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Decades have passed since Rumpel last saw his beloved bride Shayera. Single-minded in his determination to bring her back at all costs Rumpel has discovered that in the process of reacquiring her he’s lost all sense of who he even is anymore. 

Tired, and world weary he feels the only thing left to do now is to retreat and gather himself. He is not a good man, he knows that. He’s lied, he’s cheated, hell he’s even killed. And he can’t stop thinking that maybe in this new world Shayera deserves to be with someone better than him. Someone kinder. Gentler. Someone the exact opposite of himself. He will never stop loving her, but isn’t that what love means? Sacrificing your own happiness for the sake of theirs? He just wants her happy, that’s all he’s ever wanted, and if that means learning to let her go, then that’s just what he’ll force himself to do.

Shayera has always been aware of ghosts that linger just beyond the fringe of the world she sees. Desperately trying to show her a world she once knew but lost forever. There is a yearning in her, a desire for more. But she never quite understands what that more is until the day she spots the Man in Black. He’s unbelievably handsome, but it’s also clear that he’s a very dangerous man. It’s in the way he moves, how he looks at her, and the words he says. But his husky voice and devastating touch thrills her, makes her come alive. And she knows that she’ll stop at nothing until she makes that darkness. No matter the cost...

––––––––
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WHOEVER FIGHTS MONSTERS should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster. And if you gaze long enough into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you.

~ Friedrich Nietzsche
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All of my Dark Kings books so far are based on retellings I’d written years ago under the penname, Marie Hall. The first three books are free as part of the Kingdom Collection, so if you’re interested in learning the roots of this new world make sure you pick them up. This book in particular is loosely based on Rumpel’s Prize, but you do not need to read that book to understand this one. It only gives you a deeper understanding of the characters if you do.
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A Letter to Carrots
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Letter 1

Why do I even bother with paper and pen? Why do I sit alone in my tower, night after night, tormented by nightmares and visions of a happier, better day, when you loved me? When I was everything to you, and you were my only reason for being?

This exercise feels pointless, and yet I am driven by demons and plagued by doubts. The only way to quiet the noise is to sit and dream, to allow my soul free reign, so that it may wander down the eternal corridor of my mind and remember a time when I was blessed, when I was happy.

The only time I find peace is when I am with you. And yet we are worlds apart now. You no longer remember me. And I am no longer the man you once thought me to be, the man that I became because of our great love.

I am cold in this darkness. I fear the beasts that howl at my door. The flame within me, once so great and mighty, is now little more than a flicker of half-remembered thoughts.

A touch. A caress. A breathy sigh. A loving word. All of it is gone.

Why does this pain cut through the heart, soul, and viscera of me? Why does it leave me shaking and despondent? I know who I am. I’m the same as I’ve always been. A monster. An evil that cared naught who it hurt, because I was driven by desperation and madness until I met you, and you breathed something spiritual into me. Your purity and goodness stitched me together, still broken and cracked, but sealed up tight and protected by your heart.

You see, I may be a beast, but only you have ever had the power to break me.

You made me promise once never to go back to those wastelands of doubt and depression, and I vowed that I wouldn’t, but I broke. 

I. 

Am. 

Broken.

I stare at this blank page, wondering if any of this even makes sense. How does one describe this pain? I think it is impossible. And yet I am foolish enough to try. 

I wake up and am angry that I still breathe, still live on. Every beat of this shriveled up thing I call a heart is unspeakable agony. There are times when I literally cannot breathe—I cannot take a breath. All I can feel is panic clawing away at me day and night. It is a monster that now feeds on its master.

There must be better in the beyond. A numbness, at least. Even nothing would be better than this suffering. But then I think of you and what you would have thought of me if I gave in, and I am ashamed. 

You do not love me. I do not think you ever will again. My sins are plenty and they are great, a giant gulf between us that can never be spanned.

What if I told you that I would kill for you? That I have killed for you? I know what you would say, and it cuts me like a knife.

When I gave you forever, I meant it, Carrots. But I do not think you could ever grasp the depths of my pledge and what it entailed for me. Torment and misery are my constant companions now. I cling to Euralis for any last shred of humanity within me. My boy is happy, but surely he would be better off without me here.

I see the way my staff looks at me now. They’re furtive. Scared. Timid. Afraid. I bellow day and night. I ache so fiercely that I do not remember what it means not to anymore. I don’t want to hurt them, and yet my mere existence does.

I see you and a beast in me stirs. I am angry at you, though it is not your fault. I loathe that you no longer remember the man you made me and the children you bore me. Why did you leave me? And why did you not fight harder to come back?
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Shayera

6-9 years old

“Shayera!” Mama called my name; her voice had gone tight and shrill. 

I cringed. I might have been in trouble. And I didn’t like that. I loved Mama and Papa and didn’t want them worrying. But they kept me trapped inside. 

All. 

The. 

Time. 

It was sooo boring. It was sunny, and the birds were singing in the trees. My friend, Mr. Gobletter Squirrel, was hopping from branch to branch in the big apple tree behind my house and waving his fat red tail at me, almost like a greeting. 

I liked climbing trees too. And exploring, just like Alice in my favorite book in the world. I wanted to fall down a rabbit hole and find that silly, hairy white rabbit someday.

Mama always told me my book of stories wasn’t real. In fact, Alice—the real one—lived in Wonderland. She was married to the Hatter, who was also real, and they had a baby girl. She had pretty hair that curved into a sharp V on her forehead. But she was nice, and she smiled at me a lot, and even though she was much older than me—she was ten—we were friends, so she was okay, I guess. 

She said she liked me because I had a smart brain and she didn’t feel like she was talking to a baby when she was with me. I told her to keep that secret just between us. 

The real Alice and Hatter were nice people. But I liked the Alice and Hatter from my book better. I didn’t tell Mama that, though, because she and the real Alice were friends, and I didn’t want to hurt Mama’s heart by being mean. But in my book, Alice was my age... Well, a little bit older, I guess. But she liked to explore. And I did too. It was my all-time favorite thing to do. 

Mama, Papa, Uncle Kelly, Briley, Uncle Kelly’s girlfriend, Claudette, and I all lived in a big, two-story house that had fireplaces in every room and roses growing everywhere.

And even though our house was big enough to hold us all comfortably, sometimes it also felt really small, and I had to sneak out by myself for a chance to be alone so that I could think and remember my dreams. There was a cool, big, green lake behind our house. It was about a mile back, but I loved playing there. Mama and Papa didn’t like me going if they weren’t able to come with me, though, unless I was with Briley or Uncle Kelly. 

I’d only snuck out there once but got scared when I saw a ripple shiver in the water, and I never went back. Papa had told me there was a water siren that lived in that water and that sirens were mean, tricky, ugly creatures, and to run away if I ever saw one. So I’d run, but I did sometimes get curious if it’d just been a big fish making all that fuss down there and Papa had just told me a fib to keep me safe.

One day, I was twisting around the thick trunk of a whomping apple-willow tree—which was exactly like what it sounded like, but the tree liked me, so it never gave me a whomping. But it hated Uncle Kelly, and when he got too close, it thwacked him hard on his petunia as he walked by. Briley and I thought it was funny, but Uncle Kelly did not. 

A strong pair of hands hefted me high into the air, causing me to squeal and scream. Then Papa’s deep rumble called out, “Found her, pigêon!” to Mama, who came clomping down the steps with a stern mouth and twinkling eyes.

She was angry with me.

I sighed, feeling as though I might cry. I’d barely even gotten to play ten minutes. Briley must have tattled on me again. But then Papa was cuddling me close and tickling my ribs until I started giggling.

“My little butterfly, my little papillon,” he whispered in his gravelly voice, “why do you always run so? Don’t you know it’s not safe out here alone?”

I grumped, crossing my arms. I never saw all the other mommies and papas of the village being as grumpy with their kids like Mama and Papa were with me. “But I just want to play.” 

Papa’s lips pulled up into a loose smile. Mama was still marching toward us, but she didn’t seem quite so frazzled anymore. Her face was only a little bit red and splotchy. I hated to make them worry. I frowned.

Papa tipped my jaw up. “Why do you always look so sullen, my pretty one? Do you not love us? Is that what it is? You wish to run away and join the circus?”

I giggled. “Oh, Papa.” I slapped at his chest and plopped a loud, smacking kiss to his bristled cheek. “You know I don’t.”

His dark brows lifted. “Then why do you not listen to your maman when she tells you to stay inside, hmm? It breaks her heart, papillon.”

My shoulders slumped. “I don’t want to break Mommy’s heart. I just... I just want to...” Fly.

Somehow I knew deep down that I should never tell them, that I should never let them know just how unhappy I was sometimes. So I bit my tongue and said nothing instead. Mama finally reached our side and wrapped me up tightly, giving my forehead a hard kiss before leaning back and wagging her finger beneath my nose. She smelled like roses. She always smelled like roses. “I should spank your little butt for running off again. If it hadn’t been for Briley, I don’t know what I would have—”

I cried. And I wasn’t even sure why. I only knew it hurt. Something deep inside of me hurt sometimes, so, so badly. I wasn’t even really sure why because I loved my family. I had friends. People liked me, and I liked people. But...

“Ah, ma petite,” Papa whispered, hugging me close while Mama put her arms around me from behind. The sun shone down on us, and the wind was full of the scent of flowers. We stood like that for a little while, alone in the middle of a large field full of wildflowers and a lone whomping apple-willow that seemed to understand it wasn’t the time to go a’whompin’. Instead, it did something it had never done before. Large, willowy limbs full of apples and white flowers wrapped around the three of us like a thick band of snakes. The touch was soft and gentle, almost like it was giving us a hug. I trembled.

Papa continued to stroke my back but now that the tears had started they just wouldn’t seem to stop. “Do not cry, my beautiful papillon. This will not always be, my darling. You will see.” 

Through my sobs, I heard them start talking in low voices to each other and Mama saying things like, “Maybe we should...” 

Then Papa growled and whispered a sharp, “Non!” back. 

I made them sad. I didn’t like that. But I didn’t know how to stop it, either. Sometimes when they thought I wasn’t looking, I would see Papa wearing a tight scowl and Mama looking worried, as though she might cry. It always happened after they would look at me.

Usually at that point, Mama would nod and walk away, but not that day. She walked around to the front of me, where I could see her face, and I finally noticed that she was crying.

I never wanted to see Mama cry. I reached out my arms to her, and she pulled me close to her. I buried my face in her shoulder, sniffing her scent of roses and trembling because I loved her so much, and I knew that someday Mama would save me from this hurt. 

I didn’t turn my face up when Mama started speaking again. “Gerard, I love you. But we can’t hide her forever. She has to learn independence. She has to grow up sometime, sweetheart.” As she spoke, she rubbed my back, and my heart started to bang hard in my chest. I wondered if it was possible. Could it be true? Would they finally let me play?

I sucked in my breath, afraid to move.

“Betty, you know... you know what might—”

“Yes,” she hissed. “I know very well. But what we’re doing to her is no better than what he’s done to us. The deal was struck, and he’ll have no choice but to stick to his end of the bargain. You know that. She has until she’s twenty-one, but maybe she could meet someone before then. We’ll never know if we don’t let her spread her wings. She’s a child, my love.”

I had no idea what they were talking about. But I dared to chance a peek at Papa’s face through my tear-stained lashes, and I noted the hard clench of his jaw and the way he ran his fingers through his hair so many times that it stood up stiff at his forehead, as if he’d shocked himself.

I licked my lips, my tiny heart banging hard in my chest, because deep down I sensed that maybe something big was about to happen. 

Finally, Papa sighed. “But my past, Betty, what if—”

She leaned toward him and moved her mouth to his ear, whispering loudly enough that I could hear her even through the sounds of my crying. “That was a past that does not exist in this time. It can’t happen to her now. You never wronged that siren, you see. How could it possibly be?”

His long lashes fluttered, and I caught him glancing at me with another one of his penetrating, worried frowns. For years, I’d heard them talk of a siren and a curse, but anytime I’d asked, they would just tell me, “Oh, nothing, love. Just grown-up stuff.” I was young, but I wasn’t dumb. There was a reason Mommy and Papa didn’t want me around others. I just wished I knew why.

“It’s the only way to keep her childhood normal, Gerard. You know I’m right,” Mama pressed on.

Papa looked at me with his dark-blue eyes, and suddenly I couldn’t seem to breathe right. My head felt spinny and weird, and my pulse fluttered like a hummingbird’s wings on the back of my tongue. I swallowed hard. My hands were all wet and tingly.

“Papillon.” Papa looked at me, waiting for me to reply.

“Oui, Papa?” I answered him back in his own tongue. I knew Papa was nervous when he started to speak so much French.

“You will be safe, my love? Always, right? You know what not to do. Who not to follow.”

I nodded. “The strange man dressed all in black.”

“Oui.” He nodded back. “If you ever see him, you run away. He is a very bad man, Shayera. A bad man. He would seek to—”

Mama pressed a hand against Papa’s chest once I started trembling. Almost from the moment I knew how to talk, Papa had told me about the man in black, with red eyes and blond hair and a smile like the devil. He was terrible, Papa said—the man had tried to kill him once. The dark man was a trickster and a thief. He would try to hurt me and take me away from my family forever.

The man in black scared me. I would never go with him.

“What Papa is trying to say,” Mama interrupted, “is that you must be careful. Do not speak with men you do not know. Not ever. You are young, honey, but you are bright. Can we trust that if we let you outside to play, you will not wander beyond our bounds?”

“You can trust me, Mama.”

“Promise us, papillon. Promise me with all your heart and soul.”

“I promise, Papa.”

The worry didn’t leave his eyes, but his chest visibly rose and fell with his swift inhale and exhale. His long, dark lashes fluttered again, and I couldn’t help but wish I knew the real reason why my parents worried so much about me. Who was this man in black, and was he connected to a cursed siren? 

“Then you may play in the backyard,” Mama said.

I gasped and clapped my hands. “Really?”

Papa stuck up a finger. “Yes, but only here. Nowhere else. Never wander beyond our fence. No more sneaking off to the lake. Ever.”

I felt a momentary flash of irritation because the backyard wasn’t where the real adventures were. Papa set his mouth into a thin line, and I knew that if I protested, they would snatch the gift away and tell me I was too young to understand this responsibility.

I wasn’t dumb. Mama had a very smart brain, and she didn’t know it yet, but I did too. At times, I would wake up from a dream in the morning, remembering fantastical and wonderful things about a world that didn’t exist but that felt as real as the world I lived in, if just for a moment.

In my dreams was a world where I read a lot, where I was tall and pretty and nice. And a man with kind blue eyes smiled down at me all the time. I was never scared because he was always right there with me. But when he left me, I was terrified. 

I dreamt of fire and magic, of talking about things that I was too young to understand, such as the theory of dark and light matter and why it was that he manipulated the darkness instead of the light.

The ghostly echoes of our conversations didn’t always make sense to me. I couldn’t explain what dark and light manipulation was, only that he knew how to do it and that I liked it a lot, as the woman in those dreams.

The tenor of his voice was deep, throaty, and rumbly, different than my papa’s scratchy one. It sounded as if he’d swallowed lots of rocks whenever he talked, but there was also a pretty lilting quality to his accent too. It was like no one else’s in the village. I liked it much more than anything I had ever heard around me. 

Once, several months before, I’d tried to tell Mommy about my dreams. Her eyes had grown big and wide and had filled up with tears. She’d quickly slapped a hand over my mouth and said in a whispered rush, “Never, never speak of this again, my Shay. Not in this house, where the walls have ears.”

Her reaction scared me so badly that I never tried talking to her about them again. 

I licked my lips, staring between my parents as Mommy continued to hang on tightly to me and look up at Papa’s dark-blue eyes.

Papa finally pried Mommy’s hands off of me and set me down, barefoot, on the plush carpet of verdant grass. I looked up at his handsome face, smiling but feeling a little sick to my stomach.

After less than a minute, he leaned down and hugged me hard. “Remember I love you, papillon.”

Then he turned on his heel and walked toward the house, but not before I saw the sheen of tears in his eyes. Mama looked at him as he walked away, and only once he’d gone back in the house did she look back at me.

Her smile was soft but sad. And without saying anything else to me, she followed in my father’s footsteps. The thrill of adventure now completely gone, I sat down in the middle of the field, staring out at the expansive blue sky, feeling melancholy.

And that was how he found me. 

A big dog came loping through the trees, wearing what looked like an impossible smile on his face, its long pink tongue lolling out of the side of its mouth. He ran to me, making me shriek at first. He was so huge that I was terrified he was going to grab me by my throat and drag me off.

But he didn’t do that. Instead, he whined when he got to my side, with his bushy tail thumping the ground over and over as he licked my face. He acted as though he’d lost me but had found me again, and he was over the moon with joy.

Truth was, the second he licked my cheek, I felt that same kind of happy joy to be with him too. I had my best friend that I’d always wished for, though I didn’t know it then. He was large and friendly, with shaggy black hair and dark-brown eyes rimmed in deep red, and I called him Prince. I wasn’t sure why, but he seemed to like the name the second I said it.

His thick tail struck the earth twice, as though telling me, “Perfect.”

We became inseparable after that. At first, Mommy and Papa had been scared to see that big animal shadowing my footsteps, but eventually even Papa began to tolerate the beast. Then he would only ever let me leave the house if Prince was with me. Soon, I graduated from getting to play only in the backyard to being able to roam my hamlet if the mood struck me. 

Prince once ran off a group of boys who’d thrown rocks at me and had begun to call me names, telling me I was an ugly witch because of my bright-red hair. Prince attacked the one nearest us, biting his hand so hard that he split it open. The rest of the boys ran off after that, screaming about my demon dog.

I didn’t really make many human friends because no one wanted to get that close to Prince. But I didn’t mind. Prince was nice to Briley, Mommy and Papa. Even Uncle Kelly only got growled at once or twice. I loved Prince, and he loved me. He always slept outside my window, and when the nights got really cold, Mommy would even leave the front door open for him.

Prince never moved into the house, though I tried to sneak him into my room all the time. He would just whine and cry and pace underneath my window until I came out to him. So I stopped trying to sneak him in. 

For three years I loved Prince with all of my heart and soul. He was my pal, my buddy, and my very dearest love. “I never want anyone else but you, Prince,” I whispered to him just as the sun was beginning to set on the night before my ninth birthday. The apple-willow tree sat very still tonight, only lazily drawing the tips of its leafy limbs over my belly and tickling me.

Prince licked my cheek, huffing his stinky doggy breath in my face, and I smiled. My ninth birthday was going to be a great day.
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Chapter 2
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Rumpel

I was worried. Very worried.

The next day was Shayera’s ninth birthday. I paced the length of my chamber floor, running my fingers through my hair. It was the day in the other timeline when the siren’s curse had activated for her. When that happened, Hamish, a boy from her village who’d once been her friend, had been consumed by her siren’s draw and had tried to rape her. Gerard had nearly beaten the boy to death causing the villagers to view their family as a pariah and making Shayera’s life a living hell. 

For years, I’d been carefully monitoring Shayera’s progress, being sure to keep any and all boys, save for family, away from her. I’d made Hamish’s and his family’s life enough of a torment that they’d long since moved to another village. I was taking no chances, and so far, keeping her safe was working.

But I couldn’t keep from feeling anxious and terrified that it wasn’t enough.

At all costs, I had to prevent Shayera’s transformation from human to siren. It’d been a curse that had almost completely ruined her life. Gerard hadn’t been cursed by the siren in this life as he’d been in the last life. A terrible type of desperation and madness flowed through my veins because I knew that it could still happen someway or somehow. 

In my many years of life, I’d learned one very important lesson. If something was fated, it was bound to happen, no matter how hard one might try to prevent its manifestation. Fate was its own terrible kind of magic. But even knowing that, I had to try. 

A sliver of golden sunlight was just beginning to crest over my cloud realm. It would still be night at the Carons’ home. I should leave them be. No doubt they were aware of the significance of the day, and Betty had forced that promise upon me. 

I could not interact with Shayera until her twenty-first year. I clenched my jaw, furling and unfurling my fingers into tight fists. I should leave this be. “Bloody hell.” I swiftly strode off, jerkily swiping my hand through the air as I called a travel tunnel to me. 

The worst that could happen was that Gerard would try to kill me. I scoffed at the thought. Let him try. Her safety would always be my priority. 

In moments, I was stepping out of the dizzying tunnel of swirling starlight to stand upon the steps of the Carons’ modest two-story home. 

A flash of light caught my attention and had me looking toward Shayera’s room. Is she awake? Does she see me stepping out of the tunnel of stars?

The need to go find out for myself, to catch even just one glimpse of her, was unrelenting. I gripped the stair railing so tightly that my knuckles blanched bone white. I was bound by my word. I couldn’t see her like this. 

Not in this form.

The decision was taken away from me, however, when the front door was unceremoniously yanked open to reveal Betty standing there, wrapped up in a velvet-blue robe and staring at me with wide eyes, perplexed. Her hair was a cascading waterfall of mahogany brown around her trim shoulders. 

Wild-looking, clearly she’d just woken up. She rubbed at her eyes while frowning. “Rumpel, what are you doing here?” she hissed before glancing over her shoulder, no doubt to her bedroom, where her giant oaf of a husband still snored. 

Betty was a beautiful woman, far prettier than anyone Gerard should have been able to acquire on his own. She was also brilliant and wise beyond her years. Though I didn’t always like her, I still felt a deep connection to the woman who’d once been as close to me as a mother. 

I hated that she kept me away from Shayera, even though I also understood why she did. “You know what tomorrow—”

“Quiet!” She scowled and shot a glance over her shoulder again before pushing me down the steps. She invaded my space with hers and shut the door soundlessly behind her. I followed her down the yard until we were a fair distance away from the house. “Do you think I’m an idiot, Rumpel?” she all but growled. “I obviously know what tomorrow is.”

I shoved my fingers through my hair. “Do not let her out of the house then. Take no chances. Keep her away from Briley even. Protect her, Be—”

She sliced her hand through the air, silencing me. “You know how I feel about this. Shayera is not your concern, not yet.”

I heard what she didn’t say. Maybe not ever...

Terrible words exploded in my head, but I swallowed them all, reminding myself for the thousandth time that Betty was Shayera’s mother and I couldn’t unleash the beast on her the way I would with anyone else. I shook my head. “She will always, always be my concern, no matter what you might want. Shayera and I are as tethered as you and Gerard.”

I could read the same sort of simmering rage in her dark-brown eyes as I felt in my own heart. “Be that as it may,” she said in a calm tone, though I could hear the slight angry burr behind it. “Prince is always by her side. That beast will allow nothing and no one to harm her.” As she said it, she cocked her head, eyeing me with a hard, penetrating glare. 

I clenched my jaw. “What if he’s not enough? What if—”

She shook her head. “I’ve always wondered if, secretly, that beast is you because of the way it treats her. The way it protects her.” She inhaled deeply, her nostrils flaring as her anger burned brightly  into me.  She obviously wanted me to say something, but there was nothing to be said.  “You have an alternate form, Dark One.” She challenged me with her eyes to deny it. “And while I may not recall what it was, I know that somehow that beast is tied to you.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and shrugged, again giving her nothing. The beast was far more complicated than even she knew, and in an instance such as this, it was better if I said nothing at all. It was just one of those things I couldn’t explain, so I wouldn’t bother trying.

She closed her eyes. “Just promise me you’ll keep her safe. That’s all I care about anymore. Keep her safe. And as far as her siren nature, like I’ve told Gerard multiple times, I don’t think it can happen to Shayera again. Last time, the curse was tied to Gerard’s sins, sins he did not commit in this time.”

I gulped. I wanted so badly to believe that idiocy, but I lived in the real world, where terrible, dark curses rolled through a land built on happily-ever-afters and wiped them out as easily as the sun sets every night. “Magic is strange, Betty. It doesn’t always do as we wish it to. Please, for the gods’ sake, keep her in this house today. Don’t let her out of your sight.”

“And Prince?”

She was baiting me. Betty was sometimes too damn smart for her own good. She was also Shayera’s mother and one of the girl’s fiercest advocates. Though we weren’t always on the same side, I had genuine respect and admiration for her. If I couldn’t raise Shayera, she would be safer with Betty than anyone else in all the worlds. “He will be around.”

“Hmm.” She sniffed before giving her head a slight shake.

It was the closest I could ever get to telling her the truth, which was convoluted and confusing at the best of times but the truth all the same. “Keep her home, Betty, no matter if she cries. Please. It’s only one day. After that, we need not worry.”

She licked her lips, but her hard gaze never left mine. After what felt like an eternity, she nodded slowly. “I want to say that you don’t, but you know Shayera. She’s stubborn and wily.”

I snorted because I knew those traits of hers well. “Aye.”

Betty’s eyebrows rose. I could tell she didn’t want to have this conversation with me, and she didn’t want to see the look of fondness on my face. Her daughter was only nine, and I was a grown man completely in love with the budding woman to be, which must have been disconcerting. 

I thought that if I were in Betty’s shoes, I might kill me, or at the very least brutally torture me for thinking romantic thoughts about the girl. But it wasn’t the child I loved, it was the woman she would become. She was the woman I’d once had, who’d made a happy life with me as the mother of our children. She’d looked upon me with such love that I had dared to believe someone as kind and pure and lovely as she was could be capable of loving a terrible beast like me. 

It never had been the child I wanted, but I was curious. I couldn’t think of anyone else in all the worlds who would have an opportunity like the one I was getting. I could go back in time, as it were, and watch my bride become the woman I would one day know, for whom I would one day walk over a bed of coals, for whom I would literally kill. 

As a parent, I could only imagine how Betty felt about the situation. It made me uncomfortable as hell too. If I had my way, none of it would ever have happened. The curse would never have existed, and I would be with my bride right now. I would miss out on seeing the genesis of her, but I would trade it all to have her back in my arms, with her looking up at me with love and adoration, not fear and distrust.

My eyebrows dipped as I rubbed at my aching chest. My heart hurt. It always felt just one beat away from shattering completely, but I hung on for her. Always for her. The hate, the agony, every bit of what I was experiencing was only ever for her. 

I sighed, remembering where and with whom I was. I glanced up at Betty. Her full mouth had thinned into a tight line of displeasure. “You will not keep her home, will you?” I asked.

She tapped a long red nail against her bicep for several tense moments before finally speaking. She didn’t answer my question. “When Gerard and I had Shayera, we began with many holes in our memory, and some of them—sadly—are still there and likely will always be. But one thing we knew for certain. Our daughter had been cursed in her previous life because of her father’s sins.”

“If, as I believe you are saying, you think that Shayera is safe because Gerard never became the cad he’d once been, then I can only tell you that I’m afraid to bank on that theory.” I clenched my jaw and closed my eyes, rubbing at the aching bridge of my brow.

She spread her arms wide and shrugged. “I know, okay. I know. I, more than anyone, doesn’t want to see my daughter suffer. Believe me. But I also know something else. We were stifling Shayera before, and that is no kind of life for our daughter. I don’t want to give Shayera free reign tomorrow to traipse only-the-gods-know-where without us by her side, but I also can’t keep her locked up on her birthday like some sort of rabid animal. It’s not fair to her. She’s a wildling. She needs the outdoors and trees and nature to thrive.”

“I know,” I growled. “I know.”

“Then?” She shrugged again.

I knew her “then” meant “Then what would you have me do?” I was surprised to hear her confess her doubts and fears so freely to me. We weren’t friends anymore. We barely even tolerated one another. Gerard still didn’t know of our secret meetings, and I wasn’t sure Shayera’s father would ever think well of me. But I would be lying if I said I didn’t feel a smidgen of hope that maybe, by some miracles of the gods, Betty and I could be restored to something resembling friends. I doubted we’d ever be what we’d been, but if the mother didn’t hate me then the daughter might not, either. 

I turned to the left, staring at the foggy woods Shayera loved so very dearly. Betty was right. There had to be a compromise between keeping her safe and keeping her guarded at the same time.

“Tell Prince to come. Tell him he’s welcome—”

I cut her off. “It doesn’t work—”

She held up her hand, silencing me. “I’m not asking you to explain the particulars to me, Rumpel. But I’m no fool, either.”

I clicked my front teeth together and rolled back on my heels. 

She scowled. “Just tell me that you’re a gentleman, Rumpel. Tell me that you do not dishonor her by peering in at—”

“What kind of devil do you take me for!” I snarled, my upper lip curling back as I felt my eyeteeth lengthen and thicken from my rage. 

But Betty didn’t cower, and against my will, I felt proud of her for it. No one deserved to guard my bride unless they were willing to fight the monsters too. 

Shoving her face close to mine, she whispered through clenched teeth, “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe one who insists on hanging around even though she is little more than a babe, who’s broken his oath to me. I specifically stated there was to be no interaction of any sort.”

She believed I was Prince. Breathing heavily, I had to fight the urge to give into my bestial nature. Only the knowledge that she was Shayera’s mother stayed my hand. “I am no monster. I do not lust after the child. I never have.”

“But you do lust,” she snapped.

I growled. The sound was low and terrible, and at that Betty did scoot back on her heels a tad. “Call me a murderer. Call me a blackguard. Call me Satan himself.—I don’t give a damn—but never, never impugn my character in that manner again. Do you understand me?” My terse voice trembled with a fury that tore me up from the inside out.

She squeezed her eyes shut. “I-I-I’m sorry, Rumpel. You didn’t deserve that.”

“No, I didn’t. You have no bloody idea what tortures I live through day in and out. You were lucky, Betty, that you didn’t remember and that you didn’t know all that you’d lost. You were damn lucky that you didn’t have the misfortune of loving someone who no longer even bloody existed!” I balled my hands into fists. “Do you even fathom the nightmares I survive on a constant, daily basis? Do you understand what it is to wake up each day and know that the one person in all the worlds who was destined just for you is now nothing more than a child! It drives me insane and makes me sick to my stomach. Damn you for thinking that! Damn you straight to the Underworld!”

She shook and trembled as fat tears spilled down her cheeks, and I hated myself for putting them there. But I couldn’t—wouldn’t—take it back, because she’d hurt me more than she could possibly imagine.

I was making the best of the nightmare that’d been handed to me. Unless someone walked in my footsteps, they couldn’t possibly understand the pain that knifed through my soul, day in and day out. 

Swiping at her cheeks, she glared at me with bloodshot eyes. “I know you’re going through hell, but so am I. So. Am I.” She tapped her chest with her forefinger. “Don’t forget that. I’m a mother of a child. You’re a man, Rumpel, a full-grown male of thousands of years. Try to imagine what this is like for me and then maybe, just maybe, we can learn to move beyond this.”

Contrary to what she might have thought, I got it. I was a father. Whether or not my children existed in this realm, they still survived in my heart. I believed that someday they would have life again. If any male had come for my daughters the way I came for Shayera, I would have gutted him. I also understood the hypocrite I was because of it. Shame beat at my chest. “I never claimed that I had it worse than you,” I said softly, my voice thick with regret. “All I want you to remember is that I’m doing the very best I can. For her and for you. That’s it. I’m not perfect, Betty. But I have honor. I would never harm her.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “No, I don’t imagine you would. And though I struggle to understand this reality, I also know you had a hand in making it. Truly, Rumpel. Forgive me, and I promise that I will never again throw out such callous and hateful words.”

I’d loved her once, and the love pulsed again. I only felt a tiny burst, but it was enough to let me know that, in many ways, the Carons were—and always would be—my family. Regardless of what came for Shayera and me, they were burrowed deep within me, where nothing and no one could extricate them.

I didn’t always have to like my family to love them deeply. I sighed heavily. “Prince will come. How far will she be allowed to explore?”

“Gerard and I were thinking of a picnic by the lake. It’s her favorite place here.”

I nodded. “She would love that.”

Betty returned the nod. “So... tomorrow. As a family. We all vow to guard and protect her and never to let on what this day actually meant in the other life?”

My skin felt cold and clammy as I wondered if Betty even knew the significance of what she’d just told me. Based on the steady, unflinching look she gave me, I knew her word choice had been purposeful. We were nowhere close to what we’d once been, and yet I knew that maybe someday we just might be. “Agreed.” I could not shake the threads of anxiety that suddenly twisted my stomach into knots. What if we’re being fools? What if our desire to keep her happy will ultimately harm her? What if—

“You cannot think that way,” Betty said softly.

I frowned and looked up at her. “How did you know what I was thinking?”

Her smile was sad. “Maybe because I think the very same thing nearly on a daily basis. Those thoughts are poison, Rumpel. They’re cancer. Don’t let them in. Don’t give them free rein. If you do, she’ll pay. And I love her too much to let that happen.”

So did I. 
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Chapter 3
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Shayera

That was it.

I was nine years old.

Hopping out of bed with all the excitement that came with the knowledge that I was finally a woman, I ran to my mirror. My eyes glowed, and my cheeks were pink, but I felt a frown pull at my forehead and mouth the longer I stared at myself.

I shook my head. Surely, something had gone amiss during the night. Where are my boobs? Pinching at the baggy top on my chest, I felt my happiness beginning a slow deflation into annoyance. Maybe I need to look at myself from the side.

I twirled one way and then the other, but I was flat as a board. What is this nightmare? Frowning, I wondered why my face still looked like a kid’s, why my arms and legs were still skinny, and why I still had no shape to my body, unlike Mama, who looked pretty in everything she wore.

Even my hair was the same ugly shade it’d been when I’d gone to bed the night before. Picking up a lock of fiery-orange hair, I wrinkled my nose. Nothing had changed at all. I felt a little bit like crying because I was so sure that I’d be a beautiful swan that day, but instead I growled. 

I felt a prickle and burst at my back, and without needing to turn, I knew exactly who was behind me. My godmother, Danika. 

“I’m still ugly,” I wailed, tossing up my hands.

Danika’s laughter shivered through the air like Sunday morning church bells. “Oh, dear me. In such a hurry to grow up, are ye?”

I twirled on my heels, flinging out my scrawny arms and whining, “Kingdom is a land of fairy tales and magic, Danika. You’re my fairy godmother. Shouldn’t there be something better than this?” I brushed an angry hand down my front.

She snorted. “If ye only knew just how lovely ye are, sweet girl. Besides”—she zipped toward me and began to muss about with my hair—“if I were you, I wouldn’t be in such a hurry to grow up. With age comes pain. Be a kid, Shayera. Revel in the freedom of the not knowing.”

I wrinkled my nose, unsure why she’d said any of that to me. “What ‘not knowing’? What’s coming? Do you know?”

She scoffed. “Hush, hush, little one. This is your special day. No more talk of knowing the future or thinking of boobs.”

I laughed. “Well, would that be such a terrible wish? You’re my godmother, so aren’t you supposed to give me everything that makes me happy?”

She laughed. “And you can know what’ll do that at the wise age of nine, do ye?”

I squinched up my face. “I can’t think of a time when I won’t want boobs, Danika. Can’t I at least get one birthday wish?”

“Aye. Of course.” She winked, and my tummy fluttered. Here come the boobs.  “Within reason, of course.”

I glowered. “That’s not fair.”

She chuckled. “Life rarely is, love.”

“So what you’re saying is no boobs.”

For some reason, what I’d just said made her laugh so hard that tears fell out her eyes. “My word, you’re a persistent wee gnat, aren’t ye? Then I’ll give it to you straight, Shay, aye, no bitties this year. They’ll come soon enough without the aid of magic, believe me.”

I plopped my hands onto my rail-thin hips, feeling terribly let down. “But how am I to attract the boys without them?”

She wrinkled her nose as though I’d said something dirty and offensive. “And who wants to attract them anyhow?”

“Well...” I kicked out my toe, rubbing it into the dark-blue carpet on my bedroom floor. “I do.”

“Pfft. Boys. Boys are just that, boys. Crude and vulgar, fluffy-headed ninnymuggins without a thought in their heads, save what their wee little meat puppets tell ’em to think. No, best to not think of the enemy just yet.”

I laughed, because none of what she’d said made a bit of sense to me. “What is a meat puppet? It sounds disgusting.”

Danika blushed. “Aye, well, it is. And let’s not tell Mam and Dad what I said, okay? Keep it between us. But listen, wee one, boys... no. Don’t think about them, and not just because they’re silly, juvenile twerps at your age, but because there is... well...” She rolled her wrist, looking suddenly nervous and unsure. 

Instantly I stiffened, wondering why Danika, who never had a problem speaking, suddenly seemed so anxious. “Well, what, Dani?” I asked softly a moment later.

She blinked, looked up at me as though shocked that I was even there, blinked again, and then shook her head for good measure. Her perfect brunette ringlets bobbed prettily around her heart-shaped face. “More, Shayera. So much more.”

I scratched the side of my face. “Wha—”

“Argh,” Danika mock-growled as she swatted my words away. “Never you mind. Now today is your birthday, and we’re all headed to the waters for a bit of fun.”

“The lake!” I clapped my hands, instantly forgetting about the weirdness just a moment before. “Oh, my gosh, that’s so exciting. Mama and Papa never let me go to the lake.”

“Aye, well, it’s a certain girl’s birthday, so today is just a wee bit special.”

She slipped her star-shaped wand out from a fold in her sleeve and pointed it directly at me. “Boopity, bloopity, blah,” she said, before crossing her eyes and sticking out her tongue at me.

A bolt of pink fairy light engulfed me, prickling my skin and making me giggle because it suddenly felt as though I was being tickled by dozens of hands. As I laughed, I watched the magic work.

I was always in awe at how awesome it was to live in a place in which Danika, with just three words, could craft a gown of fluffy, shimmering green-and-pink fluff that draped over my body like a cloud and gave me the illusion of curves that I did not naturally have. Vines of pink-teacup roses and ivy wrapped around me and cinched the gown tightly. When I walked, their scent was released and became a natural perfume. 

I bolted to the mirror and gasped at the pretty girl staring back at me. Though I was still as skinny as ever, my hair was caught up in a princess bun, and dozens of tiny baby’s-breath clippings were tucked into my hair. A wreath of it had also turned into a living necklace, which dangled prettily down my chest. 

The gown came to my ankles. I had no shoes on, but I never much cared for them, and Dani knew it. Gasping, I twirled left and right then squealed, zipped toward Dani’s diminutive form, and yanked her to me, giving her tiny face a kiss.

“Yeck!” she cried, shoving me off her. “Girl drool!”

I giggled. “I don’t care what you say, I still love you.”

“Of course you do, doll.” She winked with fondness glowing in her blue eyes, even as she continued to rub at her cheeks with her wrist. 

I pouted.

Danika rolled her eyes. “Of course I love you too, nutters. Now, are you ready to be presented?”

I grinned, patted my gown with shaky fingers one last time, and said, “Always.”

~*~
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THE LAKE WAS FUN. MAMA and Papa had packed a lovely basket for us to share, Uncle Kelly had brought his girlfriend, and even Briley had invited a friend to the lake, a girl who smiled at him all the time. He smiled at her constantly too, and it was cute. I loved them together. 

At first, everyone had seemed to be a bit on edge, which made me anxious. I would try to walk close to the water’s edge and there would be at least three of them surrounding me. If I turned to go down a path, suddenly everyone and their brother wanted to take a walk too. It’d felt stifling and annoying, and even Prince hadn’t been real happy about it. He’d growled at everyone—except me—at least once that day, and at Papa and Uncle Kelly more than once.

But as the day wore on, my family and friends had begun to laugh more frequently, until eventually no one was keeping an eagle eye on me all the time.

The sun wasn’t at its zenith, the temperatures had cooled a little from the earlier heat, and I felt restless. Plucking at the yellow petals of a woefully mangled-looking dandelion in my hand, I sighed. Prince, always seeming to understand my moods, looked up at me with a whining sort of question. What’s the matter?

I looked at his eyes, which burned through me as intelligently as my Papa’s would. I shrugged. “I feel restless today.”

He snuggled back into my lap, giving my fingers a tiny lick to let me know I could begin petting him again. I smiled despite my irritation. For a time the rhythmic motion of the waters lulled me, but as I gazed at the hidden lake and the spires of red rocky outcroppings that jutted up from the dark depths, I began to wonder.

Mama and Papa had only ever let me visit the hidden lake three times in my life, including that day. I wanted to climb the fat fingers of sediment and feel its cool smoothness rub beneath my hand, imagining that pirates and other dastardly sorts had hidden treasure in their strangely ornamental crevices. No matter how often I begged to go explore the strange formations, they’d never let me close enough. I cocked my head, squinting as a bright spot of light caught my eye. Not once had I ever seen anything that even remotely resembled a cave in the maze-like spires. 

There was a flicker. My heart sped, and I hopped to my knees, causing Prince’s head to tumble to the ground with a hard plop. He huffed.

“Sorry. Sorry,” I mumbled but didn’t look down at him. He was okay. And there was definitely a flickering of light, radiant and golden.

Excited, feeling as though I’d just discovered something new and possibly even dangerous, I was on my feet before I was even aware I’d stood up.

Prince growled. 

I shook my head. “I’m perfectly fine, Prince. Just looking.” As I spoke, I began walking. I could hear my family laughing and affectionately jeering at one another. None of them were paying me any mind, so I could explore. I could go and just check it out. My brain was nothing but questions. What is that flicker? What is the play of shadows and darkness I see the closer I draw to the rocky formations that sometimes make me think of Poseidon’s crown, with the way they pointed into the sky?

Prince was tugging on my gown, shaking his head from side to side.

“Stop it, Prince. Stop it,” I hissed and snatched my train away from him. “You’re going to rip it.”

Darkly intelligent eyes gazed back at me, and a low whining throbbed through his chest. 

I wrinkled my nose. “Oh, stop being such a baby. There’s nothing scary in this lake. There aren’t even any fish, you big fluffy boy.” I started walking again, drawing closer to the grainy demarcation between the beach line and the grass. I licked my lips, my heart hammering violently in my chest. This was the closest I’d ever gotten to the outcroppings. 

I chanced a glance over my shoulder. Mama was looking over at the spot where I’d been. I grimaced. She would find me soon, as exposed as I was. I jogged, trying to move faster before the inevitable happened. I just had to see what was making that light. 

I was less than a step away from the beach when an unholy shriek sounded, making me clench my jaw and cringe. 

“Shayera Madison Caron!” Mama yelled. “Don’t you dare take another step onto that dirty beach. You’ll ruin your gown.”

I stared at the powdery-fine granules of sand and frowned pitifully. I’d gotten so close . 

“I said step back! Right this very instant.” Mama’s voice grew louder. She was coming for me. 

Prince tugged on my gown once again.

It was my turn to growl. I moved him off me, feeling annoyed and even kind of betrayed. No doubt Mama had looked for me because she’d sensed Prince’s reticence. It was stupid of me to think, because Mama wasn’t a mind reader, but I was suddenly in a foul mood and didn’t care.

A second later, Mama’s fingers clamped tightly about my forearm, and she yanked me back away from the beach. Her face was set in a rigid line of displeasure. “I told you not to go onto the beach. Did I or did I not tell you that, Shayera?” 

My shoulders slumped. I truly hated when Mama grew vexed with me. “Yes, Mama.”

“And you deliberately disobeyed me. Shayera, you don’t know how to swim—”

“I can too!”

“Not well enough,” she said with a hard shake of her head. But there was no anger in her words or written upon her face. Instead, there was pain and disappointment. 

Anger would have fanned my own. But Mama’s disapproval cut me to the bone and had me wrapping my arms tightly around her middle. “I’m sorry, Mama. I just saw a light.”

“And you thought you’d go explore?” She sounded exasperated. But finally she rolled her eyes, pulled me in close to her body, and kissed the crown of my head. “What am I going to do with you, my wildling? By the gods, you’ll be the death of me someday.”

“I’m sorry, Mama.”

She sighed deeply, patted my back, and gently set me away so that she could lock gazes with me. “I’m sorry I startled you. But your safety is my number one priority above all else. Now”—she shucked my chin—“how about some cake?”

I squeezed my eyes shut, feeling terribly close to tears. Prince crept up behind me, bumping his head against my lower back. I laced my fingers into the scruff of his neck. “Yes, Mama,” I said, forcing a smile. Though I could tell Mama knew I was bitterly disappointed, she said no more about it. Instead, she walked us back toward the picnic spot.

“Who wants cake?” she cried.

They all came running up to us, wearing big goofy smiles and clamoring, “Me! Me! Me!”

While they weren’t looking at me, I turned around to look at the beach, searching for the flickering light. 

But it was gone.
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Rumpel

I sat before my fiery hearth and rolled my tumbler full of whiskey in my hand round and round, watching the flames leap nine feet high. Though the day had been nothing less than a resounding success, the unease that’d plagued me throughout the day would not leave me. 

With a heavy sigh, I brought the tumbler to my mouth and ran my tongue along the rim, content to simply taste the essence of burning liquor as it washed over my senses. 

Shayera never drank in the previous life. But for some odd reason, she’d always enjoyed running her mouth along the rim after I’d had my fill. I’d found her ways odd and eccentric, but more and more I found myself doing as she’d done. 

Being in that room was a good example. Before the curse, I’d never really had cause to come to this quirky little room that’d been covered in dust clothes for centuries. I’d wanted to renovate its peeling wallpaper and yellow-tinted walls, but hadn’t gotten around to it. It’d sat untouched and unused for years, until I’d married Shayera.

She’d taken to this room, I’d thought, because of all its feminine fripperies, such as the crystal chandelier above my head, the Victorian-rose-print wallpaper, and the plush burgundy-wine carpeting beneath my feet. 

Every night after tucking our children abed, this was where my little wife had scampered off to. There’d been nights when I’d had to physically cart my sleeping bride off to bed because she’d fallen asleep before the hearth with yet another book upon her lap. 

Only after the curse did I finally understand why this room had appealed to her so. Of the hundreds of rooms in my castle, this was the smallest, the most intimate, and the quietest. There were no windows through which to see the thunder and lightning roll daily through our cloud realm. No servants came this way. The children hadn’t even known of its existence. It was in the uppermost tower of the cordoned-off and crumbling right wing. 

It was her secret, her quiet place, where she could come to meditate and regain her sense of calm and peace after a long, hectic day of motherhood and dealing with her oaf of a male.

I took a large swig then grunted as the burn slid down my gullet like tiny licking flames scorching the tender meat of my throat. I shuddered, trying to relax and turn off the thoughts, going round and round in my head, that continued to plague me.

We’d kept her safe that day. Danika, Betty... Hell, even Gerard had done his share. But Prince’s unease hadn’t lessened, and neither had mine. We’d both felt a tremor, a disturbance in... The gods only knew what. It could have been the timeline or fate, but I didn’t have a clue. The only thing I knew with any kind of certainty was that the day wasn’t done for me. Something else waited over the horizon. Something... dark.

Rubbing my fingertips along my bottom lip, I tried to remember how she’d caress me so tenderly and softly, as if her fingers were feathers. She touched me as if I was a treasure, her jewel, as though I wasn’t a monster, but an innocent child that no one else in all the worlds saw me as. Shayera had always seen beyond the shell, beyond the hardness, the fury, and the rage, to the vulnerable man beneath it all. 

Groaning heavily, I relaxed deeper into the far-too-small lounging chair. Pink and lacy and ostentatiously feminine, it had been hers. It didn’t work for my big frame, and yet I couldn’t find the desire to budge from my spot. 

Night after night, I returned to this place, just to remember and to quiet my mind. There, I could release the day’s tension and pain and questions, and always it worked like the very brightest of magic. 

But tonight the unease continued, worming a hot hole through my gut like hell worms burrowing through my flesh. The air felt thick and oppressive. The energies of the world felt as if they were in chaos and turmoil.

Destiny had played out, and Shayera had not been changed. Maybe in this timeline, her fate wasn’t to become a slave to the siren’s power. Maybe destiny had turned its sights upon another. Maybe that’s what I felt—perhaps it wasn’t Shayera’s fate, but someone else’s. 

I frowned, rubbing the glass rim against my bottom lip over and over and staring unseeing into the fiery red flames within the hearth. But who else in all the worlds could matter to me the way Shayera did? The list was piteously short. In fact, there was only one. 

Euralis.

I jerked, sitting forward in my seat and sloshing the contents of the half-empty glass onto my lap. But I paid it no mind. My heart raced a mile a minute as I felt the disturbance ripple like a heated rush of water down my back. My temples prickled as if I’d just been zapped by an electrical current. 

“Master.” Giles’ voice interrupted my panic.

Blinking, with my mouth feeling dry and my pulse thundering so hard in my throat that I could almost taste it on my tongue, I turned to the scrying bowl sitting on the coffee table in front of me.

Giles’s worried face stared at me from within the puddle.

“What is it?” I snapped, knowing that what I’d been sensing all night had finally come to pass. 

“It is Euralis. You must come. You must—”

Setting my tumbler down, I stood. “I’m coming, Giles.”

~*~
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Shayera

I STOOD BY MY PORCH swing the next day with my arm wrapped around the metal chain. Waiting for Prince, I stared off into the distance.

Why isn’t he here yet? Prince was always there, sleeping just beneath my window, waiting for me to awaken so that we could begin our adventures for the day.

I pressed my lips together. The sky was a gorgeous shade of robin’s-egg blue, without even a hint of clouds in it. The woods down the lane beckoned to me. I could not have imagined a more perfect day than this. It practically begged me to go exploring. 

I was nine years old and one day, at least officially. Unofficially, I sort of felt like something huge had just come and gone, and though I wasn’t sure what it was, I was antsy about it, even anxious.

Mama had said I had ants in my pants just before she and Papa left to go shopping in the square, leaving me in the care of my Uncle and his girlfriend. I was inclined to believe her. I couldn’t stop pacing the length of the living room as I waited for Prince to appear. Uncle Kelly finally kicked me out of the house three hours later, telling me to get my wiggles outside, where I couldn’t bother anyone else. 

I didn’t blame him. I’d accidentally broken one of mama’s favorite vases. I’d dropped not just one, but two glasses of grape juice on the carpet, which had left a terrible stain. 

Briley hadn’t felt like doing much of anything that day besides his games, which left me pretty much to my own devices, a far cry from the smothering I’d received the day before. It had been fun, even exciting, but I’d been unable to explore as I wanted to. Having such a careful eye on me all the time had hindered my ability to do any sort of investigating, and I dreamed about the golden light that night. I’d woken up the next morning more curious than ever about it.  

Twisting my lips, I debated whether I should even go back to the hidden lake. I was so used to having Prince with me now that it felt foreign to do anything without him. I took a deep breath. Yesterday, he hadn’t wanted me to explore the cave. In fact, he’d made it perfectly clear that he’d probably have bitten me if I’d dared to step foot upon the sandy beach.  

Am I seriously contemplating doing this alone? I mean, I’m a big girl now. And I’m strong. Rather than be worried about being alone, shouldn’t I be excited by the prospect that just for once I actually have the freedom to roam, even if only for a short while?

“You should go,” I heard myself say. I frowned at the tight thread in my voice. 

It was as if I had an angel on one shoulder and a devil on the other, each telling me to do different things. The angel kept saying I needed to wait for Prince. The devil kept saying I’d already waited hours, he’d still not shown and at this point wasn’t likely to.

I bit my bottom lip, worrying it between my blunt teeth. I was always telling my parents that I wasn’t a little girl anymore. I didn’t need to wait on Prince to keep me safe. If something happened out there, I had good legs, and I’d just run to safety. That was what Papa had always taught me to do. Run as fast as you can, papillon. Run. Run. Run. 

My heart raced so hard that it almost felt like pain in my chest when I finally took that first reluctant step off the back porch. Feeling dizzy and lightheaded, I took another, and then another, and with each step, I began to feel marginally better.

I was being ridiculous. Mama and Papa’s fears were clearly rubbing off on me. There were no bears in that cave. If there had been, Prince would have smelled them. He would have warned me off. 

He’d seemed a little skittish, but he always was when I was with him. He growled and barked at everything, even fluffy little rabbits that had the misfortune of crossing our path. So although he’d growled a little, that didn’t mean a whole heck of a lot with him. 

I swallowed hard, and that time my next steps weren’t just a walk, but a trot. I picked up speed as my arms began to pump in rhythm back and forth. With my speed came the thrill of discovery. How many years has it been since I’ve been able to ever go exploring anywhere alone? I couldn’t even remember anymore.

I loved Prince completely, but he could be almost as bad as Mama and Papa had been before they’d finally relented and let me play like a normal kid.

After ten minutes, I realized I wasn’t just jogging but sprinting as fast as my bare feet could take me. It was warm, bordering on hot, and I’d dressed accordingly, just putting on a simple pair of white jean shorts and a flowing white top. 

I’m sure Mama would freak out when she caught me playing in white, because she hated when I did that. But it was so miserable outside, and I just wanted to feel cool. 

Suddenly I was there again, at the demarcation between the grass and the beach. One more step and I’d be further out than I’d ever been before. 

My heart banged so hard in my chest that it was hard to take a proper breath. I rubbed at my throat, feeling the flutter of my pulse beating against my clammy fingertips. With one last swallow, I took that step. The sand was gritty between my bare toes, and I grinned, feeling terribly scared and excited and like I might puke, all at the same time.

So I took another step, and another, and then another.

In mere moments, I was splashing through the cool water, sighing heavily as the icy wetness massaged my aching feet. But I barely even felt the pain of running barefoot.

I couldn’t believe I was actually alone to explore and wander. I could laugh like a ridiculous loon at the top of my lungs as I kicked and splashed and put up a huge ruckus without anyone there to stop me or tell me that I needed to act like a proper lady would. I squealed and twirled in delight, flinging out my arms as I kicked the spray higher and higher, challenging myself each time to make a bigger and bigger splash. Finally I was soaked to the bone and laughing as tears spilled out of the corners of my eyes.

“Oh my gods.” I sighed and slapped at my wet curls, shoving them out of my face. My pulse raged, but not with fear or panic or anything else bad, but with happiness, an honest-to-goodness feeling of joy.

Blinking away the mixture of tears and lake water, I searched for the telltale rocky spire that would lead me to the secret cave. I soon spied it, just a few yards ahead. Feeling invigorated and emboldened by my newfound freedom, I marched toward it with a sense of purpose. Normally, I would have stopped myself and questioned whether what I was about to do was the right thing, but that day I was a free spirit. 

I didn’t care. I didn’t have anyone there to stop me, to shove me aside, to growl, or to tell me how stupid I was being for just barging into a cave that way. Instead, I turned the corner and navigated the twisty maze of rocky outcroppings until I finally spied the person-sized entrance ahead.

It looked like a doorway had been carved out of the rock itself, and it was dark as the deepest shadows within. A cool draft wafted out from it, flirting with my exposed skin and breaking me out in a sudden wash of goosebumps. 

I shivered. For just a second, I experienced the thrill of adrenaline zipping down my spine like a shot of lightning through my veins. 

What if I shouldn’t go in there?

The darkness beckoned me, and although I was enchanted by the excitement of adventure, the wariness of what might be inside warred within me. I would probably never again be handed an opportunity like this. It was almost like... “Fate,” I said.

The world suddenly seemed to pause and take a scissoring breath. I thought I must have been going crazy, because I heard the angelic chime of bells in my ears. 

But then it was all gone and only silence remained. The fear returned, heavy and brutally sharp. I clamped my hand over my heart and blinked. I had a choice, and the time for dawdling was over. Either turn back and return home and always wonder what it might have been, or...

I growled. No, I wouldn’t allow the voices of fear to dictate to me any longer. “Be brave,” I said, just like my Papa had told me so many other times in my life.

Plastering on a tight grin, I strode forward and entered the pitch-black tunnel. The second my feet crossed the threshold between day and night, a shiver gripped me, and my heart hammered violently in my throat.

Maybe I should turn back now? I’ve entered, after all. I’ve conquered my fears. I’ve been bold and brave, but there is no sense in being stupid. 

I was all of ten steps in and was just about to turn and congratulate myself on surviving on my own when a sudden wash of color flooded my periphery. Without thinking, I turned, gasping at the moment I spied the shiny, bright object in a nest. It was what had been responsible for the light from the day before. 

It was a perfectly smoothed and massive pearl, easily the size of my fist and glowing in a radiant gold, like a liquid drop of sunshine. It sat within a bed of brownish kelp and dark-green seaweed.

Instantly, I wanted it so I could give it to Mama. It would be a wonderful birthday present for her. Her birthday was only two weeks away. I could imagine her gasp of shock and her pretty face looking surprised and excited. It would be the best birthday present ever.

It took me fewer than four steps to get to the nest. I didn’t stop to think or to wonder how it was that such a perfect pearl could have appeared as if by magic.

It was Kingdom, not Mama’s Earth. Magic lived and breathed in this world. Maybe it was a magic cave that granted whoever found it riches. Maybe a Djinn had forgotten all about it and left it there a long, long time ago, and it had been sitting there forever, just waiting for me to someday find it.

I grinned when I bent over and brushed my fingers over the top of the pearl, astonished to feel its warmth pulse through my fingertips. Just then, a curl of wind whistled hard through the cave, causing tiny bits of stone to break off from the walls and plop into the water below. 

I looked around, beginning to feel the slightest bit uneasy about being there. Does this pearl already belong to somebody else?

I glanced into the water at my feet. It only came ankle high, not nearly high enough for sirens to comfortably live in. So it couldn’t possibly belong to a maiden of the sea.

“A pirate. Yes, a pirate,” I said with a brisk nod. It must have been a pirate who left it here. But if it belonged to a pirate, and they were thieves, it meant it really didn’t belong to them at all because they’d stolen it from its rightful owner, which also means it technically didn’t belong to me either. 

I almost left it after that, but then I thought of Mama’s happy face when I gave it to her. I was sure Papa would be jealous that I’d found her such a treasure. With one final look around, I assured myself that in no way was I stealing, because there was literally no one there. Surely no one would be silly enough to leave something of such value unguarded.

The angel on my shoulder shivered, telling me to turn around, to leave without the pearl, that we could find something else for Mama’s birthday.

But the devil, who sounded like a husky-toned female, said, “You’ll never find anything that could possibly make her as happy as getting this pearl. Stop being such a baby, Shayera, and take it. Take it!”

I took it. I wrapped both my arms around it like I was hugging it, pressing it tightly to my chest. 

The world roared. The ground beneath my feet rumbled. The earth shook violently.

I fell to my butt, plopping unceremoniously into the water that had begun to churn and froth in a torrent beneath me. The pool grew deeper and deeper. The pearl slipped out of my hand, sinking into the water that had suddenly become as infinite as the Seren Seas.

“How dare you steal from me!”

I flailed my arms and kicked my legs for all I was worth, just trying to keep my head above water as I desperately swam for the safety of shore. What kind of terrible magic is this?

No matter how hard I struggled, I couldn’t move. I was held fast and quickly losing strength. “Oh my gods,” I screamed. “Oh my gods!” They seemed to be the only words I was able to say.

A pretty, luminous, icy-blue face suddenly materialized within the water. It was a woman’s face, and she had soft and tempting elfin features, but there was nothing nice about her. She was glaring at me, her eyes thin slits full of boiling rage.

Panic like I’d never known squeezed my heart in its vice-like grip, choking the air from my lungs. I was going to die. “Help!” I screamed, trying in vain to kick away. “Help me! Please, please help!” It was the end, but I was less scared for me than I was for Mama to find me that way. “Oh my gods!” My voice quivered with terror.

The face laughed, and the sound was terrible to hear. It sent a chill down my spine. “Oh, you’ll get your help, human. A boy comes even now.”

“Help! Please. Please!” I screamed, recognizing in some small corner of my mind that I was completely consumed by fear. There was nothing rational inside of me in that moment. The only thing I knew to do was to swim, but the more I struggled to move, the harder it felt. I grew more and more tired, flailing and kicking. Panic had set in completely.

No matter how hard I tried to move away, I was rooted to this very spot in what now was a lake of water. It was so dark that the terror of being confined in the darkness only added to my consuming panic. 

Mama and Papa would weep if something happened to me, and they would never forgive me for sneaking away this way. Why have I done this? Why am I so stupid? My splashing was growing weaker and weaker. I wasn’t a good swimmer. I never had been. What a fool I’d been to go there.

“You’re a thief!” the watery female cried out. 

I shook my head. “No. Non! I am not. I did not see anybody here—” Suddenly a powerful wave gripped me and dragged me under. I screamed watery bubbles as I lost the breath I should have held.

Dear gods above, I am going to drown. This crazy siren is going to drown me. All around me I heard the chilling echo of her voice.

“Thieves deserve nothing more than Davy Jones’s locker.” The watery thread of her voice echoed with a chilling fanaticism all around me. Her laughter was insane, terrifying. It turned my blood to ice, and the water that held me fast didn’t budge even an inch.

I was going to have to breathe. My lungs were on fire because there was nothing in there anymore, no air at all. I had seconds, if that, before I would be forced to breathe in, and then I would die. I’d drown for a stupid pearl.

The first twitches took me, and I wanted to scream, but I didn’t dare. 

The chilling sounds of her laughter would haunt me into the afterlife, I was sure of it. But then I was rushed to the surface just as I was forced to take that final breath that would seal my doom. My head broke the surface at the very same instant I began to inhale, so I sucked in only a little bit of water, but it was enough to make me hack and sputter and swear that I would never, ever again steal from her. 

She was a tower of female water standing before me, with a cruel, cutting smile on her face as she said, “No, human. You will not. You have no idea what you nearly took from me today. You will pay for what you’ve done.”

“Please don’t drown me again,” I sobbed, pleading miserably for her to spare me. “Please. It hurts.”

She laughed, and the sound was chilling and wicked, making me shiver. “I will not drown you. That type of punishment only lasts for such a little while. You are a thief, little girl, and thieves deserve what they get.”

Suddenly the water enveloped me, and when I gasped in surprise, I expected to drown in it, but I could breathe in that water. That didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. The water shoved itself down my throat, bloating my belly until I felt I might burst from it. I screamed, but no sounds came out. The water boiled through my veins, cooking me from the inside. The pain was excruciating. At any second, my heart would stop beating from the shock. Why had I gone after that stupid pearl? 

“Now you too shall know what it means to be haunted for your greatest treasure. Never again can you know peace. Never again will you try to harm another. So mote it be...”

All at once the cage of water exploded outward, violently thrusting me through the air and out of the cave entrance. I landed with my face upon the shore, hacking and sputtering the disgusting water out of my mouth as I trembled and shook, wondering what it was the siren had just done to me. 

“Girl! Girl!” A man’s voice I did not recognize called out to me. I felt sick and weak, but somehow I managed to push myself to my hands, groaning as fire and pain licked at every square inch of me. I felt different and weird, full and distended with a terrible kind of dark magic. I blinked, trying to tell myself that I was alive, that I was okay, that, for whatever reason, the siren had shown me mercy after all.

Then I looked up, and I noticed that the man—who was youngish, with a thick mop of curly brown hair and dark brown eyes—had stopped moving and was just looking at me with a wild, crazed expression on his face. 

I spit the sand out of my mouth and tried to stand, but I felt as weak as a baby chick. My muscles trembled in violent spasms. Deep down, I knew the siren had done something to me, and I was terrified that I might never be the same again.

Do I look like a monster? Did she transform my outward shell so that I’m a hideous demon-hybrid creature now? I wiggled my toes and my fingers. I still had my limbs, but something was very, very wrong. I could feel it. I knew it. I just didn’t know what or how.

The stranger stood upon the shore, but he was still several yards back. His intense look only grew more and more terrifying. And he too was shaking violently. “You’re... you’re a...” he mumbled, but stopped himself short as a terrible sort of groan spilled off his tongue. He grabbed at his stomach. “Oh no,” he whispered, shaking his head even as the vein in his neck throbbed with the stiffening of his muscles. 

I heaved for breath, scared out of my mind, but not for myself this time. Finally, I was able to make my way to my knees, and I reached out to him. “What’s, what’s the—”

“Stop! Stop!” He wanted nothing to do with me. It was as though he wanted to be anyplace but here. But rather than leave, he walked toward me. His footsteps were plodding at first, but growing more and more sure with each step. Madness burned in his eyes and the thrill of true and horrifying fear slid down my tongue. 

For some reason, I chose that moment to finally look down at myself, expecting to find that I was a monster. It wasn’t a monster I saw, but the lambent glow of pearlescent flesh so alluring, so tempting that even I caught my breath at the sight of it.

I heard the male getting closer and closer, and suddenly I recalled a story Papa had told me only a few months ago about a female, a human, also called a siren. She wasn’t able to manipulate water the way the fae sirens could. The human sirens were cursed to be the physical embodiment of pure lust and desire. 

They were made of a lust so potent and destructive that it drove anyone around them to madness with their desire. They would do anything at all to have them. They would rape or kill. It didn’t matter. The only way to tell a human siren apart from a normal woman was the strangely attractive glow of her lambent skin.

I screamed, horror and understanding dawning at once. I was too paralyzed with fear to move. And then the male was on me, shoving me into the sand beneath, gripping my arms as he trapped my legs with his.

Finally, I snapped out of my stupor. I fought him like a devil. I clawed and kicked, but he was overwhelming in strength. Burning with shame and rage at what had been done to me, I sobbed when he kissed my neck. 

He muttered horrible words in between the sucks and kisses. “Forgive me.”

“I’m not strong enough.”

“You must die. You must die. You are a monster now. But oh, dear goddess, you’re gorgeous...”

Sickened by his words, fat tears spilled out the corners of my eyes. I raked at his face. I screamed and slapped and kicked at him. I did anything I could do to try and get him off me. But no matter what I did, the male overwhelmed me, repeatedly whispering that he was sorry, even as he disrobed, and even as I felt the hard length of something prod at my inner thigh.

Just as I was sure that I would never again be the same, that after that day I would rather die than live on, I heard a howl the likes of which I’d never heard before in my life. It was throaty and full of demonic fury. And for just a wild, strange second, I could have sworn I heard my name rumble in the thunder. “Shayera.”

Though the blood ran cold through my veins, the man above me did not stop. If anything, he seemed more frenzied and frantic to finish what he’d started. I was outside of myself, aware not of the man above me, but of the one stalking toward me with fury burning like coals through his blood red eyes.

A moment later, the tall, dark, and shadowed man gripped the male straddling me and lifted him high. Rage had twisted the shadow man’s face into such stark and raw wrath that all I could do was stare at him in utter and complete shock.

There were no words exchanged, no declarations of war. The shadow man simply gripped the male by his throat and pulled. Blood, hot and wet and thick, splattered my face, my neck, and my chest. I jerked as I realized that, in less than a second, he’d killed the stranger with his bare hands.

The shadow man stared down at me, breathing like a bellows and looking like he still wanted to kill or hurt something. His hands furled and unfurled, and long, wickedly curved black nails clacked as his fists opened and closed. In that suspended moment in time, I knew exactly who he was. 

The Man in Black. 

His blond hair was plastered in viscera red. His cheeks were covered in it too. 

“You’re a monster,” I said. I didn’t know why I’d said it. Maybe because that’s what Papa had always told me the man in black was. I was ashamed to admit, even in the safety of my own head, that it wasn’t the brutal killing of the other man that scared me. That wasn’t it at all. Truth was, I wasn’t even sure what I was feeling at that moment. Fear, but so much more too. 

I clutched at my chest, only just realizing that the male had torn my shirt in half and my chest was showing. The moment I noticed, the man in black must have too, because he shuddered, looking suddenly agonized.

He turned to the side, opening and shutting his mouth and still clenching and unclenching his fists. What is happening to me? Why aren’t I screaming? Why aren’t I running away? Is this shock?

I thought it might be. That other man had almost raped me, and the man in black had suddenly and violently slaughtered him in front of my eyes. I’d never seen anyone die before. 

It wasn’t just his death. It was the brutality of it that ate away at me. I looked at the crumpled body lying there where the dark man had tossed it away like garbage. I didn’t have to see his throat to recall with perfect clarity what had been done to him.

That man had come because I’d called out to him. He’d come to save me. To help me. For just a second he’d been a savior to me, until he’d turned into the very same kind of monster he’d accused me of being. I’d led him to his death.

This is all my fault. Every bit of it.

The tears finally came in great, big torrents then and I couldn’t stop them. 

The man in black turned toward me with a wildness in his eyes. He was going to kill me too. I just knew it. Oh my gods.

All I could do was curl in on myself, wrap my arms around my middle, and sob as I cried out long and low for “Mama.” Just one word, her name, but I chanted it like a prayer. “Mama. Mama. Mama.” I wanted to tell her how sorry I was for being so stupid. How sorry I was for hurting her this way. For what the man in black was about to do to me.

But then he howled. The sound chilled my soul, turning it to ice in my chest, and I looked up, swiping at my cheeks. The dark man was looking down on me with tortured, glowing eyes. I felt his pain like a blade to my chest. I sucked in a shaky breath as the fire of it ripped right through me, causing my tears to flood down even harder.

“Carrots,” he cried. Then he jerked, and the broken man looked suddenly terrified by what he’d said.

I shook my head, so bloody confused. I just wanted to go home and to wake up from this nightmare. 

With another echoing cry that made all the fine hairs on my arms stand on end, he turned on his heels and ran, as though Hades’s killing hounds nipped at his heels.

A second later, I was alone again. The body of the dead man was gone, and only a depression in the grass remained. Maybe the man in black took him away. Would he bury him? Eat him? I didn’t know. I didn’t know anything. All I knew was he was a very bad man—a terrible, deadly man who had let me live.  

I couldn’t stop the tears. I sat there for a long time, alone, battered, bloody, and horribly ashamed of what had been done to me. Finally, I sensed that I was no longer alone.

When I looked up, I spotted Prince. He whimpered in a broken, high-pitched whine from where he hid in the shelter of a scrub bush. I finally got to my feet and ran to him, sobbing openly, grieving for what had been stolen from me that day. I don’t remember getting to his side. I don’t remember wrapping my arms around his shaggy neck. I don’t remember riding on his back toward home. But the next thing I knew, I was on my porch steps, curled in on myself, gripped with heartache, crying the sorts of sobs that came from deep within. I wept, full of pain and the knowledge that I’d just lost something vital to me.

I’d lost my innocence.

Prince whined and wailed, and finally the front door opened. Uncle Kelly’s big, strong arms wrapped around me, and he hissed the second he touched me. Prince growled and snarled, but I didn’t know why, because Prince had always liked my Uncle. Uncle Kelly shook violently, but he took me inside. Only once we got in there did he drop me onto the couch and run off as though I’d burned him.

Then I felt another set of arms, softer, but strong and sure, around me.. Briley whispered to me in his sweet voice, “It’s okay now, Shay Shay. You’re okay.”

I curled into his strong chest. Prince never growled at him. Briley picked me up as if I weighed nothing, and he took me straight to my room. He sat me in my bed, holding me until Mama and Papa came back.

In my head, I heard the devil’s voice repeating one sentence over and over. The same husky female voice who’d told me to take the pearl at the beach said, “It had to be, Carrots, it had to be.” 
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Chapter 5
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Rumpel

I should have been there. I damn well should have bloody been there.

The raw fury I felt was nothing compared to the pain boiling me up alive. Seeing Shayera that way—broken, weeping, and clinging to the battered edges of her clothes with that bastard rutting over the top of her—hurt too badly to bear.

I choked on my breaths, fighting the urge to howl and rage and rampage through the hamlet, killing any and all men. No matter their innocence, all men were her enemy now. Even me. 

How the hell could this have happened? I thought bitterly. Dropping my head into my hands, I leaned against the siding of her home, shuddering and fighting the beast within me. I couldn’t give into this mania, and I knew it. 

I was hanging on by a thread.

I should have known, though. I’d felt the tremors, the disturbance in fate’s fingers, all night long. And then Giles had called for me because Euralis had been deadly sick. It was the time of the transformation, a kind of puberty for Demone males that forced a painful and terrible change upon us. Euralis had already experienced it once in his previous lifetime, and it’d been the very last thing on my mind. I hadn’t expected it to happen again, but I damned well should have.

I seethed.

When he got ill, my worrying about the strings of fate ceased. I’d been so sure the unease I’d been feeling the weeks leading up to it had been tied to that and nothing else, but it’d been Fate clearing the way, taking me out, keeping her family away, keeping her alone, and forcing her down her destined path. 

I felt my face grow hot. When the male had touched her, I’d felt a ripple through my soul. Her emotions wracked me, tearing me asunder. Her adrenaline and her terror had nearly choked me. I’d tethered myself to Shayera forever many years ago, when she’d been only a baby. It’d been a way for me to be able to keep guard over her and to keep her safe in case everything else failed. The tethering didn’t come without cost, and even so, I’d almost been too late to save her. 

Again, I saw the image of that male, rutting and sweating and kissing her neck with greedy sucking motions. What if he’d raped her? What if I’d gotten there just a second later? What then?

Grinding my teeth, I opened my eyes and looked wildly about for something— anything—to hurt. I spied a tree several yards away and ran to it. I growled, drew my arm back, and punched it with all my might. A mighty crack and groan splintered the air. The scent of my blood wafted under my nose, but only I noticed the gaping cut in my knuckles when I flexed my fist . 

I shuddered. I should have been there. I should have known. Euralis should have been home by then, sleeping and healing, but the moment he’d learned of Shayera’s fate, he’d forced himself to go to her. In two days’ time, he’d be hale again and no longer weakened by the transformation. It would be as though nothing at all had ever happened to him. Shayera, would never be the same again. 

I knew, though, what this would cost for him and the pain he’d feel. I’d seen the flash of agony in his eyes when he’d learned what had been done to her in his absence. Demone loved hard, with everything that was in us, so what’d been done to Shayera would be excruciating to him. He’d feel like a failure, just as I did. My heart ached at what had been done, which could never be undone.  

It’d taken hours of Prince and her family cuddling her before she’d calmed and quieted. I stood beneath her window, draped in shadow, feeling wild and desperate and aching to do something—anything—to make it right. But there was no making it right. 

Once she finally fell asleep, I forced Prince away from her with a short, sharp whistle, undetectable to human ears. He needed to rest. He still needed to heal from his own trauma of the night past. 

My son would never forgive himself for what had been done to her, and neither could I.

Alone and full of impotent rage, I didn’t know what to do, but I knew that standing there and doing nothing was unacceptable too. There were words that needed saying and there was no one that could stop me from saying them. 

I called Genesis to me with a snap of my fingers, and she arrived with a throaty, rumbling growl less than a minute later, after cutting through a travel tunnel like a hot knife through butter. Marching toward her, I patted her chrome tank just once. She purred for me. Sitting astride my silver steed, I was soon sailing across the navy-draped sky.

Once a true woman, she’d fallen in love with me eons ago and had asked me only one thing. All she wanted was to be my truest and most constant companion, no matter the price she’d pay. 

Touched by her sincerity and honesty, I’d honored her request and had transformed her first into a wild silver mare. She’d been through multiple incarnations as time and technology progressed—once a steam locomotive, then a Model-T, then a mare—until finally she became a chromed-out motorcycle with the heart and soul of a warrior female. 

Once, Shayera had thought Genesis’s captivity to be indicative of the type of cruel monster she thought I was, but through the years, she’d grown to love riding on the back of Genesis with me. And Genesis, a temperamental and violently jealous female, had formed a very strange sort of attachment to my bride. I never thought the day would come when Genesis would abide another female usurping her way into my heart. But to know Shayera had been to love her, and we’d all fallen under her spell. 

Genesis didn’t want to leave the child behind. Genesis understood, in a way few others did in this new world, who the child really was and what she would one day mean to us again. 

She rumbled angrily, trying in vain to turn us back and return to the child. Although Genesis appeared to be nothing more than chrome and steel, beneath the metal she had a heart and a soul that loved fiercely and loyally. Once Genesis gave her love, it was forever. She was just as much in my stead as she was in Shay’s. 

“We can’t!” I growled, righting her handlebars yet again as she tried for the third time to turn around.

Her hind end came sharply up, nearly unseating me. 

“Damn you, you crazy beast!” I snapped. “Do you think I don’t want to go back to her? Do you think I want to leave her there like that? Never think it! But I am bound to the fickle whims of fate, just as you are. She’s still a child! I cannot—I can’t—” My voice cracked.

That momentary flash of weakness finally seemed to settle her down. Instantly, she quieted, and the hum of her engine turned into a steady purr again. Her metal form vibrated beneath me. She was apologizing. 

I swallowed hard, fighting the damned stupid tears that did nothing other than constantly remind me of how helpless I was. They served no purpose. They helped nothing. I was done crying, done with the damned bloody tears. I had to do something.  

How the hell did this happen? Why the hell hadn’t they been watching her more closely?

It’d been all Prince could do not to rip Betty and Gerard’s throats out for allowing Shayera to sneak off as she had. Prince no longer liked Betty’s brother, Kelly, and probably never would again. The beast finally had to be chained to Shayera’s bedpost just to ensure it wouldn’t attack him.

Prince’s disgust mirrored my own. I hated the man and doubted I’d ever forgive him. It shouldn’t have happened again, because the curse had been a direct result of Gerard’s past sins in the other timeline. Shayera shouldn’t have been cursed in this one. It didn’t need to happen. To hell what the Fates said.

Finally, I saw my destination, at the very edge of the Infinity Sea Cliffs, where rock and shale gave way to nothing but Seren’s waters below. The seas, made of strange shades of rainbow hues that day, were calm. 

There was only one person in all of Kingdom that could fix this, that could remake Shayera, that could right this terrible wrong that’d been done to the girl. And it was Calypso, who was in some kind of mood. Whether good or bad, I wasn’t sure, but I also didn’t care.

I descended swiftly and landed on the edge of the cliffs, where I released the kickstand, got off Genesis, and walked out as far as I could. I continued until the tips of my toes had no ground beneath to support them. Once, I would have had enough magic in me to walk upon Calypso’s waters. But Ea Seko had stripped much of my power from me. 

Cupping my hands, I cried out, “Calypso, temperamental goddess of all waters, I call to you now. I ask you to come, not to supplicate his god, but as a friend to a friend. As a—”

“A friend to a friend?” a sultry yet dulcet voice asked with a husky chuckle. 

I twirled on my feet, momentarily caught off guard by the goddess’s exotically unusual, yet appealing beauty. She was a tall woman, taller even than I was, with a nest of writhing black and royal purple tentacles for hair that undulated as she walked. Her skin was the color of sea-foam, and her pure-black eyes were shaped like almonds. She had no pupils, but her irises gleamed like polished ebony. 

Her foreign features made a pleasing whole, with stark slashes for cheekbones and full, pink, and pouting lips. On one bicep, she wore a golden cuff that looked like a snake eating its own tail. She wore a gown comprised of thousands of miniature abalone shells and mother-of-pearl studs in her ears. She was unlike anyone I’d ever seen before. 

Calypso’s form always changed, and her moods were as transient as her tides, never settling and constantly in a state of flux. Usually I felt something familiar about her, in either her eyes or her smile, but she was completely alien in this incarnation, almost as though she didn’t know who she was or who she wanted to be. Only recently had she begun to adopt a human figure once again. Her natural state was aqueous, and water was the form she still seemed most comfortable in. 

It was lore that, of all those who’d loved and lost, none had lost more than Calypso. She knew nothing of the woman she’d once been, the goddess who’d learned to love the human realm more than her own and who’d developed a soul because of it. 

Gods were capricious at the best of times and arrogant and uncaring at the worst. They lived for themselves and their own selfish vanities. Calypso and her husband Hades had been exceptions. Even so, as a great and powerful elemental force, she was not to be trifled with. Her temper was legendary, but she’d once had a good heart. I was counting on that heart still beating within her somewhere, even if it was buried deep within. 

Her smile was little more than a leering smirk as she eyed me up and down. Thin rivulets of water ran from her neck down her arms and legs, creating tiny shimmering puddles, like oil slicks at her feet. “You are Rumpelstiltskin,” she said with authority. She didn’t frame it as a question. 

I dipped my head.

“And why has the dark prince decided to grace me with his presence this day?” Her words were light, airy, and full of condescension. 

I was a villain, it was true, in my past life and probably even in this one. Regardless of my motivations, I knew exactly who I was. In many ways, Calypso and I were the same. 

She was an elemental, which meant she wasn’t a woman so much as a state of being. Physically, she was water that’d taken form. Elementals, even more than gods, operated on the most primordial levels possible. If they were angry, they’d wipe out a town without sparing a thought to life, limb, or the casualties incurred. If they were happy, the very waters of Seren would suddenly burst with life. At their cores, they were the most basic of emotions, raw and primal and, ironically enough, innocent in many ways because of it. They simply did not think in the same way their contemporaries did. There was only black or white in Calypso’s world, no shades of gray. 

Calypso was merely the product of what she was, an elemental. She had both the temperament of the raging seas and the stillness of placid pools, and there was no predicting which of the two she would greet someone with at any given time, because she was one and both. I’d liked her in the other world, though in truth we hadn’t been the greatest of friends—we’d hardly known one another—but the few times our paths had crossed, I’d enjoyed her presence and had tolerated her in a way I rarely could with others. 

There was nothing pretentious about her, and though she leered at me, I could sense that same steadfastness of character within her. It was always above board with her. 

I wondered what she was going through, what she could remember, and whether she recalled her past life at all, including her love of Hades and his love for her and the family she, too, had once killed to protect. She and I were not so very different at our cores.

“Well?” She lifted a thin dark brow. “Have you come to waste my time? Because if so, I’ve got—”

Clenching my jaw, I tossed my hand out to stop her as she made to move past me. “Don’t go.”

“I’m not in the business of being summoned.”

I snorted. “Neither am I.”

Something dark glittered in her eyes. “And yet I came. Tell me why.”

I could give her the pat answer, which was curiosity or boredom—either of those would do. But it wasn’t true, not really. “Because you are seeking.”

It clearly wasn’t the answer she’d expected, because her exotic face contorted into a mask of fury as she hissed at me. 

The waves at my back roared, sounding as though they’d begun to churn and whip with fury down below. My pulse jumped. I wasn’t immortal, not like a god. I was a Demone Prince and had my own dark powers, but even I was no match for an infuriated goddess. Still, I was foolish enough to press on.

Maybe I had a death wish. Maybe I was exhausted by all of this nonsense, a curse that made no sense, and the memories of all the lives, past and present, that’d been disrupted. My waking nightmares refused to quit because I knew too much. I was tired, and I was through pretending to be sane about any of this anymore. 

So I stood tall, my shoulders back, my head held high, and my gaze locked on her serpent-like eyes. I nodded. “Aye, you’re seeking. You’re lost. You’re confused. And you’re angry. Deny it, goddess. Tell me I am wrong. But I am not wrong.” Rain pelted my face, my back, my neck. 

Her chest heaved as she sucked in violent gulps of air. “What would you know of anger, legger? You think you understand that word? You think you know what it means to wake up each morning and want to kill something, hurt it, wound it until it screams and begs for you to stop, and yet still you cannot stop because there is a darkness, an emptiness that spreads like a disease inside your soul, deeper and wider each and every day?”

A crack of lightning tore the now blackened sky in two. The world was in chaos. The level of the water had risen, and it rushed past my ankles in a furious stream, making me fight just to keep my balance. 

Calypso was transforming before me again, into a tower of water. Her appearance was crystalline and as hard-looking as a frozen block of arctic ice. But her eyes burned with fury as she snarled and hissed at me. Her tentacle hair waved like Medusa’s enchanted snakes about her head.

“You are magnificent,” I said, even in the face of my certain death and knowing that with a mere flick of her wrist she could end me. That was okay with me. 

My words only enflamed her rage, and the water rose higher and higher. I’d watched this very thing happen to my Shayera just yesterday. I’d seen her struggle and fight to live. I’d almost been too late. 

Unlike Shay, I stayed where I was. I didn’t try to rush off, didn’t beg or plead for my life. I stayed where I was, watching with a strange sort of fascination as the water reached my hips, my chest, my neck, before it was only moments away from engulfing me whole. 

Calypso’s mask of death and fury stared at me. Her eyes gleamed like unholy flame. 

I was sick to death of hanging on and fighting a battle that seemed all but lost. I didn’t fear death—not my own, anyway. Maybe Shayera was better off without me. I’d killed a man in front of her, ripping out his throat and feeling an impotence of rage burn through me because I’d wanted to do so much more. I’d wanted to rip him limb from limb, to cut off his testicles and penis and toss them to the wolves while he watched and begged and pleaded for mercy that I did not have to give. I wasn’t a good man.

Shayera was good, and she deserved better than me and what I could give her. 

I remembered her then, not as the girl she was now, but as the woman in my heart and my dreams. Her soft smiles, her gentle words, and her ability to destroy me with only a few simple words made her the object of my deepest and darkest desires. 

Just as the waves of madness licked at my nose, the waters suddenly parted, and I dropped to my knees, gasping, confused by what had just happened.

“You do know,” she whispered, and I was stunned that I could have so easily forgotten that Calypso was trying to kill me. I’d been lost in my memories, reliving a better time.

I’d embraced my death with the zealotry of a sycophant, wanting it, craving it. I shivered, knowing Shayera would have hated me for my weakness, and glanced up. Calypso was a woman again, but once more she was transformed. No more was she alien and foreign, or harsh and cruel. She was simply a woman with dark hair, dark, woebegone eyes, and full pink lips, turned down and quivering as though she fought back her own tears. She was nude, and her skin was a dusky-olive hue, with only her long hair to cover her private bits. She walked toward me, knelt, and placed both her hands on my shoulders.

I jerked away from her touch, causing her to toss her hands up and shake her head slowly. 

“I won’t hurt you,” she whispered in a voice so low that only I could have heard it. 

It wasn’t the fact that she’d tried to kill me that had made me flinch, it was the knowledge that deep down I still wanted her to. I hated my weakness and despised the shame I felt in knowing how much Shayera still needed a knight to fight for her, an advocate who would always keep her safe, no matter the cost, but that I grew more and more weary of the role. 

Calypso’s eyes narrowed as she placed her hands on her knees and cocked her head, reminding me of an animal. “Why have you come to me, Dark Prince? What do you know of this darkness that lances my soul?”

I chuckled, and the sound was low and deep and filled with an endless sea of misery. I could not speak of the pain, because articulating it would reveal the limitless depths of my own. I’d already proven myself weak before her, and I had to regain my power somehow. 

Shoving off the ground with legs that felt as unsteady as a newborn colt’s, I stood in my soaked clothes and swiped at my lips with the back of my wrist. “I came to beg a favor that I know you cannot give.”

“Cannot?” There was a growl to her tone. 

I chuckled, hearing the hubris of the goddess in that one word. It was an arrogance I understood too well. “Poor choice of words. Will not.”

Her lashes fluttered and a gentle smirk graced her lips. “Tell me anyhow. You’ve piqued my curiosity.”

Dusting off my clothes that would never again see the light of day once I returned home, I shook my head. “I wish to reverse a curse placed on a friend of mine by one of your sirens.”

“Oh”—she wagged her fingers—“that.”

I sniffed and shrugged. She sounded oddly disappointed in me, but I couldn’t say I really blamed her. It’d always been a terrible sort of let down for me when an applicant came to me with the same requests day in and day out. 

Without asking me who, when, or even where she snapped her fingers, and before me stood a water siren, looking shocked, dazed, and bewildered. She wore lowered brows and pinched lines around her eyes. Then she glanced up and sucked in a sharp breath before dropping to her knees and dipping her head. “Goddess!” she cried in a quivering voice. 

I stared down at her brown head of hair, feeling dead and empty and cold inside. Visions of me gouging out her eyes, cutting off her tongue, or even simply reaching my hand into her chest and ripping her heart out assaulted my mind. This was the siren that had cursed my Shayera. 

I felt Calypso’s hard stare and I glanced up. 

“Well?” she said. 

I knew what she was asking. She wanted to know what I wanted her to do with the siren. Do I want to kill her? Torture her? Make her weep, cry, and beg for mercy of the kind she’d not shown my Carrots?  My hands trembled as fire raged through my veins. I did want to hurt her, cruelly and most viciously. I wanted to demand she take away the curse she’d placed on my female. 

I pinched the bridge of my nose. I wasn’t in the business of hurting women. It was my line in the sand. It was the one absolute that I’d stuck by even at the pinnacle of my worst. But the hurt was unyielding, punishing, and brutal to bear. My nostrils flared.

“Killing her will not break the curse, Dark Prince,” Calypso said in a husky tone. 

The siren cried out, dropping her head to the ground and covering herself with her arms. She didn’t try to bolt, although surrounded by water as we were, she could have attempted it. But there was no outrunning the mother of life. She’d have been a fool to try.

I cut my eyes toward the goddess. “No. She can’t. But you can. You are a goddess, you can—”

She held up her fingers, causing my mouth to snap shut as though squeezed by invisible hands, trapping the words on my tongue. “Everyone suffers in life, Dark One. Or don’t you know this?”

I ground my back teeth together.

“If you are asking me to break a curse, then you must know that a siren’s curse can only be cast if a truly heinous sin has been committed against her. If the curse was cast then your friend perpetuated a crime that demands justice.”

The siren began to sob. 

Calypso flicked her wrist and the invisible bonds that’d held my mouth shut were lifted. I took a deep breath that shook with terror. Her powers were immense and awe-inspiring, but I wouldn’t back down. “She is a child.”

She snorted. “And that gives her a pass, does it? Don’t be a fool, Rumpelstiltskin. You care for this child?”

I dipped my head once.

“Growing does not come without pain. The hardest and best lessons learned are the ones that nearly kill us in the learning of it. The child will remain as she is.”

My breaths became forceful and choppy. Even if Ea Seko hadn’t stripped me of so much power, I still wouldn’t have been strong enough to stand toe-to-toe with Calypso, and yet I found myself taking an incremental step toward her.

Her response was to toss her head back and laugh. “You do amuse me, legger. No, I will not strip the curse. But I can perhaps ease your burden even a little.”

Then she snapped her fingers, and the siren’s crying instantly ceased. She wilted to the earth, lifeless and limp, and a puddle of water formed beneath her unmoving form.

It took a second for my mind to process what I’d just witnessed. “You killed her,” I said, softly at first. But the moment I heard myself say it the horror of it consumed me. 

I understood then what I’d refused to see when she’d been sobbing before me. Much as I hated to admit it, Shayera had sinned against the siren by attempting to steal her soul orb. Shay hadn’t known what she was doing—she was only a child—and yet it wouldn’t have absolved that most terrible of crimes if she’d managed to pull it off. The harm that would have been done to the siren would have been immeasurable. It seemed understandable that her reaction had been what it had been.

I looked up at Calypso, feeling cold and dead inside. “You killed her.”

She shrugged. “Isn’t that what you wanted? You came here seeking vengeance, and I granted it to you.”

“Not this.”

She scoffed, causing her hair to undulate like tentacles around her slim frame. “Vengeance always comes with a price, Dark Prince. You wanted her dead. I heard your thoughts. I saw the cruel and barbaric images. You should be rejoicing, I made it simple for you.”

“You aren’t who you used to be, Calypso. I don’t even know who you are anymore.”

She lifted her hand, looking as though she meant to strike me. A flash of lightning curled menacingly through the dark gray sky. I never flinched or recoiled. 

Coming here had been a terrible and grave mistake. I was a killer, and I couldn’t throw stones. But it was one thing to feel something and another to act upon the terrible thoughts.  

Deep down I’d known that fate would hound Shayera, and that one way or another she could no more outrun her terrible destiny anymore than we’d been able to outrun the curse. But I’d come anyway. 

In the end, I was just as much to blame for what had been done to this siren as Shayera was for what had been done to her. 

“Leave my side,” the goddess hissed, “and never return.”

Fat, punishing drops of ice-cold rain pelted my naked face. But I ignored it, staring at her for several long seconds and wanting to say so much more but knowing that ultimately my words would fall on deaf ears.

I walked past her. Genesis rumbled to life at my approach. I didn’t look back as I straddled my bike. 

It seemed no matter what I did I screwed up everything I touched.

~*~
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Calypso

I STARED AT THE WATER that was once a siren and felt a tugging in the deepest part of my soul. 

Walking toward the figure, I whispered, “Animas,” and immediately life flowed back into the water. The siren gasped, sat up, and stared at me with tears still shimmering wetly in her long lashes. Her hands wrapped around her throat and I heard her thoughts as clearly as though they were my own. Why had she been returned to the living? How had she incurred her goddess’s wrath?

“Never curse a child again,” I told her and then gestured toward Seren, telling her without words to leave my side.

“Yes... Yes, my Goddess.”

The siren scrambled to her feet and in seconds had sailed over the cliff’s edge and into the waters we called home. 

I stood upon that cliff, feeling alone but contemplative.

The Dark Prince suffered. I’d felt it keenly, through the very marrow of my soul. Clutching at my chest, I stared toward a sky that held no answers for me. It never gave me what I needed.

I wasn’t even sure what it was I needed, other than I felt sometimes as though I’d lost the very best parts of myself and was nothing more than a shell, full of pain, misery, and blackness.

I stood there for what felt an eternity before I began to get the sensation that I was being watched. It was a prickling on the back of my neck that made me turn, and when I did I saw a man, or at least the shadow of one. 

He was tall and powerfully built, and he stared at me with electric-blue eyes. I’d never seen that shadow man before, but I recognized him all the same. “You’ve been watching me,” I said.

The shadow said nothing, only continued to stare. 

I narrowed my eyes. “Do I know you?”

I didn’t think the shadow would answer, but finally it spoke to me. “In the middle of the journey of our life, I came to myself within a dark wood where the straight way was lost.”

I gasped, though I wasn’t sure why. I didn’t know how the tears had begun to fall down my cheeks, either. I lifted my hand, wanting to say... Something. Anything. 

But from one blink to the next, the shadowman had left and my heart felt fractured and splintered into a thousand tiny slivers of woe. 
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LETTER TO SHAY

My greatest fear has been realized today. You have been cursed again, Shayera. And I was too late to save you. What good am I to this world if the one thing that matters most I cannot protect?

I went to see a goddess. 

I thought I went to ask her to fix you. To recreate you. Make you anew. But as I stood there with water swirling about my face, inches away from death, I knew why I’d really gone. To have her take the decision out of my hands. To end me. To take away this pain once and for all. 

I shouldn’t return for you. I should walk away. Let you live your life. 

I should do a great many things, I imagine. 

And yet I never seem to keep any of my promises.
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Chapter 6
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Rumpel

Letter to Shay

Do you feel it, Carrots? 

I slice myself open. I bleed upon these pages. My soul has been breathed in them. If you knew me at all, you would know the great depths of my love for you. But I am a monster, selfish and unreasoning when it comes to guarding and protecting you. And you are perfection. Innocence and beauty breathed to life. 

How you must hate me. How you must despise me. I dream of a future together. But I know it cannot be. You are too pure and I am too soiled. 

Would you even miss me?

Could you make a better life without me?

You deserve better than this.

You deserve better than me.

~*~
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I WANT YOU. I LIE AWAKE at night, shaking with an unbearable hunger for your touch. Your hands upon mine. Your skin pressed to mine. The scent of your body washes over me. 

I close my eyes and I remember roses. Everywhere, there are roses. 

I stood on the edge of a cliff tonight, hypnotized by the gentle rolling waves as they kissed the sands beneath. One more step and I could fall. 

It is not death that scares me, Carrots. It is living. It is the endless cycle of pain that eats away at me day in and day out. 

I watch you grow. I cannot stay away. I am in awe of your first steps. The trill of your laughter. The way your eyes gleam when you are excited and even how your rosebud lips turn down when you are sad. 

Every nuance, every facet of you fascinates me. I would move heaven and earth to keep you safe always, but I fear a day may come when I cannot save you from yourself.

~*~
[image: image]


THERE COMES A TIME when it all stops—the fervor, the zeal, the masochism of always being around her when I knew she did not know who I was, when I knew I could never truly show her how much I cared. 

After that night upon Calypso’s cliffs, I ceased following up on my Shayera. Prince, too, had stopped. His reasons were his own, though I suspected I knew why.

At first, the tortures of being separated from her were unimaginable. I howled madly at the moon, night after night, trapped within my realm of clouds, suffocating on the madness closing in on me and choking the life from my body.

I went through a phase where I didn’t bathe and didn’t interact with anyone, save for Euralis, and only when he came to me. 

I was a wreck, and I knew it. 

I was also ashamed of my weakness and that I’d allowed the farce to continue for so long, thinking that I could straddle both worlds and not suffer so. 

I cut off all personal ties to Shayera. I did keep guards on her—my ravens, to protect her from herself—but I never went to her again. I didn’t watch her anymore. No more. 

I had to do it for my own sanity. All things considered, that wasn’t exactly saying much, as I’d never in my entire existence been more insane. 

After a year, though, I finally bathed.

And after the next one, I began to laugh.

By the third year, I walked among my friends and servants again, and if I wondered about Shayera at all, it was an idle thought now and again. I never lingered on it. She was guarded and protected, and that was the best gift I could give her.

There were even nights where I sometimes contemplated whether she would find another great love. It was true that there was only ever one soul mate, but in this life she did not know she’d ever found hers. But there were many great loves in life, and she would find another. Sure, the thought panged me and sometimes left me reeling in agony, but the depression and pain lessened over time. 

And then one day, Danika came to visit me. Years had passed since I’d seen the fairy godmother, but she’d not changed much, other than looking a little more mature, a little wiser in the eyes. 

She and Jericho had still not mended fences. She said they never would, until she was satisfied that her godchildren were reunited and happy again. 

I shouldn’t have done it, but I gave into curiosity and asked her about Shayera.

I will never forget that scene because it’s burned indelibly into my mind. Blinking, she looked up at me with something akin to guilt burning in the depths of her dark-blue eyes. Her rosebud lips twisted up into a worried pucker and my skin shivered with fear and adrenaline.

“Danika, what is it? What are you keeping from me?”

Setting down her cup of tea, she leaned back in her seat and shook her head. “You are doing so well now, Rumpel. Do you really want—”

That’s when I understood the illusion of all I’d done and accomplished, my false belief that I’d finally moved on, and that now Shayera could too. I leaned forward and growled, “Tell me now, fae.”

She inhaled and glowered at me, but spoke nonetheless. “The girl lives. And she is as well as she could possibly be.”

“What the devil does that mean,” I said in a low, shivering voice that echoed with the strains of gravel and grit.

Never one to be easily intimidated, she leaned forward until our noses practically touched and hissed, “How the hell do you think she is, Demone Prince? She’s a siren now. Her world has shrunk down to four walls and a roof. She never leaves her home. She never speaks to others. She’s a hermit and she grows more and more despondent with each day that passes.”

My heart physically ached to hear her say it. I wasn’t a fool. I’d known exactly the reaction Betty and Gerard would have after the cursing of their child, and they did what any sensible parent would do. They were forced to lock her up, for her own safety and that of everyone else. 

Weariness tugged at my soul and I grunted as I leaned heavily back into my seat. “I am a selfish bastard. She told me of her upbringing. The isolation she’d been put through. But she’d survived it then, Danika. She can survive it now.”

“It’s not the same, and you bloody know it, imp,” she said the word softly, but with a definite tone of disapproval. “Shayera did not share her soul with another then. She does now. I don’t give a rat’s arse what Betty and Gerard or even you want anymore. You know better than the both of them that once a soul has been cleaved it will remain forever faithful and, in her case, tortured beyond what a young woman should bear. She is only fourteen, Rumpel, and even so she cries in her sleep night after night—”

“Stop!” I held up my hand. “Tell me no more.”

“No!” She jumped out of her seat and clenched her tiny hands into fists. “No, you need to hear this. You need to know these things. You cannot put on your blinders, not anymore. I won’t allow it. She suffers, and every night the suffering only increases. Betty and Gerard are at their wits’ end. They believe it’s the siren lure that’s done this to their daughter, but I know better, and so do you. Her soul needs to find its mate or she will never again know peace, whether she’s a siren or not.”

I hadn’t realized I’d begun crying until I felt the cool splash of a tear plop onto the back of my hand. Sniffing, I swiped at my cheeks. 

“What the hell should I do? I made a vow to Betty. I’m honor bound to—”

“For gods’ sake, Rumpel,” she hissed, “you’re not magically induced to obey. It’s your own bloody honor that keeps you in chains this way. Betty did not know what she asked when she asked it.”

“She is Shayera’s mother! I’ve already done them all such great harm. If I have any hope, any chance of—”

I sucked in a sharp breath, slamming my mouth shut. Damn it all to the very pits of the underworld. The truth I’d buried deeply had just come spewing out of my mouth like hot vomit. All the careful lies and years of work I’d put in to get myself to a better place were crashing down around me. I was just as much in love with her as I’d ever been.

“She’s little more than a bairn still.” I shuddered, closing my eyes and fighting to breathe.

Those words seemed to strip the fight out of Danika too, and she heaved. “Gods above, but I know it. I know it, Dark One. I do not envy you, my friend.”

I glared at her. “Go home, Danika. Leave me in peace. Fix the others. At least they stand a chance of a happily ever after.”

“You do too.” She clasped her hands together and her dark eyes pleaded with me, but for what I didn’t know. 

I hated her for making me remember and for bringing it all back up. “Go home.” I said it softly but with conviction. 

Her wings buzzed loudly in the almost complete silence that echoed like a vast gulf between us. “I will leave,” she said and turned, flicking her wand to open up a time portal. But then she paused and looked back at me unflinchingly before saying, “If you love her at all, give her the peace she needs, Rumpel. Go to her, send her Prince, even. But do not abandon her like this. I love Gerard and Betty, but in this they are so very wrong. They speak with parental love, but in so doing, they are grievously wounding their daughter and you. You both deserve so much better than the hand you’ve been given.”

In the hours after she left, I sat in deep contemplation, staring into the fire, feeling grieved by the thought of Shayera suffering, because she didn’t deserve to endure this fate. Not her.

That’s when the idea was born. After decades of marriage to my bride, I’d come so bloody close to finding a temporary cure for Shayera’s siren curse. The curse could never be completely eradicated, but it could be transformed, and I’d been on the cusp of discovery.

My books and papers had all vanished in the other time, but the curse of having such an exacting memory as mine might, temporarily, be turned into a boon.

Standing up, I walked to my work room, and I didn’t leave it for the next three years. I worked day and night, getting myself back to where I’d been before the curse had ripped my world away from me.

One night, Euralis came and sat with me. We enjoyed dinner together, and he made the most innocuous and innocent of comments, which finally cracked the code.

“Father,” he said, “you should leave this room. Stop whatever madness has consumed you. Live a little.”

Busy staring into my book of spells and herbs, I blew off the words he oft-repeated to me with a shrug and mumbled oath, the same as always. 

He didn’t let it go. “This quest of yours, it’s impossible, and you know it. Nothing changes for you. Nothing.”

I stilled, wanting to snap at him, wanting to call him back to me and tell him that I wasn’t the unfeeling monster he thought me to be. I needed to explain to him that the only thing still holding me together wasn’t my love for Shayera, but his love for me. I needed him to know that I was aware I was a terrible father, and that I loved him to death, and...

Then a light bulb went off in my head, and the answer was so obvious that I began to laugh like a madman, bending over and slapping at my knees. The answer had been in front of me the entire time, and I hadn’t known it because I’d been unyielding in my belief that I was on the right path. The impossible was impossible, in every place save for one.

There was one place in all of Kingdom where rules did not apply, where up was sometimes down and left was sometimes right, and where magic created its own rubrics and madness reigned.

The next day, I flew off to find the Hatter and exchanged several vials of good fortune spells for the one thing I’d always needed but had never known until just then: hope.

The first blossom came forth from the hope tree during the third night of the month, under the soft glow of the full blood-red moon. 

I stirred that translucent flower into my kettle, and immediately I felt the magic, the rightness. With a shudder, I manifested a beautiful ring of gold with hands knotted together and holding a fiery ruby the same shade as Shayera’s wild hair. 

I dipped it in then breathed.

The ring glowed like blue flame in my hand. It singed my fingertips, but I did not drop it. Instead, I stared at it with eyes shimmering with wet heat and a heart that finally felt hope for my beloved—true hope, the kind that released the shackles around one’s soul, even if only briefly. She was free, though not forever and not always. Although the power in the ring would suppress the siren magic to nearly null, every night she would be required to take the ring off, as it would dull her life force just a little during the day. But at least she could leave her home. She could mingle with others. She could begin to live.

“Dani... Danika,” I cried out, voice hoarse from years of disuse. 

The tightening at my back let me know she’d come. “Rumpel?” she asked, sounding shocked.

I turned and noted the high bloom of pink on her cheeks and her wide, bright eyes. I tipped the ring toward her. “Give her this. But say it was you. If they thought it was me, they’d never allow her to have it.”

Her nostrils flared as she flew toward me, increasing in size until she finally dropped to the ground and held out her hand to me. I dropped the cold charm into her palm, and a second later she inhaled deeply, looking up at me with surprised shock. “W-w-what is this magic? I sense great power within.” Her surprised gaze cut to mine.

I nodded, the weariness of the sleep-deprived years suddenly crashing down around me. “Aye. It is. It’s a null ring, for her siren’s charm.”

“What?” She blinked and shook her head. “You cannot be—”

“I’m absolutely serious.”

She gasped. “Th-th-this is impossible magic.”

I nodded. “Indeed it is. Magic that can never be recreated again, in fact. I took the last bloom, you see. This charm is for her, Danika, to give her a life beyond this one. Beyond what she’s been handed. She deserves it.”

She clutched her fist to her chest and shook her head, causing the pearls in her hair to sway fetchingly around her heart-shaped face. “And you, Rumpel? Don’t you deserve it too?”

I closed my eyes and shook my head. “I deserve exactly what I’ve got. Save my Carrots. That is all I ask.”

A look of heart-wrenching devastation scrawled itself upon her face. “Do you still not wish to know, Rumpel? How beautiful she is now and how much of a woman she’s grown up to be? The fiery flame of mane with its riotous curls winds down her back, and the flush of womanhood brightens her cheeks. Does none of that pique your curiosity? Will you still be so adamant in your belief that you have no place in her life?”

“I am tired, Danika. Far too tired for these games.”

She clenched her jaw. “Fine. Then I will tell you no more. But I will show you, because you are a stubborn ass, and I care far too much for you to just walk away.”

I turned my back even as her wand began its graceful undulation through the air. In seconds, I felt the pressure of her fairy magic pulsate at my back.

“Look or don’t look,” she said. “It’s up to you. But there she is, Rumpel. There she is.”

I didn’t sense her leaving so much as I felt the sudden absence of her behind me. Holding my shoulders ramrod straight, I told myself to eradicate the image. Don’t look. Don’t even entertain the idea of looking.

But before I knew it, I was turning around, and when I saw her, a sound like a wounded animal spilled off my tongue.

She was gorgeous, with skin smooth as pale moonstone, hair the color of fire, and eyes the icy blue of the arctic tundra. Shadows darkened the spaces beneath her eyes, the purple shade attesting to her lack of sleep. Her rosebud lips turned down at the corners, and the frown seemed permanently etched onto her face. 

That’s just how she’d looked when I’d first met her, beautiful but aloof, and always with a hint of sadness radiating out from her. By the end of our life together she’d been the exact opposite. She’d had verve, passion, and a sparkle in her eyes. It hurt me to see her that way.

She was sitting upon her bed, staring out the window at the nighttime sky and clutching onto her night rail with long, thin fingers.

I finally saw the woman she would be, the woman I’d known. She was very nearly there. With a shuddering heave, I raised my hand and traced the still image with my finger.

“Oh, Carrots,” I breathed from the very bottom of my desperate heart. “I love you so.”
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Chapter 7
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Rumpel

Two years later

“Come to the ball,” Danika said, standing in the middle of my library and gripping her wand tightly.

I sat in my favorite chair, sipping on a mug of delicately flavored orange tea. I lifted a brow. “No, thank you,” I said, as I slowly turned the page of the massive tome sitting upon my lap. 

It was a history of the original faes who’d created Kingdom and the plethora of creatures who now called this land home. I’d read this volume before, but I’d also read every single one of the other ten thousand books in my vast library, some of them many times. 

She stomped her foot. “Blast you, man. Why not!”

I took a sip of my tea, swirling it around in my mouth. Three times in the past year, Danika had come to me to extend an invitation to Shayera’s birthday ball, a ball that I’d funded in its entirety and had planned down to the very last jot and tittle. Of course, the accolades would go to Danika. I didn’t care for the adulation. All I wanted was for my Carrots to have everything she could ever want for such an occasion. Her smiles were my only concern. 

Sighing, I set my teacup gently upon its saucer and studied Shay’s godmother. She looked beautiful, dressed in a cloud of rainbows, with spiderwebs wet with morning dew wreathed throughout her long, luscious locks. Danika had her hope back. I could see the growth in her. And why not, when most of her happily-ever-afters had finally been restored? There were but a few left.

I sighed. “Why are you so insistent on this? I’ve told you my stance. I made a promise to Betty, and I will keep that vow.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re an arse.”

“So you say every time you come to visit me.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. 

She grumped. “Dammit, Rumpel. It’s been two bloody years since I showed you that image of Shayera. Did that not sway you at all? Even a little? I cannot believe that—”

“The charm? How is it working for her?”

Her face grew red as she glared at me. 

I smirked. Much as I disliked being disturbed in my solitude, I’d always rather enjoyed Danika’s calls, mostly because she was a grumpy old bird, just like me. Like attracted like, I supposed. 

“You know very well that she’s doing better.”

“No”—I shook my head as I reached for my tea once more—“I don’t. As I told you then, and I’ll continue to tell you now, I do not follow the goings-on with her. Not anymore.”

“Then you’re a fool.”

A hot niggle of anger wormed through my heart, but I clamped down on it. “Then tell me, how is Jericho?”

She hissed, exposing her tiny baby fangs to me. For all their sweetness, the fairies had a nasty side to them too. 

I grinned, and tapped the warm bone China rim with my index finger. 

“That was low,” she said.

I scoffed. “Just about as low as calling me a fool, I’d wager.”

“Damn you, Dark One. How am I to battle you when you always make so much bloody sense?”

Shoulders heaving and looking suddenly deflated from the nippy little Chihuahua she’d been just a second before, she plopped onto the navy colored duvet behind her and swished her feet, causing the bells on her ivory-orchid slippers to chime. 

I chuckled. “Sorry to burst your bubble then, Danika. But I’m tired of the melodrama and the angst. I wish to live what remains of my life here in peace and quiet.”

She frowned. “What do you mean, remains here?”

I closed the tome, tapped my fingers upon its leather-bound spine, and shrugged. “I don’t know, though it’s been a running thought lately.”

“Leaving?” The whites of her eyes had grown large in her blanched face. 

Again, I shrugged. “Nothing is settled. But it would do me good to explore the worlds. The universe is vast, wee one.”

“You would leave her? Just like that?”

I swallowed the hard lump in my throat, which always appeared whenever I thought of my dear heart.  “I do not consider it so much leaving her as giving her the chance to do better.”

“Ha!” She scoffed and shook her head, looking perturbed and vexed at the same time. “You do beat all, Dark Prince. Well, let me just say for the record, that if you leave my Shay you deserve to suffer. Twice. Thrice. Tenfold!” When Danika grew upset her accent thickened to the point that it was near impossible to understand her, though I had no problem understanding that. 

“Aye, Dani. Maybe I do.” I shrugged. 

“Why, Rumpel. Please, just make this make sense to me?” 

Settling back in my chair, I extended out one long leg as I drew my fingers down the scruff of my jaw. I’d been thinking about leaving for some time now. It began right after I saw the image Dani had left me. The reality was that seeing Shayera hurt me as deeply that day as it had the very moment I’d lost her. But I was healing now. I didn’t cry from morning till dusk. I didn’t want to murder anything and everything that moved past me. 

I had a relationship with my son again. It was new, but it was daily growing into something I was proud of. I’d neglected him for so long. I wasn’t sure I was strong enough anymore to open myself up like that again.

Losing Shayera had nearly killed me. And my obsession to get her back had nearly cost me everyone I loved and still held dear. 

Danika sniffed. I glanced up and noticed the tears in her eyes. She had read my thoughts, but I hadn’t been shielding them. “You can’t leave her, Rumpel. That isn’t how soul magic works, and you know it. You will always long for her, and even if she finds another he could never be her twin flame. Could you really doom her to that life?”

I’d already thought of everything she was saying, and then some. “Danika, you must understand that I’ve had years to reflect on my life, my choices, the pain I caused her, and the tortures I’ve endured just to regain her. Truth is, the first time she fell in love with me, I betrayed her faith in me deeply. I lied to her. All along. And my brave, beautiful girl learned of it, and she left me. And she was right to do so. I put her through hell, so how could I ask her to go through that again? I... I don’t think I’m the type of man that she could be proud of. Not anymore.”

“Then don’t tell her,” she blurted out, but no sooner did she say it then she squirmed. I knew she understood that would never do.

“I love her too much to try and pretend with her, Dani. There will never be another. There could never be, not for me. My soul has been twined with hers.”

“You nearly died the last time she left you. This will kill you.”

I closed my eyes and felt all of my years. Living a life eternal wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. “I’m weary to my very core. All I want—all I’ve ever wanted for Shayera—is her happiness. And she can be happy with another.” I finally looked at her, only to note that her mouth had twisted into a puckered expression of disdain.

“I love you, Rumpel. I do,” she said with a shrug and a roll of her wrists. “But you’re a damn bloody idiot, and I don’t mind saying so. I will not let this happen.”

“I don’t see that you have much choice in the matter, wee one,” I snipped through clenched teeth. I didn’t want to fight, but I damn well would if pushed to it. “Why the hell do you care so bloody much, anyway?”

She took several gulping breaths, turning red in the face and looking far angrier than she had at any other time I’d seen her, which was saying something. Her white-knuckled grip on her wand let me know just how vexed she was with me. “You. You! Ugh! You want to know why!” she yelled and hopped to her feet, staring down at me like a wrathful Fury come to smite me, “Fine, I’ll tell you why. Because if you and Shay can be salvaged, then so can I. So. Can. I!” Tears rained down her cheeks, and for the first time I saw what I’d failed to see in her before. Danika wasn’t healed, not even close to it. Her mask was simply better than my own.

“Don’t you see, Rumpelstiltskin, this is about more than just you! Don’t you see, or are you too damn selfish to see beyond your own hurts?” 

I sat stunned, too shocked to even blink at her outburst. “Danika, I don’t know—”

But it was far too late for words, as the wee fae had already vanished, leaving only a trail of her glittering stardust behind.
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Chapter 8
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Shayera

I do not know why turning nineteen stirred my blood and enflamed my passions the way it did. I was restless and edgy on my birthday. I remembered another time, when I’d turned nine. Those same feelings had haunted me then, and I understood on a very basic level that something momentous—portentous, even—was going to happen to me that day. I just wished I knew what.

Mama and Papa hadn’t wanted Danika to throw me the ball, and they especially didn’t want to allow just anyone to attend. I knew why, of course.

They didn’t want the gawkers, the busybodies, the nosy so-and-sos who came just to catch a glimpse of the siren, cursed no more, who lived amongst them. I’d become a bit of a legend in those parts, and even though I was freed of the curse, Mama and Papa were as vigilant as ever to keep me safe.

I didn’t mind, though. After years of isolation, I found I no longer had the stomach for adventure that I once had. The world seemed so much bigger and scarier, and I wasn’t sure of my place in it. What I’d gone through as a little girl had forever altered my concepts of good and bad, and the truth was, I wasn’t sure I was brave enough to leave the safety of the only life I’d known for the decade before.

A hand clapped against the doorframe to my room. I gasped, startled, and scooted around on my stool to note Papa standing there. He looked handsome as ever, dressed in his trousers and silky burgundy-wine vest, with his dark hair combed back. 

I smiled.

“Oh, my petite papillon.” He breathed audibly and clutched at his chest. A definite sheen of wetness glazed his dark-blue eyes. “You are lovely.”

I brushed at my gown with cold fingertips, running them along the seam of the silky-green-corseted waist. “Do I look well, then?”

Danika had left me the gown on my bed this morning with a note that read, “Happy birthday, girl of my heart. May it be the best you’ve ever known...”

The sentence had been innocuous enough but—and maybe it was simply a product of my own nerves—there’d seemed to be a message hidden in it that I wasn’t quite smart enough to grasp yet.

The gown was, of course, magic. The moment I’d put it on, I felt myself transformed, different, even more mature-looking. My skin looked dewy—not glowy like a siren’s, but radiant all the same. My eyes looked big in my face, and I almost couldn’t recognize the woman who stared back at me in my dressing room mirror. When I moved, the gown appeared to change color, from a bright jeweled-green to a richer shade of forest-green. It was lovely, and in turn it made me feel lovely. The second I’d buttoned up the last button, a golden necklace with a dangling stone of veritas in the shape of a heart had appeared around my neck. The stone was cold to the touch and a pretty shade of navy blue with glittering threads of twinkling silver stars inside.

It was said that when two like hearts met and fell in love, the stones would blaze the color of true love and twine two hearts to one—not just hearts, but souls, so that no matter the time or distance between the lovers, they would always feel and know one another deep within the very darkest centers of their beings. 

The stories were nice, but I wasn’t sure I completely bought into them, either. Sharing one heart and one soul didn’t sound plausible to me or even all that attractive, really. What happened if ten years down the road you realized you were no longer compatible? What if the magic stuck you with someone who was cruel and terrible? Was there no free will? No say at all in your future? Then what? You were stuck together because a pair of stones forced you to be?

I shuddered. No, thank you.

Besides, Mama and Papa were deliriously in love and they’d never needed the stones to make them so. I was pretty certain the stones were nothing more than a myth, and little else. 

Still, it was a birthday present, and rather pretty at that. I patted the skin-warmed stone with my fingertips. 

Mama joined us just then and pinned a rose blossom behind her ear. She looked flushed and hurried, but stopped the moment she saw me and gasped. “Shayera, oh my gods,” she whispered. Where Papa’s words were complimentary, Mama’s voice suddenly cracked and tears spilled out her eyes. “Oh, shoot. Darn it.” She huffed, swiping at her cheeks almost angrily. “Now, I’m gonna have to redo my make-up,” she lamented.

But Papa wrapped her up in his big strong arms and murmured into her ear, brushing his fingers through her long brown hair as he stroked her calm again.

My heart swelled at watching that stolen moment of undeniable love burning between my parents. Even after all those years, their passion was still just as palpable as ever.

That was the kind of love I wanted someday. Not a love destined by silly magic and fairy tales, but a love that would rewrite the books, a love that rivaled that of any happily-ever-after the fairies could ever pen for Kingdom.

I wasn’t sure I could ever find that, not with my affliction. I could hold hands now and touch a male without running the risk of him wanting to rape me, and that was everything. But every night I’d have to take off the charm, and then the dark curse was still just as powerful as ever. No human adult could resist it.

No, it was far better to flirt and have a bit of harmless fun and never, ever allow my heart to become entangled with anyone else’s. I’d only be setting myself up for heartache and pain in the end. 

So on my birthday, I would dance, drink, and be merry, and I would absolutely stop thinking about happily-ever-afters. 

I looked back at the mirror, pretending to be busy still getting myself ready as I pinned my hair up high, allowing a few fat curls to frame my face. I did it mostly just to give my mother time to gather herself again, which she did only a few minutes later.

Knuckling another tear from her eye, she sniffed. “I’m sorry, love. It’s just that you’re so beautiful and I can’t imagine how anyone could resist you.”

Turning in my seat, I looked at my mother with a soft turn of my lips. “I’m not going anywhere, Mama. You know this.”

Visibly swallowing hard, she nodded before giving me a clearly forced smile and pinching the corners of her eyes. “You never know who you might meet this day.” She blinked.

I glanced at Papa, but he’d looked away. 

What are they hiding? “Do you know something?” I asked softly. My heart felt as though it had suddenly stopped beating. I was breathless, and my skin felt clammy to the touch. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Papa grunted, took a deep breath and opened his mouth to speak, but Mama gently placed a hand on his chest and shook her head. “I’ll tell her.”

My heart felt like it’d kicked into overdrive. It raced out of control, making me feel like it wanted to tear free of its cage. My stomach dove to my knees. “Mama?”

Papa glowered, nodded once, and then walked off. I knew he was mad. For days they’d been acting off, smiling at me and showing me the same kind of love as always, but still something had been off, as though they were trying too hard to make me think everything was all right.

Mama squared her shoulders. “Truth is, baby doll, all of the realms are invited to this ball.”

My brows dipped. I’d already known that. So had they. “I’m not understanding why that’s such a pro—”

She inhaled deeply, brown eyes looking worried. “When I say all, Shay, I mean everyone. Good and otherwise.”

“You mean villains?” I laughed. Surely, I didn’t understand her. “Mother, you know the books call Father a villain, and he’s not at all.”

She stomped her foot, glaring at me and instantly my laughter died on my tongue. Mama never got like this with me. “This is serious, Shayera. It seems no matter how much I wish this night wouldn’t happen, it happens anyway. None can be barred from a fairy ball. And though the rules are rigid and all must be on their very best behavior to attend, the fact of the matter is the invite unequivocally extends to all. The Man in Black might sh-sh-show.” She stumbled over her words. “I doubt he could stay away even if I begged him to.” She said the last in a whisper, but I still heard.

My heart beat at a punishing and bruising pace inside me. 

“You must remain on guard. You must—”

But I’d stopped listening after she’d said “Man in Black,” because a memory long forgotten but never eradicated suddenly blazed like a flame in my mind. The day after my ninth birthday, on the beach, a male’s throat had been ripped out by a monster—a monster with red glowing eyes, bronze-hued blond hair, and the face of a saint but the body of a devil. He’d looked wild and crazed with fury and rage as he’d hovered over me. 

What had terrified me as a child suddenly felt transformed as a woman. He’d been magnificently powerful and awe-inspiring. Even now, even to this day, I still dreamt of his ghostly voice echoing through time and space.

Carrots...

Why had he said that word? Had it been me he’d been calling that name? I bit my bottom lip. Whoever it had been directed to, I could still remember the tremor in it, the sound of absolutely desperate heartache and pain that’d reverberated through it so keenly it’d brought tears to a little nine year old’s eyes. 

“Are you listening?” Mama said.

And I jerked, because, no. No, I hadn’t been. I looked up at her guiltily, but it wasn’t her eyes I saw, it was his red ones, with fire burning at their centers. 

She sighed. “Be on your guard tonight, sweetheart. That’s all I ask. Don’t let any man get fresh with you. You are a powerful and intelligent young woman, remember that. And should you see the Man in Black, just be careful. I’m not ready yet, Shayera. I’m not ready.”

Why would a man as powerful as she claimed him to be care about someone as unimportant as me? Because I was a siren?

My powers were muted down to nearly nothing. I doubted very much I could even affect a sheep at the moment, let alone a powerful darkness such as he. And ready for what?

“Ready for wh—” I said, but Mama held up her hand, cutting off my words.

“Listen to me in this, Shayera. That’s all I’m asking. Don’t ask a ton of questions right now, because I don’t have the heart for it. Just know I love you. I’ve always loved you. For your father and me, though we probably didn’t make all the right decisions, love was always the dominant emotion. Please, just remember that.”

Then she swiftly turned on her heel and marched away, leaving me to stare wide-eyed and confused at the empty space she’d just occupied. I wouldn’t lie. The Man in Black scared me, but not for the reasons any sane person might think.

Throughout my years, the Man in Black had become my family’s version of the bogeyman, only ever to be whispered about, discussed in hushed tones in the privacy of our home, and never, ever referred to by name. After all these years, I still had no idea who he really was. 

Why did my mother care that I loved them still? What were they hiding from me?

I got up from my stool, but my footsteps felt leaden as I followed in my parents’ wake, down the steps, and to the waiting coach outside.

All my family was already inside. Briley stared out the window with a happy smile on his face. Uncle Kelly sat holding onto his girlfriend’s hands. Mama and Papa sat opposite them. Mama patted the empty space beside her. Her mouth was pinched.

I sat.

“I’m sorry,” she said immediately. “I’m just not... I don’t know how... You just don’t understand, and it’s not your fault, sweet girl. Please forgive me.”

I hugged her tightly. “Of course I do, Mama.”

And I did, but as we rode the rest of the way in silence toward the fairy ball, the only thing I could think of was a pair of fiery-red eyes.

~*~
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HE WASN’T THERE.

For two hours, I’d roamed aimlessly down the winding halls of the massive castle, which Danika and her fairy cohorts had transformed into a maze of wonders.

Each room was decorated with over-the-top magic. One room, the dance room, literally dripped with gold, with golden chandeliers lit up by the wings of thousands of fiery golden gossamer fairy wings, and golden-wax candles with golden-jeweled flames hovered above our heads. There were golden-chain-armor statues that walked about, dancing with partnerless dancers. An orchestra band, comprised of blazing golden men with their golden instruments, filled the room with golden rays of sunshine and the scent of goldenrod flowers. Golden flowers upon golden vines roped along the cracks and crevices of the stone facades. It was a fantasy come to glorious life.

In another room was a garden of such Wonderlandian wonders that it defied expectation. There were the usual singing flowers and flying rocking-horse flies buzzing about. But the room was a living mural of the sunset, with clouds fluttering about that looked like pastel-spun sugar delights. A table was filled with some of Alice’s most adventurous creations, including a miniature-dragon cake that bellowed and roared as it traipsed along the table roasting the marshmallow soldiers that tried to take it down. 

There were flowers that were butterflies and butterflies that were flowers, and a miniature lake with a crooning toad that sang “Come Fly with Me” as couples twirled and danced around it. 

The banquet room was also a marvel of wonder and magic. The moment I sat down, whatever my heart desired was literally made manifest before me. Baked Alaska with sizzling red flames, turtledove stew, trifle with black truffles and cherry cordial, and Zeus’s golden apples—though they weren’t real, since it was a crime to steal from the God of Thunder, they were designed to appear that way and tasted like the most delicious and crispest apple one could ever hope to eat. On and on the list went. No matter how strange or bizarre, the fairy tables could make it all happen.

We’d eaten for over an hour straight and hadn’t come close to making a dent in the food. There was always more of it, a mountain of it there for the taking. 

It was the same in all of the magical, delightful rooms, but I couldn’t stop from feeling like none of it mattered anymore. I’d been greeted and kissed on my cheeks a thousand and one times by people I hardly knew, and now I was just ready to go home, tear off this ridiculous gown, crawl into bed, and cry like a baby.

I rubbed at my chest. 

I knew none of these people, and though I received a plethora of compliments on my gown, my hair, and my beauty, it all felt fake and ludicrous to me. 

I’d made the day into something it couldn’t possibly have lived up to, and I had no one to blame for the letdown but me. Danika came for me at one point and looked me up and down with a hard, calculating glare before sighing deeply, shaking her head, and walking off without saying a word.

I didn’t know why that hurt me. But it did. I felt lost, adrift, and hopelessly unhappy, though I had absolutely anything a girl like me should want. She’d done so much for me, and I was being bloody ungrateful about it all. But any time I tried to force a smile onto my lips, I felt deceitful, so I would just as quickly lose it.

I heard the music shifting in the ballroom and trailed my fingers along the corrugated-stone walls as I made my way back there, in no real hurry to get anywhere. 

Once I entered the doorway, I was yanked forward rather unceremoniously by a pair of slender, ivory hands.

“Blast it, girl,” Danika crooned in her shivery drawl. “Where have you been? I’ve been looking high and low for you. It’s time for your birthday dance.”

I wrinkled my nose as we slowly wound our way toward the center of the room, bumping into one couple after another. The dance floor wasn’t made of wooden boards, but interwoven living tree roots, spongy moss, and ivory-white baby’s breath. 

I dug my bare feet into the squishy, yet pleasing, carpet of moss and tried to get Danika to release me. 

For such a small thing she was surprisingly strong. “Non,” she hissed at me, even as she tossed a smile toward those clapping and cheering wildly and congratulating me on turning nineteen. It felt as if I’d accomplished something of great importance, but I’d merely not died. “It is tradition and you will dance, you silly, willful, lovely girl.”

And just like that, I was in the center, and a snake of writhing vines lowered toward my head. I grimaced, looking up and wondering what in the bloody blazes it  could be, when I noticed the ugly white berries and long green leaves shooting from out the stems.

“Mistletoe!” I grumped, glaring at Danika. She’d better not do what I think she’s going to do.

She just gave me one of her saccharine-sweet smiles and clapped her hands, clearly using magic as she did, because the sound boomed like thunder in the great hall. “The birthday girl, ladies and gentlemen!” she said.

My face bloomed scarlet the instant I felt the press of all eyes—easily over five hundred of them—turn toward me. Their applause deafened me, and I swallowed hard, running my fingers over my nulling-ring charm. 

“Say hi, love,” she directed, elbowing me in the gut. 

I grunted, cleared my throat, and tried again to smile. 

I guess I must have looked ridiculous, so I waved, which felt doubly silly. But it must have been the right thing, because everyone proceeded to cheer and yell even louder.

From the corner of my eye I saw Mama, Papa, and Briley waving at me. I felt as though I was trapped in a terrible nightmare. Any moment I thought I would look down at myself and find that I was naked and that they weren’t cheering, but jeering. 

I pinched myself. And jumped. “Bloody hell, that hurt,” I griped.

“Who wants to dance with the birthday girl?” Danika cried. “Seven years’ good luck.”

A wave of hands shot up into the air and my heart felt as though it’d sunk into my belly. I moaned, clutched at my middle, and shook my head. “That’s not at all the tru—”

“You there!” Danika pointed at someone in the crowd, and I was so sure it was Briley, because my fairy godmother couldn’t possibly be so cruel as to pair me with a stranger.

But no, the male who came running toward me with a pleased and happy look on his face was not at all my cousin. 

“Danika, Danika,” I hissed below my breath. “What are you doing? You know I don’t like men to get too close to me. I can’t, I don’t want—”

At this, my buzzy little friend twirled and clutched at my arms. Her gaze was steady and solid, and it soothed me. The fear I’d been feeling was replaced by a wave of calm. “Someday, my dear, you will understand all of what I’m doing. Believe me when I say that I do this for you. For your happiness. Your joy. It is the only way to make that asinine male act and the only way to force your parents to accept the fated truth.”

“What?” I blinked. None of that made sense to me. “What male? ‘Fated truth?’”

She hugged me tightly and pressed her lips to my ear, whispering in a low voice, “The male who comes to you now is of no significance, but he has a good heart and would never seek to harm you. Enjoy your dance and do as your heart commands you do. Follow its lead, as it will never guide you astray.” Then she kissed my cheek hard, gave me a gentle push, and vanished in a plume of pink smoke and dazzling glittering light.

I crashed right into the waiting arms of a perfect stranger. At first, I went completely still, terrified and almost hyperventilating with fear. I’d not been touched by a male who wasn’t family since that day on the beach. I waited for his face to contort and for the madness to take him, that didn’t happen. The magic of the charm held true.

Instead of turning into some kind of crazed animal, he smiled sweetly down at me. “My name is Donal.” His high-pitched voice was soft and sweet. His eyes were a rich shade of brown, and his hair was a thousand different shades of blond. He had a nice face. And he kept his distance from me, only holding onto my elbows with the very lightest of grips. 

Somehow, and without my realizing it, we began to sway to the soft stringed music. 

I said nothing for what felt like an eternity, though I eyed him warily. But with each second that he did nothing untoward, I found myself beginning to ease a little. 

He had a smattering of thick freckles all over his face, which I noticed when he smiled again and showed a pleasing set of perfectly white teeth. That time, I found myself smiling back.

“You are very pretty tonight, Shayera,” he said softly. 

I blinked. He said my name with such familiarity, as though he’d seen me around before, though I knew it wasn’t so. I’d have remembered him. I’d have remembered any male. 

“Th-th-thank you,” I whispered.

He nodded and then twirled me, his movements easy and graceful, and again I found myself relaxing more and more. By the middle of the song, I was actually starting to enjoy myself.

“I’m the blacksmith,” he said. “Never thought I’d get a chance to dance with a—”

“Siren?” I hissed, feeling my hackles rise again just after I’d finally begun to settle down and enjoy myself.

He frowned, thick brows lowering over his halfway pretty eyes. “I was going to say ‘princess.’ Why would you think otherwise?”

My mind went blank. He thinks I’m a princess? “I am no princess. Just a simple lass from our hamlet. Nothing special.”

He chuckled, and again I liked the lilt of it. “The fairies do not throw a ball of such magnitude for just anyone. Surely, you know that. You are special to them, and that makes you a princess in my eyes.” His voice was pleasing to my ears— nothing that made my heart race or my pulse throb, but he was the first male outside of my family whose company I actually enjoyed. It was a novel concept for me.

My lips quivered as I fought a grin. “Oh. Well. I-I-I guess if you want to see it that way.”

“I do.” He nodded. 

“But really, I’m just a country girl, I still can’t understand why my godmother went to such a hassle over me.”

“Because you matter, Shayera. Somehow you matter deeply to her.”

My brows dipped. I had never thought of it that way. This had all seemed ostentatious and completely over the top to me, but it was possible that Donal was right, that I mattered deeply to Danika, and that she’d thrown such an incredible ball for me because of it.

So why had she vanished just now? Shouldn’t she want to hang around and watch the start of what I’m sure she believes to be the beginning of my happily-ever-after?

Donal pulled me in closer to his body, molding my form to his so that very little room existed between us. I was startled and very nearly asked him to release me, but when I looked up at him I noted that his eyes were closed and there was a soft smile gracing his full lips as he hummed softly beneath his breath. He was simply enjoying the music. 

I sighed. This was really quite nice. And before I knew it, the music had begun to near its end. I was actually a little sad for it to stop. I was just about to ask Donal if he’d care to dance another song with me when I caught him looking at me with the type of look I’d often seen in Papa’s eyes when he looked at Mama. 

My heart, which had steadied to a gentle rhythm, was banging around in my chest again. My mouth went suddenly dry. 

Donal lowered his head. He was going to kiss me.

Do I want that? Before the dance I would have said no, and I might have kneed him in the nethers if he’d tried. But Donal had been sweet and patient, and... and I weirdly liked him. He was nice.

I made my decision and closed my eyes. His lips met mine only a second later. 

It was nothing like what the man at the beach had done to me. There was no pain, no nipping or sucking. There was also no fire or heat. I saw the way my mother’s body would go pliant and soft in Papa’s arms when he’d kiss her and heard the moans they thought they hid behind closed doors at night. I felt none of that spark, only the pressure of soft lips upon mine.

Even so, when he pulled back I let out the softest of sighs. For a first kiss it could have been worse.

I smiled. And so did Donal. Then I felt something. A pressing. A glaring. That shiver-inducing feeling one gets when she senses herself being watched. I looked up and spied a pair of glittering, hateful, ice-blue eyes locked in on me. 

Suddenly, I couldn’t breathe. I knew, without knowing how I knew, that the hard and cruel-looking man, dressed in nothing but black and staring at me, was my bogeyman.

As I looked, I studied, absorbing his features in an instant, including the cruel slash of his thick, supple lips, his square jaw and patrician nose. He looked regal and aloof, that man who’d stood over me, looking wild and foreign, when I was a child. Dear goddess above, my body began to hum and tingle and burn.

There he is...

A voice, clear as a wind chime, spoke the words in my head, making me startle and twitch. I’d not heard the voice of the devil since the night at the beach. I gulped, trembling, because she was not done yet.

Mine...

My eyes went wide in my head, and I wondered if I’d gone insane. The Man in Black’s eyes narrowed, and his nostrils flared, and the look was feral and hypnotizing.

And I swear to the gods that I suddenly felt boiled alive. In that one look, I felt all the emotions and the sensations that I’d wanted to find in Donal’s kiss. I sucked in a sharp breath, trembling all over.

Donal hugged me tight, no doubt mistaking my emotions for ones he’d elicited in me. I had to get away. I had to get some air. 

Run. I didn’t know if the voice was the devil in my head or my own thought, but suddenly my feet tingled and every square inch of me felt tense and desperate.

“Thanks,” I squeaked at Donal, and yanking out of his loose grip, I ran. I had no idea where to go. I heard Mama and Papa call my name, but I didn’t turn because I felt the march of a beast pounding behind me, and I knew that if I stopped he would take me down.
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Chapter 9
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Rumpel

Danika had come for me, yanked me to the ball against my protestations. I didn’t want to be there and didn’t want to see Shayera, even though I desperately did. 

She was the age she’d been when she’d first become mine. I wanted to drown myself in bourbon and remember her as she’d been then. And that had been my plan that night, until the wild, angry fae had shown up and shanghaied me against my bloody will. 

“You threw her that damn bloody ball, so you will bloody well go and congratulate her, you big fat oaf!” she hissed when we arrived outside the doors of the great hall, stomping her foot. She shoved me from behind, causing me to stumble.

I rolled my eyes and dusted off my black cuffs. “I don’t have to do anything. You know the rules. I am not allowed to declare myself to Shayera until she has turned twenty-one. I’m rule bound.”

“Rules, schmules!” Danika asserted, glaring at me. “Since when did rules ever stop you before? Now I’m telling you, the girl must see you tonight. She must. She is at a crossroads, Rumpel. Fate has decreed that it is this night she will find her love. You must be here.”

Fire burned through my belly and my hands clenched. “Have you ever stopped to consider that maybe Fate doesn’t want me here tonight? Maybe I’m supposed to stay home? Maybe she’d be better off without me in her wo—”

Smack.

I was so shocked by the sudden stinging of my throbbing cheek that I said nothing as I stared down at Danika, whose mouth gaped open. She put her shaking hands over her mouth, and her blue eyes were wide and startled in her suddenly pale face.

“Did you just—”

“Bloody hell, Rumpel,” she grumped, “you make me so angry sometimes. I shouldn’t have slapped you. That said, you’re a giant disappointment to me right now. What happened to your fight? What happened to the man who forced Gerard and Betty to remember their once great love? What happened to the male who fought like a beast to make sure his bride would live again? I know what you said today, but I refuse to accept it. I will not accept this! You will not just tuck tail and run because it’s easier. Screw you, man! Grow a pair.”

I bit my bottom lip, forcing myself to control the sudden flood of adrenaline pushing through my veins. “That man is dead, fairy. I’m no good for Shayera, and I know that now. Look at what I’ve done just to get her here. I’ve killed. I’ve tortured. I very nearly killed her own father. There is no coming back from that.”

Her laugh was high-pitched and shrill. “Yes, and I’m sure she’d curse you up a blue streak for making sure she was born. You’re an idiot, Rumpel—”

“I’ve had just about enough of that,” I snarled. I wasn’t a very nice man at the best of times, and she was getting on my last nerve.

She sighed. “Listen to me, and listen to me well. I am a fairy godmother. It is in my nature to do as I am doing, especially when I know what the heart really wants. Yes, with love comes pain. Heartache. Sometimes such agony that it steals one’s ability to reason or even want to live anymore. But without the bitterness of love, the full ripeness and pleasure of it can never be experienced. Do you understand that, Rumpel? Hurting is part of the loving. Sometimes the very best part, because it lets you know just how much you’re still able to care. The world may call you a monster, but I do not see it. I’ll never see it. You’re worthy to be loved, my friend.”

I growled, wanting so desperately to give in, wanting so badly to walk through that door and see her, hold her, touch her, and make her love me as she once had. 

“Give her a chance to love you back, beast. That’s all I ask.” She clasped her hands together.

Gods above. I glared at her, hating that her words were weakening my resolve. I was a wreck. 

She scoffed. “Unlike the rest of the world, I do not fear the Dark Prince. Get used to it.”

“Oh, believe me, that fact has been made evident. I don’t like you, fairy.”

She stuck out her tongue at me. “Ask me if I care.”

“I’m going home.” I made to turn, but she yanked me back around by my shirt, gripping it in a tight fist. The faes were tiny but mighty and often underestimated. I felt myself grow angry as I stared down at her hand.

She quickly released me just a moment later, as though I’d scalded her. “Hear me and hear me well, Rumpelstiltskin, the Pink has spoken to me. This night, Fate’s hand will intervene. Shayera is destined to find her mate tonight. Whomever her eyes lock on at midnight is who she will choose. Even if she can never love him the way she loves you, she will remain always faithful to him. So walk away if you want, but know that you get no other chances. There will never be another curse, no second opportunities to make this right. If you leave, then go knowing that it was you and you alone who screwed this up forever.”

My chest heaved. Fury ate through my veins like a screeching demon. I’d told Betty years ago that nineteen would be Shayera’s time, that nineteen would be the age at which she would choose. Betty had kept me bound to twenty-one years, and if I showed up now I broke my oath to her. 

It was true that I’d gone to Shayera when she was nine, but that had been a life-or-death situation and outside of the promise I’d made. I’d break any rules to keep Shayera safe, but beyond that I was a man of honor. There was nothing as sacred to me as my word, because a man was only as good as it. But as I stood there in that moment, those words became a complete farce, an absolute lie that I’d spoon-fed myself for years, because the truth was that there was one thing far more sacred to me than anything else.

And she was inside that room. 

I swallowed hard, noting that Danika had vanished, leaving me alone to wrestle with my demons alone. 

If I walked through the doors, I’d break my oath. If I didn’t, I would lose the only thing that had ever mattered to me, the bonds of family. Euralis would lose his mother. My people would lose their joy. And no one but my son and I would ever know the great depths of that loss .

I stepped inside the room, where I heard nothing and saw nothing.

Except her. 

My eyes stayed trained on her as I moved like a shadow within. She was dressed in green silk taffeta. Her skin was radiant, almost glowing, but not from the sirens curse. She beamed from within with the effervescence that had always been uniquely hers.

I clutched at my throbbing chest. I’d not physically seen her since the night at the beach. I’d interacted not at all, telling myself it was for her. I’d convinced myself that I did it so that she might live a happy life, one filled with children and a husband who could be the type of man she needed. 

I shook my head and moaned as I finally caught sight of another male with her, a man, a giant oaf who moved as though he had boulders for feet. He touched her far too frequently. And his ears poked out too far from his head. He was covered in freckles and had a ridiculous-looking face, and I hated him with the strength of ten-thousand suns. 

I wanted him far, far away from her. Wanted to curse his name. Wanted to wound him. Hurt him. I wanted him dead.

And then the male leaned forward and kissed my bride. 

The blade of that wound cut through my heart like steel, and I hissed. But the worst of it wasn’t just the kiss. The worst was the smile that laced her lovely lips afterward.

I growled, the sound coming from deep within me. 

A bell tower chimed. One, two, three, and on, and on, and on, until it hit twelve. Shayera stilled and looked over at me. 

I snarled.

She ran.

~*~
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Shayera

I TORE INTO A ROOM, any room. I wasn’t very particular. The cries of my mother and father and even Donal immediately ceased. 

I looked around and noted that I was in the Wonderland room, but I was in a part I’d not seen before. Should I turn back around? Then I heard the beast’s snarl, and I squealed, running through a heavy set of iron doors and into a world full of radiant darkness.

It was a world of lights in the night. Everything—the flowers, the trees—glowed. Even the brook that ran beside me gleamed with a hypnotic-blue phosphorescence. 

The beast’s breathing grew harder and harder, and then... It jumped me from behind, landing powerfully on my back and dragging me down with it.

I screamed. “Let me go! Let go!”

We rolled on the carpeted grass. He was long, muscular, and unbelievably strong. But he held me like the finest of China, as though I might break at any moment, and it would break him if I did. His frame trembled, and that’s when I looked up, sucking in a sharp breath at the sight of his face in the moonlight.

This was no animal, but a man, who was sharp and angular and mind-blowingly handsome. But it was his eyes that snared me and held me fast. They were blue, mingled with the flame of red. I gasped. “You! I remember you!”

Callused fingertips banded tightly around my wrist. “Don’t move,” he said. And I heard it, the same, deep husky voice that’d haunted my dreams since I was a child of nine.

I began to shiver. 

I felt his gaze rake my face like hot coals. And my skin prickled and danced with heat and fire. My trembling breaths were ragged. My breasts brushed his powerful chest whenever I inhaled.

His eyes closed, and he looked like he was in excruciating pain as he fought to check his bestial nature.

Kiss him... The thought echoed in my head. The feminine devil’s voice was small at first, but the longer I ignored it the louder her command grew, until my mouth began to tingle for his touch. I felt desperate that he do it, so that I could feel alive again.

“You’re the Man in Black,” I whispered, my voice sounding deeper and huskier than I remembered it ever sounding before. In fact, it sounded an awful lot like the devil in my head. I shivered. “You’re a bad man.” I wasn’t sure why I said it. Maybe nerves, or maybe because a dark part of me thrilled at the idea of having power over something so powerful.

Here, kitty, kitty... That devilish voice echoed powerfully inside of me. My breathing hitched, and my fingers curled into my skirts as I flexed my nails. 

What is happening to me? What is this madness inside of me?

He hadn’t been looking at me when I’d first started talking, but when I looked up he was staring at me. His face was a mask of both the man and the beast, and my heart pounded so violently in my chest I thought I might be sick from it. 

Will he kill me? Eat me?

Kiss him...

I gulped. Something was terribly, terribly wrong with me, and not just because of this sudden and very unwelcome intrusion in my head, either. 

Why do I not fear this obviously unstable male the way I should? Why is he even now lying on top of me with his legs twined with my own, and I’m not shivering with terror that he means to harm me? That he wants my siren’s magic for his own? I trembled with a bone-deep want so fierce and powerful that every beat of my heart screamed for him to touch me again and again and again, until my very soul was consumed by him.

He loves it when you rake your nails down the back of his head.

The voice was actually giving me dating advice.

This is it, Shayera, this is him. Your one true love. Your fated mate.

My heart pounded so hard in my chest that I was surprised he hadn’t heard it yet. I felt as though I’d lost my mind. But I heard the voice—as clear as day, I heard her. There was passion trembling in her voice, and the breathy whimpers of anticipation curled through her vowels.

Who... who is this?

I was crazy. It was crazy. I was having a conversation with a figment of my imagination. It’s just the stress of the ball getting to me. It has absolutely nothing to do with this overwhelmingly potent and magnetic man. Nothing. Nope. Not a bit.

The voice came back. You know who I am. I’m the little voice you’ve always heard. I’m the whisper of truth in your dream. I am she. I am her. I was you...

I was so shocked I could barely move. All my life I’d heard this voice, but always I’d managed to fight her off. Always I’d managed to bury her away, telling myself I was mad to give in to her. Through the years, I’d managed to bury her and to forget about her. 

My chest ached. I’d thought she wasn’t real, that I’d been possessed by madness. But always she’d been in my dreams, always just there, a presence, an awareness within me but hidden just out of reach, flitting beneath the surface.

Not anymore, siren. He is ours. All ours. You may not know it yet, but you will. Do as I say, and nothing more.

I didn’t even notice when it happened, but I was no longer fighting him. In fact, my arms were banded tight around his chest, pressing him down, as though terrified that he meant to leave me. I was at war with myself. Wanting and not wanting. Loving and hating. I took a deep breath. 

His eyes closed, and his long lashes flickered. “You kissed him,” he growled. 

My spine stiffened. 

It’s okay, it was fated, the voice said. He had to see it to act. I know him, Shayera, I know everything about him. Trust me. Just... trust me.

What the blue blazes is happening to me? I stared wide-eyed at the devil in black, not even knowing what to say and thinking I might truly be losing the last bits of my sanity at that very moment. 

You’re not crazy. But I’ll be damned if I let you or him screw this up. The fate of our children rests in your tiny hands, siren. Do you trust me?

He looked at me, cocking his head, the arrogance so evident I choked on it, but there was something else there too. Something wild. Something desperate. He scented the air, reminding me again of his feral nature. It was as though he could sense the war inside me.

I trust you.

Then repeat after me...

My heart rattled in its cage as I heard the combative, angry words she wanted me to say. I didn’t want to say them. 

I felt her push against me. Say it, siren. Say it now.

“So... so what?” I reluctantly squeezed the words out of me, and a fierce blush stole up my neck. “Who... who are you to—”

“Who am I?” he bellowed. 

I flinched at his rage, but in my head I felt her smile. I felt her quicken and stir, felt her excitement, and it began to mingle with my own sense of dread. It made me feel light-headed and invigorated. 

His face was a contorted mask of rage, fury, and another emotion, something so profoundly painful to look upon that I felt tears burning the corners of my eyes and I swore I could feel it too. Pain. I could feel it squeezing the life from out of me. 

“Who am I! I am the one who killed for you. The one who never stopped. Day and night. Locked away with my madness. Consumed by it. You forgot me! And I hate you for it! I hate you! I hate that I still lo—”

I sobbed, hurting so deeply that it seemed his words alone could end me. Her voice abandoned me completely. I couldn’t believe I’d said that, because I would never have said that if not prompted by that voice. I should never have said those things to him. 

Kiss him now...

Trembling with relief and simultaneously profoundly vexed by what she’d done, I let out a low growl, releasing my frustrations on him. I did the one thing I knew I shouldn’t but had wanted to do from the very second I’d spied him in the ballroom. I swallowed his words of hate with my mouth.

The first touch of his skin to mine was an exquisite tempest that scalded me, making me want to scream, to sigh, and to sob. This was it. It was the passion I’d always desperately needed. The excitement and verve for life came from the touch of a wicked, wicked man.

The touch of my skin to his unleashed something in him, a cruel gentleness that I craved and wanted more and more of. 

My beast. My tempestuous devil. Her voice crooned like a lover’s heated caress, making me blush to hear it. I felt as though I was listening in on something private, but also so desperate for more of his dark and terrible touch that I just didn’t care. 

His hands dug into my hair, fisting it tight, and making a mess of my pins and scattering them everywhere. I hissed, bowing into the strength of his grip, even as I too clawed and scratched at his throat.

The back of his head, siren. Do it. Slave to the commands of the devil inside my head, I did as she commanded and clawed him good. I couldn’t believe I’d so blindly trusted a voice, and yet the second I did it, it was like something in him stirred.

He became a deadly and terrible beast. His touch turned frenetic, and the way he curved his body into me, stabbing my thigh with his rigid thickness, I cried out in ecstasy, knowing it could never, ever get better than that. It wasn’t possible. It simply wasn’t possible. 

He was a stranger to me, and yet I felt something all-consuming with him, something I knew I would never find in another, no matter how long I searched. 

“You kissed him,” he snarled, and his kisses began to turn rough and violent. His hands gripped coils of my hair, and it was my turn to cry out and bow up to meet the violence of his grip and thrusts. 

The devil in my head laughed, drunk on him. Somehow she felt this fire too. I didn’t know how she could—dark magic, most likely—but I didn’t care. Nothing mattered except that, just then.

I wasn’t afraid. I wanted more of the beast. I wanted him to consume me. I bit his bottom lip so hard I felt a tang of metallic blood land on my tongue. He roared, and it was my turn to laugh.

I didn’t know who I was in that moment. All I knew was that I was a slave to the terrible man. 

“I’ll make you forget him. Only me, Shayera. Only ever me!” He parted my mouth with his tongue, causing our teeth to bang painfully together.

There was nothing tender about this. It was a claiming, a consuming of me. And I bloody loved it. The devil was quiet, but humming and twitching inside of me. 

I sighed into the heat of his touch and felt burned alive by the warmth of his wet tongue shoving down my throat. And I shoved mine down his, fighting him in the only way I knew how, with passion. With my lust. And with my body.

Our kiss wasn’t sweet. It wasn’t soft like Donal’s had been, which had left me feeling empty and aching inside. No, this enflamed me and made me crazed and insane and desperate for more and more and more. I was alive in a way I’d never been before. 

“My beast,” I whimpered, hearing her voice echo through mine, and that’s when the magic ended.

He shoved away from me so fast it made my head spin. He snarled as he wiped at his mouth, looking down at me with such stark coldness in his gaze that I suddenly felt naked, bereft, and painfully exposed.

His hands shook. 

Had he heard her too? The whites of his eyes were large and flooded with terror. He’d heard her—I knew he had—which meant I wasn’t crazy. The devil was real. The ghost from my past was... me.  

“Y-y-you felt that too, I know you did,” I whispered.

His lip curled back as he sat on his knees, looking savage and animalistic as he gazed down on me. He was a giant of a man, all rippling muscle and strength, and I wanted him. 

I wanted him to take my lust. My fire. My passion. And I wanted him to give me his. I reached out for him, but he snapped at me as he pulled even further away. “Go away, female. Go away before you cause me to break my oath any more than I already have.” 

“But... But—” I reached out for him.

“Don’t you get it yet? I don’t want you!” His voice was like a demon’s. It burned through my blood, making me reckless and stupid.

“You don’t want me?” I said it softly, my voice high-pitched and reed thin. It sounded as though I was on the verge of tears, but I just felt cold inside. Dead. Empty. 

His eyes narrowed to sharp slits, and I shivered at the obvious breadth of his power curling against my flesh, scalding me and leaving me feeling weak and bereft. But that agony soon turned to the first flickering spark of anger.

How dare he? How dare he chase me that way. Kiss me that way. Tell me all those things he just said, only to now turn around and tell me he didn’t want me! I clenched down on my molars.

No way would he send me away like a meek little child who didn’t know what she wanted. I was going to make him want me and make him need me the way he’d made me want him.

It was wrong. I shouldn’t do it.

Oh, yes you should. Make him remember us, siren. Make him remember. Her voice was little more than a scratching whisper, and already I could feel her fading from me. 

I didn’t stop to think about what I was doing. I didn’t for a second consider how stupid I was acting, how selfish and spoiled. He’d made a fool of me and I would make one of him.

In one smooth movement I moved into his chest, and at the same time I twisted off my charm and slipped it down the hidden pocket in my gown. My siren magic activated instantly, obliterating everything in its path.

“No!” he cried, and terror breathed through his suddenly pale face. But my course was set, and it was too late to stop me.

I slammed my lips down on his and he roared even as his hands banded like steel around my upper arms.

I felt my power slide through his pores. He consumed it, absorbed it into his blood. When I heard his desperate growl, I shivered. He gripped my upper arms so tightly that I winced, knowing tomorrow I’d be bruised by it, but I couldn’t stop.

I slammed my cold palms over his scruffy jaw, holding him in a loose grip, but I felt him tense beneath me as though he’d been zapped straight on by lightening. He gasped and curled into my body, seeking more but whimpering as his mind became increasingly aware of the danger we both found ourselves in.

I was a siren with a siren’s hunger, and he was my male. I wanted him. I needed him. Gods above, what am I doing? What have I done? Why have I been so stupid? No human can resist my touch. I damned him, and for what? To salve my pride?

I sobbed. They would kill him if they got their hands on him, because they would have to. He’d be rabid, feral, depraved. Oh my gods, what have I done? The horror of my actions sank into my brain, and I swiftly released him. That stupid, terrible voice had gone completely silent. The flame of her was all but extinguished. Now it was just me there to face his wrath alone.

I went as still as a dormouse as I watched him watch me with rage glowing in his terribly beautiful eyes.

But then he changed. He transformed from a man into a true beast. His skin turned the color of darkest ebony. Horns curled upward from the crown of his head. His hair turned a shade of ash gray that looked striking against the dark musculature of his frame. I felt the curl of something long and powerful wrap around my lower leg and knew he now had a tail. 

I gasped.

His eyes blazed like red flame.

“Oh my gods,” I breathed.

The Man in Black gently extricated himself from my grip. I was too numb to fight it. My jaw dropped because I couldn’t believe what it was I was seeing. He was a monster. A magnificent, gorgeous, demon male was looking at me as if he wanted to consume my soul. My chest heaved. 

I heard clacking when he moved, and when I glanced down I noticed his black hooves. Demons did not exist in this world, and yet I did not know what exactly he was. Why aren’t I screaming?

Why isn’t he?

I’d given him everything I had. 

“Grow up, Shayera,” he snarled. “Grow up. How dare you ever use your powers against me in that manner. Do you know what you could have done to another? Do you even fathom how stupid and selfish and bloody idiotic you just were? Do you?” The reverberations of his growl echoed frighteningly through the night. I shivered, wrapping my arms around myself, and finally the dam in me burst. Great, big burning tears of shame spilled, one after the other, off my lashes. “I’m...I’m sorry...I’m—”

Moving to his feet, he turned around, refusing to look at me. “Go home. You’re nothing but a child. She would never have done to me what you just did tonight. Leave my sight.”

The pain in his words was a spear of agony through my heart and my tears came in torrents then. I could no longer see him because I was blinded by them. Humiliation and mortification hit me hard and I couldn’t believe I’d done what I’d done. “Please,” I begged. “Please.” I reached for him, but he was gone. Nothing remained of the Man in Black. The space where he’d been was empty, and my heart felt as cold and hollow as his words to me had been. 

I wasn’t sure how long I sat there, staring at the glittering bed of night flowers in bloom. But eventually I felt the arms of my Mama and Papa slide around me. Then Briley’s. Uncle Kelly’s. And even Danika was there, her dragonfly wings buzzing like white noise in the background.

They were all worried. They asked me what had been done to me and why I was crying alone in the dark. Danika was the only who looked over her shoulder, the only one biting down on her lower lip with a look that clearly showed her to be genuinely upset. But unlike my parents, she didn’t seem the least bit confused as to why. Somehow, I knew she’d known. She’d brought the Dark One here. But why? “Danika, I—”

She shook her head. “I’m glad you are well, love. I will go now and make certain everyone knows you are well.”

I watched in astonishment as she quickly flew off without a backwards glance. 

What does she know? Who is the Man in Black, really? And what is his fate to mine?

A burning throb in the center of my chest tore me away from my tumultuous thoughts. I looked down. 

My necklace with the stone of Veritas gleamed now. It wasn’t just violet anymore, but contained brilliant threads of incredible glowing blue. 

I gasped.




Act II

Letter to Carrots

I saw you kiss a boy today. You have no idea how close he came to death.

Have you ever felt agony? And I do not mean the death of a cherished family friend, or even the loss of a family heirloom, but the soul-rending pain that steals one’s breath from one’s body and leaves you feeling misery of the most acute kind?

It was not that you kissed the boy that broke me, but the smile upon your face once you’d done it. The look of joy and wonder in your eyes only I had ever been able to breathe into you.

Your mother was right that you can find love again. I think I should let you go, my angel. And yet the thought of it brings me to tears. 

I punished you for it. I made you believe I felt nothing when you touched me. But Gods, you couldn’t have been more wrong. I sent you away because I did want you. Too much. I felt myself coming alive again, in a way only she’d ever been able to make me feel and I know it’s stupid but I felt horrified by my reaction. For so long my only struggle was to make you mine and now that you’re here, I can’t begin to describe the sensations coursing through me.

I wanted to take you. I wanted to own you. I wanted to make you remember me. And I was ashamed because in that one moment of purity and joy I felt as though I’d also cheated on you.

On the memory of you. 

Your memories of me are gone. Maybe for a time. Maybe forever. Who can say for certain with magic like that?

Tonight I know what I must finally do. I cannot be around you anymore. It hurts too much. 

I am leaving. For good. To where, I haven’t a clue. I can’t watch you fall in love with another and wish you well. I can’t cheer you on in life if I cannot take my rightful place beside you.

I have loved you with a love far greater and deeper than anyone else in all the worlds and I will love you until I return to the dust from which I was made. 

You will own my dark soul forever. 

But this burden I cannot bear any longer.

Goodbye, Carrots. 

May you always know the very best and truest of happiness and joy in this world.  
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Chapter 10
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Shayera

Not a moment went by in the next two years in which I wasn’t haunted by that night. I’d called to Danika to me so many times, begging her to tell me where—and who—he was, but she never would. Though she’d comfort me with her arms and her gentle loving words, she would never give me what I really needed.

Mama and Papa wouldn’t talk to me about that night. It was as if something in them had broken too. I was alone with my misery, and every day only got worse. I wanted to find him again, beg him to forgive me, and tell him that I had changed and was different. Never in my sane and rational mind would I have considered doing that to anyone, but something had overtaken me that night. 

I closed my eyes and remembered the fiery arrows that’d been shoved through my heart when he’d said those four words to me: “I don’t want you.”

Even though time had passed, the words left me aching and vulnerable. His careless comment had hurt me so violently that I’d forgotten myself, forgotten who I was and what I could do.

All I’d wanted was for him to want me as desperately as he’d made me want him. A part of me had begun to fall in love with him that night, and all I’d wanted was for him to say it back.

I was also deeply and horribly mortified that I’d used him in that way and by my actions. Mostly, though, I was mortified because of what I’d been capable of doing. 

Never in my life could I have imagined myself being so evil as I’d been to him that night. If he hadn’t survived the touch of my skin, I would have doomed him to a fate he hadn’t deserved.

I blew out the candle on the cupcake that’d been set before me. 

Only Mama, Papa, and Danika were there for my twenty-first birthday. Ever since that night at the ball, I’d lost all taste for revelry, hating myself with a shame that grew wider and deeper every day. 

A tear slipped out the corner of my eye. I felt empty and hollow. 

“Make a wish, papillon,” Papa whispered to me. 

I shook my head and brushed at my wet cheek. “I don’t want to. Not anymore.”

He looked at Mama with a worried frown. Creases covered his forehead, and Mama closed her eyes, looking weary and old all of a sudden. 

Danika spoke first. “Twenty-one officially today. And now, all past sins must come to light.” She shook her head and looked at my parents, and for the first time I spied something on her face I’d never seen in her before.

She was disappointed in them, in me. I didn’t know, and it didn’t matter. I was a disappointment, and that was a truth I could not escape. All I wanted was to fix what I’d done that night, but I couldn’t go back and undo it. In the privacy of my room, after hours in the very deepest part of night, I’d called to the Man in Black, hoping that somehow he would hear me, and that he would come to me. But he never had. 

Mama shuddered, took a deep breath, and then looked at me. “There is one gift I can give you today, my sweet girl. One that I’ve withheld from you for far too long.”

I shook my head. “Mama, really I’m—”

“Non,” Papa grunted. “Non. Because if someone had done to your mother and I what we’ve done to you, I would murder them, Shayera. I am ashamed and embarrassed by what we’ve done.”

I gasped. What in the world are they talking about? What could they possibly have done? And murder? Papa is a pacifist. He never fights, and he believes very firmly in turning the other cheek. What is this insanity? Several seconds passed and still no one said anything. “Mama? Danika? What’s—”

“The Man in Black,” Papa said and closed his eyes, “his real name is Rumpelstiltskin.”

Mama hiccupped, covered her mouth with her hand, and looked down at her feet.

Something inside of me felt suddenly warm. Like a wee seedling shooting up from damp earth, I felt a stirring, movement, the hum of new life. I trembled and clutched at my shirt with nerveless fingers. 

“And he loves you with all his bloody heart and soul,” Danika snapped, glaring at my parents, who were both staring down at their hands with shame burning in their eyes.

“You have to understand”—Mama looked up at me pleadingly—“we did what we thought right. We did the only thing we could do for you. You were a child, Shay. A child. And—”

Danika scoffed. “I told you he would honor the terms. I told you both, all along. You can’t keep destiny away, no matter how much you might wish it wasn’t so.”

“You should never have brought him that night. Not like that,” Mama hissed right back. 

I couldn’t speak. I just gazed at the three of them, in shock.

Danika shoved a curl of hair out of her eye. “Maybe not, Betty. Maybe you’re right.”

“She had a chance that night,” Mama said softly, brokenly. She cried openly, no longer trying to hide it from me.

Papa gripped her thin shoulder and squeezed gently. “But you know as well as I do, my beloved, that it would not have been right. They are a destined match, and we have done them a great wrong.”

He said this to Mama but looked at me.

Mama leaned into his frame, burying her face into his chest and weeping. 

“We love you, papillon,” he said. “You must understand that, first and foremost and above all else. What we did we did out of love. We only ever wanted the best for you.” 

I held up my hand, feeling broken and terrified but also wanting to cry because something in me was warm again. My soul felt like it was throbbing. It beat with warmth. “What in the world is going on here? Nothing is making any sense.”

Danika cringed. “Child, the telling of this tale isn’t a quick one. But you deserve to know. You deserve to know it all.”

The three of them spent hours telling me. And as they spoke of destiny and curses and a man I’d once loved in another time and another world, I began to cry. The tears didn’t stop once they started.

They told me of a monster, a dark man who’d been changed by love. By my love and that of the children who had been ours. They told me of my great love for him and the mountains he’d climbed, the nearly impossible hurdles he’d had to jump to find me again. He’d orchestrated Mama and Papa’s coming together in order to ensure that I was brought back into the world of Kingdom at the right time. He’d killed, over and over again. He’d very nearly killed Papa when he and Mama had stubbornly refused to believe that they’d been destined for one another.

Mama spoke of her own stone of Veritas and how it had brought Papa back into her life. I shook, remembering how at nineteen I’d thought the trinket a child’s story and nothing more.

I clung to my own stone of Veritas, still threaded through with deep veins of sapphire blue, and shook my head, unable to speak. My thoughts were jumbled and my mind swirled as I tried to comprehend the steps my parents had taken. At first I was upset, then I remembered how they’d always gone out of their way to show their love to me. I knew that, no matter what they’d done, they had done it out of love. 

I tried to see things through their eyes. A man grown. A small child. A destiny out of their hands and out of their control. I remembered Rumpelstiltskin on the beach that day when I’d been cursed, and how he’d so casually and savagely ripped that stranger’s throat out. There was a cruelty in the Dark One, but it called to me. I knew my parents could never hope to comprehend, because on the surface he and I seemed so very different.

I shivered. He was a beast, true, but I’d always known that about him on a deep and visceral level. Even without knowing him, I’d recognized that he was no hero, and yet it’d been one of the traits of his that had drawn me in like a moth to a flame. I’d liked his fire and his darkness. I’d craved more of those things. Even in the short time I’d known him, that was the side of him that had thrilled me most.

“It wasn’t I who made the charm, girl.” Danika jerked her chin toward my ring. 

I clenched my hand, dropping it to my lap. “Wha—what?”

“It was him. Took him years of trial and error and deal after deal to figure out the loophole. Don’t you see, lass? He fought like the devil for you. Day in and day out. Anything. Everything. All of it was for you, Shayera. He was the one who dreamed up that ball when you turned nineteen. He has been your guardian angel all your life.”

“What!” Papa sat forward. “Th-th-the charm was—”

“Him,” Danika snapped, her eyes burning like fiery darts. “A man you deemed unworthy for your daughter. One of the best men I’ve ever known. And your selfishness, your cruelty at keeping them apart... Look at the mess you’ve made.”

Mama gasped. “Where is he, Dani? Where is he?”

“I don’t bloody know,” the fae cried, wringing the wand between her hands. “He left the night of the ball. No trace of him remains at his castle. For all I know, he could be dead—”

“No!” I cried, jumping to my feet so swiftly that it caused the chair I’d been sitting on to topple over with a loud clatter to the kitchen floor. “He’s not dead. He’s not dead. Help me to find him, Danika. Please.”

Her lashes closed and she swallowed hard. “I can’t, child.”

I started to tremble as the enormity of what’d been done to him and to me hit me square in the face like a tsunami. I didn’t understand any of it, but I knew I had to find him. I had to know the rest of our story. I had to know what was true and what wasn’t. I had to know him.

~*~
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THE NEXT MORNING, I stood upon the threshold of my family home, staring at the faces of the people I loved most in this world and the house that’d been my shelter from the storm for so long. I tried to ignore the aching in my breast for all that I was walking away from. I had good memories here. Great ones, even. Birthdays. Family nights. Long talks into the wee hours about boys, and love, and dreaming of my own happily-ever-after. Yes, there’d been secrets kept from me. But I could see the love and attention and devotion my parents and family had shown me all my life.

Briley’s cries caught my attention, and he hugged my waist before burying his face in my chest and begged that I remember him. “Don’t forget me, Shay. Don’t you ever forget me.”

My heart squeezed and I doubted myself all over again. Am I making the right choice? Is this the right decision? Going seemed vital, but leaving hurt so badly. I kissed the top of his dear head and inhaled his unique scent of shampoo and peanut butter, two scents that would forever remind me of him and of home.  “I’ll never, ever forget you, Briley. How could I? You’re my best friend.”

He sniffed and looked up at me through tear-stained, bloodshot eyes. “Forever?” he asked in that dear, sweet voice of his that would remain forever young. 

I gently brushed the blond mop of hair out of his eyes one last time. “For always,” I whispered, giving him a soft smile. 

I would never have left him for anything less than the Dark One. But what had been done to Rumpelstiltskin and me meant that we had to see things through to the end. I didn’t have much faith that he’d forgive me for what I’d done to him two years before. All I knew was that our story couldn’t end that way. 

I had to try.

I knuckled Briley’s tears up and kissed his soft cheek one last time. In this land of magic, Briley would forever remain young, in both body and mind. Like one of Peter Pan’s Lost Boys, my dear, sweet Briley would age no more. Leaning forward with my hands on his shoulders, I whispered, “I promise I will come back for you. Okay?”

He nodded. “Okay, Shay Shay.”

I smiled, though my heart hurt so badly. Leaving the people who I knew loved me dearly for some man who wanted nothing to do with me in this life was a cruel kind of torture for me.

I went back and forth between knowing I was making the right decision to questioning my motives and desires all over again. I was obsessed with making things right, but I couldn’t understand whether it was simply the magic making me feel that way, or if these all-consuming emotions were a remnant of things I’d once felt so deeply that they were everything. 

With one final pat, I gently extricated myself from Briley’s arms and looked at my Papa. He was so tall and handsome, and his dark-blue eyes shimmered with unshed tears. He remained stoic in the face of my decision. 

“You will always be the measuring stick, Papa. Always. I love you.” 

He sighed and nodded before quickly pulling me into his chest and giving me a tight squeeze. “Je t’aime, ma petite papillon.” I love you, my little butterfly.

I sniffed and nodded. “Et moi, tu.” And I, you.

“I hope that someday you can forgive us both,” he whispered, holding onto my fingers and giving them a soft and tender squeeze.

“I already have.” I cupped his bristled cheek and he kissed my palm.

“Shayera,” Mama said softly a second later.

Mama had stopped crying, but I’d heard her weeping all night. I studied her face, which was as youthful as my own. In a world where no one aged beyond their prime, the only true way to measure years was in the eyes, in the look that could only be achieved through decades worth of pain, trials, and heartache. 

Mama closed her eyes and I hugged her. She was so warm, and she smelled of the rose garden she tended every evening. “I’m sorry, Mama, but I have to go.”

A tiny moan escaped her before she nodded and said, “I know, my love. I know.” Then, framing my face in her cold hands, she looked at me, and I saw the pain glittering in the depths of her brown eyes. “Please understand, everything I did, I did for you.”

I didn’t entirely forgive her for the willful withholding of information, but I knew that someday I would. Whether Rumpelstiltskin agreed to accept me or not, someday I would be able to completely let the pain go. I had to believe it. “Can I just ask one thing?”

She paused for several heartbeats before finally nodding. 

“Why didn’t you want us to be together? Why did you fight so hard to keep us apart? Wasn’t he good to me then? Didn’t he love me as Papa loves you?”

She blinked, and finally I saw a shimmer roll through her gaze, but still no tears fell. “Every day, Shayera, I remember something else from the other life. But I don’t remember everything. There is no justification for what we did, other than we loved you. And his reputation precedes him. He has done things, terrible things. Now, whether that justifies the end results isn’t up for debate. All I know is, as your mother, I only ever wanted the best for you.”

“And he’s not it?”

She wet her lips. “I was scared of him then too, Shay. Scared that he would hurt you. Scared that someday he may not want you anymore. That he would change, leaving you alone to mourn what you no longer had. And then... I received a book. She sighed.

I frowned. “A book?”

“Yes. From him. He kept you in his castle for three months. Three months where I heard nothing from you. I knew nothing about you. You were going through a test, and I feared I’d lost you then. He’d taken you away from us because of sins your father had committed in the other time. He stole you from us. The memories of that truth haunt me even here, in this new world, alongside the pain I felt at your leaving, the fear that he’d never return you back to us. You have to understand why I did this, because that was all I remembered. That hurt. But then, last night... I remembered something else.”

I frowned. “What? What did you remember?”

The picture I got of Rumpelstiltskin from my mother wasn’t the greatest. I could see why she’d feared our reunion, and why she’d fought so hard to stave it off. But she didn’t know what I knew. No matter what, no matter how, I had to go back to him. I simply couldn’t remain here any longer.

“A book. I remembered a book, Shay. And in it was a detailed accounting of your entire day, as seen through his eyes. And I saw how day by day how you tamed the great Dark One. I remember that when I finished reading it I knew he loved you.”

“And now? You don’t think it could be the same?”

She shook her head. “I just don’t know. He’s vanished to Gods only know where.” She shrugged. “Maybe he doesn’t want history to repeat itself anymore. Maybe he doesn’t want—”

I grabbed her hands and squeezed, silencing her next words because I couldn’t bear to hear her say he didn’t want me. I didn’t know why it mattered so much, but it did. “I have to know, Mama. It’s the only way for me to move on.”

“I know,” she whispered. “Just please, don’t f-f-forget—”

“I never, ever will.” Pulling her into me, I kissed both her cheeks, and she kissed mine back.

“If...if something happens, Shayera. You know you always have a home here with us. Right?”

With my heart hurting in my chest, I nodded and whispered, “I know.”

I released Mama, gave Uncle Kelly a quick hug, and then turned away before I could lose my nerve. I had to leave before could I let the doubts creep in. It would be too easy for me to convince myself that I was being stupid, and that I had no business going and should stay.

“Danika,” I whispered to the breeze. I felt the air squeeze with the fairy’s magic. Then there was a loud pop, and there she was, in all of her fae splendor. Iridescent dragonfly wings spread out behind her, glimmering with morning dew. Spools of pearlescent spider-silk webbing threaded throughout her dark locks. Her wide eyes looked lovingly down at me. “You ready?” she asked in her bell-like tone.

I nodded and ignored the tiny hitch in breath I heard behind me. I walked down the steps. “Yes. Where is he?”

Danika pointed to the locket I never took off. Threads of blue still glimmered like spun sapphire ash in the sunlight. “That blue is his love for you. It still burns, Shayera. Whether he wishes to accept it or not, soul magic—the twin flame—can never be so easily extinguished, though you—and he—can walk away from it. Be aware that he may not want you there anymore, but if you close your eyes, and whisper the words ‘to you,’ your soul will guide you right to where he is. The rest, my dear, will be entirely up to you.”

I swallowed and clutched at my always-warm pendant. What a fool I’d once been to believe soulmates didn’t exist. I’d been little more than a child, and I’d deserved his anger and rancor for what I’d done the night of the ball. I was just hoping that he would see I’d grown since then, that I was different, and that maybe he could show me who we’d once been and who we could be again.  

“If he does reject you, or you him,” she said softly, causing my gaze to cut to hers, “just call my name and I will open a portal to you. Good luck, my little heart.”

I squeezed her cold hands one final time, closed my eyes, and saw him in my mind, just as he’d been that night: haughty, terrible, and magnificent. 

“To you,” I whispered, and immediately I felt the world move. 
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Chapter 11
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Shayera

I didn’t know what to expect when I arrived to wherever it was that I was going, so when I stepped out of the tunnel of starlight and into a world of nothing but darkness and colorful balls of phosphorescent gases, I suffered a moment’s terrible panic. Immediately, I held my breath.

Can I breathe here? Will I die here? Am I all alone?

Those three thoughts hammered away at my skull and caused me to twist and grab hold of the starlight tunnel before it vanished entirely. I clung for all I was worth. Fear kept my arms rigid and my grip white-knuckled. My lungs were starting to burn with the need for a proper breath.

Have I misjudged somehow? Is Rumpelstiltskin nowhere anymore? Is that was this is, the edge of nothing? Of never? Am I even still in Kingdom?

My heart banged like a drum in my chest. 

Then, a sound full of terrible pain and agony echoed through the vast nothingness. The shriek caused the emptiness to seem loud and oppressive in contrast. The cry had been so full of heartache and torment that in my shock at hearing it I gasped, taking that first sweet swallow of air. My knees trembled with powerful relief.

It was cool and icy, but not unpleasantly so. I could sense the power of the portal beginning to diminish in my hand. I should jump back in. There is nothing for me here. And I definitely don’t want to be alone with whatever made that sound. 

The cry rang out again, just as powerful as before, raising all the fine hairs on the nape of my neck and my forearms. As though my fingers had a mind of their own, they released the tunnel, and instantly it sealed shut behind me, separating me from any notion I might have of tucking tail and returning to home.

I clutched at my shirt as the first fat tear fell down my face, swiftly followed by another, and then another. 

I was all alone. 

“Oh my gods,” I breathed. I began to panic as I stared in vain through the thick curtain of black and swirling colors looking for any sign of life other than the scream of the damned.

“Dear gods, what did I do? What did I do?” I asked after several more tense seconds of nothingness. For all I knew, I was alone with a monster who’d just smelled me, and those screams were a call to feast or a declaration of war. 

I wondered yet again whether I was still on Kingdom and if not, whether my siren powers could even work here. Is this a land of magic? Or has my own defense been nulled?

I was going to be sick. I should just call for Danika. I should turn back. But what if he’s here?

“Who are you?”

I squealed at the sound of a little boy’s voice and twirled on my heel, tossing out my arms as I tried to karate chop it. But I saw nothing. I frowned.

“Down here,” he said in a bright giggle.

I looked down. And at my knees was a dark shadow with bright-red-glowing eyes. I screamed and tossed my hands over my mouth.

The boy’s laughter only squealed higher. 

“You-you-you’re a...  a demon!” I said, pointing at the face that in the darkness appeared evil and monstrous, with a bulbous nose and a thick brow bone. 

But he did not cease his laughter. Instead, the shadow covered his stomach and bent over. He laughed even harder. The sound was youthful and full of warmth, so at odds with his grotesque form. “I’m not a demon,” he whispered a few moments later, after he’d gotten the majority of his giggles out. “I’m Demone.”

And then he snapped his fingers, and where just moments ago there’d been no light at all, there was now a ring of it surrounding him.  He squinted as he looked up at me, and I saw that he didn’t resemble the great evil I’d manufactured in my mind, but rather an ebony-skinned boy of six to seven years, with smooth and plump cheeks, dancing-laughing eyes that glowed the red of fiery cinders, and a tiny little pointed tail that waved back and forth behind him. 

My heart rattled in its cage, because he suddenly reminded me sharply of Rumpelstiltskin after he’d transformed for me. Is this boy his child?

The boy grinned. “You’re a human. A pretty one at that.”

His words were nice, but my mind was definitely taking me toward ominous places. I wrapped my arms tightly around myself. “I won’t let you eat me.”

My words, not meant at all to be funny, caused him to break out in another fit of hysterics. He cried golden tears that sizzled when they plopped off his chin and struck the dirt path beneath his cloven hooves.

“You are a very weird human girl,” he said with a soft shake of his head before holding out his hand to me.

He had only four fingers, not five, and at their tips were nothing but long black claws. His hands looked more reptilian than human, sort of like a chameleon’s would, with fat fingers that appeared to have scales running down them.

It definitely wouldn’t take much for hands like those to tear my delicate human skin to shreds should he wish it.

“I won’t eat you, girl,” he said it softly, cajolingly.

I shivered and frowned. “Who said I was thinking you would?” But I was. 

The laughter in his eyes dimmed and he cocked his head. “Papa hides me from humans because he says I frighten them. But I think you are pretty. Do you not think I am pretty, girl?”

It was the sadness and shiver of raw honesty in his voice that had me ignoring my survival instincts and sliding my hand into his. I’d expected his skin to feel slimy and cool to the touch, but his was as warm as any human’s, and a small spark of power hummed along my palm at our point of contact.

“Ohh,” he breathed and looked up at me. “You are from Kingdom.”

I frowned. “How did you know that?”

“Only Kingdomers make magic. But your magic is soft. You haven’t much.”

Offended because I certainly did have much, I very nearly told him so until I recalled what touching me had done to Rumpelstiltskin. I’d promised myself I would never again abuse my powers with others. “No, you’re right,” I whispered, “I haven’t much.”

“That’s okay, I still like you. Come with me, human.”

“Shayera,” I said it without thinking.

The boy, who’d already begun to turn, went perfectly still and sucked in a sharp breath. “The Shayera? As in Caron?”

Not really sure I liked where this was going, I found myself on high alert again, just when I’d begun to relax. I went to pull away, but he clamped down on my fingers with a grip far stronger than I’d imagined for one so young.

“Let me go, boy.”

He shook his head. “Don’t leave, mistress. It is only shock that caused me to react so. You see, master has spoken of you for so long that we’d all begun to think you were nothing more than legend and myth.”

Master? As in Rumpelstiltskin? I blinked and wet my suddenly dry lips. “R-R-Rumpelstiltskin is your master?” 

He nodded swiftly. “Aye. And he lives in the dark tower just up over yonder. I could take you to him. Since I’m assuming that’s why you’ve come. To see him? No?”

For such a young one, he sure spoke like an adult. I scratched the side of my face, looking over to where he pointed, but I still saw nothing other than darkness and the occasional burst of glowing reds and blues. 

I looked back down at the boy. I couldn’t understand what his light source was, but he was reflected by it, and it caused his silvery hair to shimmer almost like molten metal about his elfin features. 

He gave me a soft smile. That’s when I noticed the long canines peeking out from beneath his upper lip. 

I wondered whether I could afford to trust this child, who reminded me of an imp. Imps were demonic little things with the appearance of innocence but with hearts of darkness. They were loyal only to their masters and no one else. “What is this place, boy?”

“It is called by many names. Perdition. Hel. But locals call this place the Never.”

I frowned. Hel with one L, or two? I shivered, studying the darkness with new eyes. This place was definitely creepy enough to be hell, and considering I was currently holding hands with a wee demon-looking thing, I could certainly believe it. 

“Never? As in Neverland?” I asked softly, hoping he’d say yes, but already knowing he wouldn’t. I’d never been to Neverland, but there was nothing about this place that remotely reminded me of Kingdom.

He shook his head. “Never. As in never remember again. This is the place of the forgotten.”

A woman’s shrill cry echoed through the vastness of Never, turning my blood to ice and making me shake. “Who is that?” I asked in a whisper.

The boy’s face looked crestfallen as he said, “She is Harpy.”

I waited for more, hoped for it, but more never came. Instead, he turned on his heel and tugged me in the opposite direction of where I would have gone. I shook my head, not wanting to take another step, sure that I’d made a grave miscalculation when I decided to follow Rumpelstiltskin. “I don’t think—”

“You wish to see my, master, no?”

I clenched my jaw, swallowed my fear and said, “Take me there.”
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Chapter 12
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Rumpel

I stared out the window of my castle room. The night was aglow with sparks of jagged, vivid lightning. Tonight was an especially brutal night for Harpy, who screamed without ceasing. Her torments rolled through the winds of Never like a haunting melody and made me wince each time I heard it.

In my quest to discover the source of the curse, I’d stumbled over the very object of it. Slowly, I’d begun to piece together the mystery of the puzzle, and what I’d learned was that there were casualties on all sides. 

Never was a haunted world full of nothing but nightmares and pain, and it suited me just fine.

“You have to meet with her,” my manservant said, his deeply accented voice full of worry.

I sighed, shaking loose my pensive thoughts. “I don’t have to do anything, Giles.”

I turned on my heel and glared at him. I rued the day I’d ever thought sharing my pain with him to be a good idea. In my defense, I’d had far too many fireball whiskies to think rationally. But now he knew and all the rest of the staff who she was, because Giles had a loose tongue and had told them all of their master’s great love. 

I rolled my eyes and dusted off my cuff links at his sliver-eyed gaze. 

“She found you, so clearly the twin flame—”

“Means nothing,” I snapped. “Tell her to go. Send her away. I don’t want her here. Not anymore.”

Giles was as ebony-skinned as all Demone males were, so in the shadowy wasteland of Never he blended in perfectly, but when he became truly perturbed his skin would almost seem to shiver with metallic dustings of silver, making him appear reptilian.

“Permission to speak freely, sir,” he groused, stepping forward and clenching his fists.

Good gods above. I sighed. Since when hasn’t my manservant ever not spoken freely with me? That would have been the more proper question. In fact, he and I often came to fisticuffs. It was just the type of relationship we’d built over the span of eons together.

I might be his Crown Prince, but that had been on Demone only. In Kingdom, he’d not needed to follow me anymore, but he’d stayed because of honor. He lived by his own code and always had. Giles had been my master of swords, my protector and guardian—though I’d certainly not needed one, but Father had assigned him the duty since my birthing ritual, and Giles was nothing if not steadfastly loyal, even now. I flicked my wrist.

“You’re morose. Sullen. And a damned bear to be around anymore and have been for the past—”

“Two decades,” I finished for him. “Aye, I know.” I nodded and shrugged. “What would you have me say, Giles, hmm? That only love will restore me? Only love will make me whole again?” I scoffed, curling my upper lip. “Send her away,” I snapped, angry that I could still hear a tremor course through my words. Even after all this time, after all the pain of separation, the moment I felt her presence manifest in this realm full of death and agony, I felt myself come shamefully alive.

I hated my weakness. Despised it, in fact. 

“Master, it is belief that love is a type of magic far more powerful than—”

“Bloody hell, man.” I crossed my arms behind my back and clung tightly enough to my fingers that I heard them crack. What I really wanted was to hurt something. Punch it. Bloody it. Break it. I wanted to transfer this bottomless wellspring of pain and torment into something else. I needed to stop hurting all the damn time. I needed to be free of this agony, and the only way to do that was to never let her in like that again. “Losing her almost killed me.” My shame was immense and my voice gruff as I said, “What kind of damned fool would I be to enter willingly into that kind of pain again?”

“Do you love her?” he asked without skipping a beat.

My nostrils flared. “I am too broken now, even for her. I cannot do this again. I won’t. What I put her through before, she almost didn’t forgive me for it. How could I—how could I possibly even consider—”

“But she did forgive you, and that’s the point, sir. Whether you own it or not doesn’t change the facts.”

“And those are?” I snarled.

He lifted a dark brow, and his look was unflinching as he said, “That you love you her still. That it will never end for you. That you only lie to yourself.”

I clenched my fists. I’d betrayed Shayera in the worst way in our life together. I’d brought her to me to test her. There’d been no noble purpose in my bringing her to me, other than I’d wanted a cure for Euralis and I’d have killed her to get it. 

And even knowing that, I’d seduced my female over and over again. I’d been the worst kind of heathen, and when she’d discovered the truth, it had nearly shattered her. I would never again do anything else to cause her harm, but I had done other things. Things I would never regret doing and that I’d do all over again for the express purpose of bringing her back to life. 

She’d never been a killer. But I was.

Forced to take a good long look at the man I’d become in her absence, I’d learned one thing through the years without her. Beneath it all, I was still that man who she’d hated, who had betrayed her trust. I was still him. 

I squeezed my eyes shut even as the pain in my chest spread far and wide, consuming me like a cancer. I wasn’t the same man who she’d tamed, not anymore. I’d changed. 

And the thing of it was, I didn’t want to go back. I didn’t want to go back to being that a damned contented fool who’d been so happy that he’d failed to anticipate an end to his happily-ever-after. He’d failed to plan for it. He’d never even believed it could have been a possibility. 

That man was dead, never to return. And what remained was good for no one. 

Giles stepped past me and looked through the window, down toward the trail where we’d spotted the boy holding her hand earlier. “I cannot confess to understanding what it is you are feeling—”

My laughter was high-pitched and crazed. “Gods, to be you. To have known that kind of joy but to not be daily speared by it, how must that feel, Giles? How could you have forgotten your own bride? How do you carry on this way?”

He looked up at me with soft, sad burning red eyes. “I carry on because I remember nothing else. For so long, I did not know whether I could even believe your stories of this woman and me, but I feel that maybe it is me and not you who suffers worst.”

I scoffed, turning aside, hating him a little bit as I always did whenever he admitted to forgetting his feisty Lilith, who, as my Shayera had at one point, ceased to be entirely. Wolf and his Red were still lost in the ether, a memory remembered by only a very few. 

I’d come to Never to end the curse. I thought, in my own superior way, that I could somehow find the connection between what was and what had been then sever those ties entirely and fix the world. I thought I could get my Shayera back—not this one, not the one who’d very nearly destroyed me when she’d touched me that night. My Shayera would never have been so selfish or spoiled. My Shayera had been sweet and kind and perfect, and she was the one I wanted back. 

But what I’d discovered was the curse went much deeper than I could have imagined. The whole thing was nothing but a damned nightmare with no end in sight. There was nothing that could be done for anyone, so I’d done the only reasonable and rational thing there’d been left to do. I quit. I quit wanting. I quit hoping. I quit... her. That was the moment I gave up.

“At least you remember, Rumpel, what it is to know such a great love. Me? I remember nothing but darkness. Emptiness. Loneliness. The feeling that I will never again be whole or well, and knowing there is nothing left for me other than to breathe and hope that someday it will get—”

“It can never get better! Ever!” My voice rumbled like a demon’s snarl. “It only ever gets worse. Lilith doesn’t exist anymore, and maybe that’s not a bad thing, because there is no guarantee that what you’ll get in this life is the same. I want what I had, not what she is today.”

Furious, I slapped at a figurine of a couple dancing that sat upon an end table, watching as the fragile porcelain shattered on the ground. The woman’s face remained intact, and her pretty blue eyes and rosebud lips smiled up at me. 

My heart hurt.

Giles’s lips thinned.

I ignored the shudder that rolled through me when I said those words, but I wouldn’t deny that it was also true. This woman wearing my bride’s face wasn’t the same. And I should have damn well known it, because Betty and Gerard hadn’t been either, but I’d been so resolute and obsessed with regaining what I’d lost that I’d failed to count the cost. Not all choices would be remade, and not all paths would be taken. For each decision that was altered to the one in the other time, the outcome in this world would be a completely different Shayera.

Giles shook his head. “I think you’re wrong. And I will not send her back. The girl stays.”

Fury whipped through my bones, and I took a step toward my man, ready to pummel him for his defiance. Giles notched his chin, staring at me with the cold, blank look of a killer. 

Manservant or no, there was no one more physically deadly in the castle than he was. Not even me, much as I was loath to admit it. I could outmaneuver Giles in magic, but to me that had always been a form of cheating, so I’d never resorted to it. When it came right down to it, Giles was loyal because he wished to be, because that’s who he was, and I was still his Prince because he allowed it. But he was then and always would be the Black Death, whether we lived on Delirium or not.

“Leave my sight,” I whispered, my voice cracking as I turned my back to him.

Giles dipped his head, and vanished in a plume of dark-black, sulfurous smoke. Exhaustion suddenly claimed me and I dropped like a stone into the seat behind me. Rubbing my temples, I told myself not to look and to shut her out entirely. I couldn’t allow the obsession to rule me once again. 

I had a good life there, all things considered. I was isolated in many ways, but my servants—who were far more familial to me than master-and-servant dynamics should dictate—had willingly chosen to follow me. 

Even Euralis had remained with me. I had friends there, and family, and peace from the pain of the worlds, even in some small measure. I might no longer have it all, but I had enough. So I must leave well enough alone.

But somehow I found myself reaching for the scrying bowl and whispering, “Illumos.”

Immediately I saw her, and my entire body burned. My blood, my skin, even my teeth tingled. I was a moth drawn to her flame, to the fire running down her back, and to the smoothness of ivory-porcelain skin that still glowed faintly from the siren’s lure. She had angelic features, an unsure and nervous gaze as she studied her darkened surroundings, and a rapid beat of her pulse in her throat. I saw it all, including the way she nibbled her bottom lip, but not right at its center like most people would when nervous. No, Shayera had always nibbled at the very most left corner of it, at the point where upper and lower met. 

My heart ached, and a terrible sound spilled off my tongue, echoing like an animal’s last breaths in my chambers. 

I was such a damn liar. I deserved to burn. 

My love for her hadn’t lessened, not even a degree. I loved her more now than I’d ever loved her before. 

Shoving the bowl off my lap, I watched the water soak into my thousand year old Turkish carpet and shook my head. I could not see her again. I could not talk to her. I had to stay away. 

Somehow, I had to stay away.

~*~
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Shayera

I LOOKED AT THE BOY, becoming less and less nervous with each step we took, as we continued to walk in silence.

Apart from his strange coloration, tail, cloven hooves, and the wee baby horns sprouting from his head, his face was the smooth, rounded visage of a child. He wore a pleasing smile, as though he thought happy, secret thoughts of the kind a child would think. 

I stopped seeing the outer appearance and instead remembered the stories Mama had taught me as a child. She had come from Earth, unlike Papa, who’d always been a Kingdomer. 

Mama had told me the most fanciful and imaginative stories from her lands. One in particular had always struck my fancy, of a mutant race of humans called the X-Men. They’d fight for justice and truth, even though they looked different from the normal humans, and sometimes those differences got them mocked and mistreated for it. At their heart, they were good people who’d just gotten a bum rap in genetics. Looking back on it, I wasn’t sure if maybe Mama wasn’t trying—in her own way—to prepare me for what I’d face someday. The man I was destined to love wasn’t human at all, but something entirely unique and different. 

I’d always felt great affinity for one X-Man in particular, Nightcrawler. He looked like a demon but had the soul of a saint, a dichotomous union of the maligned and the pure. Something about his stories in particular had always tugged at my heartstrings. 

I glanced at the boy, who suddenly made me think so much of my childhood hero that I felt an instant affinity to him. “What is your name, boy?”

I could read the shock on his face the moment he looked up at me. “You wish to know my name?”

I shrugged. “Seems a little rude not to.”

His grin was dazzling, full of sharp, brilliant white fangs, and my heart sped up just a little in a mixture of surprise and delight. 

A feeling of belonging settled over me. Being there just felt right, as though it was exactly where I belonged. I only hoped I wasn’t too late to prove that to Rumpelstiltskin.

It was odd to me that I wanted so desperately to gain the approval of a male about whom I knew so very little, other than through stories told to me by others and one highly charged night of passion, lust, and horrible shame. If I thought too much about it, I felt like a fool. But I also understood deep in my bones that until I confronted the specter of us, neither he nor I would ever be able to move beyond this point. 

And I didn’t know how I knew that. I simply did. Fate had led me there, and so there I remained.

“Turner,” he said.

I grinned. “I like your name.”

A metallic-looking glimmer passed over his cheeks, causing him to look as though he was blushing. “I like yours too.”

I hadn’t realized how far we’d walked until I glanced up and noticed a menacing gray-and-silver-veined castle of rocks sitting like an imposing bulwark before me. My pulse thrashed in my neck and I stopped walking, staring up at the place in awe and wonder. 

“We’re here,” he said.

“I see that,” I whispered. A sense of déjà vu swept all the way through me and I recalled an image of a castle with lightning striking behind it and a man in black staring down at me as though he were Satan himself, coming to steal my soul.

I gulped and clutched at my pendant with nerveless fingers.

The scent of sulfur filled the air.

“Shayera Caron,” a tall and handsome male said, his skin as ebony dark as the child’s and his eyes the pure red of dancing flame. He bowed low before me. “Come with me.” 
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Chapter 13
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Rumpel

She called to me.

I heard her walking through my doors, softly whispering my name and begging me to come out to speak with her. She looked lost and afraid and so damn scared that it tore me in two.

I clung to the frame of my door with white knuckles and terror bleeding through the whites of my eyes. I knew what I looked like. I looked like an idiot. Like a bloody arsehole.

My female was there, in my ancestral home and calling to me, and I was too damn terrified to move. My heart bled as I heard the soft trembles of her voice. 

It was the day I’d fought so hard for, the culmination of decades of planning and plotting and destroying my soul. It was all happening. It was finally here, and I was too bloody afraid to move.

Giles cleared his throat behind me. 

I’m sure he did not understand what was going through me. I knew I didn’t—I barely understood any of it. The only thing I knew with any kind of certainty was that I’d been haunted by her kiss two years ago and every night since.

I’d felt something in Shayera that night, something powerful. I’d felt the ghost of my bride.

It was why I’d pulled away from her and why I’d run away as I had. Everything about her terrified me.

I wanted her with a passion that terrified the living hell out of me. I couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat, and couldn’t focus. For years, my only goal had been the creation of her, and I’d accomplished that, but she was different in so many ways. In fact, I’d nearly lost all hope of ever recovering my Shayera until the night of that bloody kiss that’d scared me witless and made a fool out of me.

My mouth was dry. My stomach heaved. My knees were weak. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t go to her.

Giles cleared his throat again. “Sir, should I—”

“Yes,” my voice cracked, “yes, send her away from here. To another part of the castle, I care not. Just move her, Giles. Get her away from me. Now.” My voice cracked and shame gripped me. I couldn’t seem to stop shaking. Closing my eyes, I rested my throbbing forehead against the doorframe and swallowed the ball of bile trapped in my throat. 

I sensed my man’s hesitation. I knew what it must look like to him, and I wished to the Underworld I knew how to stop it. But I also knew that if I released my grip on the door, I would fall on my face. Panic and terror ate away at me like leeches at a bloody wound, and I didn’t at all know how to make it stop.

Only one thing in all the worlds could ever make me so weak, and it was her. It had always been her. 

“Eventually, sir, you’ll have to talk with her.”

Strained laughter spilled off my tongue. There were no words in me, just maniacal laughter. I was falling apart, and I didn’t want him to witness my shame. Squeezing my eyes shut and hating the fact that I couldn’t keep from letting the tears spill, I said, “Do as I’ve said, Giles.” 

I buried my face, praying to the gods he would not see it. On Delerium, my ruin would have been complete for the way I acted now. Demone were powerful, arrogant warriors and prideful people. It didn’t matter if your heart broke. You never, ever showed it. 

And yet there I was, shaking like a damn sapling in a strong wind. I was soft and weak and utterly broken. 

“She will not hate you, sir. She cannot. Your twin flame—”

I growled. 

He stopped speaking. 

My body felt as though it were being ripped apart from the inside out. I scented the sulfur the moment he left, and I knew I was alone again.

Then and only then did I let go of the door. I slumped to the ground, unable to bear even my own weight as all of my misdeeds came crashing down on top of me. I’d committed deaths and been willing to torture her parents, and nearly to kill her own father to further my agenda.

She would learn it all, if she hadn’t already, and she would hate me forever. 

I’d prayed for this day to come, but now that I’d heard her voice and smelled her smell, the horror of what I’d done to make it so came crashing down around me like a castle built on shifting sands.

“She will hate me.” I laughed as I cried, and my tears soon turned to streamers of blood. 

~*~
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Shayera

EVERYONE IN THE CASTLE was nice. I’d met a beautiful Demone maiden with hair of purest ebony and skin like polished night stone, who’d walked up to me and introduced herself as Dalia. Her smile was pretty, but her glances were shy, and I’d instantly taken a shine to her. There was another Demone too, who even now refused to leave my side.

Stunningly handsome, tall, and with the impeccable manners of a lifelong butler, he called himself Giles and had practically set himself up as my personal valet for the day.

He’d found me roaming the halls like a silly little idiot, calling out Rumpelstiltskin’s name in a stage whisper. I’d felt like a complete moron when Gilles found me instead and bowed. I wasn’t even sure why I was there or why I’d ever once thought coming to this castle alone was a good idea. 

Danika told me that once Rumpelstiltskin and I had been a fated couple. Mother and Father had confirmed it, so I’d rushed off like an air-headed fool in some silly little fairy tale romance to go find my prince and live happily ever after. But I knew better. I suspected that whatever I was feeling had more to do with magic and less to do with me. 

I couldn’t possibly love someone I didn’t know. It wasn’t right.

The voice, the ghost of the other, had gone completely silent after the ball, and for two years I didn’t hear from her. I wondered if maybe I’d never heard her at all, if maybe that part of my memories had been nothing more than a dream or a strange and concerning nightmare.

But then I’d stepped through the gates of the castle and had heard one echoing word rattle through my head... home. It’d been her voice and as clear as day, and the chill of hearing it after such a long absence sent shivers down my spine. 

The voice of the ghost was tied to the Devil in Black himself. My being there resurrected her, and though maybe it should have worried me, it didn’t. 

That voice guided and comforted me. It flowed like deep, calm waters through my blood and told me I would be all right. I was doing the right thing. I was right where I needed to be. And soon, he’d see that too.

My day had been uneventful. A scullery maiden had fed me a quick meal of mutton stew and crusty bread, fresh from the oven. I wasn’t much for stew—I preferred heartier fare—but it’d taken care of my hunger. 

After that I’d been shown my room, all the way at the very end of the west side of the castle itself. All the activity seemed to happen on the east side of the castle. The west wing was eerily silent, especially at night.

Dalia had dropped in earlier, literally appearing in the center of my room from thin air and carrying a bundle of freshly laundered sheets in her arms. She’d made quick work of tidying my bed, but didn’t linger to talk with me afterward.

I sat on the edge of the bed, patting the plush mattress and staring woefully at the small shelf of books against the far wall. I wasn’t much for reading. At least if I’d had a pot of paints and some canvas and brushes, I could have endured the isolation better.

I’d already walked down the hall, confirming my suspicion that I was absolutely alone in this wing of the castle. There was a plethora of other rooms, but every opened door had revealed decades worth of dust accumulation upon the furniture and even the coverlets. There were thick, large spider webs in the corners, and when I turned the switches for the lights, they seemed hesitant to even come on, flickering several times before finally lighting up the rooms.

In none of the rooms were there pots of paints, which only increased my dejection at being cast aside this way. “Honestly,” I groused, “what did you expect, you stupid airheaded girl, a ball held in your honor?” I returned to my room.

Rolling my eyes, I slapped my palm against the thick four-poster bedframe of richly polished mahogany. No expenses were spared in the place. Wealth dripped from every crack and crevice. Even the abandoned rooms suggested wealth and luxury. 

I don’t know why it hurt that I felt so abandoned. But bloody hell, I did. Curling my lip, I turned to glare out the window. I loved the outdoors and getting to see nature first thing in the morning, but there was nothing but darkness outside, interrupted only by occasional flashes of brilliant lightning. 

Thunder rolled through my room every so often, but at least the screams of the woman were blessedly silent in there. 

I hated the empty, cold, desolate place. Why had I come here? What had I been thinking?

The little devil on my shoulder told me exactly what I’d been thinking, that there I’d find Rumpel, and soon all my questions would have answers. 

It had been a complete waste of a perfectly good day. The next day, I wouldn’t sit idly by. I was there, then, for however long he allowed it, and I didn’t plan to leave until he at least granted me an audience with him. At that point, I wasn’t certain that the man I remembered at the ball was anything like my imagination had puffed him up to be. But I had to put an end to this maddening and growing obsession to discover who he really was and how I fit into all of it, and the only person in all the worlds who could help me do that was refusing to even speak with me.

I growled and tossed myself back onto the bed. I knew I was acting a tad crazy, but there was an urgency beating in my breast. It was like all the years of pain and tears and hopes and fears had been leading me to that very point, to that very moment. I was finally there, and I didn’t want to waste a single precious second of it. 

Crossing my arms over my chest, I closed my eyes. There was no way I would actually be able to fall asleep. I knew it.

The last thing I remembered was murmuring a sleepy “Rumpelstiltskin,” and then I remembered no more.

~*~
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Rumpel

I TOLD MYSELF TO STAY right where I was, locked up in my den, to leave her be, to stop myself from going to her. For hours I wrestled with myself, and then I did the stupidest thing I’d ever done in my life.

I picked up the bloody scrying bowl and called her vision to me. She slept like an angel, in just the way I remembered, with one hand tucked beneath her pale ivory cheek and her gorgeous rosebud lips slightly parted. 

But there were grooves of worry etched onto her forehead, and she was moaning. She wasn’t resting well. Immediately worry gripped me, and I knew I was lost. My desire to be honorable and good and to give her the freedom she deserved from me hadn’t even lasted a day. 

In seconds I was in her room, swathed deep in shadow and trembling from head to toe as the angel on my shoulder whispered to me that I should go no further.

“Carrots,” I whispered, my heartbeat going crazy when she stirred as though she’d heard me. The fingers of her right hand twitched, and for a second I imagined that even in sleep she reached for me as I would always reach for her. 

“You’re in me, Carrots.” My words were broken but heartfelt. “All the way in me. I should stay away. But I can’t. I just can’t.”

Again she twitched and it was all I could do not to rush to her side and draw her into my chest. She was my woman. My heartbeat. My very soul. Gods above, she deserved so much better than me.

I clenched my hands into fists, and it was a minor miracle that my feet remained fastened to the floor. I watched her sleep for what felt like an eternity, fascinated all over again by every nuance, every movement and tiny sigh. I studied her, memorized each plane, each dip and groove, feasting my greedy gaze upon her when there was no risk of being caught. 

I clenched and unclenched my fingers as I was suddenly assaulted by visions and memories of us in another time.

Laughing.

Dreaming.

Talking into the wee hours of the night from the very depths of our heart.

Making love.

Before I knew it, I’d walked closer. Maybe I’d shifted, maybe I’d walked, I couldn’t rightly remember, but I knew was I was suddenly standing by the edge of her bed.

I clutched at the bedpost with nerveless fingers, and my memories of a happier time rose up like a specter, mocking me, teasing me, and reminding me of all that I’d lost, such as her gentle and breathy moans whispering in my ear as she confessed how very much she loved me and that she would love and need me always. I closed my eyes, holding on to that promise.

She’d returned in some ways, but not in others.

She was my female and yet she was changed. She did not remember me, nor did she remember us.

Tears slid unchecked down my face as I opened my eyes and looked at her face covered in shadow and moonlight. I felt something dangerous rise up within me, a stupid, stupid emotion, to which I was rarely given over.

Honor.

Honor to do right by her. She deserved better than me. I tasted her purity, her innocence. I was none of those things.

“You said you would never leave me, Shayera. But you did. You left and now I am only half a man. I want you back. I need you. But I fear nothing of me would remain if you left me again... and I... I am too frail to bear it. Please forgive me, my darling. Please forgive me.”

I pointed at my chest and called forth the twin flame, the split soul she and I both shared. I pulled on it—that little golden thread of glowing love that was both she and I—and stared at the beating of it upon my palm.

Her stone of Veritas glowed only with threads of blue, which represented my love for her. But there was no love for me in there. She did not love me in this world, not yet. And maybe the truth was I shouldn’t allow it to take her this time. Maybe I should forge a new path for us, one where she could be free of me. Maybe that was how it should be. 

I could be unselfish. For once in my long and miserable existence, I could do the right thing for someone else but that would not benefit me at all. I could let her go immediately. I could untether our soul strings. I could return the missing parts of her that she felt through the very marrow of her being. It was why she’d come. It was why she’d felt it so necessary to appear even though I’d left her years ago. Our twin flame demanded it, and that flame would not fade unless I severed our connection.

I would be careful. I would never harm her string. I would bear the brunt of the fire. I would scream out in agony all the days left of my miserable and short existence after I did it, secure and content in knowing that at least she was safe. She would live. She could marry someone good, someone kind and gentle and all the bloody things I was not. 

I clenched the bedpost so hard that the wood groaned beneath my palm. By releasing her, I also released ever having our children returned to us. To me. 

Is that not also selfish? Do they not also deserve life? A chance to be? I was depriving the world of their story. But only I would ever remember them. Only I would ever remember the heartache of losing our third daughter to pregnancy-related complications. Only I would remember the devastation Shayera and I had both felt as we’d stared at the perfect little mix of Demone and human in her arms, eyes forever closed. I could spare my bride all that pain, but she would also never know the joys.

Is that the better choice? I honestly didn’t know. 

“I love you, my Demone Prince...” The echo of my old Shayera suddenly rang in my ears, and I gasped, twirling on my heels because the voice had been so clear, sweet, and bell-like. And there she was, just a spirit, just a floating memory that haunted me day and night. 

She looked like fire and beauty. She was dressed in a gown of sheer translucent white. Her hair waved like enchanted serpents around her heart-shaped face. She smiled at me, her eyes radiant and aglow with the fire of love. 

Behind me, I heard the soft, steady breaths of the same woman sleeping peacefully. “Shayera,” I whispered, reaching out my hand to the spirit as she reached her translucent one out to me.

But as always, we never could touch. She was just a ghost, a memory, a haunting sent to hurt me and nothing more. 

Tears continued to stream harder down my face. “Don’t leave me,” I pleaded.

Her smile was soft and sweet as she lifted a hand and pointed behind me, to the woman lying on the bed.

I knew what she was telling me, and I shook my head. “She is not you. She is not you.”

Her brows drew tightly together, and my soul ached because already I could see her vision growing dimmer. Soon she would vanish, and I thought that maybe this time she would never again return to me. 

I clutched at my chest. 

My bride took a step toward me, and another, then another, until only an inch separated us. I felt a spark, a static curl of energy, envelop me like a warm hug. She’d held on for me as long as she could, but the curse had truly driven Shayera away from me forever. I had to let her go. But I wasn’t ready. I never would be.

I shivered, devouring her face with my gaze. I knew this time was goodbye and that she would never again return. My bride was leaving me. 

She lifted her hand, and I hung my head, because I knew I would not feel it. 

But then I did. I felt the soft glide and touch of her skin, and I smelled her this time, her scent of roses. I moaned. My blood boiled in my veins. My flesh shivered with goosebumps, and I wanted to look up at her but I was terrified that if I did, she would leave me, and she couldn’t leave me. She just couldn’t.

The twin flame I held in my hand blazed, recognizing the other half of itself in her. 

“How... how is this possible?” I croaked.

“Rumpelstiltskin,” she whispered, and suddenly my body was covered in ice.

I stumbled over myself to back away, because it was not my ghostly bride caressing me, but the Shayera of now. Of the present time. How had she gotten out of bed without my knowing it? How had she snuck up on me and I’d never even seen it coming? How? I never let my guard down around anyone, and yet I’d never been anything but vulnerable when it had come to my bride.

I wanted to flee, but my feet were firmly rooted to the ground.

I was a frightened, terrified animal. I wanted to kill something. I wanted to hold her. I wanted to rage. And I wanted to sink into her arms and sob until all the demons had fled and only she and I remained.

Dressed in a colorful nightshift the shade of the tropical waters of Kingdom, she looked like the prettiest thing I’d ever seen in my life.

But I could no longer speak. Words left me. I was hollow. I was an empty shell. 

“I see you,” she whispered.

I didn’t know what to say to that. 

“I finally see you, Rumpelstiltskin,” she said again, slowly stepping closer to me. She chased me deeper into shadow, backing me up until I was pressed against the wall with nowhere else to run. I could vanish. I should vanish. Why am I not doing it?

I blinked as I watched her slowly lift her arm toward me. Her gaze was steady, her breathing even. 

“Don’t touch me.” I finally found my words, and they echoed with a vast emptiness of longing and incredible pain. Our twin flame burned brightly in my palm, casting a soft golden glow upon her features, adding shadows to the hollows of her face.

Beautiful was the only thought in my head.

Her hand paused in midair. “Why not? You called my name. You woke me up. You came here for a reason tonight, Rumpelstiltskin. Why?”

I shook my head because I did not have the first clue why I’d done it. “I vowed to stay away.”

She wet her lips with the tip of her little pink tongue and my heart rammed against my breastbone. I dug my fingers into the wall behind me, pressing down on the soul threads in my palm. But I didn’t want to hold onto that bloody wall. I wanted her. I wanted to shove the threads back inside of me. I wanted to feel the fire, the heat, the wanting and the burning.

Damn it all to the Underworld. I still wanted her. I wanted to hold her, bite her, and sink into her wet and welcoming warmth, vowing to the gods and all the darkness above and below that never again would she be stolen from me. She was mine, and mine alone. 

But I did not move from my spot. I could not.

“Don’t stay away.”

I shook my head. “You don’t know. You don’t under—”

“Then make me understand,” she shoved a red curl out of her eye, and the movement was so familiar and so perfect that it rocked me to my very core. 

I shuddered. 

“Don’t push me away. Not anymore. I want to learn you. I want to know you. I’m not the same, Rumpelstiltskin, but I’d hazard a guess that neither are you.”

I trembled because she was right. She was bloody right. I wasn’t the same, and never would be again. I had learned what it was to lose everything. 

She took a step, and I froze, feeling weak and lightheaded and like a damn bloody fool because I was stronger than that. I was better than that. No one hurt me. No one.

No one hurt me except her. Except this.

I was a flame so close to being extinguished that all it would take would be one gentle roll of wind and I’d be gone forever.

She leaned in and I smelled roses and lilies, flowers everywhere. My lungs were soaked in their perfume. I watched her lean close to me. I told myself to turn away. Go. Leave.

But she did not kiss me. Instead, her lips hovered just over my own, so close that I felt the static of her energy brush up against mine, and I wanted to sob because it was so damn perfect. 

I love you.

I love you.

I. Bloody. Love. You. Carrots. I. Do.

My heart and soul screamed out in tandem. 

“Kiss me, Rumpelstiltskin,” she murmured sweetly, and my knees buckled. I flinched and dug my fingers into the stone behind me so hard that I was sure I’d left a permanent impression behind.

I remembered another moment with a woman, a beautiful red-headed siren sitting before me in a library. There was no light but a candle’s glow all around as the siren’s power had rolled and raged through her out of control. She called me, tempting me and making me want her so damn bad that I would have fought the demons of Hell themselves to make her mine. 

My relationship with Shayera had been built on tempestuous fire and an inferno of shared passions and sexual drive. But I’d lived decades with my bride, and I’d learned her far more deeply than just on a superficial level. I’d learned what had made her tick, what had made her cry, and what would make her look at me as if I was the only man to exist in her world. 

I missed the sex. I missed the scratching and biting and the clawing, but what I missed more than anything was the knowing. I’d been as intimately familiar with that woman as I’d been with my own secret hopes and fears. And that... That was what I needed again. 

With that realization, I was able to finally release my death grip upon the wall behind me. It startled Shayera, and she almost tripped on her heels as she stood up and moved out of my space.

“I will not kiss you. Not the way you want me to,” I said, my voice hard and low and full of regret and gravel.

Her mouth tipped downward and she appeared to be on the verge of tears. 

Damning myself as every type of fool, I took another step toward her. But unlike me, Shayera didn’t continue to allow herself to be pressed back. She stood where she was, head held high, looking at me in the way that prey eyes a rattler coiled for the strike, with caution and uncertainty. 

I was done fighting this. Maybe tomorrow I would wake up better able to walk away. Somehow, I doubted it. 

I reached up for her face and gripped her chin tightly. Her skin was soft like the petals I’d so often thought of in tandem to her. I stroked her jawline, fascinated by the sudden ripple of gooseflesh dotting her pale throat. 

She gasped and held onto my wrist with a small, loose grip. Her nails curved sharply, pointing toward my vein in a dangerous-looking way. Maybe I was morbid, but it would be a damn fine way to go. She would shove her nails through me, and I would sink into her embrace, allowing myself the freedom to fully give in to my desires. Maybe I’d steal a kiss, or maybe she would. There would be no more pain, just happiness.

But she would not shove her nails through my veins and I would not sink into her arms. It was a dream, just like everything else. A stupid, silly fantasy.

She cocked her head, brows lowering and I read the question burning in her eyes. 

But instead I held up my other hand, the one with the soul thread in it, and turned her face so that she’d look at it. 

“Do you know what this is?”

Her chest heaved as she struggled for breath. “Is that a—”

“It’s our flame. Our thread. You’ve seen me as I am, Shayera, as I truly am. A man and a monster.”

Her lips turned down. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“At the ball,” I said harshly. “You kissed me that night. You slammed my body with your charm.”

She shook her head. “I’m... I’m so sorry, Rumpelstiltskin, I didn’t mean to hurt yo—”

“I’m not sorry for that.” I shook my head. “I was mad at first, violently angry at you for doing it, because you could not possibly understand what it was like for me and how badly I wanted you. So I shifted to my true form. Do you remember?”

I hoped to the Gods she remembered. I needed her to know that for me, that night had been more than just trying to survive the onslaught of a siren’s full charms, but also that I’d fully and completely entrusted her with my greatest secret.

She blinked. “You were a devil. A beautiful, gorgeous devil.”

I trembled at hearing the husky quality in her voice. My old Shayera had always loved my true form most. I desperately needed to know what she’d thought of me then. But the words got stuck in my throat. 

Shayera took a small step toward me, further erasing what little space existed between us. 

It was all I could do not to grab her, shove her against the wall, and plead with her to love me forever and never to leave me again. I squeezed my eyes shut and shook. “N-n-no one can look upon my true form unless—”

“—unless they are your heart’s true mate,” she whispered, licking her lips. “I know.”

I snapped my eyes open and looked at her in wonder. “You... You know? But how? Who told you?”

Her smile was soft and so damn sweet that I felt it rip through me like a blade. She framed my bristled cheek with her wee little hand and cold fingertips, and the wash of her breath on my lips made me burn. “I don’t know how I know, but I do. I know you and I have history, Rumpelstiltskin. And I came here to learn it. So please, don’t push me away. Not again. I could not bear it.”

My heart stuttered, because it seemed that no matter how much I wanted to give her the best life possible without me in it, there was a part of me—the biggest part—that would never be capable of letting her go. Not with our threads still joined. Not like this. “I have a way to fix it,” I whispered. “I have a way to free you of this torment. No more questions. No more false desires. Don’t you want that?” My heart suddenly roared and pleaded with me to take it all back and tell her I lied, but I did not allow it. She deserved the chance to choose that time, just as she had once before.

She stood absolutely still, staring at the glowing golden spool. I wished that I could read her mind and that I knew what it was she was thinking. A minute later, she reached up and closed her hand around mine, so that the glow emanated from between the cracks in my fingers. 

Shayera’s other palm gently scraped my jaw, and I was no longer in the dominant position. She was. “Don’t kiss me then, Rumpelstiltskin. Don’t even touch me, if that’s what you need. But I want to know who you are, and I hope you want to know me. Give us a week. Just one week. If you decide that you still aren’t able to move on from the ghost of her, then I’ll leave.”

“You may decide you don’t want me, either,” I said.

She shrugged. “I may. But don’t we deserve to know that first? Don’t I deserve a say in any of this? I lost my way, Rumpelstiltskin, and all I’m trying to do now is figure out who I am.” Then she guided my hand that held our threads together and pushed it into my chest. The twin flames lit me up from the inside, warming me instantly, flooding me with emotion and need and want so profound it was hard to stay standing. I gripped onto her shoulders, needing her strength. And she was there, letting me, holding me up with her arms around my waist, without my even needing to tell her how weak I was.

I loved her so damn bloody much. Gods, why is this so hard? Why am I so scared? I released an unsteady breath the moment I felt the light sink all the way back into me. Her goodness was my light in the darkness. The only compass of kindness I had left in me came from her entirely. “You won’t like what you find in me, female. I know you.”

She shook her head. “You knew her. You don’t know me. Maybe we should change that.”

“How?”

“Walk with me. Somewhere. Anywhere. I very much love to walk.”

But I was already shaking my head. I wasn’t sure I was strong enough to withstand her presence for anything longer than short intervals. Truth was, it was taking every ounce of self-control I possessed not to toss her down onto the mattress and rut her like the bloody beast that I was. I badly wanted to sink into her warmth and become one with her again, crying and roaring at the same time.

I hated this confusion. I hated my fragility. I wasn’t sure I wanted her to see that side of me, maybe ever. I’d opened myself completely to her before. The loss of her had been the very worst thing I’d ever been forced to endure, and I just wasn’t sure I was strong enough to do it again. Weak as it made me, it was also the truth.

“No.” I said, my voice gruffer than I’d intended it to be. 

Her eyes grew wide and a vein throbbed in her neck. 

I cleared my throat and tried again. “It’s only that I happen to know that tomorrow someone will come to you, someone who needs you greatly, and I couldn’t—can’t—intrude.”

“Who?” she whispered.

I shook my head and clenched my jaw. “It’s not my place. But you should head to the library in the morning, I reckon he’ll be there waiting for you.”

She swallowed. “And you? Do you also need me?”

I could have heard a pin drop it was so quiet. “I don’t know,” I whispered. It was a damn bloody lie, and it sat like rot on my tongue, but I was a coward tonight and I would not deny it.

She shrugged and stepped back, moving out of the curve of my body. I had to bite down on my tongue to keep from crying out. I wanted her back. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t my Shayera. She looked like her, she smelled like her, and it was enough.  I reached for her, but she shook her head, and my hand dropped like a stone back to my side. I felt empty and hollow inside. 

“When you touch me,” she said, “I light up like a candle. I blaze. I glory in your caresses. And I feel something coming alive inside of me. I want it, Rumpelstiltskin, so badly that I would do terrible things for it. But not like this. Not this way.”

“Not like how?” I rolled my wrists.

“Not like that.” She pointed at me. “Not when I see you wanting her. Not when I know you imagine it is she and not me that you touch. I don’t want that. And once you’ve had your fill of me, you wouldn’t want that either. Because then I would never be enough. I refuse to be compared to a specter. Only me. That’s who you get. And if that’s not good enough, then I go. Let us try, for one week. If it is not me that you see by the end of the week, then we sever this bond and I move on forever.”

I trembled, my heart hurting and soul aching because I wanted her gone and I wanted to sob at the thought of her ever leaving me again. 

“I don’t think I can survive you again, Shayera. I’m not sure I even want to.”

Her smile was sad. “Maybe you’re not the only one to feel that way, Dark Prince. Ever thought of that? The stories Danika told me, they were of a proud and arrogant and wonderful Prince. All I see before me is a man making excuses.” Sounding angry and confused, she flicked her fingers in my direction. “A man who to save himself any more hurt is willing to hurt me in the process.”

I flinched, hating that in such a short time she could already see through me. She’d so easily understood what it was I was doing.

“You aren’t the man I expected, either. And maybe that’s the point, Man in Black.” She wrapped her arms around herself, looking small and vulnerable, and I hated to see it.

She turned her face to the side, but not before I was sure I caught a sparkling sheen of wetness glittering in her eyes. Already, she was bringing life to this realm. Moonlight pierced her window. I’d not seen the moon’s glow in the many years since I’d moved to this wretched place. But that had always been part of Shayera’s charm for me, the way she sparked my imagination and the way she brought me back to life slowly, but surely.

She did not like what she was seeing. I’d known that would happen, but hearing her say it wasn’t easy to bear.

“What’s the point?” my voice cracked as an ache spread deeper and wider in my chest.

“We will never be the same again. But maybe...” She shrugged. “Just maybe, together we can be better.”

I stood there, shaken to my center by the idea that she might not want me too. She was terrified of what I’d do to her, scared I would hurt her. I gulped. “I would never hurt you, Carrots.”

Her eyebrows knit together, and her chin wobbled. The endearment had slipped off my tongue as easily as breathing, and I instantly winced, expecting her to take me to task for it. She would have every right to demand an explanation for what it meant, though it was obvious by the way her finger suddenly danced through the tips of her long red hair that she’d understood well enough. “Goodnight, Dark One”

I nodded, turned to go then stopped and without turning back around said, “Call me Rumpel.”

“Did she call you that?”

I clenched my jaw, wanting to say no, but she would know it for a lie. I said I would try and I’d meant it. It was not easy for me to be soft, vulnerable. But for her, I would try dammit. I would try. “Aye.”

“Goodnight then. Rumpel.”

I shuddered, clutched at my heart, which twisted in violent spasms, and forced myself to breathe. She sounded like my Shayera. So much of her was my bride. So much. I’m done fighting it. One week. I still have that to give. One week. “Meet me in the library when the sun goes down. I will help you discover who you were. Goodnight, my Carrots.”

Then I left, not wanting to remain behind and see her reaction to a name I’d once given to a woman who’d meant the whole bloody world to me. 
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Chapter 14
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Shayera

I could not tear the silly grin off my face. He’d been here. In my room. Last night.

Laughing and tossing my hands up, I flipped the sheets over my head and kicked my feet like a crazy, silly girl. I still smelled him. His scent of burnt cherries and cloves lingered in my room like a lover’s imprint.

His rejection, his obstinate and prideful arrogance, had wounded me. But it was morning. And, miraculously, there was light—bright blazing sunlight—tearing through my window. It was no longer dark in Never.

Hopping from my bed, I felt my purpose for the day growing. I would make that man see me, once and for all. What had felt like rejection the night before seemed different with fresh eyes in the morning. 

I rushed to the window and stared out, hoping to find some birds or trees, but there was nothing but white. An infinite span of glorious, glorious sunshine made me smile. 

As a little girl, I’d been haunted by dreams of a strange, empty world, full of nothing but darkness within the clouds. It was much like Never had been. But there were times in the dreams when the darkness would give way to such natural beauty that I’d wake up with tears in my eyes. I’d always thought the dreams silly. But they suddenly felt real to me in a way they hadn’t before. 

I smelled the sulfur an instant before I saw the Demone. Twirling on my heel, I knew my smile of greeting must have looked ridiculous.

I was sure Rumpel had come for me. The letdown of seeing Dalia and not Rumpel was swift and violent. “Oh,” I said, smile slipping instantly.

Pretty Dalia gave me a crooked grin and shrugged. “I’m... I’m sorry, misss. If you’d rather I returned at a later—”

I batted her words away. “No, I’m sorry. I thought you were you Rumpel.”

She blinked. “Rumpel?” His name was a soft whisper full of confusion.

My grin blazed again. “Aye, your Prince. He visited me in my room last night.” I laughed and began to dance around on the balls of my feet, feeling like a girl with a silly schoolyard crush. 

Dalia laughed excitedly. “Did he, now? He came here? To your room? Alone?”

Wearing a dreamy smile, I nodded and plopped onto the edge of the bed. “Mmm, yes. Gods, he was handsome. And stubborn. And arrogant. And I wanted to smack him and kiss him all at the same time.”

She laughed harder. “Aye, well, that do sssound like him, don’t it.”

“Arrogant. And stubborn. And all the rest of it too.” I shook my head and sighed, gripping the bedframe and staring at the wall where I’d cornered him. My heart began to race as I remembered just how close I’d come to finally being able to kiss him again.

The kiss on the night of the ball had haunted me for years. And I rather thought I’d made far more of it than what it actually was. I just knew I would be let down, and yet, when he’d tipped my chin up and caressed the length of my neck last night, he’d stirred a fire in my soul and awakened a beast inside of me I’d never even known I’d possessed. “I have to see him again.”

Dalia’s lips twitched. “Then perhaps we should go with the bronze gown today, eh?”

I nodded back enthusiastically. “Yes. And flowers in my hair.”

“Roses?” she asked.

“Yes.” I nodded. “Lots of roses.”

~*~
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I WASN’T ACCUSTOMED to libraries. They’d always smelled musty and dank to me, even slightly rotten. I wasn’t a reader and didn’t particularly enjoy spending an afternoon strolling through rows of books.

But I had to admit that Rumpel’s library was impressive, indeed. It was multi-level, with spiraling staircases of thick, hammered gold and iron vines. The carpets beneath my feet were so plush it almost felt like walking on fluffy clouds. The bookshelves themselves, a deep shade of rich, polished cherrywood, were stacked one against the other. Thick tomes with leather bindings faced spine out and overflowed from the shelves. I looked at a couple of the titles. Some were on history. Others were cookbooks. Some appeared to be novels. And there were even a few spellbooks in the mix. 

None of the books called to me, though the paintings and frescoes certainly did. I admired the works of art, which had been painted by the hands of a master, no doubt.

The scenes were all different but themed. Each of them depicted different parts of Kingdom. I stared in a daze at one in particular, of a gorgeous woman with hair of green that almost seemed to sway behind her like banners blowing in the breeze. She walked upon water. Her eyes were clear as glass. Fangs poked out from beneath her full blood-red lips, and she was unashamedly nude. Her body was a thing of perfection, broad of hips, but long of legs, with an impossibly tiny waist and large, perfectly formed breasts.

Whoever had painted her had done so with obvious love in every swish and curl of his or her wrist. I wondered who she was, but more than that, I couldn’t help but wonder who the artist had been.

Was it Rumpel himself? My heart fluttered at the thought that he and I quite possibly shared similar passions. Hers wasn’t the only painting. There were more. All the canvases easily weighed hundreds of pounds in their thick, sturdy frames and stretched as high as the twenty-foot vaulted ceilings.

There was one of a man, a dark, lordly type of character who wore black armor and sat upon a throne built of human bones. He had blazing blue eyes that looked as though he were real and studying me, rather than the other way around. I shivered at that thought and didn’t linger before his painting long.

I particularly enjoyed the painting of the fairy gardens, with all the dragonfly lights zipping here and there. There was breath and life in that painting. The sugar fire trees, with their cotton-candy-colored leaves, swayed in a gentle breeze, and the moonflower gardens—translucent, ball-shaped flowers that only bloomed under the light of a full moon—created a harmonious song in the backdrop. Frogs croaked, and crickets chirped, and I had to quickly walk away from that painting the moment I realized I’d begun to sway. I’d been so lulled by the tranquility of the watercolor scene that I was halfway back to being asleep.

Yawning and stretching my arms high above my head, I looked around. There were still hundreds of more paintings to inspect, and I doubted I could even see them all in the week’s time I had remaining. The dimensions of the library were vast and dizzying. It almost felt as though it stretched on into infinity, which was very likely possible, considering the master sorcerer that called the castle home.

I was growing slightly impatient and unable to focus on the paintings any longer.

I wondered who planned to meet me there. Already I’d been walking aimlessly through this stunning room for what surely must have been an hour at least, probably more. 

Maybe Rumpel had lied to me. I frowned. Maybe there wasn’t anyone planning to meet me here. Honestly, who would I even know in this place? I’d only just arrived, and my interaction with the outside world had been limited to begin with. I thought back through the whole of my history and couldn’t think of a single person I could possibly know from here.

No sooner had I thought it then I heard faint scratching, like the sound of claws scraping upon tiled floors. Twirling on my heel, I turned toward the sound and squinted. 

Gas lamps lit up the entire place, but the light wasn’t strong and there were long shadows between the bookshelves, making it difficult for me to tell whether there was anyone there at all.

“Hello?” I called out. “Is someone there?” 

Just as I was about to call myself a scatterbrained, silly goose, that same scratching sound caught my ear.

“Who’s there?” I asked. “Show yourself.” 

That time, the shadow moved, and that’s when I finally noticed the burning red eyes and the massive, shaggy head of a beast staring unflinchingly at me.

For a second, a punch of fear hit me like a sledgehammer between my breasts, but instantly my brain noted there was something different about the heavy-breathing dog.

An image wormed through my brain, a memory, one very nearly forgotten until just then. Me as a child, and a black dog I’d once called my very best friend. I squinted. It can’t be. Is it Prince? “Prince,” I whispered. He whined and tipped his large head just slightly.

I gasped, covering my mouth with my trembling and cold fingertips. “P-P-Prince?” I breathed his name again like a benediction and reached out for him. How is he here? How is this happening? He’d left me years ago. I thought he’d died. Or simply stopped loving me back and abandoned me for good.

I’d last seen Prince the day I’d turned into a siren. He’d never returned, and though the little girl had felt discarded and betrayed, the woman only wanted a hug from her once-dearest friend. 

The large dog whimpered and took several steps toward me. 

My heart trembled and my eyes filled with heat because I couldn’t believe it was really happening. I shook my head. “Is this true? Is it really you? Are you really here?” I studied my childhood friend through the lens of a mature woman and noted the similarities, the shaggy pelt, the one floppy ear, and large, furry tail. But I saw what I’d not seen before. 

He wore a collar, I’d always noticed the collar, but I’d never noticed the pendant attached to it. Much like my stone of Veritas, it too was a stone, but in the shape of a diamond. It gleamed like polished ebony and I cocked my head.

Prince whimpered, his long tail slapping at the floor over and over. 

I smiled softly and held my fingers to him. “It’s okay, Prince. I’m here. You can come to me. You can—” The words died on my tongue when a mirage of heat wavered over his large form, and where once there’d been a beast there appeared a child, but one on the verge of manhood.

I snatched my hand back, hugging it tightly to my chest, and shook. Prince was a... boy? My mind could not make sense of what I saw standing before me.

He was young. Possibly a little younger than me, though not by much—five or six years, maybe. He was kneeling, hands and feet on the ground, and staring at me with eyes that glowed the darkest-red of flame. His hair was shaggy, falling around his shoulders much like it would as a dog. His features were exotic and different. His skin was the color of Demone flesh, all shadow and darkness and purest ebony. There was a touch of adolescent plumpness left in his cheeks, but I could see the man just beneath the surface.

How is it possible that he should look younger than I, when he’d been the older of us before? I sucked in a sharp breath, trembling from head to toe. “Who are... Who are you?”

The boy cocked his head. His mannerisms were wolfish, and my heart rattled in my chest. This wasn’t my friend. This was magic. Dark magic. Something wicked. Something cruel. And yet when he blinked, I could almost swear I saw the ghost of the dog staring at me.

“They call me Euralis,” he said in a soft, yet regal and refined voice that had my stomach flopping down around the vicinity of my knees. 

I’d heard that voice and that soft, lilting accent before, but only in dreams. Always in dreams, laughing and teasing me. He was forever out of reach and begged, “Come find me, mama.”

I gasped and began panting as I violently shoved that memory, delusion, or whatever it’d been away from my consciousness. 

“You called me your Prince once,” he said slowly, cocking his head and looking at me as though he wished to come closer but not sure that he should.

I didn’t realize I’d begun crying until his image became blurred. But no matter how hard I tried to shove that memory away from my mind, I continued to be haunted by the sound of the little boy.

He twitched.

“Stay where you are,” I hissed without thought, taking a step back, not sure I could trust myself or my instincts in that moment. My head was filling with images of that same child, the ghosts that’d haunted my dreams for years surging to the fore. I saw the man-child before me, but my mind was full of images of a young boy, no older than nine. His laughter echoed in my head over and over again.

Come find me...

Euralis froze in his tracks, eyeing me warily. “I would not harm you.”

A terrible burst of laughter issued from my numb lips. “You’re a boy. A boy.”

He shook his head, no doubt noting my obvious shock. “Don’t cry, Shayera. Please don’t cry.”

I rubbed at my nose, feeling strange and unsure exactly what that emotion was that I felt. It was a strange sensation to find that which had been lost years after losing it. I didn’t know if what I’d lost, whether it was my long, lost pet, or whether the ghost child still eerily laughing inside my head was who had been missing. 

I’d come to this castle to remember my past and to find myself. Is this it? Was this boy part of that? Had I once known him as a boy and a dog? I felt cold all over, and all I wanted to do was sit, but I was afraid to move, afraid that if I so much as blinked right now he’d vanish.

Come find me, mama... 

I swiped angrily at the constant stream of tears cascading down my face. I wanted to leave. And yet, just as I felt confounded by my conflicting desires with Rumpel, I found myself feeling the same way with Euralis. 

I knew him.

I didn’t know how I knew him.

But I knew him.

I’d known him.

Come find me, mama... The echo had grown softer, Just a whisper. I couldn’t stop shaking. “I know you, don’t I? The other me? From before? Is that why you found me?”

He squeezed his eyes shut, and I noted the fine stitching of his clothing. Whoever he really was, he was not one of the servants of the keep. I wracked my brain for any answers or clues, but nothing came. My eyes kept returning to his handsome face, and I felt as though I’d once known him well. “Who are you, really?”

He blinked. “I did not believe him,” he said softly, “when he first told me of you. But his stories of you were so vivid, so real that I found myself falling in love with them.” His voice was steady but still soft, as though he wasn’t used to speaking often. He winced, and a muscle in his cheek twitched.

He loved me. Come find me, mama...

I looked at him with new eyes and the echo of the ghost rattling inside my skull. Had I once been this boy’s mother? My hands shook so violently that I had to clutch my fingers together to make them stop. He glanced down, noticing it immediately but saying nothing about it.

“I... I knew I had to see you for myself,” he said, the words seeming like he had to force them past unwilling lips. “And so I went, at first only to watch you. But as time progressed, I fell in love with you same as I had with the you of his stories. You were kind and beautiful and silly and funny and...” He cast his blood-red eyes toward the ground at his feet. “And nice. You were very nice to me.”

My heart hurt, and yet it was full at the same time. I’d stopped fighting the tears, because it seemed pointless. They came whether I wanted them to or not. “Then why did you leave me? Why did you abandon me that way?”

His nostrils flared and his upper lip curled up just a little. Even as a boy, there was a feral quality to him.

“Because I failed you. Because I wasn’t there to stop the siren from cursing you. I was ashamed, and you deserved a better protector than me.”

The lump in my throat didn’t want to go down. “It was fated to be. I’ve seen myself in the other time, I was a siren then, and I am a siren now. I don’t think it could have been changed, no matter what you’d done.”

He flicked his glance toward the side. 

“Who are you to me, really? Who were you?” I asked softly, hoping he’d answer with the truth. “Please, Euralis, tell me.” His shoulders heaved when I said his name. I bit my lower lip. I was almost positive I knew, but I had to hear him say it. The ghostly echo had faded to little more than a breath of noise.

“I cannot fault you for failing to remember when I did not remember you either. But I remember what happened to Father—”

Father? I frowned. 

“—the way he raved, the way he tore through the castle, fighting day and night to reclaim you, telling me over and over that he would bring my mother home. And now here you are, and I’m not sure I know how to handle this.” He shrugged, and I could hear the echo of my heart in my ears.

His father was Rumpelstiltskin, which made me his mother. I expelled a long breath from my body, and with it went the ghost of the boy. No more laughter echoed inside of me. I stared at his ruby-red eyes, then at his softly rounded cheeks, his square jaw, and his long nose.

“Mother?” I said in a low voice, but the word trembled and I fought to cling to my sanity. “Mother?” I said it again, this time little more than mouthing the word itself.

He blinked and I couldn’t rip my eyes off his face. I swept my curious gaze over his sharp features again and again, trying to recall not the stories told to me by Danika or others, but trying to find the real memories of him that had belonged to the other me. Those corridors were eerily dark and silent. “I am... Your mother?” I hadn’t meant for it to come out a question, and yet it had.

He trembled, and long black lashes tipped in silver frost trembled against the rich, dark hue of his skin. A ghost of a smile feathered over his full lips. It was gone in an instant, but I’d seen it, and heat spread all the way through me.

“You are my mother, the only one I have ever known,” he whispered, and where mine had sounded strained, his sounded full of heat and completely broken. “I saw you grow up. I saw your best days and I saw your worst. I grew to love you again, and you could not be more my mother to me now than you ever were then. I do not understand the depth of this dark curse that took you from me, but I have you back now. I see why father worked so hard for you. You are worthy, heart of my heart. Flesh of my flesh. Blood of my blood. My life for yours. Always.”

I gasped, covering my mouth with my hands. None of this made sense to me, and yet I could no more deny my love for him than he could for me. But I knew nothing of the boy. The only thing I had was the surety that what he said was truth. I felt love burning, flowing through me and growing stronger by the minute. I’d come for answers, but this was not at all what I’d expected to find. A child. My child. I wanted to hug him, but I wasn’t sure how to even start to ask him for one. Would he think me strange? Odd? 

He took a miniscule step forward and though I tensed up, I did not ask him to stop this time. I watched him breathe, watched his birdlike chest rise and fall in rapid succession. It was clear he was as nervous as I was. 

I’d been taken from him and he from me. The twin flame between Rumpel and I caused us to feel this same level of need. Had Euralis and I ever bonded in such a manner? Is there magic involved in what I feel for this boy, too?  “Is this magic, Prince? What we feel for each other?” I pressed a fist to my furiously beating heart.

He shook his head. “I don’t know. All I do know,” he said as he fingered the jeweled pendant lying upon his chest, “was that I was once cursed too and it was you who brought me back then. Maybe this time, it was my turn to do the same for you.”

His words sounded sad to my ears and my fingers twitched. What he said was so beautiful, but also tragic, and it made me feel heavy inside. I wanted to know what his curse had been and what I’d done to break it, but the words wouldn’t leave my tongue. Instead, I asked, “Will I remember you someday? Will my memories of our time together ever be restored? Were yours?”

Again, he shook his head. “No. I only know what we were because of father, but my feelings for you now are very real because I grew up with you. I saw you.”

“Why did you never show me your true self?”

His thick brows furrowed tight. “I... I didn’t want to frighten you, and maybe I should have shown you sooner, but I was terrified of you.”

“Of me?” I patted my chest. “I’m not nearly menacing enough to matter.”

His eyes were huge and desolate looking in his dark face. “Once I loved you again, the thought of you ever turning me away if you knew who I really was... It scared me badly. So I hid my secret from you, but only so that I could keep you with me longer.”

“And yet you left me in the end.” I flicked my wrist, hearing my hurt linger in the words. I’d thought myself long over Prince’s rejection of me, but remembering that time brought up the pain afresh. “I never knew what became of my Prince. You simply vanished.”

His lashes fluttered, and a look of sorrowful regret passed over his tight features. “You have no idea how sorry I am for it. I’ll regret that decision every day of my life. But I am...”

“You are Demone,” I whispered, “and that is just how you’re built. No?”

I could see that he wanted to deny it, but I knew one thing about the Demone. They were a class of people who seemed to take their responses to failure and rejection to an extreme degree. I knew this because of my interactions with Rumpel.

Euralis was his spitting image. If my Prince could stay away out of sheer stubborn willfulness, what was to say that in the end Rumpel wouldn’t choose to take the very same path?

Nothing at all.

A dull ache spread through my belly. Maybe this was the real reason Mama and Papa had fought for so long to keep me away: to spare me this pain. Maybe they’d known the Demone temperament better than I’d thought.

“If I may be forward,” Euralis spoke slowly, pulling me away from my thoughts.

I nodded at him to keep speaking when the silence went on for several more seconds. “Yes?”

“Do you think, that is to say, would you be able to ever forgive me?” he asked softly, and I heard the anxiety in his words. The strain of his fears rang out clearly to me.

I wanted to comfort him, to take him in my arms and hug his fears away, as a mother would. “I am a woman now, Euralis, and the pain of losing my beloved pet is not near as sharp as it once was. I think I can find it in my heart to let it go, so long as you promise not to run away this time.”

A swift smile curled his lips and his eyes blazed with unfettered joy. “Then, may I ask, do you still... care for me?” He leaned forward on the balls of his feet, looking as though he would take flight right before my very eyes as he waited with bated breath to hear my response. 

The boy seemed sweet, and so very different from the abrasive sternness of his father. I liked him very much. I picked at a seam in my skirt, feeling weirdly nervous. “I do.”

A smile blazed like fire upon his darkly handsome face, and that same spark spread through me too. My toes tingled, and I found myself taking just a tiny step forward. 

“C-c-can we perhaps meet up each day?” I fumbled the request, sounding stupidly nervous, but forcing myself to be brave all the same. “For tea, or food, or a stroll through—”

“The meadow,” he nodded. “I’m very fond of the meadow.”

“The meadow? What meadow? There is nothing but darkness outside, and one lone trail I walked to get to here.”

He laughed, and the sound of it was youthful and carefree. “It is only because you see what you think is there, not what is really there.”

“Is it beautiful?” I asked with a soft smile.

His eyes took on a serious glint. “The most beautiful meadow in all the worlds.”

This conversation was pure silly fun and nonsense, but I loved it all the same. “And do you run free, little wolf?”

“Aye. And I fly too, heart of my heart.”

I shivered when he said that, feeling the trueness of his words reach deep inside of me. I was safe with the boy, just as I’d been safe with the beast. And I was rather excited at the prospect of having someone to speak with during the long, lonely days. “Tomorrow then,” I said softly, “at noon.”

His chin dipped and he whispered, “Aye. Noon.” 

Then the heat of transformation wavered upon his form, and the boy was gone, displaced by the beast I’d loved so well. I smiled at him and he gave me a wolfy grin before slinking off into the shadows of darkness.

I stood there for a moment in stunned silence.

What just happened? Is it all a dream? My Prince returning to me, telling me he wasn’t a dog but a boy, and not just any boy but my own? 

“My boy,” I whispered, voice scratchy and gruff.

“Aye,” Rumpel’s whiskey-coated voice rumbled behind me.

But I didn’t startle. I’d suspected he would show soon. Turning slowly, I looked upon the man.

Tall. Blue eyes. Blond hair. Princely features. The words came out of me before I even thought through them. “Show me your true self, Demone male.”
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Chapter 15
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Shayera

I didn’t want to see the mirage, I wanted the truth. That’s what I’d gone there for.

My request didn’t seem to startle or even surprise him. His look was unflinching and beautifully haughty. I saw the wheels of his mind move and knew he was asking himself why he should do it, reminding himself of the cost, telling himself that he’d promised me he’d try.

I knew this man.

Intimately.

We were strangers.

But we weren’t. Not at all. I squared my shoulders, eyeing him back just as sternly. He would not deny me, not anymore. And I silently reminded him of that.

Finally, he sighed, and I knew I’d won the battle. His gorgeous lips twitched. “You do not fight fair, female.”

I snorted and crossed my arms, tapping my foot impatiently. “And here I thought you already knew that about me.”

A look passed between us then, one that was hot and scorching and full of unspoken promises.

I shivered, swallowed hard, and felt a thrum of power suddenly roll through me. It was just a tiny spark, a little flame, and nothing more. It was my siren’s charms. I’d told him last night that I came alive around him, and I hadn’t lied. It was stronger than it had been the night before. I wanted to slip off my ring and blast him with my power. I wanted him to taste the depths of the burning desire that he built in my very bones. But I wouldn’t. Never again. Not unless he was the one to ask me to. 

I would never again betray his trust in that way.

“You are determined, Siren.”

I shrugged. “Call me Shayera. Or Carrots even. Call me something that matters, Rumpel. Don’t push me away anymore. One week. You promised. So give me your best.”

A visible tremor rolled through him. “Gods above,” he mumbled under his breath.

I laughed, realizing I was torturing him and reveling in that fact. I doubted there were many in all the worlds that could elicit the type of reaction from Rumpel I could with just a few simple words.

He was a beast. The king of the jungle. It was a heady thought to know I could unnerve him so. I licked my lips, and his eyes zoomed in immediately. 

A pained groan rumbled through his thick chest. “I’ll never survive this week,” he said.

I grinned. “Change.”

Instantly, I heard the locks in the thick library doors turn, echoing loudly through the eerily silent room. I jerked at the deafening booming noise, but never tore my eyes off him as a thick veil of gray smoke enveloped him, obscuring my sight of him for just a moment.

When the fog lifted, there he was. The real man. Not the mirage. Not the pretty Prince that the rest of the world knew him as.

But the monster. The beast. My Demone male.

He was taller than in his human form, with skin black as night and long, silver-tipped hair that fell past his waist. Blood-red eyes gleamed like ruby ash in flame. He had a Patrician nose, a strong jaw line, high cheekbones, and two deliciously curved horns atop the crown of his head.

His body was strong, mighty, and powerful looking, rippling with smooth, lean muscle. His legs were thick and spread wide, tapering into fur at the bottom and ending in dark cloven hooves. A forked tail flicked behind him. He spread his arms. “Seen your fill?”

My stomach fluttered and my legs ached, desire coiling like a serpent inside of me. The suppressed powers of my charms burned through me like acid, making me feel hot and dizzy and needful. I squeezed my eyes shut and fought to regain my focus. 

“That hideous?” he asked, his voice a deep and terrible rumble that did exciting things to me.

I flicked my eyes open, glancing immediately at him. “Is that really what you think? That I find you hideous?”

“Most would.”

I loved the silky strength of his voice in this body. He sounded like a meld of man and beast, and it did wonderful, erotic things to me. I bit the corner of my lips hard. “I’m not most. So tell me, Rumpel, why are you here now? I thought you wouldn’t meet me until tonight. “His nostrils flared, and for just a second I thought he meant to charge me. I licked my lips, wanting him to. I wanted him to take the decision completely out of my hands. I still didn’t know him, but my body remembered what my fractured mind clearly could not. The beast was mine—mine to tame, and mine to claim.

He grunted. “I scent your need, woman.”

My lips curved. “I will not deny it.”

He grunted again, and gods above, I had to grip the corner of the chair beside me just to stay on my feet. How the bloody blazes can he stand this? Why isn’t he racing to me? Doesn’t he want me anymore? Is that the problem?

“Leave your ring on,” he said in a sharp growl, confirming my suspicions and making me feel suddenly mortified by my own desires.

I shook, and glanced away.

“Dammit it all to the Underworld,” he snapped.

That was all the warning I got before I was suddenly and swiftly caught up in a pair of powerfully thick arms and pinned against the shelf of the nearest bookcase.

The sharp burst of pain from the movement hurt a little, but it mostly felt thrillingly delicious. I gazed, enraptured, into ruby-red eyes. 

“I know what you’re thinking. I can practically hear your thoughts, they’re so loud.” He sounded angry. Angry and something more.

My chest heaved, feeling as though I couldn’t take a proper breath. All I could smell was cherries and cloves, and all I could see was him. 

“I do want you, bloody hell, Shayera. I want you. I bloody want you.”

“Then what’s stopping you?” I hissed, trying to turn my pinned wrist toward him so I could clutch onto him.

But his grip was unyielding and absolute. It thrilled me to no end how powerful and deadly my beast was. “Honor, woman. Honor. There isn’t a hell of a lot in this world that would ever have me considering such a foolish notion.”

“Except?” I asked, needing to hear him say it. 

His angry eyes narrowed. “You, damn it, siren. Only ever you. You don’t know me. You don’t know the monster I am. The monster I can be.”

“I don’t care—”

“But you should,” he barked, large chest rising and falling with his heavy breaths and scraping against my hardened nipples. It made me hungry for more. So, so much more.

“She would,” he said. “She cared. She cared that I was good and kind and—”

I gulped, searching his eyes and seeing the pain, but also the unyielding man behind it, the one who was determined I see his flaws, the one who was determined I quit this foolish notion of falling in love with a beast. The one who thought I still had a choice.

But I didn’t. Not from the second I’d walked through those castle doors. The next time I rolled my wrist to free myself of his grip, he let me. He didn’t stop me when I framed his smooth cheek with my tiny, cold hand. “It’s too late, king of beasts, far too late for me. I do not fear your monsters, because I have my own.”

“Hhh,” he breathed deeply, trembling so hard that I felt him move all the way through me. “Shayera, you are so young. I feared your loving me before, what it would do to you, the life I would lead you on.”

“And yet you took me. Made me yours.”

He growled. “Because I was a selfish bastard, don’t you see, I’m trying to do right by y—”

“Stop, you idiot. You want me to know you, fine. I won’t think about lying with you every second of every day. Won’t think about what rests beneath your trousers, or how beautiful you are in your true form, or the way you kiss, like you wish to steal the very soul from my body. You want me to stop, then fine, I’ll stop. You want me to learn you, then show me who you are. Open up to me, Rumpel, as I am willing to open up to you.”

His eyes were closed, but his forehead rested heavily against my own and he was sweating as though he’d run miles. I was so tiny compared to him, but when I wrapped my arms around his waist, it was he who sank into me with a desperate groan, and it was he whose body was wracked by silent tears.

I held him, because that was the only thing I knew to do and the only thing I wanted to do. It didn’t matter to me if we stood here for hours, or days. He was with me now. And I felt complete again. I would learn him. And I would not push him in this way again. 

I kissed his cheek and he sucked in a sharp breath. “Look at me,” I whispered against his warm mouth.

He gazed at me with broken, shattered eyes. 

I leaned in and kissed his other cheek.

His fingers tightened on my waist, digging in so hard it was nearly painful, but it was also real. So very real.

“I’m here, Rumpel. I’m right here. You want me to see what you did, you want me to know who you are, then open yourself to me and show me. Show me the real you.”

He gulped, and the expression of tortured pain shading his features was one I knew I would never forget in my life. He was absolutely broken. I smiled softly and warmly, letting the love I knew I shouldn’t feel but already did blaze through my body. He inhaled sharply and shook his head. “You shouldn’t... You should stop from feeling—”

“It’s far too late for that, stubborn Demone. Now show me your life when I wasn’t in it.”

“You’ll hate me,” he whispered.

“Never. Not ever.”

Then gently, like a brushstroke, I touched my mouth to his. I wanted to take him, to consume him, to seal my soul to his, to climb inside his body and remain there with him forever.

I’d lost the most vital part of me and now I had it back. I’d felt the promise of it way back at the birthday ball, when he’d kissed me. I’d known he was mine even then. I was through fighting this, and somehow I was going to convince him of that, no matter what it took.

His touch was tender and gentle when he framed my face in his large, callused hands. “Look into my eyes then, my Carrots, and see what became of me when you left.”

~*~
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Rumpel

IT ALWAYS TOOK A SECOND for my conscious mind to surrender its grip on reality when I first sank into a memory. There was a slight feeling of resistance, like stretching a rubber band to its maximum state of tension just before it ripped.

I felt the tug, and then I tumbled through. But I wasn’t alone anymore, as I’d been so many times before this. I was with her.

Her. My angel. My wild rose. The purity of her mind and soul twined with my dark and fractured one, binding me and keeping me together.

I felt her question as though she’d spoken the words aloud: Why are we still in darkness?

Because I was afraid of what she’d see and what she’d know about me. But a promise made was a promise kept. Stilling the heaviness of my mind, I allowed the memories to start pouring through.

They were small and insubstantial at first, just fleeting glimpses of scattered colors here and there. After my time with the Spider, I’d lost much of my power, and though I was slowly rebuilding it, it would take centuries to get back to where I was.

It was hard to remain focused. Where before I’d been able to extract whatever memories I’d wanted with precision, now I was trying to keep my memories from overwhelming and drowning us. They poured in, like water through a sieve.

Lights and colors and voices clattered around, all of it jumbled and nonsensical in its lack of balance. I growled. It was easy for me to look at my own memories, but not so easy anymore to allow anyone else entrance to them.

I tried to grab hold of one, but it flowed through my fingers like a grain of sand, and then another would take its place, and another and another still. 

Then she was there. Her golden light slid against my metaphysical palm, and she clutched on tight.

Focus on just one thing, Rumpel. Only one. Focus on that...

I trembled. I was the sorcerer, and yet she had always understood me and knew how to bring out the very best in me. That had not changed.

Taking in a ragged breath, I clung to sweet warmth and nodded. I was overwhelmed, burdened by the memories of countless days and nights without her. I remembered my agony, how I would scream out into the darkness, how I would threaten and rage against that which had taken her and our children from me. 

Turning toward her light, I enveloped her tenderly, with reverence. She sank into my touch and her flame—our flame—burst like wildfire all around us. I felt my power and my focus strengthening. And without thinking, images began to form. Reels of my memories from a time long before I’d ever even stepped foot on Kingdom played in my mind, and I let them. I wanted her to know all of me and all the sides of me. 

I held onto her light, but she did not look at me. Instead, she stared at the images, and I felt her flame quiver with wonder at my first cries. 

Prince Rumpelstiltskin. Delirium had roared with zealotry and passion at my birth. I’d been marked by birth to be the strongest and most powerful of the royal lineage. I would bring honor, death, and victory to my Demone brethren. 

I grew into a young and scholarly man. 

My hair was longer then, trailing down around my ankles. My body was slight and lean, but full of the promise of budding strength. My trainers despaired of my fighting abilities, whispering behind my family’s back that I wasn’t what prophecy had said I was. But my tutors had adored my quick and sharp mind. 

From there, the scene shifted yet again, going through all the stages of my youth until the day I reached manhood. I became strong, and a powerful practitioner of the dark arts.

What I lacked in brawn and physical power, I made up for in cunning and a quick-witted and devious mind. Prophecy had been fulfilled in me. I was the strongest mage Delirium had ever seen. And with my power, I began to conquer the realms, taking it all, bit by bit and clan by clan. 

Money. Women. Sex. Whatever I wanted and whenever I wanted it, it was all mine. I grew up cocky, arrogant, and full of hubris. I sparred with my parents, until finally I overthrew my own father and took the crown and scepter as my own. My control was absolute. My parents were royals in name only, because I controlled Delirium, I controlled it all. I married for power, never for love. 

I felt the tremors of Shayera’s light course all the way through me. I sensed her confusion and her fear. 

The smirking, arrogant male toasting at the head of the table and feasting on the choicest cuts of meat was a cruel vindictive warrior, drenched in the blood of innocents. 

Shame filled my body, my bones, and I closed my eyes, not wanting to see any more of that man and not wanting to admit that at one point that inhuman psychopath had been me. 

Trembling fire, I clung tighter to my Carrots, silently pleading to the gods above and below that she would not leave me. I wanted her to stay, as she had once before. I needed for her to choose me again, but I knew she could not honestly do so unless she knew it all. So on and on the darkness went, until finally the day came that’d changed my life forever. Her. 

She was dark of skin and full of breast. Her long hair was pinned high above her head with blood-red flowers. Her eyes were an unusual shade of twilight steel. Caratina had been her name. She was a serf, a servant. And up until I’d meet my Shayera, the greatest love of my life, I’d wooed Caratina, pursuing her with single-minded obsession. My wife, Queen Delanore, hadn’t cared, for she had her own gaggle of lovers. 

Demone people were cruel, vicious, and blood-thirsty, the entire lot of them. Caratina had been a welcome breath of fresh air. She’d taught me not only true passion, but an entirely different way of being.

She’d been my blessing and my curse, and in the end, she’d been my downfall too. I’d sacrificed it all—my crown and my people—to be with her. I did all of it for her. Few of my guards and a couple of my servants had chosen to follow us into exile.

Caratina had born me a son, Euralis, and then she breathed her last. Our beautiful bastard child wasn’t royal enough to take the throne—my father would have killed him. I had no choice but to seek sanctuary in a world far removed from my own. 

I showed Shayera everything, including those first hellacious years when I’d lost my mind, focused solely on saving my dying boy’s life. I’d fallen back into my old ways, bringing the worst of Delirium with me into my new life.

I’d played too many games to find a sacrifice—I had to feed to my child to give him the soul he’d needed to survive the loss of his mother. In Delirium, a child’s soul was half of the mother’s, but Caratina had died before she could give Euralis hers. The sickness had been slow and brutal on my child.

He’d turned wild, keeping only to his animal forms, which was a sign that he was of low birth. But I’d loved him desperately, as he’d been my last link to the only thing I’d ever learned to truly love. In trying to save Euralis, I’d destroyed countless others. 

I grimaced at the memory, at my shame, at the depths of my depravity and the things I’d been more than willing to do if it meant saving his life. 

Shayera’s flame was growing cold in my arms. She was not pleased with me.

And yet I could not blame her. I’d always been a monster. 

Finally, she saw herself and her fire flickered, recognizing the face of the other, of my bride. That Shayera had been fiery, temperamental, and so bloody innocent. She’d intrigued me, enflamed my passions, brought me slowly back to life. So different from my gentle Caratina, Shayera had sparked fire back in my veins. 

I watched myself pushing her away, never wanting her to get too close, knowing I’d lost myself from the very moment I’d spied the blue-eyed sprite peeking at me from within shadow in her parents’ kitchen. 

Her flame slowly grew brighter and warmer. I felt her laughter shiver over my skin at her adorably naïve attempts at seduction. And then I felt her shudder when she witnessed our scene in the library. 

That’d been the catalyst for me, the moment I could no longer deny my need for her. She’d consumed me with her siren’s flame, and I’d gone willingly to the sacrifice. Madness, need, and desire had been incited in me. There’d been no going back for either of us then.

We’d begun our sexual relationship even as we both tried to deny our mounting ardor. I’d known then that being with Shayera was more than just good sex, but I’d been so damn afraid. After Caratina, and the way a Demone’s feelings consumed them, I hadn’t known whether I could handle falling in love again. But I’d been unable to resist, unable to withstand her innocent charms.

I stared down at the spot of glowing gold in my arms. Shayera was still with me. A different version maybe, but so similar too. 

I was a fool, just as I’d been then, to think I had any choice in the matter. If she left me now, I would wither and perish. I loved this female more than I loved myself and more than I’d ever loved Caratina. In whatever form she came to me, I would always need her and always want her. Even if she’d returned to me as a male, I wouldn’t have cared. I would still feel this burning, overwhelming desire for her and only her. 

On and on, our life together played, and though Shayera was enraptured by our past, I could not focus on anything other than my present.

Why do I always fight her? Even then, I’d fought her.

Because I don’t feel worthy? Because she makes me feel things so fearfully wonderful that it is literally pain to me? Because I am a coward?

I was starting to think that maybe it was all of the above. She was here. She’d come here for one thing, to rediscover and remember herself. But there was no her without me, and there was no me without her. It was really that simple.

And if a curse comes through again? What then? 

As I thought it, I glanced over at our memories and saw that very thing happen. I saw my last vivid memory of holding my first Shayera in my arms, and then she vanished like vapor and was gone to me forever. 

Shayera’s flame trembled, and sorrow pierced my body like a dagger. But it wasn’t my own this time—it was hers. I frowned at the dimness of her light.

Should I stop this? Is it too much?

Her flame moved in toward me and I heard her sweet voice in my head whisper, don’t stop this, Rumpel. I need to see it. I need to remember.

Do you remember, Carrots? Do you remember me at all?

She didn’t answer me, only looked toward the reel, but her warmth flowed through my body like living waters, healing me, stitching me up, and giving me of herself just as she’d always done before.

I banded my arms tighter around her fire, caging her in and keeping her safe in my arms. I had another chance. I knew it. I felt it. She still loved me.

I sensed her warmth and her truth. It was there, beating as strongly as ever. 

In the memories, I was a madman, raving at the sun and the moon and the stars. My face contorted with fury and madness as I stomped up and down the corridors of my castle. I saw myself sobbing, crying out, and hurting so badly that I thought I would finally die from the pain.

I saw myself bent over a desk, scribbling those ridiculous letters to my ghost of a wife, pouring my grieving soul out onto the pages as I tried to drink myself into oblivion.

I saw Giles and my servants come to me, asking me if I was all right. I didn’t recall throwing books and paperweights at them, but apparently I had. The only one spared from my wrath had been Euralis. But even so, I’d not been there much for him in the beginning. I’d been too lost to my grief, consumed by the weight of those emotions. A Demone male without his compass was a lost one. Only the love of Euralis had kept me from that darkness.

Little by little, I pulled out of that, but then shifted my focus to other things, such as creating Shayera’s dampening charm, watching over her as she grew, and chasing off anyone who might ever attempt to harm her.

I saw myself at that cave with the siren thief. Saw myself break his neck and rip his throat out.

The flame in my arms flickered and a plethora of her emotions slammed into me. I tasted her shock, which was a bright burst of sourness on my tongue, followed closely by disbelief and then many other emotions that I was sure I couldn’t possibly be reading correctly.

I blinked and looked down at my flame.

She was absolutely still, enthralled and mesmerized by my story. 

In the memories I moved to the Dark Queen’s castle, where I sat at the table, brooding and contemplating my next step. I remembered that day vividly, because it was the day I’d decided that there was only one way to bring her back, and that had been through her parents.

I wished I could turn off the visions here, so she’d never have to witness what I’d done to her parents in order to make it so. I winced when I was forced to give a part of my powers to the Spider, and then how I viciously attacked her father.

On and on, the memories rolled, until I stood in the center of her low-lit room. She was only a babe, and I held her tightly. I’d never once looked at that memory. I’d never wanted to see my face, because the emotions of what I’d felt that night haunted me still. I suffered in emptiness and in the feeling that somehow I would still lose her. I knew that she was too good for that life, for that world, for me. 

I did not look at the flame in my arms to see her reaction. Instead, I saw myself for the first time—a broken, desperate man who isolated himself from the rest of the world because of the actions he’d willfully chosen to commit in order to bring her back.

Suddenly, a trail of warmth framed my jaw, and I shivered, glancing down at the glowing circle of flame in my arms. That’s when I felt it, crushing, overwhelming, all-consuming love. But it was not my own. It was hers. And I shook. I didn’t know what to do with myself or my emotions.

“I... can’t,” I croaked, and then I cut off the memories. I stepped out of her arms as though burnt, and I fled. I left her alone in that room because I really was a coward.

She loves me.

I collapsed into my couch and stared off into space with unseeing eyes. She loves me. She loves me.

In that heavy moment, there was one person that suddenly came to the front of my mind. I didn’t know why, other than the fact that she was the one I’d always shared a piece of my true self with before. I was lost. I felt scared. I needed her guidance and her counsel. 

But would she understand that, or would she send me away? Dare I try? Dare I go to her?

My heart raced like wild stallions in my chest, and I stopped thinking. I simply closed my eyes and raced through the shifting tunnels of light.

When I arrived at the cottage, the lights were low and the world was silent. I stared at the cherry-red front door, wondering whether I’d been a fool to go there. The air smelled thickly of flowers—of roses.

A shadow moved to my left. When I looked up, there she was. I’d not seen Betty until now, because she was so small, sitting on the stoop and steeped in shadow. Her beautiful face was brooding, contemplative.

“I had a feeling you might show up tonight,” she said softly.

I frowned. I’d not even thought of going there until moments ago. But then again, Betty and I had always had a strange sort of symbiosis in the past. Without saying a word, I joined her on the stoop, keeping an arm’s length between us. I didn’t look at her, and she didn’t look at me. 

I clasped my hands together, just listening to the sounds of crickets and night creatures, feeling a lulling peace beginning to sweep over me. Some silences are terrible to hear, but this was not one of those. Betty and I spoke, we just didn’t always need words to do it. 

I still hated what she’d done to me—to Shayera and me—but I’d always understood her motivation for it too.

“Is she safe?” Her gentle whisper sounded like a cannon in the thick silence of night.

I glanced at her from the corner of my eye. “Aye. She will always be safe with me, Betty.” 

She continued to look straight ahead. She sighed, and finally she looked at me. That’s when I noticed the bright sheen of tears spilling unchecked down her cheeks. 

I saw so much of her daughter in her face. Maybe that was why I’d always loved Betty, no matter how strained things had gotten between us. She was the mother of the woman I loved more than any other in all the worlds. 

“I know, Rumpel. I know.” She sniffed, rubbing at the bridge of her nose with the back of her wrist. “Did you know that she lost her front tooth playing baseball one year?”

I frowned, wondering why she’d told me this, but couldn’t keep the smile from tugging at the corners of my lips. “What?”

“Yes. Wild, willful, crazy girl. Always running off to her next adventure. Gerard and I thought she would be the end of us one day. She’s broken I don’t know how many bones, shattered at least three adult teeth—all of which required Danika’s magic wand to heal. She beat up at least a dozen boys...”

I smiled. And then I laughed, and I didn’t stop laughing as Betty poured her heart out to me and showed me through her words all that I’d missed. We spent hours on that stoop together that night, sometimes talking and sometimes not. Neither of us moved, not even when the sun began its slow crest over the horizon. 

“I love her.” I said it slowly, definitively. 

She nodded. “I think deep down we’ve always known that.”

I studied her profile. “So why fight so hard to keep us apart? Why twenty-one, Betty? Why?”

I didn’t tell her that that kind of separation had cost us both dearly, didn’t tell her that I still grappled with my wants and desires versus what I thought I should do. She didn’t need to hear it, because I knew she knew it. My shoulders heaved, and my voice cracked. Tonight, it hadn’t been about the hurt, but about healing. About learning that maybe, just maybe, it was possible to forgive and forget. 

I’d needed to speak to my friend, and she’d been there for me, just as she’d always been before. I was still terrified by the depth of my awareness and need for Shayera, and by that terrible sense of infidelity that still crept over me whenever I dared to examine the intensity of my desire for a female who wasn’t an exact carbon copy of my bride. I’d needed Betty that night, and she’d been here for me. That gift meant a great deal to me, whether she ever knew it or not. 

“I wasn’t ready to lose her yet,” she finally said, shrugging and looking broken by that confession. “And I knew the second she saw you that I would. I would lose her all over again, and I just wasn’t ready yet.”

This time, when she cried it was I that held her. I wrapped her up and gave strength to another. I didn’t take—I gave. She clutched at my back as her sobs wracked her body.

It was done for me, the resentment and the pain. I would never again think poorly of Betty or even of Gerard, for they loved her as fiercely as I did. I could never blame them for caring that much. I kissed the top of Betty’s head, smelling that same smell of home—flowers and spices and chimney smoke—that I always remembered whenever I was around the Carons. 

“Are you together again?” she asked after her tears had dried.

My chest ached at her question because the answer wasn’t a simple one. It should have been. Gods above, it should have been. I had Shayera back, and yet I didn’t know how to let go of the past, either. “I don’t know,” I told her honestly. “But I will never stop loving her. She is safe, Betty. For however long she deigns to stay with me, she will never come to harm again. I vow it to you. I vow it with all my soul.”

She nodded, and while she wasn’t looking I reached into the pocket of my vest and pulled out the worn and ancient leather-bound journal I’d written in through the years.

I heard the sharp inhalation of her breath. “Are those... letters? Did you write me letters again, Rumpel?”

I rubbed my fingers along the supple smoothness of the cover. Years of handling it had nearly rubbed all the color off the leather. It made my heart glad that Betty remembered the letters from before. I’d only ever given one person letters, and it had been her. I’d trusted Betty with my heart then, and I was choosing to trust her with my heart again.

“This journal,” I said slowly, “saved my life. The writing is dark in places. It’s also hard to read. But it contains my truths and the reality of the life I was forced to live without her. I wrote it all down, every unvarnished and raw part of it. Read it, or don’t, but I thought that maybe it would help you to finally understand. To finally see me for who I really am.”

She grabbed my hand and squeezed gently. “I do see you, Rumpel. I do.”

I took a deep breath. “What do you see, Betty? Who do you see?”

“A good man. A man who put up with far too much, a man who endured Hell all on his own. I’m sorry for every part I played in it. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

I hugged her again, so tightly that I thought her bones might break, but she didn’t move. Instead, she sighed and hugged me back just as hard. We’d finally turned the page. Healing had begun, and I was glad of it. It would take time to get back to where we’d been, but I knew we would again. 

I needed to return to the castle and get my mind and thoughts in order. I needed to see Shayera again, even though seeing her was as much pain as it was pleasure. I started to move, but Betty clutched at my shirt. “Just promise me that once you can, you’ll bring her home for a visit. I need to see her again, Dark Prince. I need to feel her and touch her and know that—”

“I vow it.” 

She trembled and sighed.

Whether Shayera stayed with me or not, I would return her to her family. That was a vow sealed in honor for me. 

Betty patted my cheek. “Good. Be well, Rumpel.”

“And you too, Betty Caron,” I whispered before taking up her hand and laying a firm kiss to her knuckles. “You too.”
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Chapter 16
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Shayera

He’d left me.

I blinked the tears away and clutched at my Veritas pendant, which glowed in a velvety shade of deep violet. 

I loved him, and he’d left me. It was not the reaction I’d expected.

I’d stood in that library for what had felt like hours, hoping and praying he’d return to me, but he hadn’t. And I felt lost, confused, and betrayed.

I’d gone to bed that night hoping against hope that he’d show up in my room again, so that I could ask him why he’d shown me all that and made me love him more than I’d ever felt or known was possible before in my life, and then he’d just left.

He didn’t come for me. I sat up in my bed, staring out the window, frowning because there wasn’t just light outside, but big fat, fluffy clouds floating past. I pinched the bridge of my nose.

I’d made him promise me a week, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to be there anymore. I felt deep, painful, and wonderful things.

When I’d seen us making love... My nostrils flared and I scratched at my arms, causing the sunlight to glint off the stone on my ring. I’d not had that on then. I’d learned to control my powers, directing them all toward Rumpel and keeping them away from our staff and children. 

My stomach coiled tightly as I remembered the erotic scenes of lust played out before us on his memory reel. I thought he might have tried to keep those from me, but Rumpel had shown me everything, and I’d felt his weakening resolve to keep me at a distance begin to dissolve to crumble. As we’d watched our life together, I’d felt him start to soften toward me, no doubt remembering what we’d once been and knowing what we could be again.

I slipped my ring off, and instantly I felt my powers roar to life, swell mightily, and surge like a wave slapping a shore within me. I closed my eyes and trembled as the powers I’d suppressed nearly half my life came fully awake.

I bit my bottom lip and fought through the nauseating wave of it, telling myself over and over to not fight it but to simply let it in, to accept it as part of me and not separate from me.

And slowly, bit by bit I began to relax and ease into the prickling heat and fire of so much dark magic. 

“Missstresss,” Dalia gasped, and the obvious pain and grit in her voice made me snap my eyes open.

“Dalia,” I cried and shook my head, noting the large whites of her eyes and the unmistakable rise and fall of her chest.

My powers worked on anything living, not just males. 

The scent of sulfur filled my nostrils. I fumbled with my ring, slipping it on and shaking wildly.

She cried out the moment my ring was safely back on and stumbled into the bed frame, gripping it so tight her knuckles lightened to a shade of dark gray. “Wh-wh-what was th—”

“I’m sorry, Dalia, I’m so sorry,” I muttered, crawling on my knees toward her so that I might hug her, but she shot back on her heels, holding her hands out before her as a shield.

My heart ached at seeing the wild fear in my friend’s eyes. I slowly lowered my own hands. “I’m sorry,” I whispered again, “I didn’t know. I didn’t know you were here.”

She looked on the verge of tears. “I’m... I’m so sorry, misss, I cannot, I can’t—can’t—”

And then she vanished, leaving only a thick plume of sulfur in her wake.

I did cry then. Maybe it was Rumpel’s rejection more than Dalia’s, but it didn’t matter. I was alone in this place. I would go. I would leave that day. It had been a terrible idea to go there at all.

Just as I got out of that bed to dress myself, I recalled Euralis’ desire to walk the woods with me. I’d completely forgotten about our meeting until just now. I clenched my jaw. Much as I wanted to run away, I could never do that to him. But what if I do something else reckless and make him hate me too? 

Scrubbing at my stupid tears, I yanked on the first gown I saw that I was moderately certain I could tie up myself. I dressed quickly.

When I glanced in the mirror, I cringed. My eyes were bloodshot, and the skin beneath them was a deep shade of purple. My nose looked swollen and was a shade of awful cherry red. My hair hung long and limp around my shoulders. I looked like a mess, but having one’s heart shattered tended to do that to a person. 

Hugging my arms to my body, I closed my eyes and whispered, “You can do this, Shayera, he is waiting. After that, if you still need to, you can leave.”

Danika’s name burned a hole on the tip of my tongue. Turning on my heel, I went to finish up getting ready for my day.

~*~
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MY MEETING WITH EURALIS was more awkward than I’d hoped it would be. I understood that a certain level of strangeness would exist between us, but I’d hoped for more than moody silence and furtive glances he would toss at me when he thought I wasn’t looking. He wasn’t the only one, either. I hadn’t known what to do or say.

I knew both too much and not nearly enough. It left me feeling as lost and confused as he must have felt.

I enjoyed the walk with him, all things considered. 

The instant I’d exited the castle, it was like a curtain had lifted in the sky. Never, which once had been steeped in darkness and shadows, was a strangely glorious gray world teeming with life and even hints of color. 

Dark birds wheeled in the sky, and large and the gnarled wooden fingers of the twisted leafless tress poked straight up and waved slowly back and forth in the gentle, slightly chilly breeze like a macabre hello.

There was even grass and flowers on the ground. The colors were dull and muted, but they most definitely held a hint of green. Colorless as the world was, there was an odd sort of prettiness to it too.

I’d never known there were so many varying shades of gray, and that gray could be remarkably varied in tone and lightness, appearing sometimes heavy and just shy of black and other times like freshly fallen snow with a hint of powdery blue to it. The heavy pall of depression I’d suffered in my room slowly lifted the longer I walked through a land virtually unrecognizable from the one I’d entered just a short few days ago.

I oohed and aahed when I stroked the soft petal of a bluish gray rose, because it felt like caressing the softest velvet. Its stamen gleamed like freshly poured silver. But it hadn’t been the only flower like that, as we stood in a verdant field of them.

Whenever my leg had brushed up against one, I heard a strange little chiming of bells, and upon closer inspection I discovered the song came from the flowers themselves. 

Euralis grinned up at me, and I grinned back at him, and that was the one moment when we truly bonded over our shared love of nature. In a moment of childish enthusiasm, I threw all caution to the wind and began to run through the garden. 

I startled my companion. I saw the way his eyes grew and the unsure look in them, but then he appeared to be gripped by the same kind of madness, and only seconds later he joined me.

For a time, I not felt like a grown woman, but like a child again, and I saw that same weight lift off of Euralis too. The moment was all too brief, but it felt wonderful. We heard the bell-like song of the flowers and watched as the wind spun with pewter threads of pollen scattering to the breeze. 

When it ended I was reluctant to walk away, knowing that the moment parted he and I would go back to being quiet and introspective. I also learned something about this place I’d not realized before. 

For a place as foreboding from the outside as Never appeared to be, it was also wonderfully different and exciting. As though by tacit consent, Euralis and I spent several hours walking the trails and looking for more treasures and wonders.

We walked along the shore of a very placid lake for a bit, before turning east and going down a well-trodden and crooked path. It led us nowhere, but we simply turned back from where we’d come and walked all the way down past where we’d started. Our aim had only been to wander and maybe even get lost.

At one point, we did. We’d taken so many twists and turns that we became terribly turned around, but that was also kind of exciting too, because it was the first time I spotted something actually living and moving within the trees, other than the birds. A large buck meandered through the trees, eating from a succulent-leafed bush of waxy-looking silvery petals.  

He was regal and elegant, wearing a large twelve-pointed rack with bits of velvet dangling off the tips and flowered vines threaded throughout it. On its hind end, its coat changed color, to something deeper and richer, and where that darkness was I could clearly make out the image of a crown. I didn’t know if it was a simple mark from birth or whether that deer was more magical than the ones that used to roam through my woods back home, but I felt magic then. I felt the ripple of something powerful, and it moved me to tears. 

I smiled and bowed to the buck. And though I couldn’t be certain, it did appear to me as though the deer inclined its noble head at me.

I’d expected Euralis would feel the same sense of wonder as I did. But the instant I turned to look at him, a rumble of sound vibrated through his chest. The buck went still, his head turning toward us, and the whites of its eyes grew large and blinding. Its nostrils flared and a hard grunt reverberated through its thick neck. A second later, it bounded off, leaving a wake of brightly blooming light-pink—nearly white— baby’s breath behind. 

Only once I looked back at Euralis did I understand why. The boy’s face had contorted, altering just slightly from that of a human to a beast. The bristle of whiskers popped out on his cheeks, and even his canines had lengthened. 

“Euralis, are you—”

He gulped, still visibly trembling. I saw the concerted effort it took for him to unclench his fists. Giving himself a slight shake, he said, “Forgive me, I’m feeling rather out of sorts of a sudden.”

My heart immediately sunk. His gaze continued to roam all around, looking at everything and anything, except for me. I was surprised to note that I didn’t want him to leave me yet. As quiet and withdrawn as he’d been, I’d enjoyed my time with him.

But Euralis was clearly not up for it any longer. 

I nodded. “Are you well?”

He glanced at me quickly but immediately looked back down at his feet. “I’ll be fine. But I think I should leave for now, I’m not good company at present.”

He turned to go, and I reached for him, grabbing hold of his elbow. He paused, but his entire body had stiffened. Snatching my hand back, I flexed my fingers, feeling strangely like crying. “Was it something I’ve done?”

For just a moment, he looked up at me, and really held my gaze. It was only then that I read the sadness etched onto his brows, the soft frown that seemed permanently stamped onto his lips. “You’ve done nothing, heart of my heart—”

I shivered and wanted to tell him just how much I loved hearing those words from him. It felt good and right. But the words stayed stuck in my throat. 

“—this is just much... harder than I’d expected it to be. Perhaps tomorrow I can be better company.”

With Rumpel and me at an impasse and my future so uncertain here, odds were good that my tomorrows were few. At any moment, I might have to leave. My heart sank. I wanted to tell Euralis so and apologize to him. I wanted to tell him...  I didn’t know what, other than I was so very sorry for everything. On the verge of tears, all I could do was nod and step back. What could I say that would make any of this better? Nothing. Nothing at all.

Clenching his jaw, he stood there for a moment, looking as though he wanted to say something, but after a second he shook his head, spread his arms and was instantly enveloped in a shimmering veil of heat.

I gasped when he shifted. It was so seamless. One moment he was a beautiful onyx-skinned boy, and the next a large and powerful bird of prey.

I’d never known he could transform into a bird too. He’d said he could fly, but I’d misunderstood, thinking he meant it figuratively.

With a cry, he took to the air, and with two mighty surges of his massive wings he was airborne.

There was such power in his movements and an easy rhythm that let me know he’d be a force to be reckoned with if he ever chose to be.

I wanted to call him back to me and tell him that I truly felt something now, something deep and real. But what if I’m ultimately forced to leave? What if in the end Rumpel and I simply cannot figure out our way back to one another? Is it fair to Euralis to give him hope like that only to snatch it all away?

I didn’t think so, so I watched him wing off until he was no more than a black speck in the vast sky. I cried one lonely, bitter tear of regret. 

Up until just a second before, the woods had been silent. But now the weeping woman cried her song of melancholy. And it was silly, but I could almost imagine that she wept for me and for my heartache, that she felt it as keenly as a blade to her heart.

I bit my upper lip and told myself to breathe. This pain will get better someday. I had to believe it.

As I listened to her song, I again wondered who she was and why she was there. Why does she always cry that way? Why does it always sound of such bitter heartache? What was her story?

I looked around me, shivering and hugging my cape tighter to my body. It was getting colder out there, and no longer did the woods feel full of possibility. There was a slight sinister edge to what had been welcoming and warm just seconds before.

I should have tried harder with Euralis. I should have broken the ice somehow. I’d just simply not known what to say.

After the events of the night before, I’d had terrible dreams of Rumpel’s dark laughter echoing all around me as he shoved me off into the darkness, telling me to go and to never come back. Then I’d seen glowing red eyes everywhere, mocking, jeering and taunting me as I’d screamed out much like the mournful cries of the lonely woman I heard each day.

Sniffing, I realized I’d begun to cry again. Feeling miserable and cold, I decided to turn back to the castle. But then I thought about Rumpel, and I sighed. I wasn’t sure I felt physically strong enough to deal with him that morning. 

My steps were slow and plodding, and the winds had picked up. Her howls were excruciating to hear. I couldn’t stop the flood of tears as I listened to her terrible song. 

Spying a bench, I plopped down into it. 

The sky above me swirled with thick black bands of darkness, and there was a definite hint of frost in the air. It was almost as though Euralis had taken all the warmth of the day away with him.

I felt absolutely miserable.

“You will break me if I see you cry.” His voice, so deep and dark and terribly wonderful broke me out in a wash of shivers, and my belly warmed with threads of desire. I hated my visceral reaction to him, even now. And yet, I found myself heartened and grateful that he’d come to me. 

“Rumpel,” I breathed his name like a benediction.

I drowned in the sight of him. Gorgeous, that’s what he was, a bright splash of color in the now depressingly gray Never. 

His long blond hair was loose and whipped behind his head like a banner blowing in the breeze. He was tall and powerful of build, with skin as white as my own and eyes as blue as the skies of my home. But it was not this version of the man I craved most. 

“May I?” he asked and pointed to the empty spot beside me.

I curled my fingers together on my lap, telling myself that I needed to keep calm and not say anything because I was too raw, too heartsick to play nice. But as always, the Dark Prince was my one true weakness. I shrugged.

He sat. His massive frame radiated heat and I shivered into it, leaning in just a little closer until our sides touched and my body lit up like a spark. He smelled wonderful, always of burnt cherries and cloves. I inhaled him in like a woman drowning. “Euralis will not always be so—”

I shook my head, anticipating what he might say. “I understand. He loves me, but he doesn’t know me. He wants to. I don’t blame him, Rumpel. The curse has left a swath of devastation in its wake, hasn’t it?”

I wasn’t just asking about Euralis, and he knew it, because his eyes were huge in his face as they raked over me with blazing tenderness.

I trembled, hating how much one look from him turned me into this needy, desperate version of myself. 

“I am sorry for last night,” he whispered and I caught his fingers flinch, as though he waged an internal war within himself.

“For which part? For showing me our truth, or for running away from me again?”

He winced, shoulders visibly deflating. “I thought this would be easier, I thought”—he growled and raked his fingers through his disheveled hair—“I don’t even bloody know what I’m thinking anymore.”

“Then stop.” I shrugged. “It’s really that simple. Stop thinking. Stop overanalyzing every little thing. You did this, don’t you see, Rumpel? You remade me. You did everything to ensure that someday I’d find my way back to you, and now that I’m here—” I paused, feeling like I might burst from holding the words inside of me. But I was angry and confused. Mostly, I was upset with him and with the bloody stupid curse that took my memories and my life away from me. It took my children, my world, everything away from me. 

My breathing hitched, and I screwed my eyes shut, trying in vain not to show how much I hated what had been done to me and to us. I was the one unable to fully remember, but I was remembering. Sometimes it was a sigh, or a touch, a look, or a whispered promise of unconditional love.

I didn’t know how I could remember any of it, because I wasn’t the same person. I’d been born anew. I wasn’t like Rumpel, because I’d completely ceased to be when the curse had ripped through our story, and yet the ghost of that life was still in me, still trapped inside of my chest. And bit-by-bit, little by little I remembered.

The pad of his thumb brushed up my tear. I shivered and looked at him through bleary eyes. His face was one of shattered pain.

I wanted to hold him, wanted to touch him. I wanted to feel him, skin to skin, heart to heart. I wanted to be grounded in this world, I wanted something to hold onto. Anything at all. 

“Don’t cry, Carrots.”

It was both torture and heaven to hear him call me that. Then stop pushing me away. I thought it, but the words couldn’t push past my too tight throat.

The woman’s ghostly song threaded through the winds. I closed my eyes, listening to the song of the female. Who is she? Why is she here? And why does no one else seem to care? It was strange, but in the days since my arriving, I’d grown strangely attached to her haunting song of woe. I hated that I thought that, and wondered if I were becoming a monster. Shouldn’t I care more? Shouldn’t I wish to go find her and save her?

And yet, when she cried out, my soul sang in tandem. It was almost as though I knew her words before she even said them. 

I shivered as the sound of it felt like it would soon peak to a crescendo. 

“You hear Harpy’s song too?” Rumpel asked in the devilish drawl that made my bones ache and my blood turn hot.

I snapped my eyes open. Because I was sitting so close, I could see how tortured he was too. His eyes were bloodshot, and purple marks laced the bottoms of them, as though he’d not slept well in ages. But I knew he hadn’t, because he’d shown me that last night.

His skin looked pale and washed out. There was a hint of a bearded shadow framing his chiseled jaw. I clutched at my breast, wanting so badly to touch him, to pull him to me and tell him that he was going to be all right now, that the nightmare had ended, and we could begin again. We could start over. But what if the truth is that he doesn’t really want to anymore?

I’d seen a vision of the other man, the swagger and drawl and hot looks he’d given to his other Shayera. That man and the one before me weren’t even close to being the same. This one was harder, isolated, sullen, and serious. The curse had so radically altered him too, and I wasn’t even sure if he knew that.

I swallowed hard. “Doesn’t everybody?”

He shook his head. I shuddered as the breeze kicked up and caused me to inhale a wash of his scent deep into my lungs. Dear gods above and below... That scent wrapped all through me. Like a serpent around my heel, it dragged me under, and my lashes fluttered spastically upon the tops of my cheeks. 

I’d always loved his smell, from the first moment I’d laid eyes on him in the other time. I remembered the scent, which had remained with me all through childhood, well. Whenever Papa had smoked his occasional pipe full of cherry-scented tobacco all I’d ever wanted to do was sit by his knee and let it roll all the way through my body. I’d not known or understood why then.

Deep inside of me, in a place unable to be fully wiped clean, Rumpel lived. It was the twin flame, the other piece of him. That flame had been my compass, and it’d brought me back to him. It infected me, lived deep in the darkest parts of me. His scent was the smell of home and steadiness, of danger and recklessness.

It was heaven. It was hell. It was all things. It was everything.

I clenched my fingers tight, digging them into my skirt. My skin felt alive, electrified. I wanted to lean over and sniff him, wanted to saturate my senses with him, wanted to pull him in deeper and see if maybe, maybe I could remember more. 

That flicker within me grew.

I felt his look. Hard and probing and penetrating.

I nibbled on a corner of my lip. What would the other Shayera have done? Feeling lost, and a little scared, I glanced at him from the corner of my eye. 

Rumpel was looking at me like he was waiting for something, but I didn’t know what. I bit my back teeth together. 

A soft growl rumbled from his chest, and he turned to look out at the woods from which I’d just strolled in.

I wanted to cry. I felt as though I’d let an opportunity slide through my fingers. What would she have done? I squeezed my eyes shut, begging my subconscious to open up and make me remember the way she’d been. Who had she been? But there was nothing inside of me but an empty stretch of darkness. No shadows. No memories. No more words. Just his smell. 

“Thank you for walking with my son,” he said, voice so low I had to strain to hear him. 

“Oh,” I said breathily. “I... Um... I enjoyed my time with him.”

He looked at me again, and there was a flicker of flame in his mesmerizing blue eyes. “Truly? The boy doesn’t speak much. He never really has. Not in this time, anyway.” He sighed, and the sound felt like it came from deep within him. “I blame myself.”

I blinked. I wanted to comfort him but suspected that he wouldn’t want my touch. 

Harpy cried out again.

I rubbed my chest. “How is that not everyone can hear her song? It pains me. It’s as if she speaks the words of my own soul.” 

His eyes roved my face slowly and deliberately. 

Feathers of heat curled through my body and I sizzled everywhere. One look from him, and I felt a beast awaken inside of me. Whenever I was with him, I felt like the best version of myself. Perhaps it was the twin flame—I didn’t know. All I knew with any kind of certainty was that I wanted so much more of it.

“She sings out in agony. Day and night. Heard only by those who remember.”

I frowned. “Remember what? The time before the curse?”

He paused for a moment, looking confused, as if he wasn’t even sure why he was there and suddenly doubting why he’d come at all.

Terrified that he meant to leave me, I did what I’d just told myself not to do. I reached for him, grabbed his wrist, and held on tight. “Don’t... Don’t go. Don’t leave me. Not yet. A week, Rumpel. You promised. You promised.” I’d been ready to leave that morning, but now I was begging for him to stay. 

Why doesn’t he want me? Am I not enough?

His long lashes feathered along the tops of his cheeks as he shook his head, a look of pained agony on his face. “It was a mistake. This was a mistake.”

“What?”

“You shouldn’t hear her song, Shayera. You don’t remember. You don’t know. So few of us in this damned bloody castle can hear her, and now you can. Why?”

His words cracked, and something within me broke. Tears that never seemed that far from the surface slid down my cheeks. “You are mad at me.”

His blue eyes glittered, alive with pain as he glared at me. “You wear her face. You smell of her. I built a library to rival that of a king, and yet you do not scurry from shelf to shelf. You’d rather look at the paintings, as though there is some secret to be had from them.” He shuddered. “You... You hate soup and stew and...” He growled. “You are not her. You are not my bride.”

“Soup?” My angry laughter was full of incredulity and hurt. “You don’t like me because I don’t like soup?”

He winced. “This is so damn hard. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. This wasn’t supposed to be this way, I just, I don’t—”

Slashing the air with my hand, I cut him off midstream, unable to bear hearing another thing. His words cut me to the very quick, made me ache, made me hurt. I curved an arm around my waist and swallowed the bile threatening to work its way up my throat. “Tell me to go then,” I whispered. “Tell me to go, and I will leave.”

He blinked fast and he looked away, but not before I saw him surreptitiously scrub at his cheeks. 

He didn’t want me here. And I was fool to remain. I knew it. He knew it. I was a proud woman, and he a proud man. He wouldn’t hurt me, but he didn’t want me. That was clear. I’d coerced him into giving me a week, but maybe it had been a mistake. 

“Bloody hell.” I grunted and shoved to my feet, clenching my hands into fists.

He looked up at me wearing a startled expression.

“I get it. I’m a damn fool, but I’m not stupid. You don’t want me here, so I will go. But know this, Rumpelstiltskin, Man in Black, Dark Prince, Dark One, whatever the bloody hell you wish to be called, you did this,” I snapped. “You brought me back. You made me want you this way. You did all of this. Not me. You told me last night you just needed me to see you and to know the real you, and then I wouldn’t want you anymore. Well, guess what? You showed me, and I still want you. You know what you are, Rumpelstiltskin? You’re a coward.”

He growled, but I was sick of hiding the truth from him. No more.

“A weak coward. I’m here. I’m right here.” I spread my arms. “But, you’re right, I am not her. And if we’re being honest now, well, I don’t even think that’s the real issue for you.”

“Oh, no!” He scoffed, looking furious. 

I hated that even now I wanted him. I bloody wanted every inch of that infuriating, maddening beast of a man. I glowered right back at him. “You’re afraid. Admit it. It’s not that I’m not her, it’s that you lost me once and you’re running scared at the thought of it happening again. Tell me the truth, dammit! Say it! Admit it!”

He glowered. “You don’t know anything about me. I’m not a coward. Everything I’ve done—everything—all of it’s been for you! Everything! But you’re—”

I laughed, but there was nothing funny about that moment. “You know what? It doesn’t even matter anymore. I’m through.”

He chortled, but I caught a glint of pain in his eyes before he turned away.

“At my core,” I said softly, feeling spent and exhausted all of a sudden, “I only want the very best for you. And if that means leaving, then it’s what I’ll do. But I will never let you break the twin flame.” I shook my head, knowing how truly awful I must look with my swollen, red nose and inflamed eyes, but I didn’t care. 

“You couldn’t stop me, Shayera. I would do it for you, to give you your choice back. To give you your freedom.”

I became so violently angry that I shook from it, and I didn’t stop to think as I leaned forward, grabbed him by his lapel, and shoved my face to within inches of his. I felt alive, like a flame crackling and roaring, seeking to punish and destroy all that crossed its path.

It was my siren’s call. I’d awakened the beast in my soul. But I would not hurt him. I would never hurt him, even as mad as I was at him. My Veritas stone blazed the truth bright as the sun. I was in love with the beast.

I kept the ring on my hand.

He sucked in a sharp breath. But he did not touch me back.

I knew how strong he was. He could have shoved me off him if he really cared to. But he sat perfectly still, staring at me with something very different in his eyes. I was too angry to think further about it. 

“I know what tearing that flame would do to you. If you do it—if you sever our connection—I will never, ever forgive you. And maybe that means nothing to you in this world, but it should. Because someday you’ll wake up and you’ll see that you let the best damn thing you’ll ever know in this time slip right through your fingers.”

The urge to kiss him, to slam my mouth over his and force him to touch me and to feel the fire and the fury within my bones consumed my heart, but that was not me. The beast of the monster was chained and released only at my decree and not the other way around. I would never again lose myself to the wicked fire of pain. 

“Goodbye, Rumpelstiltskin,” I whispered, knowing this time it was for good. Much as the thought shredded me into ribbons of hurt, I had to let him go. It was the only way to preserve my sanity. 

I released him, looked at him, and silently begged him to stop me. If I left Never, that was it. I would not come and seek him out again. He and I would be over, forever. I could not endure his silent treatment and his hurtful words anymore. I had too much pride, and deep down I knew he’d never respect anyone who didn’t.

But the longer I stood there and he said nothing, the more my heart cracked and fissured and bled. 

He didn’t want me. His fingers curled into the bench. The knuckles were bone white and his shoulders were strained. He looked as though he waged war within himself. He said nothing.

A weird sound, half hiccup and half sob, spilled off my tongue, and I turned on my heel and ran. I would leave.

No more of this.

No more.
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Chapter 17
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Rumpel

Get her! My brain screamed it at me. Bring her back!

But my legs wouldn’t move. My body was held fast on that bench and my mind at war with itself. 

I’d seen her. That fire. That old spark in the she-devil who’d gone toe-to-toe with me when I was being an ass. Shayera had never let me get away with anything. She’d been the only one who’d ever been defiantly determined that I would not be that kind of a deplorable for the rest of my life.

Am I a coward? No sooner had I thought it, I knew she was right. That’s exactly what I’d become, a weak, sniveling, whimpering coward, and I hated myself. What I felt then was unmitigated and horrific shame at myself. 

I’d just been with her mother, confessing my great love for her daughter, but there I was, back in that same damn spot, pushing her away from me and telling myself repeatedly that she would be better off without me in her life. I’d do anything to convince myself that I knew best and that I knew her better than she knew her own heart.

I was falling for that woman, for that different, strange, wonderful, soulful creature, and I hated that it felt like a betrayal, because it hadn’t just happened to me. It had been happening all along, from the moment I’d spied the fiery beauty outside my keep, and even before then. 

It began the moment I’d smelled her, held her, touched her, and rode the lightning of her kiss. Gods above, I loved her with everything within me.

I was a coward, but it was more than that. I felt a sense of betrayal, to my other one and her ghost, to which I’d clung for so long. I’d half convinced myself that their differences were enough to keep me away. I’d been telling myself that because it wasn’t really the same her, she couldn’t be mine.

But she is mine. She is all bloody mine.

She will leave me. She will call Danika’s travel tunnel to her, and she will leave, and I will have no one to blame but myself. A cold chill washed over me, zipping down my spine and turning my blood to rivers of ice in my veins.

I’d promised her I would try, and instead I’d screwed it all up to hell. I felt the disturbance of powerful magic rippling down my flesh like a tidal wave, pulsing and pressing in on me on all sides. She’d called to Danika. Horror clawed at my throat. 

“No,” I whispered. “No,” I said more forcefully. Then I shouted it: “No!” I tore open a time portal, racing through its starlit path, moving faster than I’d moved in a long, long time.

I got to her room just as she’d stepped one foot through the portal.

“No!” I roared. “You will not leave me. You will not leave me!” 

I rushed to her, grabbed her elbow, and yanked her out with so much force that she cried out and tripped into me. I cradled her beloved form tight to me even as we fell, trembling all over with the thought of how very close I’d come to losing her.

Twisting, I took the brunt of the fall, and we crashed together on the cold stone floor. 

She was gasping, staring at me with wide, beautiful blue eyes. “Rumpel, what is th—”

“You cannot leave me, Carrots. Never. Not ever. I won’t allow it. You’re mine, female. All mine. Now. Forever. For always.”

She melted into me, even as her words sounded sharp and angry to my ears. “How can I trust you? How can I—”

With a sound like a hungry lion, I took her mouth with mine, silencing her words. She was right. Damn my dark soul, she was right. I’d done everything wrong. Everything. But I loved her. I’d always loved her, and I always would.

No matter what form she returned to me in, I would always want her and always need her. And the fear of losing her again would always be with me. But that was on me to overcome. I couldn’t expect her to understand it, but she was here in this moment, dammit. She was here, and I’d very nearly let her get away.

Mine.

All mine.

Crashing teeth and tongues, we fused our mouths together until we weren’t separate, but one. She gasped, sighing into me, turning soft and pliant, and her moan rivaled my own. 

She was my woman, different or no. She was all bloody mine, and I was done fighting those demons alone. 

“Mine. Mine. Mine,” I mouthed against her lips, incapable of speaking anything else.

“Yours. Yours. Yours,” she whispered right back. 

My violent desire rode me too hard. I would scare her—or worse, hurt her. I told myself to release her, to let her go, but my skin was darkening. The Demone in me had awakened. My nails were turning black, and my vision, red.

I stopped moving, shaking all over, fighting it. “Can’t hurt you,” I croaked.

But she was grabbing hold of my face. “Look at me, Rumpel.” Her voice was soft, husky, and hypnotic.

I groaned, too weak to fight her anymore. I clutched at her tiny, fragile wrists, clinging for dear life, afraid that if I so much as blinked, I would drift away from her forever. I would snap and forget who I was, forget it all. Shayera was my tether to this world and to my sanity.

Her eyes were cornflower blue, patient and gentle and tender. “I love you,” she whispered.

I moaned.

“I love you,” she said again, that time with more conviction.

I shook, feeling the tears coming, ashamed of my weakness. 

But she shook her head, and her thumbs scraped my cheeks. “Oh, Rumpel my truest and only love. I love you.”

I saw her moving, saw her lift her ring finger up and gently, slowly twist off the ring. I sucked in a sharp, rattling breath as the strength of her full siren’s power blasted into me. But unlike before, I wasn’t burned by her need. Instead, I was caressed by it, held by it, embraced and loved by it.

Her touch burned through me like fire and washed away the illusion of the man, instead bringing forth the animal, the beast. The Demone male came to the fore.

She purred.

I could not move or breathe as she slowly disrobed, peeling off her gown with steady fingers. The first glimpse of her pale pink nipples turned my body to flame.

She stood, not moving back, but instead shimmying the gown down over her trim hips. 

“Perfection,” I breathed, my memories of how I’d undressed her in the forests behind my castle for the very first time surging forth. I remembered how I’d gone down on her then, tasting her, suckling the sweet nectar from her body. 

She smiled, and the memory and the present merged seamlessly into one. Shayera spread her thighs, revealing the creamy expanse of her flesh, but also the bright pink jewel of her feminine desire. I swallowed hard, staring up at her from my knees. I would do anything and be anything for her in that moment. I was through fighting my female. And she was mine. 

“Touch me,” she whispered.

“Where?” my voice broke.

She didn’t flinch. Instead, she smiled. “Anywhere, Rumpel. Touch me anywhere.”

I wasted no time. I’d unbound myself from the shackles of false guilt and easily remembered what we’d been like. The fire. The heat.

I sank into her, swiping my tongue along the length of her incredibly wet heat. She trembled, digging her nails deep into my scalp and scraping so hard that I felt the sting of abrasions. I gasped. She sighed. I circled the hood of her swollen nub, swallowing the juices of tart sweetness coming alive again. I remembered all that we’d been and savored all that we’d be again. Her knees buckled as she cried out, and I knew she was close.

I gently helped to ease her down to the floor, not breaking away from her until I could no longer keep my mouth firmly fastened to the lips of her engorged sex. Rocking back on my heels, I drank in the sight of my lust-enflamed female. She whimpered, her tiny hands curling into fists as she pinched at her hard nipples with wanton and wild abandon.

It’d always been like this with us: potent, fiery, all-consuming passion. 

A wave of gentle tenderness flowed through me, bringing heat to my eyes and a hard lump to my throat. As if she knew intrinsically, she looked up at me, and her gaze was shaded by lust, but also by something more.

“I remember,” she whispered, “I remember what we were once. I want it again, my Dark One. I want it all.”

With a hungry moan, I resumed my feast of her, spreading her lovely thighs as I sank between them and suckled her like a man starved. I’d been without her touch for too long, denied for years, left to flounder and try to stay sane on my own for so long that I’d forgotten what this was.

I’d forgotten the absolute peace and comfort of feeling her body pressed to mine and the absolution of having my bride whisper words of love and surrender to me and only me.

I sucked on her swollen clit until she writhed. She moaned and clenched her thighs tightly around my face. I sucked on her until she screamed my name to the rafters over and over again, obscuring the lonely cries of the weeping Harpy locked away in the mountains of Never. 

She fed me her love and her unconditional surrender. She gave me her worship and need and lust. Different from the other time as we were, some things would never change for us, such as the way our bodies responded, how easily I could bring out her passion and how, with just one simple touch of her hand to mine, she could bring out my own.

I fed on her until she stopped quaking. Only then did I move away, but my Shayera had always had an insatiable appetite for the carnal, and she pushed me down onto my back and straddled my aching, rigid cock. She easily undid my trousers and reverently released my turgid cock from its tight confines. She then slid home with a satisfied and happy sigh.

Shayera from the other time had been so naïve when it came to sex for the first time. But this Shayera knew. She remembered how to touch me and how to curl her body upon me like a cat in heat. She knew how to claw and rake at my chest until I cried out and lifted up on my heels from both the pain and pleasure of it, and how to run the tips of her hair along my chest so that it looked like ribbons of molten lava raking over me.

I clutched at her trim waist, hanging on for dear life. What we were doing, it healed me, and it healed her.

She cried out my name, and I cried out hers.

We were in sync, one, moving as a single entity. I pulled her down to me enough that I could cup one of her breasts. She’d always loved to have her breasts fondled. She cried out when I slid her rose-red nipple along my tongue. She tasted of raspberry wine. Sweet, but with a hint of tartness too. Her skin was soft as velvet and I felt her tears land upon my cheek in a healing rain.

I nibbled her. I worshipped her. She arched her back and shoved down harder on my cock.

“I’m close, Carrots,” I whispered.

“Me too,” she grunted, with her eyes squeezed shut and her lovely face contorted into increasing pleasure.

As a siren, my bride had a ravenous appetite for lust, one I was only too happy to oblige. I couldn’t believe I ever thought to take this gift away from her.

How could I have thought that I could stop fate from happening?

For so long, I kept telling myself it was selfish of me to want her to remain the siren she’d been with me then, but it was Shayera. It was who she was. And it was who I was. 

We were different yes, but we were also exactly the same.

“Come, Carrots, come,” I pleaded brokenly.

And she cried out, lifting up and bowing her back. I couldn’t stop watching her. Gods above, she was glorious, a thing of perfect symmetry and beauty. Her face tight with pleasure, her body rippled with goosebumps as she rocked harder and harder upon me.

Her voice cried out louder and louder, calling my name. Always my name.

“I love you!” I cried as the orgasm whipped through me so violently and forcefully that I felt myself dying from it.

It took forever for me to return to my body, and when I did I noted we were both drenched in sweat. She lay upon me, her curtain of fiery hair draping over my chest. She peppered my chest with tiny kisses.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered as she flitted her fingers over me.

I had no idea what she was apologizing for until I spied the ribbons of blood all over my body. She’d cut me. 

I laughed. I was free of the darkness, the fear, the destruction. I was finally free of the shame and the guilt. I no longer needed exactly what I’d once had, I only needed her. That woman was all I would ever need. “I would not care if you’d killed me, Shayera, just never leave me. Never leave me again.”

She gazed up at me with her chin on her arm, looking like a contented kitten. My heart filled with love for her. “Now that we know what could be, we also know how to never let it happen again.”

There would never be another. Never. I released a shaky breath. “I’m not as strong as I once was. I didn’t see it coming, I’m so sorry, Carrots. I’m so sorr—”

She covered my lips with her finger and shook her head. “Don’t. Don’t ever say you’re sorry. Because you did it. At the end of the day, you did all of this, Rumpel. You brought me back. You made me whole. You fought the good fight and you never stopped.”

“I almost did. You were right, Shay, like you always were. I’m a coward. I’m afraid. Afraid of losing you again. I almost didn’t—”

She swallowed my words with her silky tongue, twining it with mine until I remembered nothing other than the smell of her—roses and sweetness—and felt nothing but the weight of her slight form upon my own.

She stitched me back together with her kisses and touch and love, making me whole again. She made me forget the nightmares and the pain of losing her. I knew there would be dark days ahead, because we’d both lost so much, but I knew she would be there. 

There would be no more fighting and no more walking away from her. She and I were destined to always be, and we would never quit on one another. 

Only when I’d stopped trembling did she finally come up for air. I felt like liquid in her arms, content and pliant. I couldn’t stop from rubbing the velvety softness of her spine up and down, down and up, with my fingertips only. I enjoyed the way she trembled and the way her skin broke out with a wash of desire. “How, Shayera? How are you able to forgive me for what I’ve done? For all I’ve done?”

She laughed a little laugh. “Did you honestly think I wouldn’t? Truth was, Dark Prince, the only thing that could keep me away from you was you.” She shrugged. “That was it. There was never any hope for me. Not then. Not now. I’ve always been yours. And you acted exactly as the man I know you to be.”

“But I killed.”

She smiled softly. “As you did before. But never without cause. Not even when you came against my parents. You would always fight for me and protect me. To bring me back, you did exactly what you had to do. Of course I love you. Of course, I will always love you, no matter what dark curses we may endure. No magic is strong enough to ever keep me away from you. And only you were powerful enough to do what needed doing. Can’t you see that now? Don’t you see it yet? I love you, you silly beast. And I always will.”

I cried then, letting go of the very last tears I would shed through the entire ordeal. The tears were healing. They were exactly what needed to happen. I needed to release the pain and hold her as I did it.

She let me hold her for as long as I needed to.

We didn’t escape that room for the entire day. We made love throughout the long night. Even after we’d fallen asleep, I’d wake up screaming out her name, and she was right there, petting me, holding me, sliding over me and moving her hips, gliding her nipple over my tongue, and whispering to me that I was hers, only ever hers, and she was mine. 

The last of the shackles fell off of me then. When we finally left that room, I was free, and so was she.

I took her through more of our memories. They didn’t bring me pain anymore. This time, I explored how we’d first fallen in love. I reminded her and myself of what we’d once been.

I recreated the garden where we’d first picnicked, right down to the bridge and the lotus blossom floating in the water. We made love on the island there. And then I recreated the gardens that’d been behind my castle on the realm of clouds. I tied her arms to that same tree and worshipped her upon my knees until she cried out at least five separate times. 

She also worshipped me there. Shayera grew quickly, the siren in her remembering what she couldn’t always quite recall. We were building our life anew, working our way back to each other.

I took her to the ruins of the Greek Pantheon and told her that it had been the spot I’d first known I’d loved her well and truly. She smiled and welcomed me into her arms. Shayera denied me nothing of herself, And it was a wonder—exciting, even—to learn her again.

I discovered her penchant for paints, and suddenly I found a new hobby to become fascinated with. I could watch her for hours, painting nude upon my hidden balcony as she swirled bright, vivid colors with her brushes and recreated scenes from our past.

My heart lurched the first time I saw the image of our firstborn’s face. Her skin was my own, but her hair was the fiery red of her mother’s. Half Demone and half siren, Scimilina had been so beautiful.

I’d not shown Shayera the pictures of our children, because their memories were still too painful for me. I cried as she depicted our daughter right down to her sharp widow’s peak. 

She turned on her seat, gifting me with a hidden, coquettish smile. And I knew without any words that my bride was with child again. Days turned to weeks and weeks into a month. I never left her side, nor would she leave mine. 

Our days were spent with Euralis, who was still quiet and broody. I could sense that my boy wanted to open up with her. Though he was shy and reticent, he slowly bonded with his adopted mother.

He took after his old man. The Demone were a stubborn, obstinate lot, and it took a big person to want to deal with us. My bride was that person. She was goodness and light inside and out, and I was completely mad for her all over again. 

One morning, she gently ran her cold feet through mine, awakening slowly after a long night of lovemaking. “Mmm,” she murmured. She sighed and stretched her arms high above her head before finally peeking open her brilliant-blue eyes.

I gently brushed my dark knuckle over her soft cheek.

“Love you,” she whispered. Those were always her first words to me in the morning.

“And I you, Carrots,” I whispered. It had become our custom.

We both knew what it was to lose, and never again would we go a day without saying those same words at least a dozen times apiece.

Shayera was hitting the point in her pregnancy where she was beginning to feel unwell, so I made sure that our room was always well supplied with freshly frozen grapes and chilled tonic water. It seemed to help settle her stomach.

I framed her still flat belly, and she clutched at my wrist. Her fingers were shockingly white against the shadowy black of my flesh. Gods, I love this woman, with all my damn bloody shriveled heart.

“Walk today?” she asked, wondering whether I was going to get ready for our daily walk with Euralis.

But I shook my head. “Not today, love, I have matters to attend to with Giles. If we’re to return to Kingdom soon, then I must make sure that all is in order.”

She pouted. “Do we have to go back right away?”

I laughed, and she only pouted harder. “It’s been almost two months, my love. And Kingdom is still in a state of—”

She grumped. “I know this will make me seem like a very selfish person, but my only concern at the moment is my family. Not the rest of Kingdom. Can’t we have a little more time? I’m not ready to lose you yet.”

I rolled over, making sure to keep my weight on my forearms and off of her. She wrapped her long legs around my hips and I felt the awakening of her siren’s charms. Very seldom these days did Shayera wear her ring in the castle. She was learning to control her powers once again, and I was so proud of my female that sometimes I felt I would burst. “You will never lose me. But Danika needs—”

She sighed. “I know. I know. I’m just greedy. And pregnant. And—”

“Adorable. Lovely. Beguiling.”

“Rumpel,” she rolled her eyes and swatted at my chest, which I tightened beneath her palm. She purred. Sick from the pregnancy or not, her love of sex hadn’t waned one bit. If anything, she’d grown far more insatiable since—not that I minded.

I bit my bottom lip. “Keep looking at me like that, woman, and I’ll make you beg.” I prodded her with the tip of my fully erect penis, so desperate to slip inside her wet sheath that I felt dizzy from it. 

I felt myself freer with her those days. I was becoming the former me again, the easygoing man who could laugh and smile and simply be. Even my staff had noticed the changes. Giles teased me mercilessly about it, but I didn’t care.

My world seemed brighter and fuller. Even Never had changed: Nothing was gray anymore. The world had exploded with life and color and verve. Everything was different, and it was all because of the tiny woman in my arms.

My goddess. My life. My one.

I kissed her. She laughed, startled by the sudden movement. But the kiss wasn’t light or easy. It came from the very depths of me, from the darkest parts that had felt dead and had begun to burst with new life. Hope springs eternal, because in the arms of my Carrots I was alive again. I was whole. She would never know what she did to me or what she did for me. 

Her laughter soon gave way to tender acceptance, and then heated, wet, deep kisses of yielding and love. 

Her fingers curled through the tips of my long silvery hair, which she wrapped like ropes around her wrists so that she could control my movements. I was her slave in every way. 

With a sigh, she moved on my cock. I slid easily inside her wet warmth, which welcomed me into heaven. I rumbled my approval and she purred.

Our lovemaking was slow and perfect. I worshipped her breasts and the curve where her neck and shoulder met. I sucked and nipped gently on her earlobe, which was a new spot for her—she’d never been fond of her ears being touched before.

The differences no longer bothered me. It was just a new adventure for us, and it kept everything fresh and exciting. She played my body as though she was a master violinist, bringing out the very best in me, and I did the same for her.

Harpy cried out into the vastness of Never. I’d found the lost Harpy on a quest Danika had sent me on years ago. When the curse was finally set to right and all the couples reunited, Danika meant to free the Harpy of the curse that’d plagued Galeta for so long. 

I used to feel comforted by the cries of the tortured soul, sensing that someone else in the cosmos suffered as I did and understood the depths of that terrible and lonely place. But I’d begun to hurt for the female and wanted to save her as Shayera had saved me. 

I wasn’t a perfect man, but losing Shayera and my family had grown me up in many ways. I was through leading a selfish life. It was time to give back to others, time to help those in need. 

I’d found my love—my redemption and hope along with it—and now it was time to pay it forward. Somehow, I’d help Harpy. I didn’t know how, but it was a vow set in stone for me. 

There wasn’t time to dwell on that right now. I was lost to the touch, the sight, and the taste of my bride. 

In moments, we peaked together, crashing headlong into a powerful orgasm that I swore stole the very life from my bones. 

When I finally resurfaced, it was to find Shayera sprawled wantonly on top of me as she fingered my sparse chest hair. “I love you, Beast,” she whispered, and I smiled.

She’d never really called me that before. Mostly just “Rumpel.” I had to admit to liking the pet name. “And I you, Carrots. And if you don’t leave this bed soon, I cannot be held accountable for holding you hostage the rest of the day.” I growled, nipping at her lower lip and letting her feel the tips of my lengthened canines.

She shivered. “I do love it when you get possessive, but you’re right,” she pushed up on my chest.

I groaned, wrapping my arms around her and dragging her back down. “I take it back. You cannot leave me. Ever.”

She laughed and kissed me, using her body as a weapon against me. I was helpless to her in all ways. I was putty in her hands, and well she knew it. To the rest of the world I might appear the powerful one, but with her I was never the stronger of the two. Shayera held me up. Shayera made me strong. Shayera was my anchor in a world that made no sense without her in it.

“I have to go meet with Euralis,” she whispered. “But I’ll be back, my Prince. I’ll never leave you. I vow it.”

My heart trembled at the words she always told me. I searched her earnest gaze, words clogging my throat and swelling my tongue. For just a second I felt the squeeze of panic, the helplessness of years I’d been forced to face without her in them.

But she knew, and she simply petted my cheek over and over again and whispered to me of her eternal love until the demons fled and I could breathe again. I could think again. 

“I love you,” I whispered with my whole heart.

“I know,” she said back. “I know.”

~*~
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Shayera

I CLAPPED MY HANDS, watching in awed wonder as Euralis climbed higher and higher on powerful wings like an eagle’s as he surged deeper into the sky. 

For so long, Never had been a world of shadows and darkness, but there was light, and it was everywhere, bursting from leaves on the trees and flowers in the ground. It was a world teeming with colors and verve.

The air was cool, just shy of cold. But I loved it and had dressed appropriately for it. I wore a velvety-black cowl robe to help ward off the worst of the chill. The sky was no longer obsidian, but a steely shade of blue-gray with wispy white clouds floating above.

The woman’s screams were almost now a melody in the background, a haunting, familiar song that covered my body in goosebumps, but that also made me feel oddly safe.

Rumpel had told me everything about her, including who she was and her role in the curse itself. Harpy had been the one to take the darkness out of Galeta, who’d once been The Blue but was now The Pink. I’d sat in open-mouthed shock the night he’d told me the story. And though Harpy’s taking of the black seed had been the catalyst for the curse to be unleashed, I saw her not as the enemy, but as a heroine. She’d sacrificed her life to free Galeta. 

Though the years without Rumpel—and everything we’d lost—had been torturous, we were rebuilding. Already, our family was beginning to grow. Soon we would have our life back as it had once been, perfect and free of future curses. No one told me that, but I knew it deep in my heart, because I heard the words in her song.

She’d done all of that to save us all, and I couldn’t hate her for that. So long as Harpy cried, the world would be safe. 

I didn’t know how we would free her, but I knew that if anyone could, it was Rumpel. He’d done the impossible when he’d set out to bring me back, and yet there we were. I was where I belonged, in his arms, and he was back in mine too.

The only thing that would make it perfect would be if Euralis would finally open up to me completely. I sensed his holding back, and I wished I knew how to make him trust me. 

I loved my son. My memories of the two of us were coming back to me daily. Maybe it was the ghost of the old Shayera feeding me her truths and her stories in my dreams. All I knew was I was beginning to remember with nearly perfect clarity. What holes remained were few and far between, and I found myself growing more and more impatient to get back to perfection. We weren’t quite there yet, but we were so bloody close. 

Euralis wheeled around and spread his giant wings wide. I marveled yet again at the power and the steely strength of the boy. We’d not talked much when we’d met that day—he’d immediately set down the path and I’d walked alongside him, trying to match my stride up to his. Demone children aged and grew slowly. 

In a way, I was grateful for it. I was happy that I could still view him as my son, and I anticipated that one day he could see me as his mother. I hoped very much that we were close to our breakthrough. I knew it was coming. It was only a matter of time, and I would wait, just as Rumpel had waited on me. I understood why he’d tried so hard to push me away, and it didn’t hurt me nearly as much as it had in the beginning, because I got it. I’d begun to understand that Demone loved with their whole hearts and souls in a way that I could never fully comprehend. The pain of losing me had nearly destroyed Rumpel, and though Euralis hadn’t remembered our past in the way his father had, a part of him did feel the loss of me.

I just needed to be patient. 

We’d walked a good distance before he’d shifted, and I stood for over half an hour, watching him fly and wondering to myself just what kind of life he’d had.

The next time he tucked his wings into his body for a barrel roll, he did not fly up at the last moment, but instead aimed directly for me. My heart sped as I watched the magnificent, giant crow land so effortlessly that not even a tiny bit of dirt was kicked up. He transformed just a second later, looking handsome and regal as he shoved his fingers through his thick hair and stared deeply at me. 

“Tell me about your life, Euralis,” I said into the thick quiet between us. “What was it like? Did you have friends?”

He gulped and glanced off to the side, and I saw Rumpel in him. In profile, I could see his father’s strong jaw-line, long nose, and slashing cheekbones. But I could see softer, prettier features too, such as a fuller mouth and a smaller face. 

Caratina, Rumpel’s first love, was a part of him, and it didn’t hurt me that he’d experienced that love. I was glad he had, because every choice he’d made had led him directly and ultimately to me.  

Euralis shrugged, and judging by the way his mouth had pulled into a sharp frown, I sensed I’d inadvertently touched on a sore subject for him. I clasped my hands together, feeling as though I should apologize, though I wasn’t even sure what to say.

“I...” He trailed off, looked at me, then grimaced. “I don’t have many friends.”

I swallowed, telling myself to keep my mouth shut. I shouldn’t enter this land mine with him, especially because I don’t have the first clue how to navigate these waters. I had never been good at heeding my own advice. “Why not?” I smiled softly when he looked at me as though startled I’d ask him that.

“I am Demone,” he said, tossing out his arms as if that should mean something to me, as if I should understand why not from that alone.

I shrugged. “And I am a siren. And yet here we are, holding a conversation, awkward though it may be.”

A ghost of a grin flitted over his lips, as though he didn’t want to find the humor in my words but couldn’t deny that he did. 

I shoulder-bumped him, feeling oddly happy to be in that place and in that moment with him. Though the sky was gray and the clouds seemed on the verge of pelting us with heavy sheets of rain, I was having a nice time. 

The ghost of a smile turned into a full-blown one when he bumped me right back. “I missed your nonsense, heart of my heart,” he said. “Growing up, hearing you speak your girlish little riddles and nonsensical songs... I grew rather fond of them.”

My heart fluttered, because he and I had so much more history than I sometimes allowed myself to remember. I did not know the boy, but Prince had been my lifeline during my formative years.

“I would have liked to have played with a boy, I think. Another flesh and blood person. Why did you never show me who you really were?” I’d asked him this before but always felt like he’d held part of his truth away from me. 

Crossing his arms behind his back, he led me around a bend in the trail, one that doubled back and took us in the direction from which we’d just come. His eyes looked far away as he spoke. “I didn’t want to confuse you, is really the long and short of it. I wanted your trust, heart of my heart—”

“Call me Shayera,” I said offhandedly.

His look was bold and frank. “If I call you anything,” he said, “it will never be that.”

My fingers clenched, sensing that I knew what he’d call me, but wanting to hear him say it all the same. “What would you call me?”

I’d had a dream the night before, in which I’d tended to a boy, holding him in my lap. The boy had deep obsidian skin and eyes the red of flame. I’d looked at him and he at me, and I’d woken up bathed in a wash of love so fierce that my throat had squeezed tightly from it. 

It had been another memory, fed to me by the ghost of who I’d once been, she wanted my reconciliation with our son as much as I did. Is today to be the day, finally? Gods, I hope so. 

I grabbed his hand when he still didn’t speak. His red eyes flicked down to our joined fingers with something looking suspiciously like wonder burning in his glowing eyes. His mouth parted.

“What would you call me, son?” The last word came out hushed, trembling on my tongue. Fear choked me, and my heart rattled violently in its cage because I was so nervous that he would reject me calling him that for the first time.

He blinked, and I was sure there was a screen of heat covering his brilliantly jeweled eyes. “Mother,” he said in a voice very near a whisper.

My chest suddenly felt too tight, smothered by an emotion I was scared to put a name to. Moving in toward me, he gently cupped my cheek and held my gaze fast. 

My knees grew weak, and I wanted so desperately to cry because I felt too much and yet not enough. Love, I was learning, was an endless, bottomless pool of emotion. Just when I thought I’d gotten close to tapping the end of it, I turned a corner, only to discover another ocean of it stretching out toward infinity.

“I would call you Mother,” he said it again, so very softly and tenderly. Then he pulled me tight into his chest, and I could feel the ripple of barely leashed emotions chained tight within him. 

I curved my arms around his back.

He was nearly as tall as I was, but I was still his mother and he would always be my boy. He pressed a gentle kiss to my forehead. 

I trembled, my throat so tight I could hardly breathe. My vision blurred from the tears that had begun to fall and wouldn’t stop.

Euralis stepped out of my arms, bowed his head one last time, and looking up to the sky, he cried out at the same instant that he transformed into his great winged raven. He took to the air, screeching out a song that sounded full of love and joy. 

“I love you too,” I whispered, and I knew he’d heard me when he blasted the winds with a piercing cry.

“And I, you.” My lover’s deep and resonant voice wrapped around me like a warm hug.

I sighed and leaned into the curve of Rumpel’s body. He hugged me tightly, holding me fast and keeping me grounded. I was home. And I was never leaving again. “I will never love anyone the way I do you, Rumpelstiltskin.”

He turned me around gently, tipped my chin up with his finger, and softly said, “Until I have no breath left in my body, I will never stop loving you.” And then he kissed my forehead, claiming, protecting, and devoting himself to me. 

Harpy cried, and in her song I heard a whispered truth: this was forever, for real this time. For a very brief second I saw a vision—not a memory, but a promise for the future. In it, Rumpel and I were together with a sea of children gathered around our legs. 

We’d hit a bump in our story, but we’d weathered the storm because that’s who we were. We were fighters. And we never quit on those we loved.

Forever and ever, we would live happily ever after.
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Epilogue
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Final letter

Betty turned the page in the book, tears dripping down her cheeks as she read the hope, despair, passion, and undeniable love Rumpel felt for her daughter. 

Danika, who’d been sitting quietly before her in a rocker that she gently pushed back and forth with the ball of her foot, wore a large smile on her face.

Betty looked up. “He really does love her, doesn’t he?”

The beautiful fairy, who fought so hard to make right the wrongs of that terrible curse, nodded slowly. “Aye, with all his heart. They return in two week’s time. You will have your family back again, Betty. All that they’ve lost will be restored.”

Betty smiled and hugged the book tight to her breast. She didn’t know whether Rumpel had placed a spell on the letters to soften her heart, but it didn’t matter. She was ashamed of her part in her daughter’s story, but in other ways she was also proud.

She was proud of the woman she and Gerard had molded together, proud of the life and of the man her daughter had ultimately chosen, and proud to call the Dark Prince her son again.

She sighed. 

“He bade me give you one last letter, Betty,” Danika said it softly as she held up her star-tipped wand with a gentle swish and flick. Light suddenly radiated from the pages of the journal.

With a gasp, Betty tore open the book and the pages fell open to a new page, revealing a new letter, one she’d not yet read.

Her heart trembled because she knew what she would read before she read it.

“Be happy, Betty. Be so very, very happy,” Danika whispered as she faded into her tunnel of stars. She was off to go save the world as she’d already done so many times over.

Betty’s eyes were already scanning the pages, and happy, healing, big, fat tears rolled down her cheeks. 

~*~
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OUR LOVE IS A LOVE far greater than all the stars in all the heavens. I have learned to be whole again, and it is all because of her. She is my sun, my moon, my everything. As I am hers. 

Soon, the evidence of our love will be again known to you. Our family has already begun to grow.

I love her, Betty, with all my soul. 

And I love you too. Both of you. All of you. You are my family just as much as you are hers. Always remember that.

Until we meet again, ever your faithful servant,

~ Rumpelstiltskin

~*~
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LOVE THIS STORY? THEN make sure to sign up for my newsletter so that you will always know when the next Kingdom book releases. Or, if you really want to get more immersed in the Kingdom universe sign up for my FB group where you’ll meet lots of other like minded readers who love to talk books and fantasy.

If you’ve gone backward with Kingdom and would like to pick up the series at the beginning make sure to check out Her Mad Hatter, totally free, and written by my previous pen name of Marie Hall. In fact, the first three Kingdom books are completely free, as is The Sea Queen of the Dark Queens spinoff. 
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(Dark Queens Series)

The Sea Queen, Book 1(Featuring Hades)

The Passionate Queen, Book 2 (Queen of Hearts)

The Ice Queen, Book 3 (The Snow Queen)

The Magic Queen, Book 4 (Baba Yaga)

The Dark Queen, Book 5 (The Evil Queen)

The Fairy Queen, Book 6 (The Blue Fairy)

The Centaur Queen, Book 7 (Greek Mythology)

(The Dark Kings)

The Mad King, Book 1 (The Mad Hatter)

The Jaded King, Book 2 (The true story of Gaston from Beauty and the Beast)
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The Blue Moon Bay Series:
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Welcome to Blue Moon Bay, a little seaside town full of vampires, shifters, witches, and ghouls. A town with a dark secret, a town that was once cursed by a black witch to be forgotten by the rest of the world except for once in a blue moon.

Cookies, Curses, and Kisses, Book 1 (Featuring Zinnia Rose) Releases in time for Halloween!

Short Stories

Stilettos, Curses, and Fur (Kasa’s story in the Mated to the Shifter Boxed Set)

Frosting, Curses, and Snowflakes (Jacqueline Frost’s story)
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Her Mad Hatter, book 1

Gerard’s Beauty, book 2

Red and Her Wolf, book 3

Jinni’s Wish, book 4

Hook’s Pan, book 5

Moon’s Flower, book 6

The Huntsman’s Prey, book 7

Rumpel’s Prize, book 8

Hoods Obsession, book 9

Her One Wish, book 10

A Pirate’s Dream, book 11
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She’s a NY Times and USA Today Bestselling author under her previous pen name, Marie Hall. She loves fairy tales and all things magical, but she especially loves taking stories and characters you thought you knew and twisting them up in such a way as to make you think. Maybe the “heroes” aren’t always the good guys and sometimes the villains are the very best people you could ever know. She’s a military wife and has lived all over the US and even outside of it too. Her favorite things in the world are chilly Fall mornings, long hikes through the woods, and imagining that somewhere in this world the magical really does exist, we just have to be willing to open our eyes to the impossible. If you’d like to learn more about Jovee Winters and what her future plans are make sure to check out her FB page.
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