant puddle of goo. “Do we have a bargain?”

      I stared down at the stone paving slabs. Bargains with the fae were notorious for backfiring, and I could already see how this one would blow up in my face. Even if I succeeded in murdering Lady Gala during the trial, nothing was stopping him from goading the other girls into killing me so he would achieve his wish of having no fated mates at all.

      Prince Rory placed a hand under my chin and tilted my head up to meet his gaze. “Answer me.”

      “I can’t—”

      “Choose.” He bared his teeth, but his smile wasn’t pleasant. “Certain beheading when I tell my father you’ve broken the most sacred facets of faerie lore, or a fair chance of surviving this trial and ridding yourself of an enemy.”

      My throat dried. When he put things so plainly, there was only one option. “I want some guarantees.”

      He snorted. “I guarantee that I will have you executed for dark magic if you don’t agree to rid me of Gala Nevermore.”

      My shoulders drooped. There was no getting around this bastard. “If I knock her out of the trial, what then?”

      He shrugged. “It’s as I said.”

      “You won’t have me executed?” I asked.

      “Exactly.”

      I ground my teeth. Would I even survive this bloody trial long enough to find Sicily? Judging from the way Lady Gala had tried to freeze my heart in the dining room, it was looking like I might die if I participated and would certainly die if I refused.

      “Fine,” I said. “But you’ll have to do something for me.”

      He suppressed a smirk. “Very well. When Gala dies, I will bend you on your hands and knees and grant you one good, hard fuck.”

      “Ew!” I flinched out of his grasp.

      His smug expression faded. “What do you want, then?”

      “Help me find someone I’ve lost.”

      He shot me a dirty look and walked across the courtyard, leaving me staring at his broad back. What a spoiled brat.

      A small crowd of whispering students gathered around me. Someone tapped my shoulder. It was a girl with chestnut brown eyes and burnt orange hair. “Is it true you’re going to fight Lady Gala to the death to win Prince Rory?”

      “Not if I can help it,” I muttered.

      She gave me a smile as bright as the sun, and a pang of sadness struck my heart. Something about her reminded me of my sister.

      The double doors opened, and an older man with hair the same golden shade as mine poked his head out of the door. “Classes started a minute ago.”

      “Sorry, Mr. Whittaker,” said the girl.

      A breath caught in the back of my throat. Josiah Whittaker? That was the half-blood Gladiolus had told us had been implanted with false memories of a human life. At some point during the day, I needed to get him on his own and ask if he had been cursed by dark faeries.

      The other girls rushed ahead of me and hurried through the door. I followed after them, glancing over my shoulder for signs of Prince Rory, but he’d already disappeared around a tower.

      Behind me, a gust of wind brushed against my wings, making me turn around. Something rushed toward me, a rapid blur. I jumped back, and it whizzed past my face and embedded into the stone.

      My jaw dropped. “An arrow?”

      “Get away from that,” shouted a male voice.

      I scrambled back toward the wooden door, but the tip of the arrow exploded in a cloud of black vapor. Panic spiked through my heart. This could be anything—including iron salt. Staying low, I dashed to the building’s entrance, flung open the door, and staggered inside.

      Mr. Whittaker stood in the hallway, his face as pale as sour milk. “Did you inhale any of that?”

      Coughing up a lungful of air, I choked out, “No.”

      “Follow me.” He strode through the entrance hall and pushed open a door, where about four dozen students of all ages sat around wooden tables arranged in a U-shape.

      All the chatter stopped, and everyone turned to stare at me, their eyes wide.

      “It’s started already.” The girl with the burned orange hair wrapped an arm around my shoulders and guided me to the nearest seat.

      “What?”

      “Everyone was talking about it in the dining hall. The Fated are going to group together and have you murdered.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      I could barely concentrate on Mr. Whittaker’s lesson, knowing that Lady Gala and the other Fated were out there, wanting me dead. Slumping on my wooden seat, I stared blankly at the front of the room as the remedial class teacher demonstrated to the room another way to express their magic.

      He wore the same style of robes as Gladiolus and the headmistress, except his seemed to be made from unbleached linen compared to their silk. Maybe it was a way for the academy to indicate that he was a half-blood. His wings were retracted, as were those of two-thirds of the remedial class, but none were as vivid as mine.

      “You should ask Mistress Ellyllon for help,” whispered the orange-haired girl sitting next to me. “It’s forbidden to attack half-bloods.”

      A sob caught in the back of my throat. The headmistress was the person who had authorized this unofficial hunting season. I had no doubt that she anticipated that the Fated would gang together to stick a dagger in my back. My death would restore the girls’ perfect lives.

      At the end of his speech, Mr. Whittaker clapped his hands together. “We have a new joiner today. Everybody, say hello to Unity Quayle.”

      The students sitting around the U-shaped arrangement muttered their unenthusiastic greetings, and some of them continued doodling on their notebooks. I couldn’t blame them for not seeming committed to getting to know me. By this time tomorrow, I’d probably be murdered.

      “I’m Helenium.” The orange-haired girl held out her hand. “But everyone calls me Helen.”

      “Unity.” I wrinkled my nose. “But you already know that.”

      “Right then.” Mr. Whittaker strode into the vast space between the desks. “What’s everyone finding to be the best way to express your magic?”

      Helen’s hand shot up. “Dream walking!”

      The teacher smiled. “One of our more advanced techniques but very powerful. Could you explain what that means to Unity?”

      “Of course, it works for her,” snapped a mean-looking girl with hair as dark as a crow. “She’s a full-blooded faerie from a noble house.”

      Helen bowed her head. “That doesn’t mean things come easily for me, you know.”

      I took another look at my new companion. She was pretty with flame-colored highlights in her burnt orange hair—stunning by human standards, but no way at the level of the intense beauty of the Fated. I wondered how on earth a faerie of noble birth ended up in the remedial class with all the half-bloods.

      Mr. Whittaker frowned. “Florensis, the remedial class is the only safe space within the Royal Fae Academy where no one is disparaged for their background. Is that understood?”

      The dark-haired girl nodded, but her expression did nothing to hide the fierce intensity of her resentment.

      I raised my hand. “How does dream walking work?”

      “Would you like to explain it to Unity?” asked Mr. Whittaker.

      Helen shook her head, and I turned to the Florensis girl and scowled. Why go to such an effort to make someone else feel bad? Before she could give me a what-do-you-think-you’re-looking-at glare, I turned my attention to the remedial class teacher.

      “There are three states of being: the waking world, which we’re experiencing right now, the dream world, where we visit during our sleep, and the realm of magic.” He paused and swept his gaze around the bored faces sitting behind the desks, making sure everyone was paying attention.

      I leaned forward, my brows furrowing. Everyone looked like they didn’t care for his lecture or had given up trying to find their magic. Gladiolus had implied that I had power but that it was locked deep within my core. Accessing it would give me the best chance of surviving the Fated and finding Sicily.

      The teacher continued. “Magic users are adept at reaching a twilight state—it’s that part of reality where whatever is possible in your dreams is also possible in the waking world.”

      “Let’s have a demonstration, then.” Florensis leaned back in her seat with her arms folded and glowered at Helen.

      “We’ll all do an exercise together.” Mr. Whittaker strode in front of Florensis, blocking the girls’ views of each other. “Everybody close your eyes and focus on the patterns behind their lids. See what comes out of the darkness and imagine it into the waking world. Practicing that every day will make your magic stronger!”

      Groans filled the room. Ignoring everyone else’s pessimism, I sat straighter in my seat and closed my eyes.

      My mind jumped to the clearing and the sight of Sicily surrounded by those dark faeries with membranous wings. In my mind, I reached out to grab my sister, but she turned into mist, which swirled around my body and surged into my chest.

      Panic flashed behind my eyelids, as white as sheet lightning and bright enough to burn my retinas. Clenching my teeth, I kept my eyes closed and reminded myself that this was just a class exercise.

      “Eunice?” said a distant voice.

      The bright light cleared, and Prince Rory’s smug face filled my vision. Except he was shirtless and flexing prominent pectoral muscles. The faerie’s orange wings were fully retracted and glowing like the midday sun. My gaze trailed down his pecs, over a defined six-pack and to a huge erection protruding from a thatch of pubes that matched his russet hair.

      My breathing became ragged, and heat flooded my core. What kind of dream walking was this?

      Giggles filled the classroom, and my eyes snapped open. Everyone was staring at me.

      Mr. Whittaker’s cheeks were pink. “Miss Quayle, may I ask what you were thinking about?”

      “Nothing, much,” I muttered.

      Florensis leaned forward, amusement dancing in her purple eyes. “Your wings are smoldering.”

      “At least she has wings,” snapped Helen. “You’re just bitter because you’ve been in this class for ten years and never made an inch of progress.”

      A hushed silence spread across the large classroom, and I glanced around at all the faces. Some of the students clapped their hands over their mouths, as though Helen had uttered the unspeakable, while others just stared down at their desks.

      I swallowed hard. Was remedial class a disposal space for the useless offspring of the fae nobility?

      Mr. Whittaker frowned but remained silent, making me wonder if anyone ever graduated from his lessons. After several moments, he coughed into his fist. “Let’s go to the gymnasium for flying practice.”

      We all piled out of the class and down a narrow, stone hallway, which opened up into a room larger than Doolish Town Square. Gossamer nets hung ten feet above us, which I assumed were to catch people jumping from one of the two-dozen diving boards that lined one wall. At the far end of the room was a swimming pool with spring diving boards down one side.

      Mr. Whittaker stood in the middle of the room and spread his arms wide. “Everybody, get into pairs and practice flapping your wings.”

      “This is pointless,” Florensis snapped.

      “Those of you without wings should flap them in your imagination,” he said as though accustomed to the girl’s attitude.

      I turned to Helen and smiled. “Should we pair up?”

      A smile broke out across her features, which made her chestnut eyes sparkle. “I’d love to.”

      I turned around and glared at my wings, which fluttered as though they had a mind of their own. “Do you know how to control them?”

      Helen closed her eyes, and white wings sprouted out from her back. “They’re just like any other appendage, I suppose.”

      “I thought your wings would match your hair.”

      Her smile faded, and her shoulders drooped with defeat. “They will when my magic returns.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Her lips twisted into a rueful smile. “I used to have magic like every other faerie, but I lost it all the day I turned eighteen.”

      My eyes bulged. “To a curse?”

      “Nobody knows why.” She rubbed the back of her neck and turned her gaze to the diving board. “My father’s keeping me here until I’m fit to return to polite society.”

      “Oh.” My insides twisted into awkward knots, and I snatched my gaze away from her blank wings, not knowing where to look. Losing one’s magic was probably like losing one of the senses like sight, but humans helped their relatives when misfortune struck, they didn’t throw them away like trash.

      “Can you fly?” I asked.

      “Fortunately, I didn’t lose that ability,” she said with a tiny smile.

      A slither of relief relaxed my insides, and I clapped my hands together like Mr. Whittaker. It was probably a nervous habit in the face of such hopelessness. “Do you want to show me how it’s done?”

      “I’ll take care of this,” said a snide, male voice.

      Prince Caulden stepped between us, his nose wrinkled with disgust. Helen bobbed into a curtsey and backed away with an apologetic grimace. The rest of the class fell into silence, and everyone stopped flapping their wings to watch.

      “Let’s take a look at you.” He swept his gaze up and down my form. “You’re far sturdier than my fated mate. What did you do before you joined the academy, pull plows?”

      Nervous laughter echoed across the room.

      Cringing, I pictured Lady Salix, the willowy faerie with the green hair. I probably didn’t conform to his standards if that was his taste. Still, the comment sent irritation bristling across my nerves. Things were different now. I was the fifth fated mate, and I would be damned if I would stand here and allow this royal asshole to compare me to an ox.

      Smoothing my hands down my trim waist, I murmured, “It takes a strong male to handle all this, I suppose.”

      Prince Caulden narrowed his eyes. “Have you been handled much? I hear that some discarded halflings who can’t survive the brothels come pretending to learn magic.”

      I reared back. “What kind of gentleman makes comments like that?”

      “One who doesn’t care for a former prostitute infiltrating her way to the Fae Courts.”

      Heat flared across my cheeks, and I sucked in a deep breath. What I had done with Elijah didn’t count as prostitution. Boyfriends brought their girlfriends gifts all the time, and if he had thought our relationship was transactional, it didn’t reflect on my morals.

      “What do you want?” I snapped.

      “To warn you to leave this academy before you get hurt.”

      “I’m supposed to believe you care about my wellbeing?”

      He raised a shoulder. “What occurs in your mind is of no consequence, but you are making a mockery of the fates with your insistence on mating with one of us.”

      I bared my teeth. “But I didn’t choose this!”

      His gaze skimmed my wings. “Each time you so much as think of us, your wings become incandescent. It’s desperate and unseemly.” He sniffed. “Next, you’ll trigger your own heat and present yourself to us on your hands and knees. Anything to entrap one of us into becoming your mate.”

      “What?” I choked on thin air.

      “Ah, yes.” His smile turned cold. “Apparently, you have no memory of your life as a half-blood and no memory of how you cheated fate.”

      My mouth dropped open. Not because of the implication that I’d done something dishonest—Prince Rory had already made that accusation and threatened me with beheading—but at the notion that faeries went into heat. Like fucking animals.

      Prince Caulden walked a slow circle around my body. “Flying classes won’t work on a girl like you.”

      “Why?”

      “You have an imbalance in your wing-to-bodyweight ratio.”

      “Is that your way of telling me I’m fat?” I placed my hands on my hips.

      Chuckles broke out across the gymnasium, and Prince Caulden smirked. “You’re not the most svelte of females.” He waved his fingers over my breasts, which Elijah had always described as perfect C’s. “Your wings are dreading carrying all that excess weight.”

      I clenched my teeth. This was total bullshit. Very few humans on the Isle of Fae had the opportunity to become overweight, as we didn’t have as much access to luxuries from the outside world. A tiny plan hatched in the back of my mind. It was pathetic, but it would put this ice prince in his place.

      Shaking my head, I walked across the room toward the pool at the other end. If Prince Caulden was the kind of petty bully I suspected, he would follow.

      “Don’t turn your back on me,” he snapped.

      “Walk faster if you can’t handle the sight of a girl with a real ass,” I snapped back.

      Prince Caulden strode at my side, his icy glare freezing the side of my face. “What are you doing?”

      “You’ve just given me an idea for training my wings.”

      “What?” he said.

      “They need more strengthening than anyone else’s, right?”

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he frowned down at me as though I’d asked him a trick question. What a dick. He could dish out the insults, but at the first sign of making a twat out of himself, he turned mute.

      Everyone gaped as we passed. Helen walked on my left, her presence giving me moral support. I’d only just met the girl, but the fact that one high faerie in this academy had offered the hand of friendship had meant a great deal.

      At the edge of the pool, I shouldered off my blazer and let it fall to the floor.

      His gray eyes gleamed. “Is there any purpose to this charade?”

      “You implied my wings wouldn’t support my bodyweight. I’m going to train them in the water.”

      “What?”

      Mr. Whittaker approached from behind and cleared his throat. “Swimming with wings is a common technique for those who have sustained flying-related injuries, Your Highness.”

      Prince Caulden didn’t acknowledge the teacher. He was too busy staring at my hands as I unbuttoned my shirt. His nostrils flared, and his chest rose and fell with rapid breaths. I suppressed the urge to smirk. Beneath all that pomp and bluster and frigidness, this asshole was as hot and horny as the next guy.

      “I knew it,” he said, still transfixed.

      “Is this another half-baked theory, Your Highness?”

      His gaze didn’t once rise from my fingers, which unfastened the button that would give him a glimpse of my cleavage. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “You are a creature of loose morals.”

      “Why?” I tilted my head to the side. “For listening to your suggestions?”

      “Nobody told you to take off your clothes, you lascivious, little minx,” he said in an urgent whisper.

      I dropped my hands to my sides. “You’re right.”

      “What?” His features fell.

      “You didn’t tell me to take off my clothes.” I shook my head.

      “But I thought you were going to swim,” he said with a disappointed whine in his voice.

      Triumph flared through my chest, making it swell. All that talk about me being too fat was bullshit. Right now, Prince Caulden’s eyes had turned molten silver, and he looked ready to tear off my shirt if I didn’t continue stripping.

      “It’s as you say, Your Highness,” I said, making sure to inject as much mockery in my voice. “I wouldn’t want anyone to think I had loose morals, so I’ll wait until later to practice the water exercises.”

      His features twisted into a rictus of rage. Perhaps it was because my smile became smug, or maybe it was because everyone had seen him disparage my figure one minute and lust for a sight of it the next. I didn’t care. He could take his nasty comments, freeze them into a popsicle and stick them up his tight ass.

      “You’re playing a dangerous game, halfling!” he snarled.

      Tilting my head to the side, I gave him a few innocent blinks. “Whatever do you mean?”

      “I came to warn you about an impending attack but now, I’ll watch you suffer.” He spun around and stormed out of the room with his shoulders around his ears.

      Helen sidled up to me and whispered, “You were amazing!”

      “Yeah.” All traces of smugness vanished, replaced with the gnawing worry that I’d missed the opportunity to discover another assassination attempt. Perhaps Prince Caulden’s initial insults had been designed to make me leave the Royal Fae Academy in a huff and save me from a painful death.

      A sigh heaved out from my lungs. Now, I’d have to leave my chances of survival up to fate.
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      After the gymnasium door clicked shut behind Prince Caulden, Mr. Whittaker called the remedial class to attention and reminded us to practice flapping our wings. While I couldn’t get mine to obey my commands, about a quarter of my classmates stood around doing nothing but chatting. I guessed they were like Florensis and hadn’t yet expressed enough magic to summon wings.

      Helen stood opposite me, frowning at my pathetic attempts to control my new appendages. “Do you want to try jumping off the diving board? That will force your wings to fly.”

      I glanced at the white nets hanging over our heads and grimaced, my stomach still unsettled from that hair-raising fall from the headmistress’s tower. The nets were as thin as spider webs and didn’t look strong enough to trap a fruit fly.

      “Maybe I’ll try that after I learn which muscles control the flapping motion,” I said.

      She blew out a breath. “Mr. Whittaker means well, but he doesn’t know what it’s like to be born with wings.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Flying isn’t something you learn in a classroom. It’s an instinct. Most fae newborns fly before they can walk because wings are part of our magic.” She swept her arm toward the high diving board. “Your wings would take over if you fell from a height.”

      My throat dried, and I gulped several times. That might have been true if I had actually been born a half-blood, but considering the faerie who cursed me with these wings had blamed me for his death, I didn’t have much faith that they would flap to my rescue. The wretched things had glowed at the most inopportune moment and now made me the target of four angry princes and their fated mates.

      “Flying is the least of my worries right now,” I said.

      Helen grimaced. “Are you thinking about Prince Caulden?”

      “All of them.” I pulled Helen to one side and told her about my encounter with Prince Rory.

      Throughout my story, her jaw went slack. When I finished, she leaned into me and whispered, “Fate doesn’t mean true love. I bet he’s glad for the opportunity to get rid of Gala, but I can’t believe he would threaten you with death.”

      My stomach tightened. “You think he’s serious?”

      “The mere accusation of dark magic can get a person imprisoned without trial. If it came from one of the princes, and they were the target of a dark attack, I would expect an execution or worse.”

      Goosebumps pimpled across my skin. “I’d better do as he asks, then.”

      Someone screamed. It was a younger boy jumping from the diving board. He flapped his arms once before gravity pulled him down to the nets and made him bounce twelve feet.

      The rest of the class broke into a round of mocking applause.

      Helen shook her head. “Jumping won’t make him sprout wings.”

      Remembering what she had said about faerie babies knowing how to fly, I gave her a sympathetic smile. “This class must be incredibly boring. What kind of things would you be learning in a regular lessons?”

      “Advanced magic, the outside world, and court politics.” She walked to a box on the side of the wall and pulled off its lid, revealing a stack of hula hoops.

      “What’s that?”

      Helen selected an orange hoop. “Court politics is a study of etiquette, magical history, and ways not to offend upper royalty. Every faerie in the regular classes will serve at court one day. The classes here teach us how to represent our noble houses and the people we protect.”

      “Oh.” I knew faeries held balls and went to court every day, but I’d never heard of them protecting anyone but themselves.

      Maybe in the days of Queen Maeve, they did more for lesser beings. Nowadays, there was nothing to stop humans from becoming faerie prey, except for the protective magic King Oberon set up as part of his United Nations negotiations.

      I reached into the box and pulled out a yellow hula hoop. “What do these do?”

      “They’re children’s toys,” she said with a wistful sigh. “You’re supposed to manipulate them with your magic.”

      “How?”

      Helen threw the orange hoop at the far end of the gymnasium. It flew toward the pool and through the pairs of students doing their wing practice. Just before it reached the water, the hoop paused in mid-air and floated back toward us.

      Mr. Whittaker walked over and beamed. “That’s wonderful, Lady Helenium! Can you make it glow?”

      “Lady Helenium?” I whispered.

      She grimaced. “My father is the Duke of Medietas, but I’m a ward of the academy until I regain my magic.”

      The remedial teacher turned to me. “I think the calling hoop might be a little advanced for a newcomer. How’s your wing practice coming along?”

      I flicked my head toward the appendages and scowled. “They have a mind of their own.”

      “Give it time,” he said with a sad smile. “It took me several months before I could gain control of my wings.”

      “Sir?” I asked.

      “Call me Josiah,” he replied. “We don’t hold formalities in the remedial class.”

      “Master Gladiolus told me you had human memories. Did you ever—”

      He raised his palm, pain flashing across his features. “If you’re asking whether I looked for my human family, I did.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Nothing. The people I thought were my mother and father never existed.” He shook his head. “They were just names on a tombstone from three hundred years ago. I was supposed to have grown up in Balley Chashtal, but when I got there, I recognized nobody.”

      “Did you ever find out the identity of your faerie parent?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I don’t want to know.”

      I turned to Helen. “Why do faeries do this to their own offspring?”

      “Inheritance.” She rubbed the back of her neck and cringed.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Fae brides are supposed to be chaste before marriage, but grooms are expected to sow their wild oats. If their first-borns are half-bloods, they stand to inherit the wealth.”

      Helen glanced between Mr. Whittaker and me as though checking that we understood her words. I gave her a blank stare. Faeries could curse humans with infertility. If a faerie was cruel enough to erase a child’s memory, they could use their magic to make sure it was never born. It also made no sense that their laws would allow illegitimate half-bloods inheritance rights.

      When neither of us indicated that we understood, she blew out a breath. “Replacing their memories stops that child from knowing their birthright, and the inheritance can go to the full-blooded heir.”

      Mr. Whittaker’s lips tightened, and his eyes drooped. My chest clenched in sympathy for him. At least my memories weren’t false. According to the searches the guards made, my parents had existed and Mrs. Yates was real. This was proof that Sicily was also real and out there somewhere, needing my help.

      “Try rubbing salt on your wings,” he said in a low voice. “It might calm the magic enough for your muscles to take control.”

      “Thanks,” I murmured.

      Our teacher walked away, his shoulders slumped. Helen and I watched him in silence. What could anyone say to someone whose identity had been stolen so ruthlessly?

      “Does that happen a lot?” I asked.

      “Only among certain noble houses,” she replied. “It’s cruel, but back in the days of Queen Maeve, fae noblemen often killed human women pregnant with their half-bloods.”

      A shudder ran down my spine at her implication. Only the existence of King Oberon’s pact with the UN was keeping them from committing further murders.

      “Be careful with Prince Caulden.” Helen levitated her hula hoop and made it glow with weak magic. “You caused him to look foolish in front of the remedial class. Slights like that are never forgotten.”

      “Thanks.” I threw my yellow hoop toward the pool, but it flew five feet and rolled onto the ground.

      Mr. Whittaker blew a whistle and gathered us back to the classroom. We sat back at our seats, and when he was assured of our attention, he stood in front of his desk and clasped his hands.

      “One of our students is about to die,” he said.

      Shocked gasps echoed through the classroom, and every ounce of blood drained from my face and rushed toward my heart. My breaths became labored, and sweat gathered on my brow. He was right, and there wasn’t a thing I could do to change my destiny.

      Helen placed a comforting hand on my wrist, but I couldn’t feel her touch.

      “I’m sorry for putting things bluntly, but it’s the truth.” He swept his arm in my direction. “Someone already made one attempt at assassination, and it won’t be the last. Because of a terrible circumstance of magic, Unity Quayle will die horribly.”

      Mr. Whittaker walked around the desks, fixing everyone with a penetrating stare. Nobody spoke. Nobody even took a breath. From what little I knew of the male, his statement seemed unexpectedly cruel.

      After he reached the final student, he returned to the front of the desk and spread his arms wide. “There is a way to save Unity.”

      I sucked a breath through my teeth, waiting for a miracle.

      “Between the entire class, each of you has enough knowledge, power, and skills to help Unity survive.” He balled his fists. “If we rally together, we might even end up with a half-blood occupying an elevated position within the Fae Courts.”

      Excited chatter broke out, and my breaths became ragged. Everyone in this room came from a powerful family, and those who hadn’t had their memories replaced had to know something that might help me survive these trials.

      “My final word before we break for the day is to please set aside your differences, delve deep, and offer Unity Quayle a hand.”

      Mr. Whittaker dismissed the class and walked out, leaving everyone staring at me. I sat stiffly in my seat, my heart thudding so hard, I felt its reverberations in the tips of my toes. Who would be the first to come forward and help?

      A hand landed on my arm, sending a jolt of panic through my already frantic heart. “Unity?”

      I flinched. “Huh?”

      Helen drew back, her hand over her mouth. “Did I startle you?”

      “Sorry.” I tried shaking off thoughts of my impending death, but they jumped back into my mind like persistent fleas.

      She frowned. “I don’t have much in the way of protective magic, but I can share my knowledge with you.”

      “Thanks.”

      The other students filed out of the classroom and Helen wrapped a hand around my arm. “We’d better leave with the crowd. No one is going to assassinate you if there’s a chance someone else might get hurt.”

      “Good point.” I scrambled to my feet, tamping down the twinge of guilt at potentially endangering my classmates.

      We stepped out of the classroom into the white courtyard. The sun hung low in a cloudless, indigo sky, half obscured by the distant mountains, bathing the palace and its surroundings in orange light.

      I inhaled lungfuls of jasmine-scented air and sighed, letting out some of the tension from Mr. Whittaker’s announcement. “It smells so good up here.”

      “Of course, it does.” She looped her arm through mine. “Only the very best plants are reserved for the Prudence district.”

      I frowned down at our joined arms. “Are you sure it’s safe for us to be so close?”

      “Not even the Fated would dare shoot at the Duke of Medietas’ offspring.”

      My brows drew together. From what Helen had told me earlier, it looked like her father had abandoned her to the academy. But what did I know about faerie parents?

      We followed the rest of the class across the courtyard to the nearest tower, where that creepy, metal effigy of the goddess Danu stared out at us from a wooden door.

      “Is she alive?” I asked.

      “Danu?” asked Helen. “Gods are the only truly immortal beings. She watches over the island, ensuring our survival in the modern world.”

      We walked through the doorway into a marble hall lined with faerie statues that were so realistically carved, I expected them to blink. A few passing students gave me knowing smirks, and I wondered if one of the Fated had shared their plans on how they would knock me out of the upcoming trial.

      A fire pit crackled and popped in the dining hall, filling the room with soft, atmospheric light and the sweet scent of burning resin. Students sat at candle-lit tables, chatting over bowls of soup ladled out by pixies with glowing, transparent wings.

      My steps faltered. If it wasn’t for the arrogant princes, furious Fated, and the impending death match, this place could be paradise.

      Helen guided me toward the side of the room with the floor-to-ceiling windows. “This is where the remedial students sit.”

      The seats all had their backs to the spectacular mountain vista but offered a view of the fire pit and the blossoms climbing the walls. “Where are the teachers?”

      “In their staffroom,” she replied.

      “So much for student safety,” I muttered.

      We took a left around the huge circle of tables and sat at one that seated eight.

      The black-haired girl from the remedial class plonked herself at my side. “I’m Florensis of Nemain, another half-blood like you, but you can call me Flora.”

      “Um…” I shot Helen a nervous glance. Didn’t those two dislike each other? “Hi.”

      She shot Helen a withering glare. “I should warn you that the faerie you’re associating with grew up with the Fated and used to sit with them until she lost her magic. She might not be on your side.”

      Helen blew out a breath. “It’s true.”

      “What?” I turned to my new friend.

      “I know most people in the Royal Court through my family.”

      “See?” Folding her arms across her chest, Flora gave me a smug grin. “She doesn’t even deny it.”

      “But I’m not spying for the Fated or helping them in any way,” said Helen.

      Flora sniffed. “Just be careful. Backstabbing is commonplace both in the Fae Courts and here at the Royal Fae Academy.”

      I shifted on my seat, glancing from Helen to Flora. My ingrained dislike of royal faeries made me imagine Helen with colorful wings, acting as arrogant and cruel as Lady Gala, but common sense pushed those thoughts aside. So far, Helen had been nothing but helpful and kind.

      “It’s good advice.” Helen unfolded her napkin and set it on her lap. “You shouldn’t trust anyone.”

      A pair of pixies flew around the fire pit carrying a crystal bowl filled with steaming, white-as-milk liquid. I sat straighter, watching them place the bowl on our table.

      Pixies hardly ever visited human settlements during the day. They were gorgeous creatures with huge, half-moon-shaped eyes and massive, amber pupils. The rest of their features were human, with high cheekbones, full lips, and cute, pointed chins.

      They were about the size of five-year-old children, but there was nothing child-like about them. If captured or attacked, a pixie could use one of its lives to increase its bulk and fight its way out of trouble. Some people said that ogres were pixies who had run out of lives, but I really couldn’t see the resemblance.

      “Boer Ford soup?” asked the one on the left with a voice that sounded like jingling bells.

      “What?” I frowned at what looked like bleached gruel.

      “It’s a form of pumpkin,” said Helen.

      “Oh! Yes, please.”

      Helen and Flora also asked for a portion, and a third pixie flew over, holding a crystal ladle.

      A loud drum roll sent a jolt of panic through my chest. I turned to the doorway, where Prince August strolled in with his buttercup-yellow wings outstretched. White magic gleamed around the edges, making my wings flutter and my traitorous heart skip a beat.

      I balled my fists, trying to keep my breathing under control. I wanted my normal life back, not a faerie prince.

      Flora gasped out loud. “Something important is about to happen!”

      I turned to Helen and gulped. “Do you know what this is?”

      Her shoulders rose to her ears, and she shrank in her seat, as though trying to minimize what she was about to say next. “Sorry.”

      “What?”

      “It’s a Royal Pronouncement,” she whispered.

      Flora leaned into my side and snarled, “Speak up. This might make a difference to Unity’s survival.”

      All the muscles in my chest constricted around my lungs, cutting off my air. “Please, if there’s anything I need to know—”

      “Queen Maeve made pronouncements before making her subjects battle to the death to gain her favor.” She turned to me, her chestnut-brown eyes etched with pain. “The princes are about to start the death trial!”
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      I glanced around the dining table for something to defend myself if a fight broke out. More silverware than I could count lay on both sides of my china plate, and I grabbed a steak knife and held it like a shield.

      The pixie pouring the pumpkin soup squeaked and dropped the ladle into the bowl, splashing droplets of white liquid over the table.

      Ignoring her, I glanced around the room, where Lady Aster’s crimson wings glowed in unison with Prince August’s. Her figure was more curvaceous than mine, and her wings more delicate, making me wonder what on earth Prince Caulden had been complaining about when he disparaged my body in the gymnasium.

      “Prince August is the oldest,” Helen whispered. “If anything happens to King Oberon, it’s August who will take the throne.

      “Oh.” I gave the golden-haired prince a second look. Hopefully, our current monarch would stay in power for a millennia.

      The Summer Court prince stood to one side, allowing Prince Rory to make his appearance. With another invisible drum roll, Prince Rory shook his burnt orange hair as though he was in a shampoo commercial. My stupid wings fluttered so hard, they created a gust of wind that blew my hair across my face.

      “They’re just so handsome,” Flora said with a sigh.

      “No.” I shook my head for emphasis, and my wings glowed bright enough to light up the entire table.

      Prince Rory blew a kiss to the watchers, making me snarl. He was enjoying every minute of the attention.

      Helen leaned into my side. “Watch out for that one. Everyone thinks he’s the quietest and the most unassuming, but beneath that relaxed exterior is a calculating mind.”

      “Yeah.” Ten minutes with that guy, and I already knew he was the worst of the quartet. While the others probably wanted to get rid of me, Prince Rory was forcing me to stay.

      The drumroll started again, and Prince Bradwell walked in with a blank expression, looking like his brothers had coerced him into this ridiculous display.

      Now that I was sitting and not blinded by panic, I leaned forward for a better look at the Spring Court Prince. On most men, long cerise hair would look effeminate, but not Prince Bradwell. Steel-colored highlights broke up the pinkish shade, giving his hair the look of a sword that had been stained with the blood of his enemies.

      The pulse between my legs pounded at the magnificent sight, and I squeezed my legs together, reminding my body that we were in the worst trouble of our lives. Prince Bradwell’s wings were also cerise but divided by masculine, indigo lines with brilliant white spots glowing at the edges.

      “Rumor has it that Prince Bradwell and Gazania have already consummated their mating bond,” whispered Flora.

      My gaze zipped across the room to Lady Gala’s table, where the faerie with the mahogany skin beamed at Prince Bradwell. Her wings looked like they were made of liquid flame, and they glowed brighter than all the others’.

      “If they’re already bonded, why did his wings glow for me?” I asked.

      “It could be the fates playing tricks,” Helen said, sounding hopeful.

      I narrowed my eyes. Did she also think I had carried out black magic?

      Prince Bradwell stood to the side, and before the drumroll could start up again, Prince Caulden strode in with his arms crossed, and his wings retracted.

      “Prince Caulden and Salix were best friends when we were all little,” said Helen. “He’s very protective of her, but I’m not sure their love is romantic.”

      My gaze darted back to the Fated’s table, where the green-haired faerie gave Prince Caulden a soft smile, making his cold expression melt. A heartbeat later, he turned a scowl at the other princes.

      I glanced at the Summer Prince, whose lips tightened with annoyance. Leaning forward, I rubbed my chin, wondering if I could take advantage of the brothers’ different personalities.

      Prince August spread his arms wide. “Fated mates, will you please rise.”

      Lady Gala and her cohort flapped their glowing wings and flew six feet above the table, looking like contestants for a supernatural beauty contest. My lips parted, and an awed breath escaped my lungs. Every one of the fated belonged on the arm of a faerie prince.

      “You too!” Helen elbowed me in the ribs and flicked her head toward the princes.

      Everyone in the dining room, including the princes and the Fated, stared in our direction. Heat rose to my cheeks. This entire display was because I had arrived and messed things up. I also had to stand.

      “Oh, right.” I scraped my chair back and stood.

      “The poor halfling can’t fly,” said Lady Gala.

      “She’s only good for show,” added Lady Aster.

      A few students around the tables giggled.

      I clenched my teeth. When would we get round to the killing part? My fists itched to punch their perfect noses out of joint.

      A semi-awkward silence stretched out. Perhaps they all wanted me to prove that I could fly, but that wasn’t going to happen. I folded my arms across my chest and shuffled on my feet, waiting for everyone to stop gaping.

      Prince August walked around the tables and past the doors that led to the kitchen. As his brothers followed his lead, Pokeweed stepped out. Behind him was a familiar figure, but his head was bowed.

      “Elijah?” His name left my lips like a whisper.

      “What was that?” asked Helen.

      “I know him.”

      “Pay attention,” said Flora. “The princes are about to say something.”

      Prince August flew up on a podium positioned by the wall to a loud fanfare of trumpets. “As you can see, there are only four eligible princes.”

      The smugness in Prince August’s voice carried across the room, making me suspect he secretly enjoyed the spectacle of girls fighting over him and his brothers. He held out his palm, spreading his fingers wide. “Four princes and five potential mates.”

      Prince Rory flew to Prince August’s side, his green eyes gleaming with delight. “To thin out the number of mates, Mistress Ellyllon has authorized a trial to the death.”

      The students sitting around the tables cheered. Some stood from their seats to wave their arms and stamp their feet. Fury surged through my veins. Since when was someone fighting to the death deemed entertainment? I glanced across the room to where I had found Elijah, and he stared straight into my eyes.

      My breath caught, my heart clenched, and my hand flew to my chest. He recognized me!

      Elijah’s lips curved into the kind of smile he gave me when I would complain about having been cheated by a hag or insulted by a faerie. Sympathetic. Understanding. As though he shared my frustration with the Isle of Fae, and that was what kept us connected.

      His smile broadened, and I couldn’t help but smile back.

      Flora clamped an arm around my wrist. “Pay attention! They’re about to announce the rules.”

      “According to the lore, whoever authorizes the challenge must also be its host,” said Prince August. “As such, no hostilities will take place outside the academy grounds. All violence must be conducted by the contestants themselves and not hired out to third parties for assassinations.”

      I shot the floating faeries a filthy glower. Neither of them seemed good at marksmanship, and I doubted they had shot the poisoned arrow themselves. It also meant that they couldn’t hire a pixie to slip poison in my soup.

      “There will be three challenges.” Prince August held up three fingers. “Each to be announced at least an hour before they start, and at any time during the trial, we may alter our requirements for the candidates as we see fit.”

      “Great,” I muttered. So they wanted to make things up as they went along. This hardly seemed fair.

      “We also reserve the right to continue the trial until our bonds are consummated,” Prince August said with a smirk.

      My brows drew together. Did that mean they wanted to have sex with the contestants?

      “Oh, no,” said Helen.

      “What?” I turned to my new friend.

      She drummed her fingers on the table, upsetting the array of forks at the left of her plate. “Queen Maeve once proclaimed two rival families to combat each other over a land dispute. The trial lasted fifty-four years, with family members dying in a series of battles.”

      “Who won?” I asked.

      “Nobody,” Helen said with a sigh. “They battled themselves into extinction, and when the last member of the families succumbed to mass poisoning, the queen took the land for herself and turned it into a water garden.”

      I slid into my seat. “So, they want the girls to fight to the death?”

      “They’re reserving that right,” said Helen.

      Sucking in deep, ragged breaths, I glanced at Prince August’s left to find Prince Rory grinning at a horrified-looking Lady Gala.

      “The halfling’s going to die!” someone shouted from a nearby table.

      Laughter filled the dining hall. The pixies broke into high-pitched peals, exposing tiny, serrated teeth. Narrowing my eyes, I no longer thought them so beautiful.

      Prince Rory rubbed his hands together and grinned. “The first trial will take place tomorrow and will be a test of magic.” He turned to me, his eyes hard. “Ready yourself for anything, because failure will mean death.”

      After the princes took their seats, the Fated floated down to their table and continued their dinner. I locked gazes with Elijah, who gave me a knowing look and swept toward the exit. Just before he left, he paused to say something to Pokeweed, who nodded and trudged back to the kitchen with his shoulders slumped.

      I picked up a silver spoon and placed it into my soup bowl.

      Flora grabbed my wrist. “What are you doing?”

      “Gathering my strength for tomorrow.” I frowned. “Why?”

      “Has it not occurred to you that your soup might be poisoned?” she hissed. “The trial doesn’t officially begin until the morning. Anything the Fated do to you between now and then is valid!”

      I glanced up and met the round eyes of a pixie hovering over the table, her mouth forming a perfect ‘O.’

      “Is there something in my soup?” I asked.

      “Maybe there is, maybe there isn’t!” She winked and flew around the fire pit.

      “Shit.” I dropped my spoon into the white liquid. “Was that a confession?”

      “Let’s find something to eat at the dorms.” Helen stood. “At least food over there will be safe. No one knows who’s going to eat what.”

      A cold stream of air wrapped around my neck like a garrote, and I raised my head to glower at the table occupied by the Fated. Lady Gala stared back, her teeth bared, and the others mirrored her expression.

      I clenched my fists and snarled. That dark faerie cursed me for a reason. If it was to infiltrate the Royal Court and fuck things up, I was more than ready.

      We left the castle and walked across the courtyard to the remedial building, where a quartet of grooms circled a black horse outside the stables next door. The horse’s moonlight-colored mane shook as it thrashed and kicked within its restraints, splashing water from its wings.

      “Why’s that horse so upset?” I asked.

      “It’s a kelpie,” Flora replied. “My father used to break them.”

      “But aren’t they shape-shifters?”

      “Not if you capture them with an iron bridle,” she replied. “It’s a difficult feat, considering iron kills most faeries and makes the rest of us weak.”

      “Was your father the faerie?”

      “Yes,” she said with a sad sigh. “He got himself killed, breaking one of those animals, and my mother sent me here for a better life.”

      My gaze darted to the snorting creature, whose violent thrashing made me cringe. Why on earth would anyone go to such an effort when they didn’t want to be tamed?

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “So am I,” she said.

      Helen opened the door, and we walked into the stone entrance hall and turned left to a wooden staircase. “There’s a common room area on the next floor, and our dormitories are also upstairs.”

      The remedial common room reminded me a little of home, except the room was ten times the size of our living room with a twenty-four-inch flat-screen television, playing some kind of news channel. Overstuffed sofas were arranged around the television, providing a cozy watching area with side tables for food and drinks. I licked my lips. If Sicily and I had a room this large, we could make a fortune from admissions to watch our DVDs.

      My heart sank at the thought of my missing sister. I turned away from the TV to the kitchenette area.

      “What do you fancy?” asked Flora. “Bangers and mash? Welsh rarebit?”

      I tried not to picture a skinned and roasted jackrabbit. The creatures were annoying and foul-mouthed, but they didn’t deserve to be used as food. “What?”

      Helen placed a hand over her mouth. “It took me several weeks to understand that these were real dishes.”

      Flora wrinkled her nose. “I don’t expect that you ate human food up in Medietas Manor.”

      “Please stop,” I said.

      “What?” said Flora.

      “Making Helen feel bad because she isn’t a half-blood.”

      “You didn’t see her sitting with the Fated—”

      “But things are different now,” I said. “Helen’s one of us, and she wants me to survive these trials just as much as you do.”

      Flora twisted her lips. “I didn’t say I wanted to help.”

      Warmth spread through my chest, and I gave her a smile. Something about the black-haired girl’s prickly exterior reminded me of Sicily, who used brashness and argumentativeness to hide a sensitive heart.

      “Alright,” she strode to the kitchenette. “Beans on toast it is.”

      Helen winked. “I’ll make a cup of tea. Do you want human or fae?”

      “Human, please.” It had been ages since the last shipment of black tea. Elijah hadn’t been able to get any for weeks.

      While Helen walked to the kettle to make the drinks, I strode to where Flora stood in front of the cupboards with a can of Heinz Baked Beans. “Do you know Elijah Meadowhawks?”

      “Meadowhawks is one of the lower houses,” she replied. “I think they come from the north. Why?”

      “I know one of the half-bloods who works here.”

      Helen opened a drawer and pulled out a can opener. “I thought your Lord father changed your memories.”

      “It’s a long story.” I didn’t want to lie, but I also didn’t want to admit to being a human infiltrator in case the wards were listening and decided to attack again. “Do you know where they stay?”

      “I wouldn’t mix with any of them.” Nodding at a wooden box on the counter, she pierced the can with the opener and twisted a dial that moved the mechanism around its rim. “Could you take out the bread and cut us three slices?”

      “Sure.” I flipped open the lid, releasing the scent of freshly-baked bread. Next to a golden loaf lay a serrated knife, and I raised them both out of the box. “What’s wrong with the guys who work here?”

      She shook her head. “Most are involved in smuggling, gambling, or something equally as unsavory.”

      “Right.” I sliced the bread, wondering what on earth was wrong with any of those activities. If it wasn’t for Elijah siphoning goods that the faeries intercepted from the UN shipments, Sicily and I wouldn’t have had such comfortable lives.

      Flora produced three plates, and I placed a slice of bread on each while she warmed up the baked beans. Despite resenting Helen for being a full faerie, Flora grew up the child of a high faerie and had lived in one of the top four districts of the island. It was easy to wrinkle one’s nose at others from a position of privilege.

      “Pokeweed seems like a nice person,” I said.

      Helen walked over, holding a tray. “He’s different from the other half-bloods working here. Besides, he’s a tragic figure.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “It’s not my story to tell.” Helen handed me a steaming mug of tea. “But promise me that you’ll stay away from those males?”

      “Sure.” I took the mug and stared into its contents. Elijah had disappointed me greatly yesterday, but I was sure he recognized me tonight.

      I took a sip of my tea, enjoying the hot, fragrant liquid’s slide down my throat. As soon as I got a moment free, I would ask Elijah to help me find Sicily.
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      We sat at one of the dining tables around the kitchenette, and the girls introduced me to some more classmates, who wished me luck in the upcoming trials. While none of them had strong magic, they all shared tidbits of information about faeries’ magical attacks.

      By the end of the evening, the beans on toast sat in my stomach like lead.

      “Are you alright?” Helen piled up the plates and took them to the sink.

      I pushed my mug of tea to the middle of the table and huffed out a weary breath. “All this theoretical knowledge is good, but how will I protect myself tomorrow morning?”

      Flora raised her arms and stretched. “Dodging’s your best bet.”

      “Are their attacks ever invisible?” I asked.

      “Good point,” said Flora with a yawn.

      “We’ll wake up early and gather some salt.” Helen returned with a cloth and took the mugs. “That will protect you from glamours.”

      With a grateful smile, I picked up the cloth and wiped the table. “Thanks. If there’s anything I can do for you, just ask.”

      “Survive the first round of the trial before offering favors,” said Flora.

      “Right.” Her comment should have awakened the panic that had festered in my gut since the moment I had read Sicily’s note, but after the events of the past two days, I felt wrung out like the dishcloth I had used to wipe the table. I trudged over to the kitchen counter and yawned.

      Helen placed an arm around my shoulders. “Let’s get an early night.”

      I sagged under her touch. “Yeah. Something tells me I won’t get much rest until the end of these trials.”

      Most of the remedial students sat around the huge TV set, watching a DVD of soldiers dressed in camouflage uniforms shooting unknown enemies in dust-covered landscapes. A narrator talked over the footage, making me wonder if it was a movie or real life.

      After bidding everyone goodnight, Helen and Flora guided me into the stone hallway and up two more flights of wooden stairs to a room with twelve beds.

      “This is one of the remedial dorms.”

      A breath caught in the back of my throat. “It’s so…”

      “Try not to focus on the squalor.” Helen squeezed my hand. “What’s most important is surviving the trials.”

      Flora nodded. “After a few weeks, you’ll get used to the cramped conditions.”

      Cramped? This room was larger than the homes of four families on our street. Six beds lay in a row against one wall, each with a nightstand on its left, a closet on its right, and a trunk at the foot. Although another six beds and accompanying furniture lay at the opposite wall, the dormitory was roomier than any dwelling I had ever seen.

      My thoughts raced, and resentment burned through my insides. Most of the students in my remedial class seemed depressed and listless because they had no magic, but they didn’t realize how much better they lived than the average human in Doolish.

      I glanced from Helen to Flora’s saddened features, wondering what kind of luxurious lives they had lived before the remedial classes.

      “Are you alright?” asked Helen.

      Blinking, I shook off those thoughts. They probably didn’t know anything different, and I expected the Real Housewives would also find this dormitory squalid.

      I turned to my new friend and smiled. “Do you think we can practice getting into the twilight stage?”

      “Let’s find you somewhere to rest first.” She walked me to the only bed with a plain, white cover and no trinkets on the nightstand. “This one’s free. There are nightclothes in the trunk.”

      After changing into a gossamer nightgown that caressed my skin like silk, I lay on the bed and crossed my legs. Helen and Flora also got changed, but into gorgeous, lace negligées that looked faerie-made.

      Helen gave me a gentle pat on the shoulder. “Close your eyes and focus all your attention on your hands.”

      Leaning back onto a cushioned headboard as soft as clouds, I let my eyes flutter shut and rested the backs of my hands on my thighs. My wings twitched under my back, but the more I ignored them, the more they relaxed.

      “What do you feel on the palms of your hand?” asked Helen.

      My brows drew together. “A breeze, I think.”

      “That could mean an alignment to air magic,” she murmured.

      “Or that there’s a draft in the room,” Flora said with a snorting laugh.

      I cracked open an eye. Helen and Flora sat on the bed next to mine, with Flora glowering at Helen as though she wanted to incinerate her with her eyes. Was there more to Flora’s animosity toward Helen than the circumstances of her birth? I would have asked, but fear of tomorrow’s trial kept me focussed.

      “Flora,” I twisted around and met her purple eyes. “The exercise was working.”

      She dipped her head, looking contrite. “Alright, I won’t interrupt this time.”

      Stifling a yawn, I nodded and closed my eyes. This time, when Helen guided me through the twilight walk, the tips of my wings tingled in unison with my palms. The faintest hint of air swirled over my skin, but it felt more like a draft than something magical. I inhaled deep, energizing breaths, trying to connect to the magic that Gladiolus had said was locked deep within my core, but I drifted off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      A large hand on my mouth broke me out of my slumber.

      “Unity?” A voice whispered into my ear.

      My heart jumped into my throat, and my eyes flew open. I jerked away to find a dark figure looming over me and filling my nostrils with the familiar scent of jasmine.

      He drew back, revealing the worried eyes of my former boyfriend. Elijah ran the pads of his fingers down my cheek and said, “Don’t make a sound. I’m here to help you escape.”

      My heart flip-flopped. I’d been right. He had recognized me!

      Elijah removed his hand. “Why is everyone saying you’re fated to the four princes?”

      “It’s a long story.” I swung my legs out of bed and glanced around the room. Moonlight shone through a narrow window at the far end, providing silvery illumination. None of the girls sleeping in their beds appeared to have stirred, and my shoulders slumped with relief.

      I turned back to Elijah and whispered, “Dark faeries have taken Sicily, and we need to—.”

      He placed his fingertips on my lips. “I’ve found her.”

      Hope surged through my chest, bringing tears to my eyes. “Where?”

      “An associate of mine works in an auction house in the Mound. They’re planning on selling Sicily on the new moon.”

      “What?” I said in a gasp.

      “She’s safe for now, but there’s a viewing in two days. If we can stay low until then, we’ll be able to make an offer for her before the auction.”

      My eyes bulged. “Do you have enough money?”

      “Maybe.” He shrugged. “If I can’t buy Sicily, we can always steal her.”

      As I dressed, a memory floated to the surface of my mind. It was of Sicily blocking the door and insisting that Elijah help me evade Lady Gala’s plan to have me buried in hot drake shit. Stealing a girl from an auction house was risky, as was stealing a supposed fated mate of the princes.

      I turned to Elijah, whose gaze raked over my half-dressed body. “Why are you helping me?”

      “Since our eyes met in the dining hall, I can’t stop thinking about you.” He balled his fists. “Whatever it takes, I’m not losing you to a stupid trial or those entitled princes.”

      A lock of golden hair fell into my face, and I tucked it behind my ear. Was this extra effort because I was a half-blood and no longer a lowly human? Or had he been swayed by the new, improved appearance and the wings? I slipped my feet into my boots and shook off those thoughts. The only thing that mattered right now was rescuing Sicily.

      “Hurry,” he whispered from the door.

      I walked across the room and caught up. “Where are you taking me?”

      “My family has a small vineyard in the Courage district. The vintner’s hut is empty right now, but you can hide there until it’s time to rescue Sicily.”

      “Thanks.” I rushed into his arms.

      Elijah squeezed me to his chest and pressed a kiss on the top of my head. “Things will be different now. We can finally be together like a real couple.”

      Tilting my head up, I stared into his dark blue eyes. Did I want a future with a guy who had abandoned me once? Absolutely not. But if he could lead me to my sister, I wasn’t going to refuse his help.

      I trailed my fingers down his strong biceps, down the muscular forearms I adored so much, and squeezed his large, calloused hands. “Let’s go.”

      Elijah reached into a shoulder bag. “I have something for you.”

      “What?” Instinct made me step back.

      He pulled out a black cloak. “This will cover your wings. Tomorrow, everyone will be looking for you.”

      “Thanks.” I stepped toward Elijah and let him drape the cloak over my shoulders. After he pulled the hood over my head, we walked down the wooden staircase and toward the door.

      It creaked open, and we stepped out into a star-filled night with a bright crescent moon that illuminated the mountaintops. The air was still with a lack of breeze, and a silence broken only by the soft nickering of a horse within the stables.

      I sucked in a deep breath of jasmine-scented air and sighed. The Royal Fae Academy and its surroundings were gorgeous, but I was looking forward to living anywhere as long as it was with my sister.

      Elijah grabbed my hand and led me around the stable block, where a fierce black mount awaited. It turned to us, baring a mouthful of gleaming fangs.

      My left foot stumbled over my right. “Isn’t that—”

      “A kelpie?” Elijah walked over to the beast, placed a horn to his lips, and blew, making the creature close its mouth. “Knuckles here has been trained for stealth. Air makes them weak to your commands, you see. Ride on his back, and no one will notice us leave the wards.”

      “How do you know about kelpies?” I whispered.

      He squeezed me around the waist. “It’s the only way to get in and out of the United Nations stores without being detected.”

      “Oh.” The girls had been right about Elijah being a rogue, but I shoved aside any reservations about having received his stolen goods and walked alongside him to the kelpie.

      “Did you tame it yourself?” I asked.

      “Yep.” He mounted the monster, pulled me up to the saddle, and settled me against his chest. “Don’t tell anyone, but I’m not as sensitive to iron as other faeries. It gives me an advantage in all kinds of situations.”

      “Your secret is safe with me.” I gave his muscular thigh a gentle pat.

      With another gust of air from his blowing-horn, Elijah got the kelpie to leap into the sky. Breathing through the lurching of my stomach, I gripped the beast’s silver mane.

      “Mmmm…” He sniffed my neck. “You smell so good.”

      “Different?” I leaned into his muscular chest and let the breeze caress my hair. He had never complimented me before on my scent.

      “Sweeter than honeysuckle.” He nibbled my ear.

      We flew over the castle and its mishmash of ivory towers, over mountaintops, and over lakes that reflected the crescent moon. Throughout the journey, joy surged without my chest. I was finally free. Free of the princes, free of the Fated, and free of the soul-crushing fear that the dead faerie had wiped Sicily out of existence.

      “Let’s go to the Mound,” I said.

      “Whatever for?” he murmured into my ear.

      “I want to check on my sister.”

      “Sicily?” he asked.

      “They could be mistreating her down there.”

      Elijah chuckled. “That particular auction house trades virgins. When they get a new girl, she’s plucked and pampered and made plump enough to attract a sale.”

      “What kind of creature would buy a human?” I asked.

      “Brothel-keepers, hags for spell-making, lots of people, but none of that matters.” He gave me a tight squeeze around the middle. “In two days, we’ll find her at the viewing, and she’ll be free.”

      “Right,” I gazed down at a flash of magic glowing through the forest treetops. “Where are we now?”

      “Temperance Forest,” he replied. “One moment, and we’ll reach the family vineyard.”

      After several minutes, the kelpie straightened his wings and swooped low, over what looked like a graveyard of gnarled, dead trees.

      “This is a vineyard?” I asked.

      “These vines only fruit every five years,” he replied. “This is what they look like when they’re dormant.”

      “Oh.” That sort of made sense.

      At the end of the skeletal forest, the kelpie landed in front of a gorgeous cottage with a roof that curved down to the ground. An assortment of white and silver berries hung down from irregularly shaped rafters, obscuring our view of the cottage’s white-washed walls.

      “This is what you call a hut?” I asked.

      Elijah chuckled and jumped down to the ground. He placed his hands on my hips, helping me dismount. “Get inside. I’ve made it nice and cozy.”

      We stepped into the little cottage to the scent of sweet pine smoke and a fire crackling on the hearth. Its flames illuminated a cozy room with a kitchenette area stocked with jars of dried food, a wooden table with three chairs, and a low bed covered in velvet cushions.

      I inhaled sharply. This reminded me so much of home.

      Elijah rubbed his hand up and down the small of my back. “I sometimes stay here to avoid returning to the academy after an evening at the tavern. Mistress Ellyllon hates for the students to see the staff intoxicated.”

      “Right,” I replied, trying not to wonder why he had never mentioned having visited taverns.

      “Are you hungry?” He opened a bag, revealing a loaf of sweetbread and a bottle of wine. “You weren’t eating at dinner.”

      The door clicked shut behind us, making me jolt. “One of the pixies put something in my soup.”

      He closed the bag and placed it on the floor, a sheepish look on his features. “A rumor like that reached me, but by the time I returned to the dining room, they said you had already left without eating. I wasn’t going to mention the poisoning, but it’s why I stole you away in the middle of the night.”

      My heart softened, and I reached down and squeezed his hands. “Thanks for looking out for me.”

      Elijah wrapped his arms around my waist. “My reasons weren’t completely altruistic.”

      “Really?” I gazed up into his sparkling eyes and smiled.

      He pulled my cloak off my shoulders, making it fall into a puddle of fabric at my feet. “Unity, just the sight of you makes me stiff as iron.”

      “Prove it,” I whispered.

      He wrapped his fingers around my wrist and guided my hand to his crotch. A hot, hard erection strained under the wool fabric of his pants, making heat rush between my legs.

      “Is that proof enough?” he growled.

      “Maybe I want more.” I raised myself onto my tiptoes and gave him a peck on the lips.

      Elijah moaned and unbuttoned my shirt.

      We were falling into our old patterns. A nagging voice in the back of my mind echoed this thought. Elijah would get something for me, whether it was the provision of food, DVDs, or some other luxury item, and I would reward him with sex.

      He reached behind my back and unfastened the buttons of my skirt. When the garment fell to the floor, he cupped my ass with both hands. “Fuck, Unity, you’re so perfect for me.”

      Letting my eyes flutter shut, I parted my lips for a kiss. Elijah pulled my shirt off my shoulders, drew me into his body, and plundered my mouth. If I was escaping the trial and getting my sister back, what did it matter that Elijah’s motivations were based on wanting to fuck me? He and I were great together in bed, and I needed his touch.

      I rubbed my bare belly against the hardness straining through his pants, eliciting a groan loud and deep enough to send a tingle through my hungry core. Wetness gathered in my folds as I succumbed to his kiss.

      “I need you so much.” He pulled down my panties.

      After kicking them to the side, I unfastened my bra. “How do you want me?”

      “On the bed.” His eyes glazed over my exposed nipples. “Get on your hands and knees.”

      I sashayed to the mattress and got into position.

      “Good,” he growled. “Now spread your legs wide, so I can taste you.”

      A shiver of pleasure ran down my spine. Some evenings, Elijah visited and didn’t want to talk. On those times, he would be inventive, sometimes fucking me hard and brutal and other times slow and sensual, like he wanted it to last forever. I loved fucking Elijah, but the sex was best when he was commanding.

      Resting my palms on the mattress, I spread my knees wide. “Like this?”

      His breathing became ragged. “Good girl.”

      I wiggled my ass. “Are you going to fuck me?”

      “In good time.” He spread me apart with his thumbs and ran a finger down from my entrance to my throbbing clit. “What a pretty little pussy.”

      The muscles of my core clenched with need. We didn’t often get the chance for a long, unhurried fuck, as Sicily was always in the other room, but on days like this, he liked to take his time teasing me to distraction, and when he finally gave me his thick, juicy cock, I would howl like a banshee.

      “I need it now.”

      He walked around to my head and unfastened the top button of his pants. “Suck me first?”

      My tongue darted out to lick my lips. “Yes.”

      He placed his hand on the side of my face. “It’s all yours.”

      I ran my fingertips over the bulge in his pants, savoring its warmth and hardness. With deliberate slowness, I unbuttoned the rest of his fly and pulled aside the woolen fabric of his pants to reveal my prize. It stood proudly with a bulbous cock-head oozing precum from its tip.

      I lapped up the clear fluid, making him rock forward onto his heels and groan. A giggle bubbled up in the back of my throat. He was sensitive today.

      “Put it in your mouth,” he groaned.

      “In a minute.” I kissed around the space where his shaft met the tip and ran my tongue along the most sensitive part of his underside that led to the slit.

      Elijah threw his head back and moaned. “Unity.”

      With a smile, I let him slip between my lips. Panting harder than usual, he took control, rocking back and forth, moaning with each thrust. I don’t know if it was because of the wings or the new location, but he seemed to be reaching a climax at an alarmingly rapid pace.

      Just before his cock swelled, Elijah pulled back and roared.

      I blinked. “Why did you—”

      Jet after jet of semen spurted in my face, some getting in my eye. I reared back, tried to turn my head, but Elijah grabbed my hair and held me in place, squirting his cum up my nose, in my eyes, and into my protesting mouth.

      “Fuck,” he moaned and released my hair.

      “Bloody hell!” I wiped the cum out of my eyes with the back of my hand. “Why the hell did you do that?”

      “Open your eyes,” he said.

      My surroundings faded, and I blinked to find myself sitting on a pile of ashes in the middle of a huge ring of dining tables. The wall to my left consisted of a massive, floor-to-ceiling window that overlooked the mountains and Snaefell Palace.

      “What is this?” I stared up at Elijah, not quite understanding why the cottage had morphed into the academy dining room.

      Behind Elijah stood Ladies Salix, Gazania, Aster, and Gala.

      And they each gave me a mocking round of applause.
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      I jerked away and scrambled back in the ashes, my heart thumping against my chest like a captured jackrabbit. A frantic pulse beat between my ears, muffling the sounds of feminine giggles. My gaze darted from Elijah, who leered down at me with a grotesque grin, and back to the Fated.

      “What is this?” I whispered.

      “How did you break the glamor?” Lady Gala snapped. “They told me you had no magic.”

      I rubbed my eyes, which still stung. Someone in the remedial class must have run to the Fated and told them about my inability to see through glamours. It hurt, but not as much as my boyfriend’s second betrayal.

      Lady Gala continued ranting at me, as though it was my fault that whatever she had planned for me had failed. I scrambled on my hands and knees, groping for something to cover my nudity, but someone had conveniently taken my clothes.

      “Looking for this?” Lady Aster levitated a cloak.

      “Give it to me!” I snapped.

      She raised it higher. “If you want it, fly up and get it.”

      I ground my teeth. “What the fuck is going on?”

      “Salt!” Lady Gala’s mouth dropped open, then her face twisted into a rictus of rage. She turned to Lady Aster and snarled, “That filthy halfling’s ejaculate is probably teeming with the stuff.”

      My head shook from side to side, a sequence of events rattling into place. Earlier in the evening, I made eye contact with Elijah and said out loud that I knew him, then he faked a rescue which had probably been a ride around the academy grounds on the back of a winged horse. He couldn’t perform magic, so I guessed one of the Fated had enchanted the surroundings, so that the escape looked real.

      Pain lanced through my chest. Was what he said about Sicily’s location also a lie?

      “You were supposed to fuck her, not cum all over her eyes,” Lady Aster snapped.

      “Sorry, My Lady.” Elijah shrugged and pointed at my mouth. “She was just so skilled at sucking my cock, and with you four and the rest of the academy watching—”

      “What?” I shrieked.

      Applause exploded across the dining room, and flames erupted from the candles, illuminating hundreds of laughing students. Humiliation burned through my veins, searing the surface of my skin. Sweat gathered on my brow, my palms, my armpits, and despair washed over me like torrential rain.

      This public display felt worse than the assassination attempts. A sob surged to the back of my throat, and tears stung my eyes, but I swallowed them down. They could trick me into taking off my clothes and trick me into sucking some asshole’s cock, but I refused to dissolve into a puddle of hysterical tears.

      I sat on my ass, clutching my arms over my exposed breasts. “What was the point of this?” I snarled between clenched teeth. “The trial hasn’t even started.”

      “But it has.” Lady Gala wagged her finger. “It’s two hours past midnight, which counts as the morrow.”

      Bile rose to the back of my throat. I wanted to surge to my feet and spit in her eyes, but the entire academy was watching, waiting, anticipating the moment I degraded myself further.

      The dining hall’s double doors slammed open, making me jolt. Prince Rory rushed in, his russet hair flying behind him. “What is the meaning of this?”

      He wasn’t glowering at Lady Gala, but at me.

      My mouth dropped open.

      “Unity.” Lady Gala prodded me in the back. “My fated mate asked you a perfectly valid question.”

      Every ounce of moisture left my throat. If this was any of the other princes, the ones who hadn’t threatened me with beheading if I didn’t go ahead with this awful tournament, I might have spilled my guts. But I couldn’t with Prince Rory.

      “Speak,” he said in a voice as sharp as an executioner’s ax.

      “I…” Telling him the truth would mean admitting that I had wanted to run away, and that would mean losing my head.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Lady Aster sashayed to the middle of the ash-strewn pit, where I continued to sit on my ass like a used up piece of firewood.

      “Explain.” He folded his arms across his chest.

      “Half-bloods need to stick with their own kind.” She raised a shoulder. “They’re wanton creatures, little better than centaurs. It’s not her fault she couldn’t hold back her desires for a janitor.”

      Prince Rory turned to me, his brows raised in question.

      I shook my head. “Your Highness, I—”

      “Unity Quayle has sullied herself,” said a voice from the double doors. I raised my head to find Prince August standing between his brothers. “She is no longer eligible for this trial.”

      My shoulders slumped.

      “Wrong,” said Prince Rory.

      “What?” Lady Gala screeched.

      Prince Rory’s wings flared out, their ends glowing. Lady Gala scowled as her wings also retracted and glowed. I didn’t need to glance to one side to see the reaction of my own wings. They illuminated the entire fire pit.

      Prince Rory nodded in my direction. “Despite her wantonness, Unity is still one of the Fated and is therefore eligible for the trial.”

      “I will not accept a mate who has had dalliances with other males.” Prince August shook his blond head.

      “Neither will I,” said Prince Bradwell.

      “Nor I,” Prince Caulden snarled.

      A gong sounded from outside, and everyone’s attention turned to the floor-to-ceiling window. Someone flew toward us, their hair backlit by the crescent moon. I swallowed hard, hoping it was one of those dark faeries come to drag me into their lair. Right now, anything was better than facing this bunch of bastards.

      The figure stepped through the window into the dining hall, and all the students stood. I remained on my ass, not wanting to offend such an important figure with my nudity.

      It was Mistress Ellyllon, her dark-as-midnight features harder than granite. “The ward informed me that a large group of students has congregated in the dining hall.” She swept her arm at me, and the black cloak Lady Aster levitated appeared around my shoulders. “Who will explain this charade?”

      I shifted on my ass, making sure the fabric covered my essentials before pulling myself to my feet.

      “Headmistress,” I said, not giving a shit who got fired or expelled. “I was in bed last night when Elijah Meadowhawks and the Fated tricked me into an intimate encounter.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “What is that glistening on your face, child?”

      The words died on my throat.

      “It’s the janitor’s semen, headmistress,” said Lady Aster.

      Lady Gala smirked.

      The older faerie’s lips tightened. “How did this happen?”

      I glanced at Prince Rory and raked my mind for a way to phrase things so it didn’t look like I had tried to escape the trial. “I thought I was dreaming about my false human memories, but they told me it was a glamor.”

      “Headmistress,” said Prince August. “I insist that you disqualify this disgusting creature—”

      “No,” she snapped. “All candidates have failed the first challenge in the trial. Unity Quayle for letting a dream become too heated before she realized it was a glamor, and the four other candidates for concocting such an unseemly plot.”

      Prince Caulden’s nostrils flared. “But Mistress—”

      “Everybody return to your rooms!” she swept her arms wide, making tiny lights flare from the blossoms on the walls.

      Groans and the scraping of chairs filled the room, and I wrapped my arms around my chest. Prince August and his two late-coming brothers continued arguing with the headmistress, while Prince Rory stared at me as though he wanted to burn me from the inside-out.

      Ignoring the Autumn Prince, I turned to Elijah. “What you said about Sicily…”

      He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “The Fated told me what to say.”

      “Why would you go along with something so terrible?”

      A rueful smile curled one corner of his mouth. “It’s alright for half-bloods like you with fathers rich and noble enough to qualify you to study here. Mine is a footman from the Faith district who can barely take care of his full-blooded children, let alone the bastard he had with a human girl.”

      My mouth dropped open. Elijah had always acted like he was doing well in life. “I…” My throat dried. “I didn’t know.”

      “Why would you?” He shrugged. “It’s not like we know each other, is it?”

      Elijah spun on his heel and walked around the group of bickering faeries, through the gap between two tables of departing students, and once again out of my life. A pang of pain struck my heart. Not at his departure or his betrayal—he was nothing to me now—but at the lost opportunity to find my sister.

      The dining hall emptied, but the princes and the Fated continued to argue their cases with the headmistress.

      Prince Rory strolled up to me, his eyes narrowed. “What was that really about?”

      “It’s as I said. Your fated mates concocted a plan to humiliate me publicly and knock me out of the trial.”

      He leaned down, his eyes boring into mine. “Is that so?”

      “Yes.”

      “If I asked that janitor what happened, what would he say?”

      “You’ll have to ask him. I only know what I thought was a dream.”

      He waved a hand over my face, and all the semen vanished. “A girl as pretty as you shouldn’t stand around looking so besmirched.”

      I touched my dry cheek. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      He placed his fingers under my chin and tilted my head up, forcing our eyes to meet. “Next time I get you alone, you’ll wrap those pretty lips around my hard length, and I’ll make you swallow every drop.”

      “And if I refuse, you’ll have me executed?” I said, my voice tight.

      Prince Rory’s chuckle was low and deep. “When you wake what slumbers within my breeches, you’ll beg to worship my cutlass.”

      An image of a curved, gleaming sword popped into my head, making a laugh bubble from my chest. “Cutlass?”

      His smug expression morphed into a scowl. “We’ll see if you laugh when I have you on your knees.”

      “Dismissed!” The headmistress’s order cut through the chatter.

      “Wait!” Prince Caulden raised his hand.

      “Yes, Your Highness?” impatience hardened Mistress Ellyllon’s voice.

      The blue-haired Winter Court Prince roved his cold gaze up and down my cloak-covered form. “Since you insist on keeping Unity in the trial despite her deplorable conduct, it’s only fair that we all get to assess her…” He wrinkled his nose as though I was the most disgusting creature on the Isle of Fae. “Skills.”

      My mouth dropped open. Did Prince Caulden really demand a blowjob?

      Lady Salix clapped a hand over her mouth and squeaked.

      “What?” Lady Gala screeched.

      “And the skills of the other fated, of course,” added Prince Caulden.

      “What a splendid idea.” Prince Rory strode up to his brother and clapped him on the back.

      Until this moment, Prince August and Prince Bradwell remained stony-faced, but their hard exteriors melted at the thought of us girls competing to suck their dicks.

      I glanced at Mistress Ellyllon, pleading with my eyes to tell these entitled assholes that this was a serious contest to the death and not a cheap opportunity to get blowjobs, but she tilted her head to the side, seeming to give the suggestion serious contemplation.

      “Headmistress,” snapped Lady Gala. “I must protest. Such acts are beneath my dignity!”

      I nodded, for once agreeing with the spoiled faerie.

      The headmistress raised her hand in a gesture for silence. “I will allow it, but only among fated couples.”

      Lady Salix placed a hand on her chest. “So, I only need to do that with Prince Caulden?”

      “That’s right,” said Mistress Ellyllon with a helpful smile. She turned to me. “Unity, since you’re fated to all four of the princes, you’ll have to participate in this extra challenge four times.”

      I clenched my teeth and snarled under my breath. Why hadn’t I seen that coming? Judging by the horrified expressions of all the girls’ faces, this looked like a round where I had the advantage.
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      Without a word, Mistress Ellyllon strode out of the dining hall, leaving me with four scandalized fae noblewomen and four horny princes. I caught sight of Prince Rory’s lips twisting into a rictus of disgust and recalculated my tally of horny princes to three. Something must have happened between him and Lady Gala because her cold eyes fixed on his crotch with the cruelest of smiles.

      Prince August rubbed his hands, letting his gaze rove up and down Lady Aster’s curvaceous form. “Would you care to join me in my room for a glass of hibiscus nectar?”

      Lady Aster’s cheeks darkened to the same shade of crimson as her hair. “August, I…” She clapped her hands over said cheeks. “It’s too soon!”

      “Nonsense, my dear.” He stepped across to the circle of tables with his arm outstretched like a gentleman. “We’ll just sit together, enjoy the sunrise, and sip sundrop wine.”

      I rolled my eyes. The only thing that faerie girl would be sipping was cum from the prince’s royal dick.

      With a terrified squeal, Lady Aster dashed around the back of the dining tables and sprinted toward the door. Ladies Salix and Gazania’s gazes darted after their companion, looking like they also wanted to escape.

      I shook my head. They could set a girl up for a public cock-sucking, but they were too chicken-shit to do it in private with their supposed fated mates.

      “Good night.” Lady Gala stuck her nose in the air. “No contestant will be required to demean herself at such short notice.”

      “Fine,” Prince August growled, turning his gaze to me.

      I reared back and bared my teeth in a silent snarl. A minute ago, he called me a disgusting creature and wanted me thrown out of the trial. What was I, some kind of consolation prize?

      Lady Gala stalked across the fire pit, wrapped a hand around my wrist, and yanked me toward the double doors. “That includes all contestants!”

      Prince August chuckled, but there was no mirth in his laugh. “Anyone who wishes to win the trial will perform her duty to our satisfaction.”

      The furious female faeries stormed out of the dining hall and down the hallway in silence. A combination of anger and magic must have powered their steps because I had to jog to keep up.

      It also didn’t help that the black cloak trailed to the floor and kept making me stumble. When we passed the royal portrait, the girls didn’t pause to sigh. I guess things just got real.

      Lady Gazania flung the door open, letting in a gust of jasmine-scented air.

      Outside, the crescent moon shone down from an indigo sky. It was tinted orange by the first signs of sunlight, which peeked through the mountain and set the horizon on fire. Stepping out into the courtyard, I glanced over my shoulder for signs of the princes, but the door clicked shut.

      I turned around to find all four of the Fated staring at me with glowers heated enough to make my skin burn.

      “This is your fault,” Lady Gazania snapped. The dark-skinned faerie’s hair blazed like the flames of an angry drake. “If you had kept your filthy mouth to yourself, the headmistress wouldn’t have forced us ladies to perform something so degrading!”

      “Really?” I folded my arms across my chest and let my gaze wander toward the stables. How on earth was I going to get away with them itching to shoot another arrow between my wings? “Whose idea was it to set up a charade of a romantic liaison with an imaginary boyfriend who came to my rescue?”

      “It certainly wasn’t mine!” Lady Gazania shot Ladies Aster and Gala venomous looks.

      “You seemed happy enough to see me humiliated,” I said.

      Lady Salix moaned, her green hair falling over her face. “Poor Prince Caulden! I heard a girl can suck out a faerie’s magic performing that kind of activity. He’s going to spend on my face and ruin my perfect skin.”

      I curled my lip. Caulden was the asshole who demanded blowjobs all round for him and his brothers. “Is that why you applauded when Elijah jizzed in my face?”

      “Fool,” Lady Gala snarled. “If that worthless halfling had deflowered you, it would have solved everyone’s problem. But because you’re so depraved and agreed to such a wanton act, you’ve condemned us all.”

      “What will my mother say?” Lady Salix’s voice shook.

      Lady Gazania whirled on Lady Gala and yelped, “My father will disown me if he hears of me degrading myself like this!”

      I strolled backward across the courtyard, not daring to turn my back on these murderous creatures. Fuck those bitches. How dare they make this my fault? As soon as my back hit the remedial building’s wall, I groped around and turned the door handle.

      “Enjoy sucking cock, ladies!” I gave them a jaunty wave. “Next time you think of setting me up, consider how it might backfire.”

      Lady Gala bared her teeth and snarled. Fury flashed in her cold eyes, which made my stomach drop. This wasn’t the end. Not by a long shot. Even though the plot to have Elijah fuck me in front of the entire academy had been her idea, she would never forgive me that it had gone horribly wrong. I stepped into the remedial building and let the door slam closed.

      I didn’t stop running until I reached my dormitory. By now, orange light streamed in through the narrow window, illuminating the hair of the girl slumbering in the bed next to mine.

      “Helen,” I whispered.

      She raised her head and gave me a tired smile. “Did you sleep well?”

      “That janitor from last night,” I said. “The Fated set me up with him.”

      “No prizes for guessing who told them you knew him,” said Flora’s sharp voice from the other side of the room.

      I folded my arms across my chest, waiting for someone to elaborate. All around me, the other girls stirred. Some swung out of bed and made their way to a door at the end of the room, and others turned around and went back to sleep.

      Helen sat up and wiped her eyes. “What happened? Did the Fated ask the janitor to assassinate you?”

      “In a way.” I recounted the events of the night before, watching each girl’s face for signs of guilt, but they both looked shocked and scandalized. My brows drew together. If they didn’t tell the fated about Elijah and me, then who?

      “Fucking pixies,” Flora snarled. “They’re usually such helpful creatures.”

      “But helpful to whom?” said Helen. “They’re always loyal to the highest-ranking individual in the room.”

      “That would be the princes, then?” I asked.

      Helen raked a hand through her burnt orange locks and yawned. “Not exactly. If the princes don’t give them orders, then they’ll follow the directions of the next highest person.”

      My shoulders drooped. I had already known one of the Fated had ordered the pixie to put something in my soup, but knowing that the wretched creature had also listened to our conversation and relayed it to the girls really pissed me off.

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      Shaking her head, Flora strode to the other side of the dorm and picked up an engraved bottle of what looked like green liquid soap. “Be careful what you say and be careful who you trust.”

      The black-haired girl strode through the door leading to the bathroom, leaving me alone with Helen.

      “What’s going to happen now?” she asked.

      I told her that Prince Caulden had arranged blowjobs as part of the trial, and Helen clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle. “How scandalous!”

      “Is oral sex really that big a deal?” I asked.

      “Fae females only permit sexual liaisons during their heats,” she replied.

      “Oh?” My brows rose. It was no wonder the male faeries were having half-bloods with human women.

      “Our bodies are too delicate outside breeding times.”

      My mind raced back to something Gladiolus had said when I had resisted joining the Royal Fae Academy. That a half-blood with the appearance of a royal fae could end up a plaything or working in a brothel. An image of wicked faeries demanding sex sent a shudder down my spine. Was this to be my fate if Prince Rory didn’t get me executed?

      “Why are you helping me?” I asked Helen.

      “What?” She broke eye contact and smoothed down her silk negligée.

      “You’ve been nice to me since the moment I joined, even though I’m the enemy of all your former friends.”

      “It’s…” She blew out a long breath. “I know what it’s like to fall on the wrong side of the Fated.”

      My eyes narrowed. Something in the tone of her voice sounded evasive. Full-faeries didn’t tell straight-up untruths, but they could lie by omission or make others lie for them the way the fated had done with Elijah.

      I lowered myself onto the mattress next to her. “There’s something you’re not telling me. What is it?”

      “Something happened when I lost my magic,” she replied in a voice so low, I had to lean into her and strain to make out her words.

      “You were cursed?”

      “Maybe. It’s rare for a faerie to wake up one day leached of power.” She let her words hang.

      I placed a hand on Helen’s and gave her what I hoped was a reassuring squeeze. “Sorry if I’m prying, but I would like to know more about what happened to you.”

      Her shoulders rose and fell in a slow shrug. “I think I can sense destinies.”

      “What?”

      “It’s a feeling I get when I see a person, like a surge of power. The four princes are destined for greatness.”

      “Okay…” My brows drew together. Even a human could tell that. “Can you sense it with anyone else?”

      “You,” she murmured.

      I snatched my hand away and shot to my feet. “What?”

      “It changes every time. When you first walked into the dining hall, it was the same surge of power as the princes.”

      “Like I’m destined to marry one of them?”

      She spread her hands, still not looking at me. “But when…” Her breathing became ragged. “When…”

      A spike of fear lanced through my gut, followed by roiling nausea. What on earth had she felt that had been too terrible to mention? The first of the girls returned from the bathroom with wet hair plastered to their damp faces. If we didn’t finish this conversation now, I doubted I’d be able to function for the rest of the day.

      I sat next to Helen and took hold of her hand. “What is it?”

      She shook her head from side to side. “Sometimes I feel the most terrible of destinies, flashes of being burned alive, ripped to shreds, left in the dark to rot, trapped in frost, I could go on, but it’s so horrible.”

      “Right.” Thousands of ants crawled across my skin, and I forced slow breaths in and out of my nostrils to avoid spiraling into a full-blown panic attack. “Does your power say how I can avoid a painful death?”

      “Unfortunately, it only tells me that your destiny has two paths: one great and one grisly.”

      Rocking back on the firm mattress, I rolled my shoulders, the cloak suddenly feeling itchy and heavy. “If I can’t change my future, I may as well look for my sister.”

      Helen raised her head. “How can you remember a sister?”

      “It’s something Elijah told me. I think dark faeries are holding her in the Mound.”

      “Brothel-keepers?” she asked. “That’s where all the half-bloods go who don’t attract a patron.”

      “She’s a human,” I replied.

      “Oh.” Helen tilted her head to the side in question but shook off her curiosity. I guessed she thought my mother had children by both a fae and a human. “If we sneak off now, we can make it to the Mound before Mr. Whittaker notices we’re not in class and sends out a search party.”

      A breath caught in the back of my throat, and I twisted around on the bed to face Helen. “You’d take me there?”

      “Of course.” She stood and walked toward the bathroom door.

      I followed after her, the first surge of hope lighting my steps since uncovering Elijah’s latest deception.
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      After washing and dressing, Helen and I donned cloaks over our uniforms and left the remedial building through the back entrance, which led to an outdoor space paved with white stones and bordered by red and pink roses. A large barbecue took pride of place, surrounded by wooden tables and chairs.

      Beyond the garden’s low walls, a vast meadow stretched out to the woods, and wingless horses, goats, and golden sheep stood around in groups and grazed. Helen whistled, and two dappled horses trotted to the bottom of the garden, both staring at us through their long lashes.

      “Where’s the nearest entrance to the Mound?” I asked as we walked through the tables.

      She patted the paler horse on its snout. “There’s a gatehouse about half an hour into Prudence Woods on horseback. Can you remember how to ride?”

      “Um…” I stared into the black eyes of the darker horse, whose pale mane reminded me a little of Coltrane, the horny centaur. “I shouldn’t have any problems.”

      We climbed over the low wall and mounted the horses, which were surprisingly tame. As we cantered through the meadow along a path that cut through patches of assorted wildflowers, bluebells that tinkled a merry tune in the breeze, and silver petaled plants that resembled moonflowers, I turned to Helen and asked, “Won’t the wards stop us from leaving?”

      Morning sunlight turned the highlights in her burnt orange hair golden, and a stiff breeze blew it into her eyes. She tucked her locks behind her ears and laughed. “The Royal Fae Academy isn’t a prison. We can leave at any time as long as we can catch up on our work.”

      My brows rose. “What’s on the schedule today?”

      Up ahead, a row of kissing trees twisted together in patterns so intricate, it was hard to tell where one shrub began and the other ended.

      Helen ducked her head to gallop under a low-hanging branch. “Just more of the same.”

      I galloped after her. “Does anyone ever graduate from the remedial class?”

      “It’s rare,” she said over her shoulder, guiding the horse around a low shrub. “Magic isn’t something that’s taught. You either have it, or you don’t.”

      “Then why bother—”

      She slowed to a trot, letting me catch up with her pale horse. The path ahead widened to accommodate two riders. “Our class is a dumping ground. A place to hold broken faeries and unwanted half-bloods until high society decides their fate.”

      I grimaced at the word. Fate. Destiny. Future. They all sounded like curses. We continued through the well-trodden path flanked by sycamore trees on both sides, whose seeds spiraled down to us like the helicopters that sometimes landed on the United Nation’s offshore rigs.

      The gaps between the trees grew narrower, forming a dense canopy that blotted out the sun, and the air grew heavy and thick. Our horses slowed, looking like they were struggling to move forward against a strong wind, but there was no hurricane, only still air.

      “What’s happening?” I shouted.

      Helen pulled on her reins, making her horse rear. “It’s a trap. Turn back!”

      Before I could react, my horse froze in mid-stride, along with the rest of my body.
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      Shock morphed into terror, which crept across my skin like the caress of a thousand tiny talons. My chest tightened to the point where my lungs on took in the shallowest of breaths, and my eyes widened. The canopy thickened, blocking out the remaining streams of sunlight and plunging Helen and me into darkness.

      “Helen?” I whispered, trying to turn my head.

      At the edge of my vision, Helen dangled in mid-air off the rearing horse, looking a second away from being trampled. Shit. I pulled at my arms, strained at the invisible force holding me in place, but it wouldn’t budge. The only thing I could move was my jaws.

      “Who’s out there?” I shouted into the woods.

      The twitter of a mockingbird was my only answer. “Who’s out there?” it cried. “Who-who-who!”

      Mockingbirds occasionally ventured down to populated areas, usually on days when the fog got so thick, you couldn’t tell a dwarf from an ogre. They loved to lure children away from their homes by pretending to be playmates. I squeezed my eyes shut then opened them again. This couldn’t be a glamor. Few were powerful enough to make a person think they couldn’t move.

      “Well, well, well,” drawled a mocking voice that certainly didn’t belong to a bird.

      “Gala,” I snarled. And for reasons I couldn’t fathom, the tightness of my skin eased. She wanted me dead, but I doubted that she had the guts to kill a person up close and in cold blood.

      Lady Gala stepped out from behind a thick trunk with Lady Aster at her heels. The curvy, crimson-haired faerie wrinkled her nose as though the sight of me on the back of a horse filled the woods with an unpleasant stench.

      “What do you two want?” I said. “The next trial is oral sex.”

      “Which I’m certain you will win,” said Lady Gala. “We all saw how you swallowed the janitor’s sword.”

      Lady Aster placed her hands on her hips. “You looked like a starved bird gobbling a worm.”

      “So, you’ve trapped me here to stop me from out-sucking you?” I asked.

      “Shut your filthy mouth!” Lady Gala snapped. “We’re here to make sure you don’t defile our princes with your human taint.”

      I bared my teeth, straining my muscles to break through my invisible bonds. “What’s wrong?” I asked. “The two of you can’t confront me without resorting to dark magic?”

      “Fine!” With a click of a finger, the air thinned around my body.

      Overbalancing, I fell off the horse and hit the ground with my hands and knees. Branches and stones cut into my palms, my knees, my shins, radiating pain through my limbs.

      “Shit!”

      A boot struck me in the gut, making me arch my back. “That’s for cheating fate.” Lady Aster kicked me in the solar plexus with enough force to knock the wind out of my lungs. “And that’s for being such a human whore!”

      Pain ricocheted through my insides. I reared up and grabbed at the faerie’s legs. “Bitch.”

      Lady Aster jumped back, flapping her wings to propel herself through the air. The movement sent bits of leaf litter flying through the clearing. Her crimson hair spread out from her head like a nest of disturbed snakes, making her look like a fire sprite from deep within the mound.

      “Coward.” I shuffled toward her on my knees, balling my fists and aching to pummel the prettiness out of her face. Before I could stagger to my feet, someone looped a metal chain around my neck and yanked hard.

      “How do you like it?” Lady Gala placed a foot in the center of my back. “This is murder-grade iron, guaranteed to cause a faerie’s painful death.”

      The chain’s two-inch-long links dug into my neck and cut off my air. I rasped, “S-stop!”

      Lady Gala snarled with the effort of keeping the chain taut. “I won’t let you use that disgusting mouth to steal away our princes.”

      “Kill her!” Lady Aster hovered above us, her teeth bared in a mask of hatred. “Don’t stop until she’s dead.”

      As I gasped for air, thoughts whirled through my head—mostly premonitions of being strangled to death or having the iron burn my head straight off my neck. I thrashed from left to right, anything to loosen the chain or throw the crazed faerie on my back off-balance, but the grip around my neck must have been sealed by magic.

      “Filthy halfling.” Lady Aster floated down and whacked me across one cheek.

      Fury surged through my veins, and my arm shot out. I slammed my fist into her nose, reveling in the crunch of bone against my knuckles.

      “Ah!” Her head snapped back. Blood spattered over my face, which popped and sizzled against my iron garrote.

      Lady Gala gasped, and the iron around my neck loosened. Air whooshed out of my lungs, and I grabbed at the chain, pulled, and jerked her to the side. She stumbled into a tree trunk with a satisfying thud.

      My windpipe loosened. I inhaled a huge breath and scrambled away from the fallen faerie. Chinks of light streamed in through the canopy onto the leaf litter. Maybe hurting the faeries had weakened their spell. I wasn’t going to remain on my hands and knees to find out.

      As I staggered to my feet, the iron chain dropped to the forest floor.

      “You beast.” Lady Aster flew overhead like a demented butterfly. She clutched her nose, crimson blood dripping between her fingers.

      Blinking the dots out of my eyes, I swung my fists and yelled, “Come any closer, and I’ll pull off your fucking wings!”

      She sped away.

      I turned to Lady Gala, who crawled back toward where she’d left Helen dangling precariously off her horse. Thick, leather gauntlets covered her hands, which she had presumably needed to strangle me with iron.

      Baring my teeth, I snarled, “You…”

      With a gust of wind, her gauntlets blew away, and she raised her hands, sharpening her fingernails into claws of ice. “Vile creature.” Color leeched from her platinum hair, and her skin turned translucent. “I’m going to tear out your heart and present it to Prince Rory on a block of ice.”

      “Fuck that.” I picked up the iron chain with my bare hands and fashioned it into a short loop. “What happens when this touches your face?”

      Her features dropped. “You wouldn’t dare murder me in front of a witness. My father’s the Duke of Nevermore!”

      “This is a trial to the death, you moron!” I swung the chain like a lasso.

      Lady Gala opened her mouth and screamed, blowing out a gust of air so fierce and cold, it froze the surface of my skin. Squinting against the attack of frost, I turned around and protected my eyes.

      The wind lashed at my back, not easing until her voice echoed from far up in the trees. I held position until I remembered that Helen ws still in danger.

      “Shit!” I dropped the chain, dashed through the remnants of the Fated’s magic toward the frozen horse.

      Helen slid further off the mount, her face twisted in a mask of panic. I grabbed my friend around the waist, pulled her off the saddle, and scrambled back toward the trees.

      A heartbeat later, the spell vanished, and the horse twisted around with a blood-curdling shriek.

      Helen flinched in my arms. “What happened?”

      “You were right.” I set her onto her feet and pointed at the chain on the ground. “It was a trap. The Fated wanted to strangle me with iron.”

      Helen stepped back, as though the chain was a rattlesnake. Her gaze landed on my neck. “That touched you and didn’t burn?”

      “Apparently, I’m impervious.” I bent down, picked up the iron chain, and weighed it in my hands. Two pounds of scrap metal could provide a three-generation family in Doolish enough to live like kings for a month.

      Helen whistled for her horse, which cantered further into the trees. “Are you alright?”

      My fingertips slid over the tender skin on my sore neck. “I’ll live.”

      She gave me a tight smile that made me wonder if she was already anticipating my death at the hands of the Fated. “That was sloppy of them to gift you with all that iron.”

      I stared down at the chain coiled on my palm. “At least I can lash out with this if they get close.”

      “The wards must have informed them that you were passing.” After three tries at calling for the horse, the beast trotted through the trees and offered its nose. Helen reached into her pocket, fed it a cube of something white, and gave the horse several calming strokes on the muzzle.

      “Let’s hurry to the Mound and see if you can find a blacksmith willing to fashion that into defensive weapons,” she said.

      My dappled horse trotted out through the trees with its nostrils flared.

      “But I don’t have money beads.” I patted its flank in thanks for returning.

      “You won’t need any if you let him keep some of that iron for himself.” After mounting, she leaned over to offer my horse a cube.

      As the horse ate from the palm of her hand, I placed a steadying hand on the base of the horse’s mane and hoisted myself onto its back. “Let’s go.”

      The ride through the rest of Prudence Woods was uneventful, apart from a pair of silver unicorns riding at our sides. Although Helen reached out to pet the one closest to her, I stared ahead, ignoring the beautiful creatures.

      Recent events had heightened my paranoia, and I couldn’t help thinking they were another trap. Everyone knew unicorns were judges of virtue and only allowed a virgin’s touch. If I so much as looked one in the eye, they would gore me with their horns.

      Eventually, we reached the edge of the woods, and the unicorns rode away. Poppies the size of sunflowers occupied a field beyond the thinning trees, and around them stood a tree large enough to fit my entire house.

      “The entrance of the mound is through that trunk,” she said.

      “Do we have to leave the horses behind?” I strained my eyes to see a hidden doorway on the bark, but it just looked like a regular old tree.

      “We’ll need them to get around,” she replied.

      As we galloped through the poppy field, the flowers on Helen’s side dipped their heads, but the ones on my side stayed upright. The morning sun shone down, lighting the ends of their petals a bright scarlet. For a moment, I thought it was also warming the side of my face, but I turned to meet Helen’s assessing gaze.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Those girls see you as a major threat,” she said.

      I raised my shoulders into a shrug. “Or they relish the opportunity to exercise their inner bitches.”

      “There’s no inner with them,” Helen replied with a chuckle.

      Several horses grazed at the rapunzel growing around the tree trunk. We rode around them to the other side of the tree, which seemed to stretch forever. I chalked the experience up to some kind of intricate ward I probably wouldn’t understand.

      “You used to be friends with the Fated,” I said.

      She ran a hand through her orange hair. “Back before their wings glowed, we all sat together because our fathers were dukes.”

      “What?” I stared at the side of her face. “For some reason, I thought those girls had been fated since birth.”

      “Their wings glowed on Samhain.”

      “When did you lose your magic?” I asked.

      “The day before,” she replied.

      A series of knots appeared on the tree’s bark, along with intricate swirls and patterns that seemed to be some sort of code. I didn’t ask, as I couldn’t help thinking about Helen’s former friends each becoming fated to the princes the same time she lost her magic.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I asked, “Do you ever think—”

      “All the time,” she said, her voice cracking with pain. “King Oberon wanted the princes to rule together with a single queen, and he was in talks with all the dukes about it. After Samhain, when fate supposedly assigned each prince a mate, the king and queen decided they would each rule the courts instead.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck, wondering if whatever happened to Helen had a counter-curse. “Did you tell anyone?”

      “My father,” she spat. “But he dismissed my suspicion as nonsense.”

      We continued cantering around the tree, reaching the grazing horses I was sure we had seen from our approach from the poppy field. Maybe this ward required us to circle the tree a specific number of times.

      “Is there such a thing as a faerie doctor?” I asked.

      She slowed down to a trot. “My father sent for a healer who couldn’t find anything wrong with me and recommended me to the remedial class.”

      “Oh.” It seemed fishy that the Duke of Medietas hadn’t done more to help his daughter. “Have you tried asking a hag?”

      Her nose wrinkled. “Whatever for?”

      “They seem to know everything or at least a way to start,” I said with a shrug.

      Hags were virtually indistinguishable from old ladies until they demonstrated their power. While they didn’t have the magic or the majesty of high faeries, they could be just as effective in getting things done.

      I trotted at Helen’s side, wondering how long it would take to enter the mound. When Dad went missing, the hag we paid to search for him had said she could find him, but she wanted a slice of my destiny. Sicily forbade me to make such a terrible deal, saying that Dad had probably snuck onto a UN vessel and would send for us when he had settled in the outside world. I used to think she was naive and overly optimistic, but now I wonder if that had just been a front to protect me from making a terrible sacrifice.

      “Here we are.” Helen pulled on the reins, and her horse stopped.

      A bark knot expanded into an archway that led into darkness. Helen turned to me and grinned. “Keep your eyes closed until you feel sunlight on your face.”

      “Alright.”

      The archway stretched large enough to accommodate us side-by-side on horseback, and we rode in. I tensed my muscles, ready for an attack in case the Mound had a ward as powerful and vindictive as the Royal Fae Academy’s.

      “What happens if I open my eyes?” I whispered.

      “It feels like falling,” she said. “The Mound is larger than the Isle of Fae because its levels stretch far beneath the sea.”

      My insides trembled. Elijah once told me that if the inhabitants of the Mound ever left, there wouldn’t be enough land on the surface to accommodate them all. It made sense, considering that creatures like drakes and fire sprites lived in its depths.

      Images of those bat-winged faeries filled my mind. They probably dwelled in the level of evil. “Are we going to a specific area?”

      “You can open your eyes, now.”

      Blinking, I looked around to find us standing in the middle of what appeared to be a giant amphitheater. Covered stalls stood on over a dozen concentric circles, each spreading out to increasingly higher levels. Beyond the tiers, mountains stretched into the distance with a view of the palace on one side and the academy on the other. This made no sense.

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “I thought the Mound would be—”

      “Dark?” she asked with a twinkle in her eyes.

      “The Mound is underground, isn’t it?” I tracked the movements of two topless hobgoblin females strolling by with skirts that barely covered their goat legs.

      A pair of blue-skinned pixies flew past on bumblebee wings. Each held buckets of water that splashed and sloshed in its container without spilling a single drop. I tilted my head to the side and wondered if the bucket contained some sort of water-based creature.

      “The wards that separate each level provides a view of the outside and ambient lighting.” She walked ahead on her horse and beckoned. “Come on. Our first port is the auction house, then we’ll find you a blacksmith.”

      “Right.” I stared up ahead at a podium, where a male faerie with leathery, black wings stood beside a trio of pixies wearing ragged and stained togas.

      This male seemed more like an emaciated bat compared to the four warrior-types who had taken Sicily. Around the faerie, several high faeries shot sparks of light in the air, presumably bidding on the little creatures. My heart sank at the sight. Nobody had told me the pixies were enslaved.

      “There he is!” cried a shrill voice.

      The sounds of feminine giggles distracted me from the auction, and I turned to find a crowd of female faeries gathered around a specific individual.

      He was a single, beaming male dressed in the Royal Fae Academy uniform with cerise hair, high cheekbones, twinkling forest green eyes, and a mouthful of perfect, white teeth.

      “Shit!” I slid off the horse, raced around its back, and yanked on Helen’s arm.

      Her eyes widened, and she jumped down without a word. Perhaps it was the recent ambush, or she could feel another grisly murder attempt in my future, but she ducked low and followed me around to a stall that sold pig carcasses. We stopped behind two ogre females yelling negotiations at the tops of their voices.

      “What’s wrong?” she whispered.

      “Prince Rory’s here.” My gaze darted toward the crowd of admirers. “If he thinks I’m trying to escape the trials, he’ll have me decapitated!”
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      As Helen and I cowered behind the ogres, I told her about my last few encounters with Prince Rory. Faeries of all shapes and sizes bustled around us, a few doffing their hats because of our high fae appearance. The auction came to a close with a round of polite applause for the faerie who had purchased the trio of pixies.

      I turned to Helen, whose face paled to the color of snowdrops. “Do you think he knows we’re here?”

      Helen grimaced. “If the academy’s wards told Aster and Gala our location…”

      “Right,” I said, my heart sinking into my stomach. “Then Prince Rory would also know.”

      Her gaze darted to the horses, which had wandered to a stall opposite the walkway to graze on vegetation growing between the paving stones. “If we leave now, we could return to the academy before him.”

      I gulped hard. It might save my neck, but after having my hopes of finding Sicily revealed to be a sick joke, I couldn’t leave the Mound.

      What if my sister was next on the auction block, and I missed her just to save my own neck? Last night, I was so happy. Elijah had supposedly found Sicily and proven his bravery and devotion, but my elation had turned to shit the moment his spunk had washed away the glamor.

      A little voice in the back of my head wondered if he had done me a favor, but I dismissed it. Elijah only looked out for himself.

      “No.” I squeezed Helen’s hand. “If I leave now, I might never get a chance to return.”

      Her chestnut eyes turned solemn. She and I both knew what I had left unsaid. That the Fated might succeed in their next attempt at assassination.

      “Alright,” Helen pointed at a series of tents at the far end of the market. “That’s the blacksmith’s stalls. Tell them you want some weapons fashioned and that you’ll be paying in iron.”

      I patted the metal bulging out of my blazer pocket. “How much?”

      “Shop around and see if you can get the best deal,” she said. “I’ll check the auction houses for human virgins. How old is your sister?”

      “Nineteen,” I said. “My height with mousy-brown hair, and her name is Sicily.”

      The ogre slung a pig carcass over each shoulder and headed in the direction of the blacksmith stalls, while her companion ambled toward the auction block.

      Helen shooed me away. “Don’t leave the blacksmiths. I’ll come and find you later.”

      “Alright.” I hurried along the ogre’s side, using her larger body as cover, and prayed to whoever was listening that Prince Rory would be too distracted by the crowd of admirers to notice me scurrying away.

      “What are you doing?” asked a deep voice.

      My head snapped up, and my gaze met the ogre’s watery eye. “Um…” The last thing I wanted to tell her was the truth. Ogres tolerated humans as long as you kept out of their way. My wings fluttered behind my back, reminding me that I had the appearance of a high faerie. Channeling my inner Fated Lady, I said, “What business is it of yours?”

      The ogre sniffed and glanced away, leaving me slumping with relief. A few moments later, she stopped at a store that sold vats of fire, and I hurried toward the nearest tent.

      As soon as I stepped through the flaps, dry heat engulfed my senses, and I squeezed my eyes shut. The tent flapped closed at my back, the fabric swishing against my calves. I exhaled a long breath and opened my eyes.

      “May I help you?” A dwarf, the size of a ten-year-old, sat on a wooden trunk. About a dozen braids hung from his beard onto his apron-covered potbelly.

      “Yes, please.” My gaze darted from left to right around the empty, round space. “Are you a blacksmith? I was expecting a forge.”

      He hopped off his trunk and flipped open its lid. White-hot light flared out, making me squint. When my vision cleared, I cracked my eyes open to find a phoenix hovering in the air dripping liquid fire.

      “Good enough for you?” asked the dwarf.

      Placing a hand in my pocket, I stepped away from the phoenix’s radiant heat. “How much iron will you take to forge me some weapons?”

      The dwarf raised a bushy eyebrow. “Money beads only.”

      My shoulders slumped. “But—”

      “Phoenix-forged weapons cost beads, not barter,” he snapped. “If you’ve already spent all your money, try someone hard-up for clients like the halfling four doors down.”

      “Thanks anyway.” I turned on my heel and trudged out of the empty forge into the cool air. Keeping my head down and my face out of sight, I hurried down the row of tents to the fourth, which was about a quarter of the others’ size.

      The moist heat of burning coal fanned my face as I entered the darkened space, and my ears rang with the clink of metal hitting metal. A little furnace about the size of our stove illuminated a thin, shirtless man whose skin glistened with sweat.

      Sparks flew from the dagger he hammered into shape. He glanced up from his work, looking perfectly human, even down to his jet-black hair. I straightened, waiting for the right moment to interrupt his work.

      The blacksmith picked up the molten dagger-shaped metal with a pair of tongs and dipped it into the water, filling the air with steam and sizzle. “Yes?”

      “I have about two pounds of iron.” I placed a hand over the bulge in my blazer pocket. “How much would it cost to make some weapons?”

      He placed the dagger to one side, stepped away from his forge, and rubbed his chin. “Dangerous stuff, iron is. Can you handle it?”

      I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes and thank him for the mansplaining—a term I had learned from my DVDs—and instead nodded.

      “Let’s have a look,” he said.

      I extracted the chain and held it out in my palm.

      He stepped back and whistled. “How are you able to touch that without gloves?”

      “I’m a half-blood, and iron doesn’t affect me.”

      The blacksmith stared at it for several moments, seeming to consider whether he wanted to work with iron. I shallowed my breaths and blanked my mind to stay calm. If this guy didn’t accept iron in payment for forging the weapons, I’d have to try someone else.

      “Have you asked the dwarves?” he asked. “Some of them have phoenixes who can mold it to whatever you wish while you wait.”

      I raised a shoulder. “Apparently, they only take money beads.”

      “Same here,” he muttered.

      I slipped the iron back into my blazer pocket. “The dwarf with the beard-tails said—”

      “That wanker’s been trying to run me out of business for months,” he growled.

      “Right then.” I took a step back toward the tent’s exit. “I’ll go and—”

      “Alright.” His tongue darted out to lick his lips. “I’ll make you iron knuckles, a dagger, and an expanding and contracting silk-covered cock-ring. In return, I’ll take half your iron, one hard fuck now, and another upon delivery of your order.”

      My hands flew up to my chest. “No!”

      His face twisted into a scowl. “Fifty beads, then.”

      I turned away. “Maybe I should try the other blacksmiths.”

      “Wait!” he said from behind.

      “What?” I asked.

      “A blow job now and a hard fuck when you collect the weapons,” his breathy voice quivered with excitement.

      Shaking my head, I hurried toward the exit. What was it with males taking advantage of desperate women? In the outside world, human males were gentlemen who bought women flowers or hunted and fetched the water if they were on a survivor show.

      “Why aren’t you negotiating?” he asked with a whine.

      I paused just long enough to snap, “If I were male, would you accept half the iron in exchange for making weapons?”

      The blacksmith folded his arms across his thin chest and huffed. “A blowjob, then. But I’ll wear the cock ring to make things last, and I get to cum over your tits.”

      Cool air swirled in from behind, and a large presence appeared at my back, radiating enough magic to make my nerve endings tingle. “What did you say to my fated mate?”

      My heart leaped into the back of my throat. Somehow, the wretched prince had spotted me.

      “Your—” The blacksmith’s eyes widened. “Your Highness, I had no idea—”

      “Silence,” Prince Rory said in a voice sharp enough to cut throats. He wrapped a possessive arm around my middle, resting his hand on my belly.

      The blacksmith fell onto his hands and knees. My own knees trembled with the effort of keeping myself upright. With that powerful, Autumn magic swirling around my nipples, between my legs, and around my pulsing clit, every instinct wanted to supplicate myself at his feet.

      “Please, sire,” cried the blacksmith. “I’m just a lowly half-blood trying to make a living—”

      “Extorting oral sex from innocent young ladies?”

      I clenched my teeth, fighting the arousal at the mere mention of sex. Until now, I hadn’t realized how unsatisfied Elijah had left me last night, but with Prince Rory’s large hand pulling me into the protection of his hard, muscular body, I couldn’t help but crave more of his touch.

      “No,” he howled. “The young lady didn’t have any money beads, you see, and—”

      “Make my fated a trousseau of weapons suitable for a lady of the royal court.”

      “Yes, sire,” the blacksmith rasped.

      Prince Rory threw down a large purse that clanked with the weight of its contents. “Have the items ready in an hour.”

      The blacksmith raised his head. “But—”

      “An hour.” Prince Rory flung the flaps of the tent open and rushed out into the market with me clutched to his chest like a comfort blanket.

      A crowd gathered around us, mostly of blushing high faeries eager to catch a glimpse of the handsome prince. He cursed under his breath and launched us into the air.

      I stared down at the upturned faces. “Why isn’t anyone following?”

      His wings sliced through the air like blades, propelling us over the market. Prince Rory flew toward the highest amphitheater tiers. “They can trail after us on foot all they like, but it’s illegal for a fairy to stalk a member of the royal family.”

      “Where are we going?”

      His harsh laugh sent a shiver racing down my spine. It settled between my legs, where it continued to tingle. “It’s time to test your skills at oral pleasure.”

      “Oh.” The tingle intensified.

      Moments later, we reached a set of low, Tudor-style buildings complete with dark wooden beams and white rendering. Prince Rory flew through an open window into a cozy parlor consisting of a chaise lounge and low tables, and then he set me onto my feet.

      I knelt between his spread legs and rested my hands on his hot, muscular thighs. Arousal pulsed through my core at being so close to this gorgeous creature, but I tamped down my desire, tilted my head up, and scowled.

      Prince Rory’s forest-green eyes sparkled. “Look at you, pretending not to want it when I can smell your need.”

      My teeth ground together, and I squeezed my thighs tight. “I’m not—”

      “Don’t lie.” He gave me a gentle tap on the nose. “The more powerful the fae, the more adept he is at sensing when a female is close to heat.”

      I shook my head. This was regular old arousal that I felt for Elijah, for the Lumberjacks of Switzerland. “You’re wrong.”

      He leaned back, resting his weight on his hands. “Deny it all you want, but there’s no mistaking that oral sex is part of the trial.”

      “I’m only doing this because I’ll get decapitated if I don’t.”

      Prince Rory snorted. “If that makes you feel better about giving in to your wanton desires, sure.”

      “Fine.” I lowered my gaze down from his handsome face, over his broad shoulders, and to the prominent pecs straining from the front of his shirt. My tongue darted out to lick my lips, and his green eyes tracked the movement.

      Prince Rory moaned, the sound going straight to my folds. “Are you ready to start the next trial?”

      “Has your other fated mate performed this round yet?”

      He snorted. “I wouldn’t let that faerie anywhere near my royal cutlass.”

      I smirked at the image of a curved sword between his legs.

      “Do you prefer the human term, crown jewels?” He paused to gauge my reaction. “How about cock?”

      A fevered breath puffed out from my lips. “Say that again?”

      “Suck my cock, Unity,” he said, the depth of his voice curling around my libido and squeezing tight. “Slide my organ between your plump lips and moan.”

      Wetness gathered in my folds. This was ridiculous. I hadn’t even lowered my gaze to his crotch, and I was already so turned on. My gaze swept down his torso to the erection straining through his black pants. I trailed my finger along its hot length, enjoying hearing him hiss through his teeth.

      “Unbutton my breeches,” he said.

      Without meaning to, my hands slid up to the waistband of his pants, and I slid the top button out from its hole.

      “Yes,” he moaned. “Unwrap your prize.”

      Normally, I would laugh in a guy’s face if he implied his dick was some kind of reward. Maybe Prince Rory standing up for me at the blacksmith’s had been a complete turn on. What girl wouldn’t want a gorgeous, powerful male coming to her rescue? Even if the male had threatened my life, his presence still gave me an inexplicable thrill.

      I fastened the next button, then the next, until a huge, bulbous tip protruded through his fly with a bead of pre-cum so pearlescent, it made my mouth water.

      “Look at you,” he growled. “Hungry for royal cock.”

      The pulse between my legs beat harder than my heart, indicating that the time for denial was over. I wanted his dick in my mouth and possibly more if he would allow it.

      Wetting my lips, I leaned forward for a lick.

      Prince Rory placed a hand on my shoulder. “Take your time. This isn’t a race.”

      “What?” My gaze snapped up to his smiling eyes.

      “Place my balls in your mouth and suck.”

      I groaned with a mix of frustration, amusement, and arousal gathering low in my belly. Prince Rory raised his hips off the chaise. Before I could pull his pants down his ankles, they, along with my clothes, disintegrated like dead leaves.

      Cool air swirled around my naked form, and my nipples tightened. “What did you do—”

      “Shhh.” He placed a finger on my lips and scooted forward. “I’ll return your uniform after I’m satisfied.”

      I leaned further between his spread thighs and placed a kiss on his balls. Peach fuzz the same color as the blond highlights in his hair tickled my lips. I hummed my approval, opened my mouth, and eased his testicle down my tongue.

      Prince Rory panted. “You naughty girl.”

      I continued licking and sucking his ball, eliciting the types of mewls and gasps and whimpers unexpected from a murderous fae prince. My right hand slid between his muscled thighs, and I wrapped my fingers around his thick, hot shaft.

      “Put my cock in your pretty mouth,” he growled.

      Slipping his testicle from my lips, I ran my tongue down the underside of that veiny shaft. His cock head was a deep red darker than the russet shade of his pubes with pre-cum drizzling down to my fingers.

      I longed to lick off the moisture, but I had my orders, so I ran the flat of my tongue over his slit and lapped up the salty fluid.

      “Good girl,” said Prince Rory with a gasp.

      Heat flared between my legs, and my core twitched, urging me to scramble up his thighs and show him what else I could do with his royal cock.

      I kissed and nipped and licked his shaft, sucked him along the sides, ran my tongue over its prominent veins, all while massaging his balls with one hand. Prince Rory’s moans drowned out the frantic pounding between my ears.

      “Put it in your mouth,” he said through harsh, panting breaths. “Suck me.”

      He could wait. While I was with him, nothing mattered. Not the fated’s attempts at assassination and not these wings that fluttered faster than the hungry twitching in my core. Even my concern for Sicily receded to a minor ache. I reveled in the respite, in my control over this powerful male, and continued teasing that huge, royal cock.

      His thighs trembled, and I reached between my sopping wet folds and placed a finger on my throbbing clit.

      I ran gentle circles around the sensitive bundle of nerves, drawing out the sensations to pace myself and not climax too soon. Pleasure rippled through my core, making my eyes roll to the back of my head.

      He wrapped a hand around my arm. “What are you doing?”

      My brows furrowed. “Making myself climax.”

      “Get on the chaise.”

      “Why?”

      “Do you want me to lick your pearl or not?”

      As I shot to my feet, Prince Rory lay on his back with his arms stretched out to me. “Place your knees by my shoulders.”

      “Really?”

      He pulled me close and hoisted me into position over his huge, muscular frame. My hands landed on his hips, and my shins sank into the petal-soft cushions on either side of his head. I stared at the huge, glistening cock in my line of sight.

      “Now, suck me.” His hot breath against my folds made the muscles of my core clench.

      Wrapping one hand around the base of his shaft, I lowered my lips to that enormous head. I had to open wide to accommodate his girth, but with mutual, appreciative groans, I let him slide down to the back of my throat.

      His panting breaths fanned across my sex, making me cry out for his touch.

      When nothing happened, I raised my head and twisted around. “What are you doing?”

      “Looking at your pretty little wings,” he said. “Did you know they’re the same color as the wings on your back?”

      Heat flooded my cheeks, and I placed his cock back into my mouth to avoid having to answer. It wasn’t every day that I checked my labia, but I had honestly thought that the new wings and glossy blonde locks were the extent of my transformation.

      Sliding his dick further down my throat, I rolled his balls between my fingers, making him buck his hips.

      “You’re an amazing sword swallower,” he groaned.

      Before I could laugh, something wet and hot and pliant slid a slow path up my slit, making jolts of ecstasy zing up my core. With a surprised yowl, I raised my hips off Prince Rory’s tongue, only for him to grab me by the ass and hold me in place.

      “You’re not going anywhere until you’ve covered my face with your juices.”

      I moaned around my mouthful at his dirty words and the eager, flicking tongue that lapped relentlessly at my clit. My head spun with pleasure. This was my first sixty-nine, and I couldn’t believe Elijah and I hadn’t tried something as intense as this.

      Prince Rory continued licking and stroking my clit, occasionally pausing to run a circle over my opening with the pad of his thumb. I shoved my hips back, silently urging him to slip that finger into my hole, but each time, he pulled away. Maybe he wanted me to beg for it, but my mouth was too full of his huge prick.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured into my folds. “Gorgeous and delicious.”

      A whimper reverberated in the back of my throat. If only he knew I was the lowly human he’d nearly knocked over with the drake… Shoving away thoughts of that incident, I bobbed my head up and down his shaft.

      “I thought you’d be frightened like the other girls, but you love cock, don’t you?” He wrapped his lips around my pulsing clit and sucked.

      All the pleasure building up around my nub reached a point where everything stilled. My muscles froze, my breath stopped, and my core stopped twitching. For the longest moment, it was just my clit and the mouth sucking on it without mercy.

      Then a hard swipe of his tongue pushed me over the edge, and I tumbled down a precipice of pleasure, free-falling amid currents of ecstasy that battered me from all sides. I cried out, but the huge penis in my throat muffled the sound.

      “Unity,” he groaned. “I love the way you’re cumming over my face.” His eager tongue lapped at my folds, making me wonder if this faerie body was also capable of ejaculation.

      My limbs shook, and the hand around the base of his shaft fell onto the cushions to keep me steady. Prince Rory was still hot, still hard, still needing to cum, but he’d already drained every ounce of my energy.

      As I lay on top of him with his dick in my mouth, he rocked his hips back and forth, sliding his length in and out. I hollowed my cheeks to create a vacuum that made him moan.

      “Mmmmm.” He lapped at my folds, which still fluttered in unison with my twitching core.

      Moaning, I lashed my tongue around the dick plunging in and out of my mouth until his muscles stiffened, and his cock swelled. With a growl, he released jet after jet of cum. As much as I tried to swallow, it dribbled down my mouth.

      Prince Rory muttered something under his breath, making my eyelids heavy. After lifting me off his spent dick, he laid me on the chaise and pressed a kiss on my forehead.

      I tried to ask him what was happening, but the most pleasurable fatigue dragged me down to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m not sure how much time passed, but I awoke to the sound of two girls exchanging hushed words. My body sank into a soft mattress, still relaxed and sated from my encounter with Prince Rory, but the whispering made my skin itch.

      What if the Fated had followed Helen and me to the Mound? What if they’d lain in wait for Prince Rory to leave before attacking?

      Slowing my breathing and keeping my body still, I cracked an eye open. The beds opposite with trunks at their feet, told me I was in the remedial dormitory, but who had taken me back? I strained to listen.

      “But she’s not ready,” whispered a harsh voice that I recognized as Flora’s.

      The other person sighed. “But if she misses this trial—”

      “Then blame whoever put her to sleep!” Flora snapped.

      Relief flooded my system as I recognized Helen’s voice. I pulled myself up and blinked the sleep out of my eyes. “What’s going on?”

      Helen and Flora stood by the tall window at the far right of the room. A chink of sunlight from the drawn curtains created a halo around Helen’s orange hair.

      Helen rubbed the back of her neck. “Prince August just announced that the next trial will start after classes.”

      A yawn tore from my lips, and I clapped my hand over my mouth. “Sorry… What time is it now?”

      Flora placed her hands on her hips. “An hour before classes end.”

      Panic jolted through my heart, and I bolted out of bed. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

      “We tried.” Helen spread her arms wide. “But someone put you in an enchanted sleep.”

      I stared down at my long, silk nightgown. “That would be Prince Rory. He cornered me in the blacksmiths.”

      “Oh.” Helen crossed the room with Flora at her heels. “He must have sent the elves who told me where to find you and arranged the carriage that brought us back to the academy.”

      “He did?” I walked around to my closet and opened its door. A row of freshly laundered uniforms filled the space.

      With a nod, Helen picked up a velvet pouch the size of a pillowcase and placed it on the bed. “And these. I tried opening it, but there’s iron inside.”

      “My weapons.” I pulled apart the drawstring and tipped the bag’s contents on my bed. The dagger, iron knuckles, and silk-covered cock ring lay on the mattress, along with some kind of bladed frisbee. Everything was beautifully embroidered and polished.

      Flora whistled. “How could you afford these without a family?”

      “Gala and Aster attacked us at the wards,” said Helen. “They left behind a large quantity of iron.”

      The blacksmith’s indecent proposal made my cheeks heat, and I slipped off my nightgown and pulled out a uniform. Had Prince Rory paid the blacksmith extra for the throwing weapon? I hoped he didn’t consider the blowjob as some form of payment. Shaking off those thoughts, I slipped on a shirt, which molded around my body.

      “What’s this next trial, then?” I asked.

      “They haven’t announced the details yet,” said Helen.

      “But if you don’t turn up, you’ll fail this round,” added Flora.

      “How are you feeling?” Helen asked.

      I slipped on my shirt and rolled my neck. “Surprisingly energized.”

      Helen raised her shoulders. “You were asleep for a long time.”

      Something Lady Salix said rolled to the forefront of my mind. Her theory that blowjobs robbed male faeries of their powers. Maybe it was bullshit, but for the first time since this entire business with the glowing wings, I didn’t feel like I was going to die.

      I turned to Helen. “Did you get a chance to speak to the auction houses?”

      “There weren’t any human females of that age,” she said. “Because of the outsiders, people aren’t making so many bargains these days.”

      “Oh.” I placed my tie around my neck and let it fasten itself. Maybe the United Nations wasn’t so bad after all. Life wasn’t so bleak with their luxuries and entertainment.

      The sound of a siren broke me out of my musings. “What’s that?”

      “Prince August wants the candidates to gather in the stone gardens,” said Helen.

      I picked up the throwing weapon, which opened up into a torque, which I slipped around my neck. Then I walked to the mirror and arranged my perfect, blonde hair. The girl staring back looked like me but after twelve extreme makeovers.

      Next, I slipped the iron knuckles on my finger and sighed. When I was human, I never thought about my looks, but now that I’d been cursed with wings and faerie beauty, I could see that I used to be drab.

      “Okay.” I slipped the dagger in my pocket along with the cock ring. “Let’s go.”
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      We walked around the castle’s exterior toward the stone gardens, a patch of land paved with pebbles polished to a brilliant shine. The sun hung low in the horizon, illuminating the mountain tops like they were doused with liquid flame.

      A cool wind blew through my hair and cooled the glowing tips of my traitorous wings, which fluttered in anticipation of seeing the princes.

      Statues of faeries of all species decorated the gardens. We passed high faeries with butterfly wings made of stone, similar-looking beings with intricate dragonfly wings carved so fine they appeared transparent. Up ahead loomed a statue of an eight-foot-tall ogre with bat-like wings that skimmed the ground.

      I pointed up at the monster. “Who’s that?”

      “Balor, the god of destruction,” she replied. “He and the goddess Danu keep a balance in our world.”

      “Does he operate the wards?” I asked.

      “Of the Dubnos Dark Fae Prison,” she said.

      As we continued past a statue of a slumbering faerie with stone elves crawling up his body, my gaze flickered back to the one-eyed ogre. His wings reminded me of the faeries who had taken Sicily.

      “Is Dubnos the same as the Otherworld?” I asked.

      “It’s in the Otherworld,” said Helen. “As are all most the powerful dark faeries.”

      “We thought you weren’t coming,” said a snide voice from behind.

      I turned around to find all four of the Fated standing in a row. Lady Salix was the tallest with her green ponytail blowing in the breeze like the branches of a sapling. She stood at one end, with Lady Gazania at the other. The dark-skinned faerie’s hair glowed brighter in the sunset, making it look like someone had set her alight.

      In the middle stood the two wretches who had ambushed me in the woods. Lady Gala glowered at me as though she wanted to freeze me on the spot, but it was Lady Aster who spoke first.

      The curvaceous, crimson-haired faerie bared her teeth. “We heard how you tried to seduce Prince Rory.”

      My gaze wandered to Lady Gala, whose lips were pressed so tight, she looked like the proud owner of two anuses.

      Making sure to smirk at having sucked off her supposed mate, I asked, “I take it that I won that particular round?”

      “Nobody’s perverted enough to perform such a disgusting act,” said Lady Salix.

      Lady Gazania shook her head. “It’s cannibalism.”

      I raised a shoulder. “Not if you don’t swallow.”

      All the faeries gasped, including Helen. I rolled my eyes. Even if they were too delicate to fuck outside their heats, nothing was stopping them from dishing out blowjobs.

      Students walked in from all directions, some trailing in through the castle’s many exits and others flying down from higher levels. Instead of gathering around the podium, they crowded around us.

      Lady Gala tossed her head. “We’re all happy to forfeit that round. It was a trick, anyway, to sort the virtuous from the depraved.”

      I glanced at all four fairies, who gave each other congratulatory smirks. Tamping down the irritation fizzling through my gut, I asked, “So, I won?”

      “Whore!” Lady Gala broke formation and rushed at me, icicles forming on her fingernails.

      I held out my fist, making her recoil.

      She stared at my new knuckles. “What is that?”

      “Thanks for the iron.” I smirked and continued toward the podium. “If you hadn’t tried to ambush me, I would never have gotten a means to fight back.”

      “Welcome, ladies and gentlemen!” boomed a voice from up high.

      I glanced up to find the four princes sitting on a golden sofa that hovered twenty feet in the air. The sun shone on their backs, illuminating their hair but keeping their faces in shadow.

      The Fated straightened their outfits and simpered, while about three hundred students milling around the stone garden broke into cheers and applause.

      Prince August pointed a scepter down at us. “The first official task in the fated mates’ death trial is a race.”

      Everyone oohed, and I straightened, casting the Fated a glance. Those four pampered butterflies had probably never run a day in their lives. But what were the chances of the princes choosing a challenge I could win? Considering that Prince Rory was the only one of the four dissatisfied with his mate, I calculated the odds at twenty-five percent.

      The crowd quietened, and Prince August spoke again.

      “The last girl to return with a nugget of pyre stone from the Calf of Fae will suffer a forfeit chosen by the victors.”

      My mouth dropped open. What the fuck was that?

      “We’re going to ask for Unity’s slow and painful death,” shouted Lady Aster.

      “Funny, because I was thinking the same about you,” I shot back.

      The faeries around me chuckled. It was the kind of laugh people made when they heard someone say they would achieve the impossible. Like how some drunkards tumbling out of the taverns before curfew boasted they could swim across the Irish Sea and climb the UN’s off-shore rigs.

      It was amusing, not because of the humans and their machine guns, but because of the hundreds of human-eating monsters that lurked beneath the waves. The princes might as well have asked me to climb the off-shore rig because there was a half-mile stretch of sea between the Isle of Fae and the Calf of Fae.

      “Are you ready, ladies?” shouted Prince August.

      “Yes,” they chorused.

      “No,” I shouted.

      The floating throne swept down, and Prince August peered at me down his perfect nose. “Whatever is the matter?”

      I glanced at Prince Rory for a sign that he might help, but he remained stony-faced. My throat dried. What could I say? That he had already briefed the others on what to do? That this was a set up designed to have me killed?

      Confronting them would probably get me into even more trouble, so I said, “I need more information.”

      “What do you need to know?” Prince August folded his arms across his chest. This was my first conversation with the blond heir to the Summer Court, and so far, he seemed even more unpleasant than his brothers.

      “What’s pyre stone?”

      Everyone chuckled as though I was a toddler asking if the little people in the television set could come out to play.

      “It’s a serious question,” I shouted over the laughter. “How am I supposed to find something I can’t recognize?”

      Prince August sighed, acting weary from my incessant questions. “I understand your faerie past was replaced with human memories, but even the lowliest of creatures can recognize fool’s gold.”

      On his left, Prince Caulden floated a lump of pale gold covered in angular lumps.

      “Not if you call it something wanky like pyre stone,” I snapped.

      “Run along now.” Prince August shooed me away with his elegant fingers. “Before you give your superiors even more of a head start.”

      When I turned around, the Fated were gone. In the distance, four faeries flew toward the horizon. The princes’ amplified laughter filled my ears.

      “Shit!” I spun on my heel and ran after them, but the crowd closed in around me. “Out of my way.”

      I shoved and tried squirming through the gaps, but the students wouldn’t budge. My fingers itched to burn them with my iron knuckles, but I couldn’t bring myself to hurt anyone who hadn’t attacked me first.

      The crowd stayed in place, laughing and jeering until a cool wind blew them apart. I turned around to find Prince Rory on the far right of the throne with his hands cupped around his face. To his left, all three of his brothers glared at him as though he was a betrayer.

      Sending him a grateful smile, I raced through the gap in the crowd, bolstered by his wind. It swept beneath my wings and lifted me off my feet, making my stomach lurch. I stared ahead at the disappearing dots on the horizon, not daring to look down at the crowd, not daring to turn around and ask Prince Rory what on earth he thought he was doing.

      Silence stretched out beneath me. I didn’t care that the crowd of students were probably waiting for me to fall flat on my face. The Fated wanted me dead, and I couldn’t afford to be last to reach the Calf of Fae.

      My wings, which had up until now only been good for glowing at the sight of the princes, sliced through the air and propelled me forward. My heart soared along with my altitude.

      This was it. I was flying!

      I tilted to the side to pass the statue of the one-eyed ogre and flew over the rest of the stone garden toward a lawn of chamomile. A herby, apple scent wafted up from the surface, and the little white flowers seemed to turn as I passed.

      “Woo!” I shouted like a lunatic. It wasn’t every day that a human got to fly on her own power. Spreading my arms wide, I yelled something I saw in a movie about a sinking ship.

      I flew up, up, up with my head turned to the setting sun. Power surged through my veins, and elation filled my heart. Being a faerie was awesome.

      As I flew over a meadow of overgrown garlic flowers with pretty round heads of purple and white, the wind froze, and my altitude dropped several feet. “What?”

      A freezing gust blew me off course, and I spiraled out of control. My wings stiffened mid flap, and however much I tried, I wouldn’t make them spread out to break my fall. This had to be the work of Prince Caulden, the heir of the Winter Court. He was the only faerie I knew of who could harness the power of winter.

      Up ahead was a pond covered in lily pads, and beyond them, a patch of gnarled trees with branches as bare and jagged as thorns. Flailing my arms and legs, I tried to stay airborne, but the wind deposited me in a pond.

      Cold water engulfed my body. It seeped into my wings, tripling their weight.

      “Fucking shit!” I swam toward the edge of the water, smashing through giant lily pads and eliciting the angry croaks of frogs the size of cats.

      The branches of a weeping willow drooped into the pond. I tried swimming around them, but a current surged from the water’s edge. My arms ached with the effort of swimming, and I grabbed hold of a branch to stop myself from getting swept back in the surface, but something wrapped around my limbs and yanked me down.

      I held my breath and wrapped my fingers around something thick and slimy and cold. It gripped as tight as a fist, and I forced myself to believe it was pondweed. Anything else would be too horrific.

      The grip tightened, and another set of hands wrapped around my other ankle. My mouth opened in a scream, and all the air left my lungs. If I didn’t get a miracle, I would die, and Sicily would be lost and forever suffering.

      With the thought of my sister in the hands of those dark faeries, a newfound determination surged through my veins. I kicked out my legs, breaking the grip, and swam as fast as I could to the water’s surface.

      Just as the water pressure eased up and I reached the bank, something huge and wet and ridiculously strong gripped me around the shoulders and waist.
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      For a heart-stopping moment, I sank deeper into the cold water. Panic lanced through my heart like a spear as the bindings around my arms and torso tightened. This was it. I was going to die, and there wasn’t a thing I could do to save myself.

      I struggled in the tight grip, but it was immovable. Water filled my ears, creating a painful vacuum that would only get worse the deeper I sank. I kicked out, and the back of my foot met something solid.

      Then as quickly as I sank, I floated to the surface.

      My eyes snapped open, and I parted my lips to let in a huge, noisy breath that was part inhalation and part scream.

      “Unity?” a deep voice shouted in my ear. “Are you alright?”

      “What?” I twisted my head around and met the beetle-black eyes of Pokeweed, his wet, brown fuzz clinging to his face.

      Before I could reply, he flipped me onto my back, wrapped a strong arm around my shoulders, and swam me to shore. I bobbed up and down on the surface of the water, staring down at the debris of broken lily pads and sent a silent apology to the frogs whose habitat I had destroyed.

      A green tentacle wrapped around my ankle, making me flinch, but Pokeweed continued swimming and towed the creature along.

      We reached the edge of the pond, and Pokeweed resurfaced to lift us both onto the bank. A loud, outraged gurgle filled the air, as whatever wrapped around my ankle flew into the bushes.

      “What was that?” I shrieked.

      Pokeweed pulled himself to his feet and shook the water out of his fur. “What was what?”

      “Something green and slimy clung onto my leg.” I pointed at the bush. “It’s hiding under there, now.”

      “It’s probably a baby knucker.” I gave him a blank look, and he said, “Like drakes, but they live in the water.”

      A green, snake-like creature scuttled past on oversized flippers, lashing its webbed tail. At the edge of the water, it turned a dragon-like head, flared its long, webbed crest, and plunged back into the pond with a splash.

      “That’s a knucker,” he said.

      “Right.” I turned to him and offered a shaky smile. “Thanks for saving me.”

      Pokeweed dipped his head and raised his shoulders to his ears. “I saw you flying overhead and felt that cold wind try to bring you down. It’s lucky you fell in the water and didn’t impale yourself in the winter forest.”

      “Yes, it is,” I said in a tight voice. If ever I got Prince Caulden on his own, I would—

      “What were you doing, flying outside of class?” he asked.

      “I wasn’t really.” My gaze wandered toward the west, the location of the Calf of Fae. “It’s part of the trials. I’ve got to get a lump of pyre stone before the other girls. Prince Rory gave me a boost, and my wings did the rest.”

      He paused for a moment with his brows furrowed, seeming to debate with himself on whether to say what was on his mind. I stared up at him, waiting for his decision, but he glanced away.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You seem really nice. Why would you try so hard for the likes of those princes?”

      “It’s not like I have a choice,” I muttered. “Prince Rory’s making me compete because it’s a chance to get rid of Lady Gala, and I’ve got to stay alive long enough to find my missing sister.” I wanted to tell him more, but time was running out.

      He ran a hand through his wet hair. “What are you going to do? The Calf of Fae is a forty-minute flight. Six hours if you walk.”

      “Find a friendly centaur and hold onto his mane for dear life?” I asked.

      Shaking his head, Pokeweed strode to the overgrown meadow. “I have an idea, but you have to come with me.”

      I hurried after him, my pulse thrumming a steady beat. The plants around us had stalks as tall as trees with flower heads so wide, they blotted out the fading sunlight. “What are we looking for?”

      “This.” He placed a furry hand on a stalk that led to a head of white fluff.

      “A dandelion?” I frowned.

      Pokeweed reached into his white overalls and pulled out a machete. I stepped back, wondering where on earth this would lead. After chopping down one giant dandelion, he rushed around through the maze of garlic and found another.

      My gaze rose to the gaps in the flower heads. By now, the other girls will have reached the fifth level of the Mound. “I don’t get it.”

      The dandelion fell to the ground, and Pokeweed dragged it across the meadow to the first one he had felled. He grabbed both ends, closed his eyes, and green magic surged from his fingertips into the cut stalks. I tilted my head to the side, watching them fuse, shorten, thicken, and form a saddle.

      “A broomstick?” I asked.

      “It’s not for sweeping,” he said.

      I rubbed the back of my head. Clearly, he hadn’t seen any of the Harry Potter movies. If I ever made it through these trials alive, I would find a way to thank him with an eight-DVD marathon.

      “What does it do?” I asked.

      “I’ve infused it with enough power to take you to the Calf of Man and back. Just say ‘dandelion seeds’ before giving it directions, and don’t stop on the way for any reason.

      A surge of gratitude filled my chest, and I rushed up to Pokeweed and kissed his damp cheek. “Thank you.”

      Stepping back, he gave me a tight smile. “Good luck.”

      I climbed in the middle of the dandelion and said, “Dandelion seeds, take me to the Calf of Fae.”

      The plant rose into the air and shot forward, not even giving me time to say goodbye to Pokeweed. My wings flapped, which made me go faster.

      In seconds, I soared over the overgrown meadow, over the pond and along the side of the Winter Forest. The wind blew through my hair, but this time, I didn’t whoop. I flew down the mountainside, alongside a river, which dropped into a waterfall.

      The mingled scents of moss and ozone filled my nostrils, and I inhaled a deep breath. If it wasn’t for Pokeweed, I would be long dead, an evening snack for the baby knucker and its nestmates.

      A shudder ran down my spine. At first, I thought it was my morbid thoughts, but something rose from the water and shaped itself like a hand.

      My heart jumped into the back of my throat, and I spluttered, “Dandelion seeds, fly higher.”

      The watery hand surged up and snatched me out of the sky, creating a vortex that pulled me toward the waterfall, tearing seed after fluffy seed from my dandelion.

      “Help!” I shouted, but my voice echoed back into my ears.

      Cracking sounded around me, and the water froze. Strangely, the air remained warm.

      Now devoid of seeds, the dandelion stalk fell onto the floor, along with all hope of ever completing this task.

      “Who’s there?” I shouted into the sphere and cringed at the fear tinging my voice when it echoed back.

      A patch appeared in the ice, making it bulge in the shape of a figure over six-feet tall. I stepped back, positioning my iron-covered knuckles. Prince Caulden stepped into the sphere and glared at me as though I was the one invading his space.

      He smoothed down his blue hair and dusted imaginary specs of ice from the lapels of his blazer. I curled my lip, remembering how arrogant he had looked that day on the docks when he and Prince August had stolen those boxes.

      “You tried to kill me,” I said.

      “Nonsense.” He waved away my accusation. “You would have been perfectly safe in the water.”

      I reared back. “What, the pond infested with giant frogs and knuckers?”

      His face stilled. I guess he hadn’t considered the creatures living in the water that were happy to pull me under. A heartbeat later, he raised his square chin. “I want you to drop out of the trial.”

      “Will you stop your brother from having me executed?” I spat. “He’s going to trump up some charges of dark magic.”

      “I’ll explain everything to the king,” he said, smugness curving his lips.

      My eyes narrowed. “That could mean anything.”

      The smile faded, replaced by eyes as cold and as hard as steel. “If you don’t drop out, I’ll freeze you until there’s nothing left to thaw.”

      “Why?” I swallowed hard.

      “No one wants to mate with a halfling,” he said.

      “Not even Prince Rory?”

      His lips tightened. “You were just a convenient diversion and a means for avoiding his rightful mate. Nothing more.”

      Despite never wanting any of the princes, his words stung. My gaze dropped down to his fingertips, which turned blue. I guessed he was readying himself to freeze me as he had threatened.

      The beginnings of a plan swirled in the back of my mind. It was risky, downright dangerous, and could get me killed four times over, but if it worked, I would survive another day to find Sicily.

      “Alright,” I said.

      His face fell. “What?”

      “I’ll drop out. Just as you ordered.”

      His arrogant expression returned. “It’s good that you’re seeing reason.”

      “On one condition.” I raised a finger.

      Prince Caulden narrowed his eyes. “Name it.”

      Flicking my gaze down to his crotch, I traced my tongue over my lips, letting my eyes linger over his fly.

      “What is your demand?” he asked, his voice stiff.

      “Mmm…” I met his gray eyes for a second and then lowered my gaze back down to his crotch. “Yum.”

      “What are you doing?” His voice was a breathy whisper and a bulge formed in his pants.

      I parted my lips and breathed hard, making sure my chest heaved. My stupid wings already glowed brighter than the noon sun. Prince Caulden would have to be a complete twit not to understand what I wanted.

      He took a step toward me but kept me at arm’s length. “Tell me.”

      “Want it,” I said through my fake panting. “Want you in my mouth.”

      “You’re disgusting,” he whispered.

      I swallowed back a snort. This was the wanker who had suggested the blowjob round. Was he chickening out or just saying that so I could talk even dirtier about how much I needed his cock. Probably the latter. This was almost like the situation with Coltrane, the horny centaur, only this now, I was bullshitting for my continued survival.

      “Have you got a big dick?” I asked.

      “Dick?” he rasped.

      “The royal cutlass, the wonderful weapon of Winter. I need to see it.”

      “You may not.” He took another step, closing the distance between us. Prince Caulden stood so near, I could feel the heat of his excitement.

      “Oh…” I placed my hands on his bulging pecs, which reverberated with the force of his heartbeat. Making a huge show of licking my lips again, I ran the tips of my fingers down his hard torso. “Please.”

      Prince Caulden shuddered. “You are a dangerous female.”

      “And I think about mating all the time.” I fluttered my eyelashes.

      His hot breaths fanned against my face. “What do you want?”

      “One taste of your huge, royal manhood before I drop out of the trial. If I’m to be executed, I need a happy memory while I lay my head on the executioner’s block.”

      “I’ll keep you safe.” He cupped my face with both hands. “When I’m mated to Salix, you will become my lover.”

      My nerve endings tingled with resentment. After three years of screwing Elijah, being the concubine of a prince should have been a step up, but the Fated were a bunch of entitled, spoiled brats who didn’t deserve a mate, let alone the future ruler of one of the four courts. But then, these assholes didn’t deserve to rule anything but their egos.

      Tamping those feelings away, I reached down and brushed my fingers over the erection bulging through his pants. Prince Caulden canted his hips forward, filling my hand with his pulsing heat.

      The tips of my wings flared with light, and I gave his balls a gentle squeeze.

      “Unity,” he whispered into my ear. “You’re absolutely gorgeous. I want you so much.”

      I rolled my eyes. Prince Caulden just wanted his cock sucked. The moment he came, he’d either declare me a disgusting halfling or a potential for his royal harem. Pushing aside those feelings, I stroked my hand up and down the fabric covering his thick shaft. I couldn’t complain because he was playing into my hands.

      “Get on your knees and unbutton my breeches,” he growled.

      “Yes, Your Highness,” I said with all the fake enthusiasm I could muster and slid down his body.

      Prince Caulden threw his head back and gasped. For the Winter Prince, he was surprisingly responsive and hot. My fingers trembled with anticipation as I slid button after button from their holes.

      His cock sprung out from his pants. It was as big as his brother’s but alabaster-white with a thick, rosy tip. Heat surged between my legs, and moisture slicked my folds.

      “You’re magnificent,” I said, meaning every word.

      “I wager that I taste even better than I look,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Yes!” Wrapping my hand around the base, I engulfed him into my mouth and hollowed out my cheeks. He slid to the back of my throat, making me swallow around his girth.

      Prince Caulden hissed through his teeth. His hips jerked back and forth in an attempt to take control of the blow job.

      The muscles of my core pulsed, sending a ripple of pleasure surging to my inner thighs, my belly, and to my tightened nipples. Fuck, this guy was so hot and hard, I wanted to slip my fingers in my panties and rub myself for an explosive climax.

      Instead, I slipped my hand in my pocket and pulled out the silk-covered cock-ring. Bobbing my head up and down, I worked him into a frenzy and had his knees buckling. As he held onto my shoulders, I slipped on the cock-ring and tugged on its silk covering.

      Prince Caulden jerked back. “What are you doing?”

      “I’ve encased your manhood in iron.”

      “What?” he glanced down at his shrinking erection. The cock-ring remained snug around his dick. “Get it off me!”

      “Not until you do as I say.”

      His eyes bulged, and his breaths quickened even more than they had during the cock-sucking. He parted his lips in silent question.

      “That pyre stone you showed me at the start of the task,” I said. “Where does it come from?”

      His brows drew together. “The Calf of Fae, of course. Why?”

      I held out my hand. “Give it to me.”

      “But that’s cheating,” he whispered.

      “So is encasing a contestant you don’t like in ice and threatening to freeze her if she doesn’t drop out. So is blowing her into knucker-infested water, hoping she’ll drown.”

      Prince Caulden shook his head. “I didn’t—”

      “Do you want to lose your cock?”

      Panic flashed across his gray eyes. “No.”

      “Give me the pyre stone.” I curled my fingers for emphasis.

      He reached into his pocket and placed it into my outstretched palm. “What else?”

      “I want you to make an oath never to tell anyone about how I obtained the stone, never to retaliate, or incite someone else to hurt or kill me.”

      He remained silent, staring at me as if he wanted to freeze my body and smash it into a thousand shards of ice.

      “Alright.” I tugged on the silk encasing the cock-ring.

      “No!”

      “Make your oath,” I snarled.

      Prince Caulden grimaced, revealing a thin film of sweat glistening on his upper lip. After several labored breaths, he squeezed his eyes shut. “I, Caulden, son of Oberon, heir to the Court of Winter, will never harm or kill Unity Quayle. Neither will I cause or incite anyone else to do so. I will also not mention how she cheated to win this trial. This I pledge on my magic.”

      His wings emerged from his back and flared with light as bright as my own. Power surged into my wings and wrapped around my heart, making me rear back. “What was that?”

      “You now own a tiny piece of my magic,” he said. “And you will also never be able to speak of the oath or what happened in this sphere.”

      “Put this sphere down.”

      “Alright.” He swept his hand down, and we descended onto the ground.

      With a wistful smile, I slid the silken cock-ring from his dick. If only circumstances had been different and he wasn’t such an utter bastard. We might have had some fun. Leaving him still dangling from the opening in his pants, I pulled myself to my feet.

      “Unity,” he said.

      “What?” I turned to the icy enclosure.

      “Let’s mate,” he said.

      My brows drew together. “What on earth for?”

      “You’re ruthless enough to rule the Winter Court.”

      “What are you, some sort of masochist?” I shoved him hard in the chest, but he didn’t fall onto his ass as I had wanted. Growling with frustration at my inferior strength, I turned toward the ice.

      “Unity,” he said.

      “Fuck off.” I drew my fist back and slammed it, iron knuckles and all, into the sphere, making it shatter.

      I stepped out into a cool wind swirling from the direction of the waterfall and spraying tiny droplets of sweet water onto my face. I lapped them up and moved away from the Prince.

      The sun dipped behind the mountain tops, coloring the horizon the hue of blood.

      “Right then,” I marched alongside the river, clenching my fists. “It’s time to win this fucking round.”
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      “Bloody bastard.” The uphill march toward the academy made my thighs ache, and the setting sun shone on my back like a magnifying glass.

      I should have burned Prince Caulden’s dick off with that cock-ring. As if I would mate with a guy who threatened to freeze my body. What was wrong with these royal faeries?

      I kept to the riverside, which meandered a curved path away from a dense forest. By now, my uniform had dried, and splotches of slime covered my once pristine blazer and skirt.

      Why couldn’t I have been fated to mate with a decent faerie, like Pokeweed? I clenched and unclenched my fists. Right, because that dying freak with the bat wings had cursed me to suffer.

      With each furious step, the lump of pyre stone weighed heavily in my blazer pocket, making muffled clanks against my iron dagger. In thirty minutes or so, I would reach the academy and win the trial. If anyone accused me of cheating, I would tell them to prove it. Prince Caulden was bound by magic into silence.

      A rustle of leaves made me glance into the woods. I couldn’t see anything but trees, but I edged toward the waterside, just in case. Seconds later, something in my peripheral vision moved.

      They looked like pixies, except they were green from the foliage covering their heads to the bark covering their svelte, little bodies. Instead of bumblebee wings, theirs seemed to be made of ginkgo leaves, and they wore loincloths made of tree bark.

      I clenched my teeth. “Wood sprites.”

      This was my first time seeing such a creature. Most humans knew better than to wander around in the forests on the mound. They were the home of all manner of nature faeries, ranging from the mischievous to the malevolent. Wood sprites could be either, depending on whether they served a master.

      Keeping my gaze straight ahead, I continued trudging up the slope. Perhaps if I ignored them, they would go away.

      “Oi!” said a high-pitched voice.

      A frustrated huff escaped my nostrils, and I quickened my pace. According to legend, they were weak against fire. Too bad I didn’t have any.

      “I’m talking to you,” shouted the little sprite.

      “Fuck off,” I muttered under my breath.

      Quiet footsteps approached from behind. I spun around, holding my iron dagger like a shield.

      About a dozen of the wretched creatures circled me, each holding little swords carved from wood.

      “What do you want?” I snarled.

      The largest sprite, one with hair that looked like tufts of couch grass, made stabbing motions at me with its sword. “We have a message from Lady Salix.”

      A spike of anger shot through my insides. I couldn’t remember ever exchanging a word with the green-haired faerie. The cowardly little twerp couldn’t even face me herself.

      I placed my hands on my hips. “How on earth did someone like Salix get such noble creatures to run her errands? Wood sprites are supposed to be the kings of the forest.”

      The sprite puffed out his chest. “We are, and don’t you forget it.”

      “Well, then,” I said. “That’s me told. It was a pleasure to meet you all.”

      They stepped aside to create a parting, and my heart leaped. It wasn’t often a human outsmarted a faerie, but I was grateful to have escaped the wood sprites unstabbed. With the longest strides I could muster, I power-walked out of their semi-circle and back along the riverside.

      “Wait a minute!” said a little voice.

      “What’s that, then?” I broke into a jog.

      Running uphill with a pair of enormous wings that dragged against the wind was torturous. Sweat broke across my brow and under my armpits, and my heart broke into a canter.

      “Lady Salix said—”

      “Why are forest kings doing the bidding of a mere lady?” I asked between panting breaths. With the water at my side concealing all manner of slimy monsters, my only chance of survival was outrunning these creatures.

      My foot caught on a tree root, sending me flying forward. I spread my arms out front to catch my fall, but another root sprang out from the grass, wrapped around my wrists, and flipped me onto my back. Another coiled around my dagger and yanked it out of reach.

      “Get her!” cried one of the wood sprites.

      Cheers and footsteps filled my ears. Tiny hands grabbed at my hair.

      “Wait,” I shouted. “Is this what wood sprites do to people who admire their majesty?” It bristled to continue kissing their asses when they were likely to stab me in the eye, but I’d run out of choices.

      Nobody replied. Instead, they erupted into peals of eardrum-shattering giggles. Vines and weeds and all manner of vegetation wove around my limbs and rooted me to the ground until I could do nothing but gnash my teeth.

      The leader of the wood sprites climbed up my arm and stood on my chest. “We’ll leave you out to the sun to dry instead of filling you with tiny holes.”

      “Thanks,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “Maybe a kelpie will rise from the water and eat you.” He jumped off with a whoop.

      My stomach plummeted to the soil. “Hey, you can’t—”

      “Bye, bye!” The little asshole ran off into the forest with his cohort of chuckling, leaf-headed bastards.

      My muscles slumped with defeat, and I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to run through solutions. Perhaps it had been a bad idea to reject Prince Caulden. If I’d mated with him, it would have pissed Lady Salix off, and I wouldn’t be lying here vulnerable to any passing creature.

      I pulled at my legs, but the vegetation rooted me to the ground. This reminded me of a story Mom once read to me called Gulliver’s Travels, where the main character got captured by little people. How the fuck did he get free? I forgot that part. I managed to raise my head six inches off the ground before the plants pulled me back.

      “Shit.”

      I stared up at the sky. Indigo clouds gathered above where I lay, their undersides tinged the blood-orange of the setting sun.

      A warm drop of water splashed on my face.

      “Bugger,” I whispered.

      Then another, and another, until they coalesced into a full-blown downfall. I turned my head to the side, and a piece of hair loosened from the plants. Maybe this rain wasn’t so bad at all.

      Hoofbeats approached, and hope surged through my insides. If I could persuade a horse to nibble on these plants…

      I raised my head to find a large figure running through the woods on four legs, but it wasn’t a horse, it was something better.

      “Hey, stallion!” I bellowed.

      The centaur stopped and turned around.

      “No, this way. I’m at the waterside.”

      He trotted over, his brows furrowed. I blinked the rain out of my eyes and focussed on familiar-looking features. A golden mane, broad chest, and twinkling eyes. It was Coltrane, the centaur I had met at the Doolish town square who had supposedly rescued me from the Jack of Smiles.

      He peered down at me with his hands on his waist. “What’s a nice faerie like you doing tied up?”

      “Wood sprites,” I muttered.

      “Bloody assholes, those rotten little creatures.” He bent his forelegs to the ground and stared into my eyes. “I suppose you want rescuing, then?”

      My throat went dry. What would he ask for in return? “It would be much appreciated.”

      His gaze lingered on my breasts. “Your shirt is see-through.”

      “That’s because I’m wet.” I arched my back, letting my blazer fall around my shoulders.

      “Really?” He licked his lips and swept his eyes down to the skirt hiking up around my hips.

      My breath stilled. What the hell was I doing, teasing a known pervert while I was still tied up and unable to wriggle free? “I’m also one of the princes’ fated mates.”

      “Oh.” Hoisting himself up, he stepped back and glanced over his shoulder into the beckoning woods, looking like he was late for a pressing appointment.

      “But I’d be happy to give you a quick flash if you release me.” The words tumbled from my lips.

      Coltrane narrowed his eyes, his features twisted with calculation. “A grope, and you watch me rut.”

      “I’m in a hurry.”

      “It won’t take long,” he said with a purr.

      “Or I’ll just lie here and wait for His Royal Highness to ask why nobody came to my rescue,” I snapped. “Then I’ll tell him about the centaur who tried to extort sexual favors. What did you say your name was? Col-something?”

      His eyes bulged, and he lowered himself onto his knees. “C-Coleman, and I was only joking.”

      “I see.”

      “Yeah.” His hands made busy work, plucking at the weeds encasing my limbs and hair, all the while muttering under his breath about some people not understanding bawdy centaur humor.

      I glanced up at the sky, where only the barest trace of sunlight poked out from behind the mountains. Through the pouring rain, four specks flew in from the south. They might have been just birds, but enough time had passed for the Fated to make their return from the Calf of Fae.

      “There we are.” Coltrane pulled himself upright. “All free.”

      “Take me to the Royal Fae Academy,” I asked.

      He held out his hand. “Six beads. You pretty ones are all the same, wanting something for nothing.”

      My brows drew together. Did he remember my human self?. “Has someone scammed you recently?”

      “Every bloody day!” he snarled.

      My shoulders drooped. If he was trading rides for tug-a-lug, it was no wonder girls ran off without paying. I unbuttoned my shirt.

      Coltrane’s face went slack. “What are you doing?”

      “No money beads.” I continued sliding the buttons out of their little holes down to my sternum. “Will you accept a quick flash?”

      “A slow one would be better.”

      I pulled open my shirt, letting the rain pour down on my bare breasts, and counted to ten. Sometimes, this barter economy got on my frigging nerves. If I lived in the outside world, I’d have one of those credit cards that paid for everything.

      Coltrane’s pupils, which were usually horizontal, widened into huge, black circles, leaving only a ring of brown. His broad, horsehair-covered chest heaved with rapid breaths, and his tongue darted out to lick his lips.

      His hand twitched toward my breast. “Can I suck your nips?”

      “No.” I stepped back and buttoned my shirt.

      The centaur squeezed his eyes shut, took several more deep breaths, and rasped, “Get on.”

      “Thanks.” I grabbed onto his bicep, climbed onto his saddle, and pressed my chest against his upper back. “Go as fast as you can.”

      With a nod, Coltrane broke into a rapid gallop. The wind roared in my ears and battered my wings so hard, they trailed behind my back for protection. I wrapped my arms around the centaur’s chest, feeling his steady heartbeat.

      Behind me, the four specs on the horizon took shape, each looking alarmingly like faeries. I turned back, pressing myself hard against Coltrane, and shouted, “Faster!”

      Coltrane sped uphill with me shouting in his ear. I almost felt bad for working the poor centaur so hard, but I remembered how he had tried to take advantage of my desperation to find Sicily on the night she got taken.

      A cold wind swept above my head. I turned once more to find Lady Gala in the lead, trailing white smoke from her wings. I gulped. At this rate, she would overtake me. Lady Aster flew several feet behind her with the other two in the distance.

      I kept my head down, hoping they wouldn’t attack from above. If they had sped up, it meant that they had recognized I was in the lead. Clods of earth flew from Coltrane’s feet, some hitting me on the legs. My breath came in shallow pants.

      As we approached the pond surrounded by weeping willows, he shouted, “Where to?”

      “Through the garlic field!”

      “Right-ho,” he said with a happy whinny.

      I tilted my head to see if the girls had caught up, but the canopy of garlic flowers was so thick, it was hard to see the sky. Moments later, we emerged from our cover and entered the field of chamomile.

      Something cold and hard hit me on the back of my head and shattered into pieces of ice. “Ouch!”

      “What’s going on?” Coltrane shouted.

      “Naughty schoolgirls playing pranks,” I said. “Show them how well a centaur can dodge.”

      Something else landed in front of us and exploded into a mass of earth, burnt herbs, and flames. Coltrane reared back with a horsey scream. “Fireballs?”

      I clung onto his back, my stomach lurching from the sudden movement. “Keep going!”

      “Bugger this.” He knelt to the chamomile and pulled my arms off his chest. “No tit-flash is worth getting embroiled in a blood feud.”

      I landed on the spongy ground with a thud. “You can’t leave me here.”

      “Next time a hard-working centaur asks to suck your nips, say yes!”

      Just as another fireball exploded three feet away, Coltrane pulled himself upright and galloped into the garlic field.

      A ball of ice hit me between the wings, laying me out flat. Strangely, the cold numbed any pain, and I placed my hands on the charred earth and pushed myself up onto shaky legs.

      “You bloody halfling,” Lady Gala screeched from up high, looking like a murderous snowflake. “Stand still and die.”

      I sprinted through the chamomile field, dodging left and right as frozen and fire-based missiles rained down on me like it was the end of the world. A rope of fire lashed across my back, making me cry out, but I continued running. Whatever they did to me here wouldn’t be as bad as the penalty they’d planned if I came last.

      The stone garden stood at the end of the field, and I picked up my pace. My chest burned with its need for air, and my thighs burned with their need for rest. I was weaker as a hybrid faerie than I had been when I was human, but my will was stronger than anything these flying wenches could hurl.

      Cheers traveled across the air. With all that noise, they had attracted the students’ attention. I balled my fists for a last dash, but my foot tripped on something slippery, and I stumbled forward.

      “Got you!” shouted Lady Aster.

      Something fiery flew past my ear, filling my nostrils with the scent of burnt hair. It landed on a statue and exploded into sparks.

      I ducked to the side and rushed behind the statue of the one-eyed ogre, hoping him and those huge bat-wings would provide cover. An explosion boomed overhead, raining sparks everywhere.

      “Stop,” boomed a voice from above.

      I glanced up to find Mistress Ellyllon hovering in the air with her arms outstretched.

      Huge gusts of breath heaved in and out of my lungs, but I couldn’t feel a drop of relief. Not when the headmistress was the one who authorized this deadly trial.

      “No-one is permitted to vandalize the campus,” she shouted.

      I shook my head. Of course, she would only care about the upkeep of her precious academy.

      “Headmistress!” I raised Prince Caulden’s lump of pyre stone above my head. “I came first in the trial.”

      “Well done.” She flew down.

      “Wait,” screeched Lady Gala from the sky. “I came first.”

      “Where is your stone?” asked the headmistress.

      She placed her hand in her pocket and pulled it out. “Here.”

      “Gala,” said Lady Aster, her voice as whiney as a stray dog’s. “I was the first to step into the stone garden.”

      Lady Gala flew down beside us and retracted her wings. “This halfling pretender cheated. There’s no way she could have gotten to the Calf of Fae and back before us.”

      Lady Aster landed and twisted her face into a scowl. “Gala, you were busy making that huge boulder of ice. I reached the campus first.”

      Everyone ignored her, and the bitchy side of me felt a thrill at seeing Lady Aster denied her victory. The floating sofa carrying all four princes flew across the sky and landed on the chamomile lawn.

      Moments later, Ladies Salix and Gazania glided down, both with sweat glistening on their faces. With a flick of their pretty fingers and a few faerie sparkles, they straightened their appearances and took their positions at the side of the throne.

      “Headmistress.” Prince August stood, flicking back his golden mane like one of the posers on TV. “I will announce the winners.”

      “Not so fast.” The headmistress held up her palm. “Here are the final scores. All ladies failed the test of magic through ineptitude and cheating.”

      My gaze dropped to my feet. The last thing I needed right now was a reminder of how Elijah had tricked me into nearly having sex in front of the whole academy.

      Mistress Ellyllon continued. “The winner of the oral sex round is Unity due to being the only candidate who participated. Is that correct?”

      Prince Rory grinned and gave Prince Caulden a nudge.

      With a grimace, the winter prince nodded. I wondered if the oath of silence he had sworn would allow him to claim that I’d given him a blowjob.

      “And the first person to set foot on the campus and present the pyre stone was also Unity, making her the winner—”

      “I refuse to accept this.” Prince August’s hands curled into fists, and his lime-green eyes burned hot enough to incinerate my heart. He turned to Lady Aster, the faerie fated to become his mate. “It’s time to put an end to this farce and get rid of the halfling interloper.”
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      I stepped away from the furious prince, and my back hit the stone statue.

      “Prince August,” said Mistress Ellyllon. “You agreed to this trial—”

      “Only when I thought our females would crush her,” the blond prince snarled. “But she appears to be as resilient as a salamander-rat from the mound’s deepest levels.”

      I edged away, breathing hard to calm my frantic heart. “Wait.” I held up both palms. “If you want me to drop out—”

      “It’s too late,” he said. “Magic has sealed your entrance into this ridiculous contest, and magic will seal your fate.”

      My gaze darted to Prince Rory, who placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Calm down. She’s harmless.”

      “You’ve been blinded by the wiles of this creature,” he snapped. “You and Caulden.”

      The winter prince turned his head away. I couldn’t blame him for not speaking up for someone who both threatened to burn his dick off and then rejected his mating proposal. I turned back to Prince Rory, hoping his disdain for Lady Gala was stronger than his wish to side with his brother.

      Prince Bradwell spoke first. “Well said, August. I also want her out.”

      “Your Highnesses,” snapped the headmistress. “I will not permit you to interfere in this contest.”

      “Fortunately for you, there is a higher authority,” said Prince August with a sneer.

      I swallowed hard. If they meant to feed me to the wards, I was going to get the accursed painful death.

      Prince August pulled out a horn.

      Mistress Ellyllon’s eyes widened. “There’s no need—”

      The sound rattled my eardrums, and I clapped my hands over my ears. Everyone else stared at me as though I was overreacting to the sound. Its vibrations seeped into my bones and shook them to the marrow. Pain vibrated through every cell in my body, and I fell to my knees, waiting for death.

      Then silence.

      I raised my head and blinked away tears. Everyone around me bowed with their heads facing the chamomile lawn and lowered to the ground. I twisted to find the most majestic pair of faeries sitting on two diamond thrones.

      The male resembled Prince August, with hair that shone brighter than the midday sun. His eyes were dark and turbulent, like the Irish sea after a thunderstorm. He was in sharp contrast to the female, a delicate beauty with hair and eyes as silver as the moon. Her thin brows rose into a quizzical expression that gave her the look of a sprite.

      My throat dried. King Oberon and Queen Titania were here, and they were going to sentence me to death. Prince Rory had threatened it, and we’d sort of come to a truce. But there was nothing to stop Prince August from making the same accusations.

      A muffled sound skimmed over my eardrums, and everybody rose. Holding onto the side of the statue, I pulled myself up and bobbed into a clumsy curtsey.

      The queen spoke first, but I couldn’t make out her words.

      Prince August strode forward, waving his arm in my direction.

      Both the king and queen turned to me, curiosity shining in their eyes. When King Oberon’s lips moved, I still couldn’t hear anything.

      “I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” I said, hoping I wasn’t shouting. “That horn did something to my ears.”

      Large hands massaged my scalp, and the buzzing faded to silence. I turned and gave Prince Rory a grateful smile.

      “Can you hear now, my dear?” asked Queen Titania.

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “The accusations leveled against you are serious.” King Oberon leaned forward, resting his elbows on his diamond throne. “What do you say to the charge of dark magic?”

      The queen placed a hand on his bicep. “She couldn’t hear anything until now, darling.”

      “Of course,” said the king.

      By now, the entire academy seemed to have spilled out into the stone garden, taking up every available space. King Oberon asked Prince August to repeat his accusation, but I could barely decipher the legalese. All I heard were the words, ‘half-blood,’ ‘dark magic,’ and ‘oral stimulation of a janitor.’

      A few people chuckled at that part, and my cheeks burned with shame.

      King Oberon raised his brows. “And your response is?”

      My throat dried to the consistency of tree bark, and I swallowed hard. The only part of that accusation that wasn’t true was my being a half-blood. But I couldn’t admit to being a human turned by dark magic and get myself killed.

      Impatience crossed the king’s features, and he curled his fingers over the armrests of his throne.

      “You see.” Prince August flung his arm in my direction. “The halfling has no defense.”

      My mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out. The truth was far worse than the charge.

      “That’s because she’s a cast-off whose memories were replaced.” Prince Rory stepped forward and bowed. “Your Majesty, I can vouch for this female.”

      Prince August threw his head back and laughed. “Because you and Caulden are the proud recipients of her wantonness. Every time we come close, this lascivious female glows brighter than a mated fae in heat.”

      “I’m not complaining,” said Prince Caulden.

      “Neither am I.” Prince Rory turned around and smiled.

      My only response was to stretch my trembling lips.

      Queen Titania raised her nose in the air. “Must we venture into the realms of the distasteful?.”

      The king patted her hand. “Half-bloods cannot help themselves, but what I don’t understand is which lord saw fit to enchant his illegitimate offspring in such a treasonous manner.”

      My stomach dropped. If dark magic wasn’t a death sentence, then they’d likely execute me for treason. “Your Majesty, I—”

      “How dare you address the king in such an intimate manner,” snapped the queen. “Do you mean to seduce my husband as well as my sons?”

      A shocked breath escaped my lungs. Hadn’t they just told me to explain myself? What was it with this insecure queen?

      “I didn’t fall to her wiles,” Prince Bradwell said in the voice of a teacher’s pet.

      “Nor I.” Prince August rocked forward on his heels, acting proud of himself.

      “Your Majesty,” said a voice from behind. Helen curtseyed low at my side and pulled me down.

      I cast her a glance and copied her bowed head. It looked like people outside the royal family weren’t supposed to make eye contact with the King. No wonder Queen Titania got snippy.

      “Rise,” said King Oberon. As we straightened, he tilted his head and raised his brow. “The daughter of Medietas?”

      “Yes, sire,” she replied. “And I might be able to explain what happened.”

      A fist of panic squeezed at my chest, and I glanced from side to side. All the princes stared at Helen with eager, curious gazes, and the Fated stood in a row, their eyes burning with hatred. I gulped. Hadn’t they used to be friends?

      I searched around for signs of Gladiolus, Mr. Whittaker, and Flora, but they were nowhere in sight. My eyes shuttered closed. Right now, my only ally was Helen, and I had no idea what she was going to say.

      “Speak, child,” said the queen.

      “The legend of fated mates comes from a children’s story,” said Helen. “But up until now, fate hasn’t chosen a mate for any monarch.”

      Queen Titania preened. “All queen consorts earned their right through a combination of beauty, charm, and power.”

      I kept my expression neutral. The wretched female wasn’t even bothering to humble-brag, a term I’d learned from my DVDs.

      “Get to the point,” said King Oberon.

      Helen nodded. “Don’t you find it strange that I lost my powers the day before the fates supposedly chose mates for your sons?”

      The king and queen exchanged shocked glances.

      “What are you implying?” Lady Gala broke formation and bowed low before the throne. When King Oberon asked her to stand, she spread her arms wide. “This is obviously a case of unbridled envy. We all know that Helenium of Medietas was angling to mate with all four of the princes before she lost her magic.”

      My mouth dropped open.

      King Oberon scratched at his sideburn. “I had advised my princes to form a union with a single female to prevent our realm from being broken into four powerful courts, but that point is moot considering the emergence of fate.”

      I frowned, and so did Queen Titania. She placed a hand on the king’s arm. “Helenium, this is a serious accusation. What is your proof?”

      Helen licked her lips. “I was in the Avarice district of the Mound—”

      “She’s the one performing dark magic!” Lady Aster shrieked.

      Queen Titania shot the diamond-haired faerie a stern glower, making Lady Aster’s mouth click shut. I swallowed hard. Earlier, I had suggested that Helen consult a hag, but she also hadn’t mentioned the outcome of her inquiries except to say that there had been no sign of Sicily.

      Helen cleared her throat. “A seeing-hag stepped in my path, telling me that my enemies had murdered a flock of unicorns to summon the dark ones into a ring and sacrifice my magic to emulate fate.”

      My mouth dropped open with a loud gasp.

      King Oberon’s face paled. “What?”

      “It’s a lie!” Lady Gala snapped. “No dark faerie can escape from Dubnos. That’s the lore.”

      Queen Titania nodded. “Hear, hear.”

      “Those four took my hair to the depths of Hope Woods.” Helen’s voice broke. “The seeing-hag said I could restore what had been stolen. All I needed were the hearts of the recipients of my magic.”

      “She means to kill us,” screamed Lady Salix.

      I whirled around to find the green-haired faerie leaning on Lady Gazania, whose beautiful dark skin turned the shade of ash. The other two fated growled like angry guard dogs.

      Right then, I knew two things. One, that the Fated had sacrificed Helen’s magic, just as that blacksmith had reportedly offered the dark faeries his human servants in exchange for his brother’s freedom. And two, that Sicily was being kept at the Dark Fae Prison.

      “Back to the pressing matter,” said Prince August. “I won’t mate with or allow my brothers to consort with such a wretched creature.”

      Queen Titania tilted her head to the side. “I’m inclined to agree.”

      My head swung from left to right. Wasn’t anyone going to discuss Helen’s accusation further? My friend clamped her lips shut, her nostrils flaring with frustration.

      King Oberon frowned. “Perhaps a sexually available half-blood would be more satisfying a mate for four—”

      “No!” The queen shot out of her throne. “I didn’t birth four sons to hand them over to such a base creature for orgies. They’re princes, not satyrs.”

      I reared back. What the hell did she think I was, some kind of porn star?

      “Very well.” The king flicked his fingers. “The matter is out of my hands.”

      Prince August turned to me and smirked.

      “Mother.” Prince Rory turned to the queen. “I’ll take Unity for my mate.”

      “There will be no having of this creature as your mate or even a concubine!” snapped Queen Titania.

      Cold sweat mingled with cold hatred and trickled down my brow, my back, my very being. “This is murder.” I tried to smooth the tremble out of my voice. “I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      Prince August shook his head. “This is no execution. It’s your sentencing for the practice of dark magic and the interference with fate.”

      “Didn’t you hear what Helen said?” I yelled. “There’s no such thing as a fated—”

      “My Ladies.” Prince August swept his hands toward the Fated.

      I tried to step back, but ice covered my feet, rooting me to the spot. Lady Gala gave me a smile as dazzling as moonlight reflecting on freshly fallen snow. I parted my lips to hurl one last insult, but someone had fused my jaws shut.

      Bloody bitches.

      Lady Gala placed her stone on the chamomile lawn. By now, the sun had completely disappeared behind the mountain, leaving a hollow circle of silver in the sky. New moon. Fuck. Any magic performed tonight would be extra potent. The princes had planned everything to result in my sentencing at this very moment.

      Lady Aster was the next to place her stone on the ground, followed by Lady Salix and then Lady Gazania.

      King Oberon leaned forward, clutching both arms of his throne. “Boys, are you quite sure you want to condemn this half-blood to Dubnos? The Dark Fae Prison is no place for a light faerie.”

      “She has to go,” said Prince August.

      “Father,” said Prince Rory. “Please, let me take her—”

      “Silence,” snapped the queen. “The majority has spoken.”

      “I also don’t want her to leave,” said Prince Caulden.

      Lady Salix sobbed, but one of the others told her to hush. I didn’t know who because my chest ached, and my eyes watered with tears of gratitude. It was two against two. Or three against three, counting the wishes of the king and queen.

      “Your Majesties,” Lady Gala bowed low. “Surely, the rightful Fated have a vote in this matter.”

      The queen smirked. “Very well.”

      Lady Gala inclined her head. “I speak for my beloved friends when I say that all four of us wish to condemn this interloper to the deepest depths of Dubnos.”

      “Proceed.” Queen Titania raised her chin.

      I tugged at my feet, but they remained fixed to the ground.

      “This is tantamount to murder,” said Prince Rory. “Those dark faeries will rip her to pieces.”

      “You’re just saying that out of dissatisfaction with your mate.” Prince August gave his brother a playful punch.

      Prince Rory bared his teeth. “Don’t think I won’t go in search of Unity. I won’t stop until she’s mine.”

      A breath caught in my throat. Was he saying that out of affection for me or hatred for Lady Gala?

      “You will do no such thing.” The Queen waved her hand, and Prince Rory froze on the spot.

      “Your Majesty,” snapped Prince Caulden. “You can’t just—” He also froze.

      I stared at Helen, working out the source of her sudden quietness. One of those bitches had frozen her mouth.

      “That’s better.” The queen turned to me with a happy sigh. “Are you ready for your fate? If you tell the dark monsters how much you like to mate, one of them is bound to offer you protection.”

      Nausea rose to the back of my throat, and saliva pooled in my mouth. I wanted to spit in her face, but the wretched faerie would probably turn me into a jackrabbit or some other type of prey animal before sending me to Dubnos.

      Instead, I sucked in a deep breath and pulled back my shoulders. If Sicily wasn’t in the Mound, maybe I would find her in the Dark Fae Prison.

      “Ready?” Lady Gala grinned at her friends.

      “Ready!” They joined hands, and magic flared out of the four stones, creating a diamond of light.

      I dug my heels into the ground and clenched my teeth, even though the effort was futile. Fuck them. Fuck them all. If I survived the upcoming ordeal, I would return on the back of a kelpie and trample on their wings.

      A gust of cold wind swirled around my back, blowing my hair into my face. My stomach lurched in anticipation of being thrown into hell, but I remained rooted to the spot.

      Someone screamed, the shrill sound making my ears ring, but it wasn’t me. The sound whizzed past and disappeared as though it was falling down an infinite pit.

      When the wind cleared, I turned around. Helen was gone.

      Queen Titania shot out of her throne. “What did you do?”

      “Helenium of Medietas slandered us,” said Lady Aster. “Sending her to the monsters was our right as the aggrieved parties.”

      The queen’s jaw clicked shut. She slumped on her throne, turning to King Oberon to say something, but the king also remained silent.

      I turned to the four princes, but none of them spoke. Nobody did.

      Lady Gala pointed an icicle-covered finger between my eyes. “And the next new moon, you’ll be next.”
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