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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      At first, it didn’t feel like a nightmare. I woke in the middle of the night, back in my apartment in Wilde Tower, drenched in sweat. I went to the bathroom to splash water on my face, and, in the dim glow of the night light, the mirror’s reflection showed a smear of black paint on my cheek that I must have overlooked earlier while painting. But it wouldn't come off when I tried to wipe it off with a towel. I scrubbed and scrubbed until my face was red, the skin raw.

      The black paint remained.

      Then, my reflection smiled sinisterly at me. The other Willow reached out to tap at the opposite side of the mirror. She whispered, “Hello, you.”
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        * * *

      

      I woke in bed in Wilde Tower—for real this time.

      Breathing hard after the nightmare, I buried my face in my pillow and tried to banish the lingering frightening energy from the dream about my doppelgänger.

      I’m home, I reminded myself.

      I was finally home. Back in Wilde Tower. In Severn’s apartment. In his bed. Severn slumbered next to me, looking more gorgeous than ever in the early-morning light from the windows. My shaken nerves from the nightmare dissipated as I reminded myself that we were together again.

      And this time, nothing will change that.

      Our plane had landed outside of New York City late last night. I’d nodded off on the drive into the city and awoken to find Severn carrying me in his arms into Wilde Tower’s elevator. He’d taken me to his apartment instead of the one I shared with Henry and May, and we’d spent half the night ravishing each other with a passion that could only come after our huge dispute.

      The word “home” had become more meaningful since Severn rescued me from Los Angeles. There, in the Bristol Hotel flanking the Pacific Ocean, I had felt a strange and almost overpowering sense of belonging. Yet it wasn’t real. It came not from true belonging but from enchanted fae grapes that I’d unknowingly eaten as part of a plot orchestrated by Black Ember to keep me close.

      Thinking of Black Ember, I lazily traced my fingers up my chest. He’d had his hands all over that same path along my skin only a few nights ago. He’d planted kisses on every curve of my body. He’d dazzled me with the grandiosity and generosity of his magic, tempting me to consider a relationship between us.

      But now I knew that was as much a ploy as everything else. Black Ember had tricked me. Lured me. Seduced me.

      And I’d almost lost everything because of it.

      I bit my thumbnail, glancing anxiously at Severn in his sleep. Last night, as he’d made love to me with such intense fervor, I hadn’t had the guts to bring up what had happened between Black Ember and me. Eventually, though, I’d have to tell him.

      My stomach roiled to think of how he’d react to the fact that I’d almost slept with his greatest rival.

      Severn blinked awake, his electric green eyes glowing in the sunlight streaming in from the windows. He gave me a lazy, wicked smile as he snaked an arm around my waist and dragged me close.

      “Good morning, princess,” he purred, his lips sinfully brushing against the shell of my ear. His teeth came down for a gentle bite.

      I ran my hand down the rises and valleys of his chest muscles. “Princess? Is that your new term of endearment for me?”

      “Far more than a nickname, my love. Soon, you will be a true princess. Princess of the New Court.”

      He took my hand in his and kissed my bare ring finger meaningfully.

      Was he hinting about an engagement?

      I blanched to think about us actually getting married. He hadn’t formally proposed yet, but he’d made his intentions very clear in Italy. It was only a matter of time before he would ask. There were some laws to sort out—it wasn’t easy for a fae prince to marry a human, after all—but he’d implied he wouldn’t let that stop us from being together.

      Girl, you’re going to have to tell him about hooking up with Black Ember!

      I silenced that nagging voice in the back of my head by kissing Severn. His lips were eager for mine. Even though we’d made love three times last night, he seemed ready for another round. As he melded his body to mine to demonstrate just how ready he truly was, I delicately placed a hand against his chest.

      “You have to give me time to recover,” I teased.

      He nipped at my shoulder. “You’re stronger than you think.”

      “Severn!”

      He gave a disgruntled growl but sat up, raking his silver hair off his forehead. His hot gaze devoured me as though imagining everything he’d wanted to do to me this morning. “I see you intend to torture me. I suppose it’s what I deserve. Go ahead. Do what you must.”

      The lustful look in his eye indicated that torture wasn’t exactly a turnoff for him. In fact, quite the opposite.

      I rolled my eyes playfully and swung my legs off the bed. My muscles were weak as I stood and slipped on a robe. That’s what you get for last night’s physical exertion.

      “I’m anxious to see Henry and May,” I said.

      He threw off the sheets and, naked, strode into the bathroom. He called from inside, “I have quite a mess to clean up after stealing you away from Black Ember’s court. Fae from half the courts in North America are demanding answers for my actions. Why don’t you visit with the children while I do some work this morning, and then we’ll have dinner together?”

      “Perfect.”

      He came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist. I tugged on the same jogging clothes I’d worn during my escape, brushing sand off the leggings. Black leggings, of course. Everything Black Ember had given me was black.

      “It will be nice to wear my own clothes again,” I said off-hand.

      Severn circled his hands around my waist and pulled me close. “I want you to burn those clothes and anything else that bastard gave you. Tell Aspen I said you need an entirely new wardrobe. Something befitting a future princess. Only the finest garments.”

      I rolled my eyes again. “I happen to like sweatpants.”

      He scoffed. “Only because you aren’t used to wearing fae clothes. You don’t know how comfortable they can be.”

      “I know how much trouble they can be,” I grumbled. My mind turned back to the fae gown I’d worn in Italy at the Carnevale party. Its emotionally amplifying magical threads had spiked my lust until I’d participated in a fae orgy that was as scandalous as it was, well, satisfying.

      Severn chuckled, doubtlessly remembering the same sinful night. “There will be some changes now that you’re back. I want you to move in with me here.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Here? Your apartment?”

      “Our apartment.”

      “What about Henry and May? They need a guardian.”

      “The whole tower is designed to protect them. They have hundreds of fae on every floor looking out for them. Besides, while you were away, Poppy took them under her wing. The three of them are practically inseparable now.”

      “Oh,” I said slowly.

      Severn cupped my cheek, picking up on my mood. “Don’t worry. They missed you almost as much as I did.”

      He kissed me again, and I lost myself in his dreamy embrace.

      This. Severn and me. This was everything I wanted. I loved him so much that it actually hurt.

      Now, I just had to ensure I didn’t lose everything.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Willow!”

      I had barely stepped into Henry and May’s apartment before they knocked me over with massive hugs. Laughing, I let them pull me down to the floor, where they dog-piled on top of me.

      “Willow’s back! Willow’s back!”

      “Okay, guys, I also need to breathe!” I smiled broadly as I extricated myself from them and then gathered each individually in a big hug. “Oh, I missed you so much!”

      Poppy sauntered in from my old bedroom’s direction, yawning. She wore my fuzzy slippers, and two of my pink undereye masks graced her dark brown skin. “I swear, Willow, your pillows are enchanted. I could sleep for days.”

      “They are enchanted, actually.” I stood, brushing the wrinkles out of my clothes. Those enchanted pillows had made me oversleep more than once. “Poppy, thank you so much for looking after the kids while I was gone.”

      “Thank the gods you’re back. Little monsters. Both of them.” She affectionately ruffled their hair. It was nearly impossible for a fae to admit how much they cared about someone else.

      As we ate breakfast, Henry and May told me all about their adventures while I’d been in Los Angeles. Even though Severn had been consumed by his determination to get me back and had neglected his other responsibilities, apparently Henry and May had been sheltered from his distraction, because they chattered excitedly about swimming in the ocean on the 44th floor and solving the hedge maze on the 20th. Relief warmed my heart that my absence hadn’t negatively affected them.

      After we’d caught up, I brushed more sand off my leggings, and my mood temporarily soured as I reflected on the past few weeks.

      I looked at my slippers on Poppy’s feet. “I, uh, could use a shower and change. Assuming you haven’t taken all my clothes, Poppy?”

      “Please! As if I’d be caught dead in such hideous garments!”

      Despite her claim, she was also wearing my old college sweatshirt. I couldn’t blame her—it was especially comfy.

      “Uh-huh,” I said, tugging at the shirt’s hem as I passed her on my way down the hall. She blushed, not realizing until then that she was wearing it.

      It felt strange to be back in my room, in part because Poppy had strewn her belongings all over it. I moved aside an empty bottle of fae wine to get in my dresser drawers for some clean clothes.

      After my shower, I wiped off the steamy mirror and froze. My reflection suddenly brought back the night’s dream of my doppelgänger. Where was she now? What was she thinking? Did she have a name? After bringing her to life, we had left her unconscious in the literati witches’ seance room. I wished there had been time to speak with her. I wanted to explain why we’d made her and try to convince her we didn’t have to be enemies.

      I could only assume that Black Ember had found her when he came looking for me. And he would certainly try to turn her against me. After all, he’d turned my own mother’s memory against me. And now both my changeling and my late mother’s changeling were out there, plotting god-knows-what.

      I turned away from my reflection before my racing heart made me panic.

      You’re safe, I told myself. You’re home.

      But fears still nagged at me.

      Back in my room, I fished my water bottle out of my belongings. I hadn’t brought much back with me from Los Angeles. Only a few small objects to remember my time there and the friendships I’d made with some of the fae in Black Ember’s court. As I shook out the seashell and other items I’d stashed in the bottle, Black Ember’s gifted pearl rolled out into my palm.

      It was extravagant, silky, scandalously valuable. I should throw it off the balcony Yet, biting my lip, I stuffed it into a sock instead and shoved it in the back of my drawer.

      Cheeks warming, I pulled out my phone and re-read our last text message exchange.

      Tell me you felt nothing, and I’ll let you go, Black Ember had written.

      I felt nothing, I’d responded.

      That’s a lie, he’d written back. But you have to make your own mistakes.

      Taking a deep breath, I deleted the messages as well as his contact information. I was done with Black Ember. My future was here with Severn.

      And yet, for some reason, I had a dark feeling Black Ember—and Leona, and my own doppelgänger—might not be done with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      After spending the afternoon chasing Henry, May, and Puck through the tower’s hallways, I came back to find a fleet of fae servants boxing up every belonging in my bedroom.

      “What’s this?” I asked, wide-eyed, as they dumped my books and art supplies into crates.

      “Prince Severn’s orders,” Aspen said breezily. “He commanded us to move your belongings to his apartment. Poppy Wilde is moving in here permanently. Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer we burn all this rubbish? It would delight me to destroy it.” He held up a cheap dangly necklace I’d had since high school.

      Ah, yes. There it was. The staggering arrogance of the New Court fae. The members of the Sun Court in Los Angeles had practically been paragons of humility in comparison.

      “Then prepare to be disappointed,” I snapped, snatching the necklace out of his hand and tossing it in a box.

      He sneered as he handed me a creamy white envelope. “The prince said to give you this, too.”

      I opened the envelope to find a gold-foiled invitation.

      
        
        Willow,

        Will you do me the honor of joining me for dinner at the Wilde Grouse? Wear a fae gown—tonight is not the time to shy away from powerful emotions.

        Severn

      

      

      The invitation seemed oddly ceremonial, even by Severn’s standards. He often leaned toward such formalities in his business dealings, but between just me and him, he opted for simple text messages. And why dinner at the tower’s elegant restaurant instead of just in his apartment?

      Goosebumps tickled across my arms as I wondered what Severn had in mind for such a formal occasion.

      “Right,” I squeaked at Aspen. “Tell Severn I’ll be there.”
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, I stared at my new closet in Severn’s apartment. And it really was new; this closet hadn’t existed before today. Through his magic, Severn had reconfigured his apartment to make additional space for my belongings. The humungous closet was already filled to the brim with clothing. Aspen had squirreled my old clothes away to one side to make room for a new wardrobe. There were clothes for every possible occasion. Half were by designer labels, and the other half didn’t have any labels because they were custom, priceless fae-made garments imbued with magic.

      I narrowed my eyes suspiciously at the row of fae gowns. They were things of exquisite beauty, yet I knew how volatile the magic sewn into them could be. The last thing I wanted was to have the dress encourage me to hump Severn in the middle of a bustling restaurant.

      “It’s just a dress,” I muttered aloud, selecting one that glittered like silver-blue moonlight. “You’re stronger than a dress, Willow.”

      I declined Aspen’s offer for fae stylists to help with my hair and makeup, preferring to do it myself so I’d feel more at ease in my own skin. I’d learned that Severn’s world could easily overpower me if I let it; I had to fight to hold onto my identity in his court. And it was a fight I was determined to win.

      I might be human, but that could be a strength, not a weakness.

      When the elevator opened to take me down to the restaurant on the third floor, Azalea beamed at me.

      “Look at you!” She gave me a big hug as the elevator began its descent. “You’re a vision! Oh, I’m so glad you’re back. How was it in Black Ember’s court? Terrible?”

      “Um . . .” I always found it hard to lie to Azalea. She was only half fae, which meant she was considerably warmer than the full-blooded courtiers, and it felt much more like confiding in an old friend. “Not entirely.”

      Azalea’s eyes widened in understanding. “Oh. I see.”

      I looked down at my hands, feeling guilty. “Is it awful that I feel that way?”

      “Of course not,” Azalea assured me with sincerity. “Look, between us, I have a few friends in the Sun Court. Just because Black Ember and Severn are enemies doesn’t mean you have to detest everyone at the Bristol.”

      I looked at her closer as an idea wandered into my head. “Azalea, were you . . . were you the contact here that Coral reached out to about the kids’ safety?”

      Azalea gave a secretive smile. “Coral and I dated the same shifter. A werebear. He was dating us both at the same time, thinking we wouldn’t figure it out. But the joke was on him because we both dumped him and stayed friends.”

      The elevator dinged as it reached the third floor. Azalea squeezed my shoulder as the doors opened. “You’re your own person, Willow. You don’t have to share Severn’s opinions on all things. You don’t have to share his enemies, either.”

      I felt reasonably confident that Severn would disagree with that statement. “Thanks, Azalea. Oh—and that necklace you gave me? The dragon scale one? I meant to ask where you got it. It’s so beautiful.”

      She wiggled her eyebrows cryptically as the doors shut before she could answer.

      The din of diners at the Wilde Grouse rumbled around me. Running my hands down the fae gown to steady myself, I turned to the restaurant and approached the hostess’s stand. To my surprise, the restaurant was packed. It was only eight o’clock in the evening, which was far too early for the dinner rush by fae standards. At this hour, usually only a handful of diners were present.

      I felt disconcerted, and the dress only exacerbated that worry until I was almost shaking.

      “I’m Willow O—”

      “This way, Miss O’Dell,” the fae hostess snapped sharply, spinning around for me to follow her. As we passed through the crowd, I couldn’t help but feel all eyes on me. Conversations fell silent. Every fae, shifter, and sprite in the restaurant stared directly at me.

      I ran my fingernail over my teeth as subtly as possible, wondering if I had spinach stuck in them. Was it the dress? Was its magic making me paranoid?

      The restaurant had a private room where I’d dined with Severn before, but this time the hostess led me to a table next to the tall windows with a beautiful view of the city. It was practically in the middle of the restaurant.

      Severn stood as I approached. He wore a silver fae suit embroidered with shimmering threads that caught the table’s candlelight, so it looked like it was made out of stars. His eyes raked down me from my natural curls to the Loewe heels.

      “My princess,” he said in a low, sexy rumble. “My queen. Please, join me.”

      I felt the heat in everyone’s eyes as he pulled out my chair for me. Clearing my throat, I leaned in and asked, “Why is the Grouse so crowded today?”

      “I commanded everyone to attend, though none of them would have missed it, anyway.”

      A curious tickle started at the top of my spine. The dress’s power instantly ballooned that into suspicion. “Uh . . . for what?”

      He rested his hand over mine as a fae waiter brought us glasses of champagne. “Don’t worry about that now.” He lifted his glass. “To us.”

      I smiled. “To us.”

      “I cannot possibly put into words what you mean to me, Willow. You are the light I didn’t know my world needed. When we were apart, my heart was plunged into darkness. But now that we are together again, that light will never extinguish.”

      Touched, I clinked his glass. I could almost forget about all the eyes watching us. “I love you, too, Severn.”

      As we sipped our drinks, waiters brought a decadent meal of roasted venison with juniper berry sauce and honeyed figs. The other diners gradually returned to their meals and conversation. Outside, golden magic dust swirled around the darkening city streets. I was captivated by what a beautiful city New York could be, especially when you were in love. My emotions swelled until I was practically sighing with happiness.

      The two people next to us got into an argument. All I could make out was a redheaded man saying, “The Hexerei Council would never.”

      “Wouldn’t they?” his companion, a werewolf with a thick beard, snapped back.

      Severn shot them a look, and they instantly silenced. Looking sheepish, they raised their glasses in our direction and then audibly switched the conversation to the weather.

      “What was that about?” I asked Severn quietly, leaning forward.

      “Nothing to concern yourself with. Here—have a tartlet.”

      I gave him a hard look. “Severn, you said things would change now that I’m back. I don’t want you to keep me in the dark out of a misguided attempt to shelter me. Look what happened in Italy—I nearly died because you were so overprotective. If we’re going to be together, we have to be honest with one another. That includes any possible threats.”

      A muscle jumped in his jaw. He clearly didn’t like the idea of involving me in anything with even a glimmer of danger. In a way, this was a test. We’d nearly broken up because his unwavering arrogance had driven him to hurt me in ways he’d never intended. He’d apologized, and I’d forgiven him, but now he had to prove to me that I could trust him.

      He let out a sigh. “They were talking about the Hexerei vote.”

      “The Hexerei vote?”

      “The Hexerei Council is the entity that makes decisions on behalf of the entire Gifted Realm, such as if and when we come out of hiding.”

      “But that vote isn’t for fifty more years, right?”

      “It was,” he said, cutting into his venison. “But there are rumors that certain individuals are attempting to push for a sooner date.”

      My lips pressed together. “Let me guess. Black Ember and his allies?”

      Severn nodded. “Jack Meruvis is also on his side.”

      While I considered Jack a friend—after all, it was rare to meet another human in the Gifted Realm—I knew his loyalties could fluctuate. The last time I spoke to Jack, he’d insisted it was best to keep the human and Gifted Realms separate. Why had his feelings changed?

      “So, when do they want to hold the vote?” I asked, taking a bite of blackberry tartlet.

      Severn leaned back in his chair, smoothing a hand down his suit. “Next month.”

      I nearly spit out my bite. “Next month? As in, this year? As in, a full fifty years early?”

      Severn flicked his hands to dismiss my concerns. “It will never happen. They don’t have the support to move up the date. Such a thing would only occur under extreme conditions, which haven’t been met.”

      I let out a long breath. Nine hundred fifty years ago, the Hexerei Council had voted to move the Gifted Realm into hiding. Every fae, shifter, demon, and sprite cloaked themselves and their magic so they blended in with the human world, and all human memory of their presence was erased. Now, Black Ember and others wanted to expose the Gifted Realm again and exist openly alongside humans.

      It would mean chaos. It would mean violence. But I wasn’t sure I was entirely against the idea—Black Ember, for all his faults, had convinced me that humans deserved to know about the Gifted Ones’ existence.

      “Willow? Are you all right?” Severn asked.

      I swallowed a sip of champagne. “Yes. Yes, it’s just a surprise.”

      “Trust in me. I won’t let the Gifted Realm be exposed.”

      “Well . . . ” I started slowly. Severn and I hadn’t had a chance to talk about my changed feelings on the subject. Black Ember even wanted me to be a go-between for the two realms, Gifted and human. He believed I could bring the two communities to a peaceful understanding.

      Would Severn agree?

      Hmm. Not a freaking chance.

      Before I could continue, I heard a female voice say beside me, “Willow? Hi!”

      I turned to find Mia weaving through the crowd with a huge smile. I grinned and jumped up to hug her, only to falter momentarily when I spotted Talon behind her. Before I’d left Wilde Tower for Italy, the two of them had broken up. She had decided that a relationship between a fae and a human would never work. And yet here they were, together, smiling?

      What had happened?

      “Mia!” I tried to recover from my surprise. “I thought you were moving out of the tower!” It was impossible not to look between her and Talon with a million questions dancing through my head.

      She giggled as she gazed back at Talon with love in her eyes. He slid one of his massive, tattooed arms around her waist. “Yeah, about that . . .  I changed my mind.”

      She held out her hand. A diamond engagement ring glistened on her finger.

      “Ahh!” I squealed, clapping an excited hand over my mouth. I whirled on Severn. “Did you know about this?”

      “Of course. I know everything that happens in my court.”

      I gaped. “You should have told me!”

      “Darling, we’ve been apart for weeks. Your soul literally belonged to my greatest enemy. You’ll forgive me for having our relationship front of mind instead of anyone else’s.”

      I lightly scoffed at him as I congratulated Mia and Talon. “I’m surprised. In a good way, I mean. It just seemed like . . . ”

      Mia laughed as I trailed off before I put my foot in my mouth. She leaned against Talon lovingly. “I packed my bags. I got an apartment in Queens. I spent exactly one night away from him before deciding I was utterly miserable and never wanted to be apart from him again.”

      “I didn’t even need a night apart,” Talon said in his deep voice. “I knew I wanted to make her my wife since the moment I laid eyes on her.”

      “The moment you laid eyes on me, you were a dog,” Mia pointed out. I couldn’t help but snicker. I’d heard rumors about how a powerful witch had once turned Talon into a dog after he’d called her a “bitch.”

      He shrugged. “A smart dog.”

      “Anyway,” Mia said, resting an affectionate hand on Talon’s arm. “I don’t want to take away from your special evening. We came as soon as we could—Talon just got off demon patrol.”

      “Special evening?” I asked, confused. It was a lovely dinner with Severn, but the way she talked about it struck me as odd.

      Mia gave me a wink as she and Talon went to find the last open table.

      “How exciting for them,” I said as we took our seats, and I dove back into the tartlet. I waved my fork in the air as I speculated, “I have to admit I’m surprised. She was so determined to live as a regular human.”

      “That just goes to show that once a person knows about the Gifted Realm, it’s impossible ever to be satisfied with the human world again.” Severn reached across the table to take my hand. His eyes glowed in the candlelight as he seared me with an intense gaze. “I don’t wish to discuss Mia and Talon’s engagement, Willow. At the moment, I have something far more pressing in mind.”

      I slowly swallowed the bite of blackberry tartlet, aware that the room had gone quiet again. The fae and shifters around us were staring at me again. Even Mia and Talon, a few tables over, pinned their attention on us.

      Mia winked again.

      I suddenly got the feeling that everyone in the restaurant knew exactly what Severn was about to say. After all, he must have summoned them there for a reason. So, what did everyone know that I didn’t?

      “Severn?” I asked, my voice rising in pitch.

      The corners of his mouth curled into wicked peaks. Lowering his voice to a rumble, he leaned over the candle and said, “I want to talk about our engagement.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared at Severn like he was speaking in another language. The entire restaurant fell into a hush as though everyone was holding their breath.

      Our engagement?

      Fae chefs peeked out of the kitchen, watching intently. The fae woman and werewolf man next to us leaned in. Everyone’s eyes were hungry to witness this historic moment.

      My hands curled around the table's edge, needing something to hold onto. I tuned out everyone else in the room and focused only on Severn.

      “Severn . . . ” I started breathlessly, letting the rest of my thoughts die.

      He stood and came around to my side of the table, where he dropped to one knee.

      “Willow,” he said, taking one of my hands in his. “The day you walked into this tower I felt a shift in the energy. From the moment I saw you, you enchanted me as surely as any spell. You’ve been patient with me when I was stubborn. You forgave mistakes that I will forever regret making. You’ve shown me what it means to love pure of heart. You are the most magical woman I have ever known, and I shall forever be bewitched by you.”

      He reached into his pocket and took out a small silver box. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Mia squeeze Talon’s hand in excitement.

      Time seemed to slow down as Severn opened the box to reveal a ring with a sapphire the size of a penny. As the jewel caught the candlelight, the blue hues changed in a beautiful ever-shifting spectrum of color. The stone was set in gold with studded diamonds around the band, nestled in etchings that made them look like river stones among a current. In all my life, I had never seen any piece of craftsmanship more stunning. The artist in me bowed in awe.

      My skin tingled, bringing me back to the here and now to the dozens of watching people.

      Severn’s spellbinding green eyes found mine. “Willow O’Dell, be my wife. Be my queen. Be my everything until the end of time, and then one year more.”

      My lips parted softly. It was mind-boggling to think that the crown prince of the New Court was on one knee before me. Severn had mentioned the possibility of engagement, but it had only ever felt hypothetical. I imagined it would be months or even years before we were formally engaged, and that I’d have to undergo all kinds of overly complex fae vetting procedures to ensure I was a suitable match. Only, of course, for the fae to determine I wasn’t suitable at all.

      But for once in his life, Severn didn’t seem to care about protocol.

      He only cared about me.

      Mia cleared her throat pointedly, and I realized I was gaping at Severn like my mind had traveled to some far-off dreamland. I snapped back to the present. For a second, fear gripped my throat. Marrying into a powerful fae court would be life-changing in every sense of the word. I’d be scrutinized and judged even more than I already was. Expectations of Severn’s bride would be sky-high. I’d have an even greater target painted on my back by his enemies.

      Was I ready to take all that on—for him?

      The answer swelled inside me as certainly as the morning tide.

      “Yes, Severn.” My face broke into a grin. “I’ll be your wife.”

      The crowd finally shattered their waiting hush as applause erupted throughout the restaurant. But everyone else faded into the background. I only had eyes for Severn—and he only had eyes for me.

      A shiver of joyful disbelief passed over his face as though he hadn’t dared to believe I would say yes. He blinked hard, centering himself just as I had.

      “Yes?” he repeated.

      My grin stretched wider. I nodded.

      He was on his feet so fast it was a blur. He swept me up in his arms, spinning me in a circle in the center of the restaurant. Joyful laughter bubbled out of my mouth as I wrapped my arms around his neck. We kissed once, twice, three times. Short kisses and long ones. Kisses so passionate I had to remind myself we weren’t alone.

      The crowd in the restaurant stood, clapping. Most of the fae were only moderately more animated than usual, but the shifters and sprites jumped up and down, cheering boisterously. Mia gave a cat-call whistle between two fingers.

      Severn set me down. He towered over me as his warm gaze explored every inch of my face. My lips tingled from our kisses. A well of excitement opened inside me. After a lifetime spent nearly homeless with my mother, then bouncing around in the foster care system after her disappearance, I’d never truly felt I belonged anywhere. My greatest fear was that I’d never have a place to call home. Not just a building but a community. A partner. A family.

      And now I had all that and more.

      Severn brushed my hair off my shoulder and moved his lips close to my ear. He spoke something low in a language I didn’t recognize.

      “What was that?” I asked softly when he straightened.

      He cupped my cheek, dragging his thumb over my cheekbone. “An ancient fae claim. It’s usually spoken at the wedding itself, but now that you have agreed to marry me, I want the gods to know that you are mine from this day forward.”

      “And what about my claim on you?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

      His lips drew back in a roguish smile. “I shall teach you the words before our wedding. But the gods don’t need to hear them. They already know that I’ve always been yours.”

      He kissed me again. Our lips fit together like water, seamlessly melding, a perfect match. His hand went to my waist, where his fingers fondled a ruffle of fabric.

      When he broke the kiss, he asked, “Is it overwhelming? The dress’s magic?”

      I shook my head. The truth was, I hadn’t felt the fae gown’s enhanced emotions at all. My own emotions were so pure that nothing, not even magic, could interfere.

      “I love you,” I said simply. “There isn’t any magic more powerful than that.”

      His eyes softened with matching love for me. He took the ring out of the silver box, and I held my hand out while he slid it onto my finger.

      Holy hell, I thought. It weighed a ton. I would have to do finger exercises so it wouldn’t strain my hand.

      Severn kissed the ring on my finger, then held my hand up in the air. “Members of the New Court, may I present your princess, the future Willow Wilde!”

      Our audience bowed their heads to their regent—and to me. I stared at the sea of people with round eyes. Willow Wilde? I had to admit it had a certain ring.

      “And now,” Severn announced, “Let the engagement festivities commence!”

      Sexy, upbeat music with a hint of ancient flute started thumping through the speakers. The room’s tone shifted almost immediately. Fae were the portrait of restraint until it came time to party. Fae servers carried out trays of champagne, which were immediately snapped up. Now that the formalities had concluded, smiles and laughter broke out. The shifters and sprites present were already visibly drunk, and now the fae appeared determined to catch up with them as they guzzled champagne with impressive speed.

      Severn’s mood shifted, too. His adoring expression gave way to a devilish gleam as he grazed a hand up my waist until he could brush the underside of my breast. “Is it too early to leave the party and take you upstairs? No, erase that. Our apartment is too far. We need to find a coat closet somewhere.”

      I smacked him playfully on the chest. “You want to leave your own party?”

      “Darling, there’s only one thing I’m interested in right now, and it’s not champagne. It’s fucking my future wife so hard it knocks the diamonds out of that shiny ring.”

      I covered my mouth with one hand. “Well, you’ll have to use some of that princely patience, because I only plan on getting engaged once, and I am firmly determined to enjoy my celebratory party.”

      He nipped at my jaw impatiently. “Very well. An hour. Then you’re mine.”

      Locke sauntered over, looking as sinful as dark chocolate in a black suit. He took his time eyeing me up and down in the fae gown, then shook his head with an exaggerated sigh. “You’re much too good for him, Willow.”

      Severn smacked his brother’s shoulder.

      Locke pretended to wince as he rubbed his arm. “What? You know it’s true.”

      “Of course it’s true,” Severn snapped lightly, “but you don’t have to remind her.” He brushed a kiss on my temple before excusing himself to speak with some senior council members who wanted to offer their congratulations.

      Locke swiped the champagne bottle off our table and drank from it directly. “I suppose I should formally welcome you to the New Court.” He offered me the bottle.

      “Uh, I’ll stick with my glass, thanks.”

      “And the business in LA . . . it’s done?” There was a meaningful weight to his otherwise jocular voice.

      My throat tightened for a moment as I recalled the claustrophobic feeling of being bound to Black Ember’s court, and how that sense had lifted when we’d made my changeling and transferred the Claim to her. Goosebumps cropped up on my bare arms.

      “It’s done.” I tipped my glass up, feeling the need to guzzle deeply. I held up the empty glass wryly. “I suppose I’ll have to drink fae wine at some point to be an official member of the New Court.”

      “All in due time. Your wedding ceremony will involve a traditional sipping of fae wine. Fae royal weddings don’t happen often, and when they do, they have a loathsome number of ceremonies. Severn’s previous wedding to Lady Maggia lasted eight days.”

      My mood darkened at the reminder that this wouldn’t be Severn’s first marriage. Though after meeting Lady Maggia in Italy, I felt confident that there had never been love between the two of them. Given her betrayal, I had to assume there had only been secrets and lies.

      I swallowed, worrying about my own secrets I was keeping from Severn.

      Changing the subject, I said to Locke, “And what about you? Are wedding bells in the future for you and Zara?”

      He barked a startled laugh. “If anyone is less interested in commitment than me, it’s that little witch. Zara and I have our fun together. Then, we have our fun apart.”

      He cackled devilishly, but his jesting felt a little forced. I suspected that Locke’s feelings for Zara were stronger than he was ready to admit.

      The music changed, and with a few spells, the restaurant furniture was cleared out to make room for a dance floor. A pair of fire sprites started gyrating on either side of a werewolf. Peals of laughter and glugs of alcohol being poured into glasses filled the air.

      Clay and Linden Wilde, who the world knew as Severn’s adopted siblings instead of his courtiers, came to offer me congratulations, and then I got pulled onto the dance floor by a woodland sprite whose ivy vines spiraled their way up my arms as we danced. Every member of the New Court wanted a dance with me, which was a pleasant surprise. They were usually so cold to me that I felt I couldn’t refuse. My feet ached from all the dancing, but I was having so much fun that I kicked off my Loewe heels and continued barefoot.

      Azalea and Mia spotted me in the crowd and pounced on me with squeals.

      “You’re getting married!” Mia cried happily.

      I laughed heartily. “So are you!”

      Azalea threw her arms around the both of us and shrieked, “Oh my gods, we are going to have so much freaking fun wedding planning.”

      We danced and laughed and drank together while our men talked boisterously across the room. My head spun as I excused myself and made my way to the bathroom, needing a moment of calm. The party was raging now, with couples making out on the dance floor and spilling onto the balconies to shout their excitement out to the city.

      The bathroom was blessedly empty. I rested my hand on my forehead and closed my eyes while I took a few deep breaths. Then, I studied the sapphire ring more closely.

      The golden etchings around the diamonds swirled not just like a water current, I realized, but like the magic mist over the city. The ring reminded me of New York City itself, dazzling and complex—and the center stone was like the epic love that Severn and I had found here.

      I bit my lip as worries rose again. I was engaged to Severn now, so I was going to have to come clean about my time with Black Ember.

      The door opened, and high heels clicked across the tile floor. A beautiful, tall woman swept in with her long black hair in loose, glistening waves down to her waist.

      I sucked in a startled breath like I was seeing a ghost. “Briar?”

      I hadn’t seen Severn’s former assistant in months, ever since she’d betrayed the both of us, gotten me kidnapped, and been banished from the New Court. But that didn’t mean I hadn’t thought about her: the woman who wanted Severn to herself at any cost—even my death.
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      The woman shook her head slowly. “You mistake me for my sister.”

      I let out a relieved breath as I realized that in my haste, my mind had gone straight to the greatest source of danger. I wasn’t a fan of either of the twins, but only Briar had been a traitor. Her sister hadn’t been kind to me in any sense of the word, but at least she hadn’t gotten me kidnapped.

      “Bramble,” I said.

      Bramble nodded, then said in a voice dripping with sarcasm, “Congratulations on the engagement. I have to admit that I had my doubts you and Severn would last.”

      Despite the fact that Bramble hadn’t been the one to betray Severn, my body still tensed into fight-or-flight mode. My heart walloped. Severn had banished her sister with magical wards that would prevent her from setting foot in the North American courts’ territory again. He hadn’t banished Bramble, but she had left the court at the same time as her sister.

      “I didn’t think you were still in New York,” I said. It was hard to keep my voice even. All I wanted to do was shove past her and return to the party. But I forced myself to lift my chin and stand my ground. If I was going to lead the New Court at Severn’s side, I couldn’t run from every snide fae. Hell, I’d never stop running.

      “Severn sent me to assist Jack Meruvis as he builds a shifter stronghold in the Colorado Rockies. I’ve been there for the last two months.”

      Couldn’t you have stayed there forever? I groaned inwardly. Bramble might not have betrayed the New Court, but she’d certainly had her eyes all over Severn. As his former assistant, her greatest aim had been being on his arm—exactly where I was.

      “Jack is close with the Sun Court,” Bramble said slowly, taking her time adjusting her lipstick in the bathroom mirror. “As I’m sure you know.”

      My cheeks began to burn. My breathing got more labored. If she was bringing up the Sun Court, it had to be because she wanted to start trouble.

      “Wow, fascinating,” I snapped. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a party to get back to . . . ” I started toward the door, but Bramble rested her palm against it, holding it closed. Her eyes glowed dangerously as she leaned in.

      “I heard shocking rumors,” she purred. “Rumors about what you and Black Ember got up to in that hotel of his. Does Severn know?”

      My armpits felt damp. The music outside thumped hard enough that the beat reverberated in my bones. “What, that we danced together? Black Ember forced me to. Go ahead and tell Severn—he’ll believe me.”

      I tugged on the door handle, but Bramble still held it closed.

      “I hear you did a lot more than dance together, little human. What I’m talking about didn’t happen in the Deep, but in Black Ember’s bedroom.” She cocked her head like a predator. “Didn’t you know the statues throughout the Bristol are there to spy? They see everything.”

      I couldn’t hide the startled mortification that crossed my face. I’d had no idea that the hotel’s statues were watching us. As my cheeks burned brighter, I tugged helplessly on the door.

      “Let me out of here, Bramble. Severn won’t like to hear that you trapped me here.”

      “Oh? He really won’t like to hear that you’re intimately acquainted with Black Ember’s cock. And that’s not even the worst of it. He’ll rage for days when he hears you were unfaithful, but what will truly break his heart is everything else.”

      I swallowed around a sticky lump caught in my throat. “What else?”

      She leaned in even closer. “That you’re a traitor to the New Court. You might not have joined the Sun Court of your own volition, but you were hardly a prisoner. From what I hear, you were perfectly at home there. Going to yacht parties. Making friends at the pool. Dancing in the Deep. And worse, you sided with Black Ember on his ideology. You were ready to stand at his side as he uncloaked the Gifted Realm.”

      My jaw locked together. My palms sweated. What she said was true—that was the worst of it. As much as I wanted to deny the accusations, I had done all of those things and more.

      “That is between Severn and me,” I breathed shakily.

      She shook her head forcefully. “That’s where you’re wrong, little human. I’m still a part of the New Court. It’s my duty to ensure the safety of everyone in this building. I turned in my own sister when I discovered her treachery. And now I’m going to turn you in. You don’t belong here. You turned your back on us, you fraternized with a rival prince, and now you think you can be our queen?” She let out a self-righteous snort. “You’ll be lucky if Severn wipes your memories and dumps you back into whatever human hovel you crawled out of.”

      She released her hold on the door at last.

      My mouth felt dry. The urge to cry prickled around my eyes. I wanted to tell her off, and yet I couldn’t find the words. Bramble might be a vindictive fae who wanted my fiancé for herself, but she was also right. My actions while in Los Angeles could have brought harm to Severn and every fae in the tower.

      Was I a traitor?

      I threw open the door and escaped back into the party. Thumping music shook the floor. Sharp, cruel laughter filled the air. Fae and other Gifted Ones grinded on the dance floor. The air smelled chokingly strong of spices.

      I clutched my throat to remind myself to breathe.

      Azalea caught sight of me and skipped over in her glittery black pants. Her smile faded when she saw my face. “Willow? Are you all right?”

      Breathe. Just breathe.

      “Yeah—just a little overwhelmed. The party, you know?”

      Azalea’s brow furrowed in worry like she didn’t believe me. She took my hand, turned it palm-up, and then kissed my palm. “There. Better?”

      She must have cast a spell with her fae kiss, because I did immediately feel a sense of peace. I steadied myself with a few more breaths. It really wasn’t up to Bramble to decide if I was a traitor or not—the only person whose opinion mattered was Severn’s. Fae didn’t rule by democracy; it was an absolute monarchy, and anything Severn said, went. If he declared me innocent, then the New Court would have no choice but to accept his verdict.

      Azalea scrutinized me with a piercing look like she could see into my soul. “You don’t have to marry Severn if you don’t want to, you know.”

      “No, it isn’t that. I do want to marry Severn. I want it with all my heart. It’s just . . . ”

      Her eyebrows lifted in understanding. “You have some things to work out before the wedding.”

      I nodded, grateful I didn’t have to spell it out for her. She’d already inferred that my relationship with Black Ember had been more intimate than Severn knew.

      “Enjoy your party.” She squeezed my hand. “And don’t let anything get in your head.”

      I tried to take her words to heart for the rest of the evening. The engagement party stretched late into the early morning hours with no signs of slowing down. Thanks to Azalea’s fae kiss, I was able to push Bramble’s threats out of mind and continue to dance and drink. So many fae wanted to congratulate Severn and me that we barely had time to speak to one another. Our eyes often sought out one another across the crowd. His were so intense that the air between us crackled like it was about to catch fire. I felt a secret smile deep inside me that this gorgeous prince was mine.

      It was sometime in the early morning when I felt him slip his arm around my back. He lowered his lips to my temple. “You’ve done well. It’s a late night for a human.”

      “An early night for a fae,” I countered, rubbing my tired eyes as I looked around at the partying fae.

      “If I wanted a wife that kept fae hours, I would have proposed to a fae.” His fingers splayed around my waist, drawing me closer. His breath ghosted along my ear, “But I do hope you’ve saved some energy for me.”

      The seductive rumble in his voice was unmistakable. A welcome shiver shuddered through me. I turned to face him with a smile. “You want a dance?”

      “No, Willow. Not a dance.” His eyes seared me like two live coals. “I want to take you upstairs and fuck you.”

      “Well, far be it for me to deny my prince.” My body quaked in anticipation, and his hand swallowed mine as he tugged me toward the restaurant’s exit.

      “Shouldn’t we tell everyone we’re going?” I asked breathlessly. “It’s our party, after all.”

      “Yes, and so we can leave whenever we wish.”

      No one was manning the elevator, but Severn knew how to work the controls. A second before the doors closed, I caught sight of Azalea passed out in a chaise lounge in the lobby with a loopy, contented smile on her face.

      Good for her. She deserves a break.

      Severn reclaimed my attention as soon as we were alone in the elevator, capturing my face between his hands and meeting my lips with his. His tongue toyed with mine like I was a dessert he’d been impatiently waiting for. He tasted like champagne and something herbal and ancient that called to mind all the mysteries about him. I wanted to spend a lifetime unraveling those mysteries.

      As though sensing my thoughts, Severn broke the kiss to take my hand. He held up my ring to examine it beneath the elevator’s low light. “It suits you.”

      “Where did you get it?”

      “The ring has been around since even before the Decree of Prague, passed down from many hands, both human and fae alike. Most recently, it belonged to the human queen of Vosges two hundred years ago. I was one of her favored warriors. At her death, she willed it to me.”

      I spun the ring reverently on my finger. Now that I knew its ancient past, my hand shook to be wearing such a precious artifact.

      Swallowing, I asked in a small voice, “Did . . . your first wife wear it?”

      His face darkened. “No. Maggia came to the marriage with her own family’s ring. No woman has worn this since it’s been in my possession. I saved it for someone truly special.” He gave a soft exhalation. “Perhaps I’m more sentimental than I like to believe.”

      It was no secret that “love” was a rare concept among the fae. Sex, yes. Flirting, absolutely. Even marriage was an accepted tradition, but only as a means of convenience. I could count on one hand the times that I’d heard tales of true love among the fae. It took the most unlikely combination of factors to happen, like the planets aligning.

      It had happened for Mia and Talon.

      And, now, for me and Severn.

      As soon as the elevator doors opened, Severn picked me up around the waist. Letting out a squeak of surprise, I wrapped my hands around his neck and my legs around his waist. Easily holding my weight with one hand, he twisted open his door with the other.

      “It’s a human tradition, isn’t it?” he said. “To carry your bride across the threshold?”

      Laughing, I nodded. “It’s technically supposed to be after you’re married, but you’ll get no complaints from me.”

      “Hmm. I’m afraid my knowledge of human marriage culture is lacking. The threshold. A white dress. Exchanging rings. Something about shoving cakes in each other’s mouths?”

      I smiled broadly as he carried me into his apartment. “You’ll let me shove a cake in your mouth?”

      He gave a mockingly serious scowl. “Darling, I would kill for you, but cake in my face is a step too far.”

      I laughed as he dropped me on the foot of his bed. As he leaned over me, his energy changed. His smile fell away as an urgent hunger filled his eyes.

      The laughter died on my own lips, replaced by a tightness in my chest. I scooted back on the bed as he crawled over me, pinning me with his arms on either side of my head.

      “Is there a human tradition about fucking your fiancé senseless once she accepts your ring?”

      My mouth felt parched. I tried to lick some moisture back into it. “Uh . . . absolutely there is.”

      “Why do I sense you’re lying?”

      “Well, if there isn’t, there should be.”

      His voice dropped as he lowered his lips to mine. “Let’s start a new tradition, then.”

      Our lips met with sparks of energy. My nerves instantly awoke. Gone was the exhaustion from dancing until dawn, all the talk and chatter, the wine that had lulled me into sleepiness. Now, sleep was the last thing on my mind. I lifted myself to my elbows as I attacked his lips with a ferocity that started me.

      A low growl escaped his throat. He broke the kiss to trail his lips along my jaw like he wanted to taste every inch of my skin. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted you marked as mine, Willow. For everyone to know you’ll belong to me for the rest of our lives.”

      A flash of hesitation shot through my mind. How long, exactly, were the rest of our lives together? Fae could live for a thousand years, and Severn was barely three hundred years old. I’d be lucky to have another eighty years.

      “I’m going to grow old long before you do.” I tried to keep my tone light and playful, but he paused and looked down at me. He must have sensed the hidden fears behind my words.

      “I would worship you at any age,” he said with a sincerity that burned bright as a candle. “But there are ways to preserve human youth, even extend human life. We’ve found each other, and if you think I’m going to let something as insignificant as time stop us from an eternity together, you don’t know me at all.”

      Was that true? The ways of the Gifted Realm were still a mystery to me, but if we had managed to bring a straw dummy to life as my double, then extending my lifetime by a century or two must be a piece of cake. Besides, I had time to learn how to make my way through the magical world—with Severn at my side.

      I tilted my chin to connect my lips to his again. His hands moved to my waist, circling my smallest part, and then moving lower to grip my hips.

      “Take off this dress,” he ordered in a deep voice full of promise. “I don’t want anything other than me influencing your emotions when I fuck you.”
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      I shimmied out of the fae gown at Severn’s command. His bedsheets were soft against my bare skin, caressing my limbs with a sinfully smooth touch. I trailed a finger over my collarbones as I gazed up at him. The only light came from a trio of flickering candles on the nightstand. His silver hair gleamed in the glow like a knife blade’s shine.

      Straddling my hips, he began to undo his shirt buttons. More and more of his packed chest was slowly revealed. My lips tingled with an urge to kiss those rock-hard muscles. My hips squirmed impatiently as he finally finished undoing his shirt and slid it back over his broad shoulders.

      He gave a dark chuckle. “So eager, my bride?”

      “You kept me up this late, so the least you can do is make it worth it.”

      His lips pulled back in a sinister smile. “Is that a challenge?”

      I squeaked at the threatening tone in his voice, knowing that I was playing with fire. Severn had always held back when making love. He was a force in the bedroom, to be sure, but he was always acutely aware that I was human, and human lovers were more fragile than fae ones. Until now, he’d sheltered me from the full force of his fae lust. We had come close to delving into darker territory at the Carnevale party, when he’d encouraged me to kiss Kell while he watched.

      Now, a part of me was begging to get burned.

      “What would you do if I was fae?” I asked curiously, tipping my chin up to meet his challenge.

      His eyes flared with unbridled desire. He gripped my hips again, holding me steady as he straddled lower on my body. “Oh, princess, I don’t think you’re ready.”

      I wiggled my hips under him in objection. “Try me.”

      His assessing gaze burned into me. With a warning tone, he said, “If you were fae, we wouldn’t be alone in this bed. I’d have at least two other fae males here ready to fill whichever holes were still available once I had my cock inside you.”

      Good lord. I tried not to let my surprise show. “Oh? Is that all?”

      His lips curled into a devilish curve. “No. That isn’t all. I would tie you up to the bed, so you’d have no choice but to accept whatever we gave you. My brother Locke is partial to sticking his cock down a woman’s throat until she gags, and even then, he doesn’t let up. And Linden is always up for taking a woman in the ass while I take her from the front. So, tell me, princess. Is that what you want?”

      I was at a loss for words. Severn had meant to shock me into agreeing I wasn’t ready for fae-style sex, and I hated to admit that he might be right.

      “You’d allow that?” I asked, dodging the question. “Other men touching me?”

      “As long as I was present. As long as they knew they were only there to serve your pleasure. And as long as it was my name on your lips when you came.”

      My breath felt unsteady as I considered the prospect. I’d been a virgin when I met Severn. I’d never even heard of half the things we’d done in the bedroom. I hadn’t truly been comfortable in the fae orgy at the Carnevale party, so there was no way I would be up for multiple partners so soon.

      When my cheeks flushed, Severn let out a low, tender chuckle. “Don’t be embarrassed. I told you, if I wanted a fae bride, I wouldn’t be marrying a human. I don’t mind your limited experience.” He danced his lips across my earlobe as he whispered, “But maybe we can find a compromise?”

      My eyebrows rose in interest. The stirrings of desire rekindled in my lower half. “What kind of compromise?”

      “One that involves you still tied to a bed. And . . . ” He grinned mischievously. “ . . . multiple means of pleasure.”

      “Severn, I don’t think I want other fae to join us—”

      The dark promise in his eyes intensified. “It will only be you and me.”

      Intrigued but hesitant, I traced a finger down his smooth chest. “All right.”

      He wordlessly climbed off me and opened a dresser drawer. He pulled out three silken scarves. I realized the intricate wooden carvings on his bed’s headboard made for the perfect place to tie binds. That couldn’t be an accident.

      “Lay back. Hands over your head,” he commanded.

      My breath quickened as I did as he said. With swift work, he fastened each of my wrists to one of the carved rings in the headboard, tugging gently on his knots to make sure they would hold. Then he secured the third piece of fabric around my eyes as a blindfold.

      “Oh.”

      As soon as my vision was smothered, all my other senses heightened to make up for the difference. I was instantly more aware of every creak and groan of the bed, as well as Severn’s spicy, herbal scent. What the heck was that herb? Delicious and sweet. Its name was on the tip of my tongue, driving me wild.

      There was a rustle of fabric as he shed the rest of his clothes. When he returned to the bed, my skin sizzled, hyperaware of every brush of the sheet.

      His hand traced down the length of my arms, from my wrist to my shoulder, neck, and chin, which he tipped up.

      “Now,” Severn said, an inch from my lips. “I’m going to use magic. Try not to scream.”

      He kissed me before I could react.

      My heart shot into my throat. Those words echoed some of the first words he’d ever said to me at the job interview. Once I’d passed his initial round of questioning, he’d told me to close my eyes and not to scream a second before he kissed me. Then, he’d granted me the fae sight to view the Gifted Realm.

      What the hell was he going to do this time?

      His lips consumed mine with the faint tingle that meant he was using a magical fae kiss to cast a spell. I braced myself for whatever strange new magic was about to happen. The tingle ran down the inside of my throat while he trailed his lips along my jawline.

      He planted one more magical kiss on my exposed nipple. Then a third on my inner thigh. The tingling radiated out from all three fae-kissed places as he returned to my lips.

      “I meant what I said at the party,” he growled into my mouth. “You’re mine now, Willow. In every way.”

      Our lips tangled like we were starved for each other’s taste. His tongue thrust against mine with commanding desire. He caught my bottom lip between his teeth and nipped just hard enough for me to gasp.

      My heart raced as I asked, “What spell did you cast?”

      He chuckled cruelly. “Just wait, little human.”

      The next time his lips found mine, I felt simultaneous sets of lips on my nipple and my inner thigh. Impossible. He’d promised we’d be alone! My body bucked at the sudden triplicate kisses.

      “Severn! What’s happening?” I tried to tear off my blindfold but couldn’t with my hands strapped to the headboard. “Who else is here?”

      “No one else.”

      He continued to kiss me—or rather, someone continued to kiss my mouth. Because now there were a second and third set of hands caressing other parts of my body while their mouths licked and nipped. One partner flicked my nipple with his tongue while his other hand fondled my breast. Another partner licked his way up my inner thigh while his hands wrenched my knees apart.

      I knew Severn’s touch—and all three of the men were Severn.

      “What magic is this?” I gasped, back arching into the second Severn’s mouth as he took my nipple.

      A triplicate of chuckles brushed against different parts of my body. A voice near my thigh said, “Don’t you like my spell?”

      “You copied yourself?” I was still so spooked by my own doppelgänger that I wasn’t sure I wanted more of anyone running around.

      “It’s merely an illusion.”

      I tried to calm myself as I realized there was no risk of further changelings. But relief never came. The things that the three Severns were doing to me were the polar opposite of relaxation. Their lips and hands awakened urges that were anything but calm.

      Just an illusion, I told myself. It was hard to believe without tearing off the blindfold to see for myself that there was still only one Severn. The other sets of hands felt as real as if he’d truly invited other lovers into our bed.

      As one of the Severns gently bit down on my nipple, I cried out.

      What an illusion.

      My desire swelled as I gave myself over to the spell. Severn knew how to make my body sing all on his own, so multiples of him played me like a full orchestra. As one of him thrust his tongue between my lips, another pinched and rolled my nipples, and the third lifted my knees up over his shoulder.

      His tongue delved into my heated folds. My body bucked, but between the silken bonds and the other Severns’ hands, there was nowhere for me to go. His tongue licked me from back to front before centering in on my clit. He sucked gently as the other Severns each took a nipple in their mouths.

      My back arched harder against the assault of lips. This was . . . incredible. Even in my wildest dreams, I’d never fathomed how it would feel to have so much attention doled out to my entire body all at once. I wiggled my hips to urge on the Severn between my legs to continue to suck and lick. Another Severn straddled my chest, and I smelled the musk of his cock. A bolt of electricity shot down my throat in anticipation.

      “Open those pretty lips, Willow,” he commanded.

      I obeyed. He thrust his cock into my mouth. Blindfolded, I was so much more aware of the salty-sweet taste of his skin. He felt even more massive than the previous times I’d sucked him off. He filled my mouth as he worked his way in.

      “That’s it, baby. Take it. That’s a good girl.”

      My wrists strained against the silken ties as I relaxed my throat to take him deeper. My eyes began to water against the blindfold as his length stretched my throat. The other two Severns didn’t let up on me. The one between my legs continued to lick and suck at my core until I moaned around the cock in my mouth. The more I squirmed my hips, the more he held me steady so I couldn’t escape the sweet torture. The third Severn kissed along the curve of my neck, leaving me breathless.

      “I’ll make love to you like this every night,” Severn purred in my ear. “Until I’m filling your mouth, your pussy, and your ass at the same time.”

      He sank his teeth around my earlobe while the other Severn continued to thrust his cock into my mouth. I whimpered. He pulled out, gave me a chance to take a few breaths, and then entered my mouth again with merciless ferocity.

      I licked him with my tongue, lapping up his taste. My thighs began to quiver. The Severn licking my pussy was relentless. His tongue was like a paintbrush, masterfully coating my body with pleasure. The pressure was rapidly building in my lower half. I let out more whimpers deep in my throat as I felt a climax building.

      Severn thrusted deeper into my mouth as he groaned. “You don’t come until I tell you to,” he panted.

      The Severn at my core pulled away. I made a garbled objection, unable to speak with his cock down my throat, but I wiggled my hips insistently.

      The third Severn laughed darkly into my ear. “You wanted to play with fire, little human. I’m only giving you what you asked for.”

      His finger sank into my molten core, stroking deep inside me. The buzz between my legs intensified again. Moaning, I rocked against his finger.

      “That’s it. You can play. But I tell you when to come.”

      He slid another finger in. I rode his hand, trying to bring myself to the climax my body so desperately wanted. He pulled his cock out of my mouth and used it to stroke down my cheek.

      Finally able to speak, I begged, “Make me come.”

      “So eager,” he said again in a scolding tone. “I could go all night torturing you like this.”

      “Severn, please.”

      “No, princess. Not yet.” His voice was cruel.

      His fingers vanished from my core. I felt empty, buzzing, desperate to reach climax. Tears prickled at my eyes behind the blindfold as I twisted in the silken binds.

      “Severn!” I screamed in frustration.

      I kicked out a foot, but he caught it expertly and kissed the curve of my inseam. Then his lips trailed down my inside calf to my thigh. Another Severn flicked his tongue over my nipple. I cried out as my back arched.

      He dug his hands into my hips to line up our entrances. My pussy throbbed and glistened. My hips bucked as I tried to spear myself on his cock.

      He chuckled again, and then thrust into me.

      My head fell back as his cock filled me. He was so big, stretching me in a way that bordered on painful. I wrapped my legs around his hips as he slowly pulled out, then punched his cock into me again.

      “Severn!” I cried out his name.

      He drew out to the tip and then slammed into me again, eliciting another cry. His thrusts in my pussy were as merciless as they’d been in my mouth. Whimpers escaped my lips helplessly. He’d brought my body to the point of climax several times now only to pull back once I reached that edge. I didn’t know how much more I could take before I’d burst apart.

      “You want to come?” he asked roughly.

      “Please,” I begged.

      His cock continued pumping into me, hitting a spot deep inside that made stars bloom behind my closed eyes. Another Severn fondled both my nipples until electricity was sparking from my skin.

      Then, the third Severn covered my clit with his teeth and nipped.

      “Then come.”

      That sent me over the edge. My back arched as the climax burst throughout my lower half. Waves of pleasure radiated throughout my limbs. My head fell back against the pillows. My muscles seized and twitched as the climax rolled through me, stronger than ever after the edging he’d subjected me to.

      “That’s a good girl,” he growled as his thrusts sped. “Take it, baby. Take your pleasure.”

      I was still enraptured in the fading climax when he pulled out of me. I heard his groans as he fisted his cock one more time, and then a warm spray fell on my bare chest. The ropes of his semen were just as silken as the ones binding my hands.

      The climax had wrung me out. My mind was blank as he tugged the blindfold off me. I blinked slowly as my vision returned to me.

      Severn—one Severn.

      My skin was marked by his cum.

      A devilish smirk appeared on his face as he leaned in to kiss me. “I like the look of my cum on your neck more than any jewels.”
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      Severn unfastened my wrists from the headboard one at a time. I rubbed them gently, though the silky fabric hadn’t left a mark.

      Not long ago, Black Ember had sprayed ribbons of cum on my chest, too, like a pearl necklace. I had promised myself I would tell Severn about the incident before getting engaged, yet I’d gotten too caught up in the night’s pleasures. Bramble calling me a traitor had rattled me so badly that I’d thrown myself into the party and this tryst with Severn harder than I’d intended. Had I been trying to prove to myself that we were solid? That I loved him more than any traitor ever could?

      He moved in for another kiss, but I sat up and swung my legs off the bed, not meeting his eyes. “I, um, need to clean up.”

      I escaped to his bathroom and rested my head against the door while I tried to calm my racing heart. I grabbed a towel and sponged myself off, then slipped into one of the luxurious robes hanging from a hook. As I washed my hands, I stopped to look closer at the ring.

      My fingers shook as my eyes locked on the golden band.

      He’d given me everything, even his heart. Just now, during sex, he’d accepted that I wasn’t ready for the extreme lengths a fae would have gone to, and he hadn’t cared. He’d compromised. One thing Severn Wilde never did was compromise—but he’d done all that and more for me.

      Fuck, I whispered aloud. I couldn’t keep putting off telling him.

      In the bathroom mirror, my reflection seemed to smirk at me. I flinched, but it wasn’t real. Just my mind playing tricks on me. Reminding me that there was another version of myself out there, and that maybe if I weren’t good enough for Severn, she would be.

      When I returned to the bedroom, Severn was tugging on loose-fitting pajama pants. His packed muscles rippled on his chest in the candlelight. My body started humming again, already wanting more of the sweet torment he’d already doled out.

      I balled my fists, centering myself. “We need to talk, Severn,” I said quietly.

      One of his eyebrows arched gracefully. He took a moment to evaluate me in the oversized robe that swallowed my body from throat to toe.

      “Don’t tell me you want me to call Locke and Linden, after all,” he said with a smirk. “Because I was starting to like having you to myself after all. And it seemed like you enjoyed it, too.”

      I felt the blood drain out of my cheeks. What if he hated me after I told him about Black Ember? Broke off the engagement? Never wanted to see me again?

      I cleared my throat awkwardly and motioned to the sofa facing the bedroom’s fireplace. At my serious tone, his smirk faded. He came to join me on the sofa. With a flick of his fingers, flames sprang to life in the fireplace.

      I tucked my feet under me, wishing I could disappear entirely in the robe. His eyes burned expectantly as he waited for me to speak.

      “Um . . . ” I took a deep breath, though it did little to steady my nerves. “There’s something I meant to talk to you about since returning to New York. The timing just never seemed right.”

      “You were waiting until I’d wrung every last climax out of you?”

      I huffed an exhale. He was making this exceedingly difficult. “I—I was so happy to be back here with you. I didn’t want to do anything to ruin that.” I twirled the engagement ring on my finger. “But now that we’re engaged, I need to be honest with you.”

      All traces of playfulness vanished off his face. He took my hand in his. “What is it, Willow?”

      I took a deep breath, unsure how to begin. We’d just made love. We’d just gotten engaged! Was I really about to destroy this cloud we were soaring on? And yet I knew it would only get harder the longer I dragged it out.

      “When I was in Los Angeles, Black Ember took . . . special notice of me.”

      As soon as I uttered his rival’s name, Severn’s eyelids narrowed. His hand hardened around mine. “What do you mean, special notice?”

      “Well, obviously, he wanted to provoke you, but his interest went beyond that.” I wet my bone-dry lips. “He, um, also wanted me to play a role in the transition if the Gifted Realm ever uncloaked. As a go-between among the two realms.”

      Severn nodded slowly as his eyes bored into me. “I see. I’m not surprised that he saw your worth. For all his faults, he’s not a fool.”

      “Yeah. That's not really all, though. He also wanted me as, well, his.”

      It was hard to describe the energy that rolled off Severn. It was somehow both scalding hot and freezing cold at the same time. His hand around mine squeezed hard enough to hurt, though I don’t think he was aware of his actions. His green irises practically sparked with fury.

      “His?” he said in a deathly quiet voice.

      I wished more than ever that I could melt into a puddle of water, but to my disappointment, I remained solid. “He bartered information about my mother in exchange for me going on a date with him. You have to understand, I was desperate for answers.”

      Severn drew in a lungful of air. His nostrils flared with barely controlled anger. He turned toward the fire, staring into the flames. “What happened on the date?”

      “Dinner. At a . . . a private island. And then we went back to his suite at the Bristol . . .” My voice failed me. My vision was starting to crackle at the edges. I felt like I was going to hyperventilate.

      “Did he touch you?” Severn asked.

      I couldn’t look at him. I stared into the fire, too, wondering if it was worth it to throw myself in. Burning alive might hurt less than facing Severn in his moment.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      “Did he kiss you?”

      “Yes,” I squeaked.

      Severn went quiet. It felt like the entire world went quiet. All I could hear was my own pulse thundering between my ears. I toyed with the engagement ring, needing to cling to something solid.

      Severn touched my chin, turning my head so I’d have to look at him. “Did he fuck you?”

      Holding his gaze was terrifying, but I owed him sincerity. With a barely audible voice, I said, “No . . .” Severn seemed temporarily relieved, and knowing I was about to make it worse again killed me. “. . . not exactly. We didn’t have sex. But he, ah, came on me.”

      I cringed inwardly, expecting the worst. I was prepared for Severn to turn into a storm cloud of fury. I was ready for him to stomp and rage and accuse. I would have preferred him to do any of those things to the absolute terror of him doing nothing.

      He sat in perfect silence as rage sparked behind his eyes. It felt like eons passed, and then he finally parted his lips. “I’m going to ask you one question, Willow.”

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      Severn’s eyes fell on my engagement ring, the giant blue sapphire glittering in the fireplace light. “Did he force you?”

      “No.” I whispered. “He didn’t.”

      I felt a shift in Severn as soon as the word left my lips. The air changed as though a crack had opened in the wall. I almost felt the force of it shake the sofa.

      It felt like a breaking heart.

      He was immediately on his feet. Alarmed, I jumped up, too. “Severn . . .” I started to touch his shoulder, but he jerked away from me.

      “No, Willow. You don’t get to tell me that you fucked Black Ember and then seek absolution at my hand.”

      “I wasn’t trying to—”

      He whirled on me like a clap of thunder. “You want me to tell you it’s all right? You want forgiveness? You want me to gather you up in my arms and tell you nothing can change what’s between us? That’s a fucking fairy tale. This does change everything, Willow. You changed it.”

      I felt tears spilling from my eyes. “I’m so sorry. I thought we were on a break.”

      “A break? Black Ember kidnapped you! I was killing myself with worry every goddamn day!”

      I balled my fists. I deserved the brunt of his anger, but he wasn’t guiltless, either. “You were going to let me die. I almost turned to dust in Italy! I would have if Black Ember hadn’t taken me!”

      The sharpest point of his anger temporarily dulled, and he blinked hard. “I apologized for that.”

      “Not at the time! I was left believing that you cared more about keeping me from Black Ember than, you know, letting me live. So, yes, I don’t think it was crazy for me to believe things were over between us!”

      He flinched, in part with anger at himself. “So, what, he ‘rescued’ you, and you fell straight into bed with him?”

      “No! I told you, the date was only a means to get information. At least that’s how it started . . .” I stopped short. I wasn’t stupid enough to go into detail about how the night’s events had gone from innocent to incredibly sinful and stoke Severn’s anger all over again.

      He paced like a caged animal, throwing me dangerous looks. “Was it good? Better than that?” He threw a hand back toward the bed.

      “No! Of course not.”

      “Did you think about him while I had my cock down your throat?”

      “Severn, stop it!” Tears rolled down my cheek. “I’m sorry. I can’t change what happened. The truth is, the Claim drove you and me apart long before Black Ember ever showed up in Italy. It brought out the worst in both of us. I didn’t know if we were good for each other. It wasn’t about being attracted to Black Ember—it was just needing to figure out what was best for me.”

      He looked like I’d slapped him, though guilt welled in his eyes, too. “And you had to sleep with him to find out?”

      Cheeks burning, I said, “I didn’t sleep with him.”

      He scoffed cruelly. “Semantics.”

      I took a few breaths, trying to tread water in all the tangled feelings I was drowning in. “Believe me or not, when Black Ember asked me to be his girlfriend, I turned him down because I was in love with you. And in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not standing in the Bristol right now. I’m here. With you. It was my choice to leave Los Angeles and come here.” I held up my ring hand. “I said yes to your proposal tonight because I wanted to be your wife. I still do. I chose you.”

      Severn stopped pacing. He looked me up and down, an unreadable expression on his face. He could wear such a mask of indifference when he wanted to. And usually, I was able to see behind it. I knew him well enough to detect even the slightest signs of what he was feeling.

      But not this time.

      His mask was complete. His eyes revealed nothing. His face was entirely closed off to me.

      Hands curling into fists at his sides, he stalked out of the bedroom. In another second, the front door slammed, and I flinched.

      I was alone.
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      Severn and I didn’t speak for days. After the disastrous engagement night, I couldn’t bear to stay in his apartment, and I didn’t want to face the kids either with their questions about why I’d moved back, so I moved into a vacant apartment on the 63rd floor. Locke helped me carry my things in. He didn’t ask what happened between Severn and me, but I suspected he knew.

      Bramble had been at work spreading rumors throughout the tower. Whenever I dared to leave the apartment, any fae I passed would sneer at me or whisper among themselves about what had happened with Black Ember.

      I was on my second box of tissues for the day when someone knocked at the door.

      “Go away!” I shouted. I’d had enough of fae pretending to bring me room service while really wanting to prod me for more gossip.

      “Willow?” The voice on the other side was soft and familiar. “It’s me.”

      “Mia?” My voice rose hopefully. I unfolded myself from my nest of blankets and padded to the door in my oversized sweatpants. When I opened it, she held out a box from the bakery a few blocks away.

      She rattled it gently. “I bring cinnamon rolls. Can I come in?”

      My stomach rumbled—when was the last time I’d eaten? I stepped back, motioning to the apartment. “Sure. Sorry about the tissues. I’ve been crying buckets.”

      She gave me a sympathetic look. “I heard. Hence the cinnamon rolls.”

      We sat on the sofa, and I attacked a sticky cinnamon roll as though I hadn’t eaten in weeks. It was gooey and delicious, and by the time I finished, I felt a little more human.

      “So . . . the whole tower is wondering what happened between you and Severn,” she prompted. “You don’t have to tell me the details if you don’t want to. I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

      Licking the last of the icing off my fingers, I sighed. “What are they saying?”

      She winced. “That you slept with Black Ember.”

      I groaned.

      Her eyes widened. “It’s true?”

      “It’s close enough to the truth.” I flopped back on the pillows. “I thought Severn and I were on a break. There were a lot of misunderstandings. I thought Severn knew the truth about my mother but didn’t tell me to keep me under his control. And Black Ember . . .” I took a deep breath. “Well, he can be very persuasive. But everything he told me was a lie. I mean, without actually being a lie.”

      “Fae are tricky,” she agreed.

      “Anyway, I came clean to Severn. Maybe the night of our engagement wasn’t the ideal time for that—I see that now in hindsight.”

      “I don’t think there ever would have been a good time.”

      Biting my lip, I asked, “How is he doing?”

      “I don’t know.” Her eyes were wide and open. “No one knows. That night, he left the tower and hasn’t been back.”

      “What?”

      “No one knows where he went. He’s still in New York City, they think. He didn’t take any of his jets. So probably not to Los Angeles to strangle Black Ember.”

      Ugh. That was one good thing, at least. The last thing we needed on top of everything else was a murder charge.

      “It’s all such a mess,” I said quietly. “I was unsure about our relationship while I was in Los Angeles, but when I accepted Severn’s proposal, I meant it. How did you and Talon work things out when you were going through a rocky patch?”

      “It was more than a rocky patch,” she admitted. “We broke up for real. I moved out of the tower. I was prepared never to see him again, even though I never stopped loving him. But then I spent a whole night thinking about my future. I was going to go back to nursing school. Try to find a roommate. And the more I planned for a future without him, the more I realized that was the last thing I wanted. Talon can be impulsive and insufferable and just so fae, but I decided it was worth the challenges.”

      “And now?”

      She smiled. “We set the wedding date. The Autumn Equinox. You and Severn have to come, of course.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.” But then I groaned. “I don’t know if we’ll be together then. I don’t even know if we’re together now.”

      She squeezed my hand. A knock came at the door, interrupting us. I wrinkled my brow, not sure who it might be.

      “I’ll go check,” Mia offered. When she cracked open the door, she sucked in a breath. “Oh!”

      Because of the angle, I couldn’t see who was at the door. Mia bit her lip and glanced anxiously at me.

      “Who is it?” I asked.

      “Willow,” the person said. “It’s me.”

      That voice. I swallowed a gasp and said in a shaky voice, “Severn?” Immediately, my hand went to my hair. Shit, when was the last time I brushed it?

      But before I could worry too much about my appearance, Mia opened the door fully so I could see Severn. He leaned against the door frame, a large, flat wrapped package under one arm. He asked, “May I speak with you?”

      Mia looked back at me questioningly. After a pause, I nodded. “It’s okay, Mia.”

      She gave me a small nod of encouragement. “Send me a text if you need anything.”

      Like rescuing.

      “Thanks, Mia. For everything.”

      She gave Severn an equally sympathetic nod as she shimmied by his large body and disappeared into the hall.

      Alone now, the silence stretched between Severn and me. Finally, he slowly entered the apartment. The door swung closed behind him, slamming hard enough to make me jump.

      Shit. The tissues. I quickly tried to corral as many as I could and shove them under my blanket. I wasn’t crazy about the idea of him knowing I’d been crying my eyes out over him.

      “You moved out of our apartment,” he said.

      “Yeah, well, I wasn’t sure I was still welcome.”

      “Of course you are. It’s your home as well as mine.”

      Those words were kind, but I lifted a blasé shoulder. I didn’t want to get my hopes up of Severn forgiving me for what I’d done. I had a terrible fear that the uncharacteristic softness in his voice was the pity that would come before breaking up with me forever.

      “And you?” I dared a brief glance up at his devastatingly handsome face. “They said you left the tower.”

      “Yes,” he said and set the wrapped package on the coffee table. “I had to get this.”

      Curious, I looked closer at the package. It was wrapped in plain brown paper as though for transport, not fancy wrapping paper. So not an “I forgive you” present, apparently. It was about three feet tall and two feet wide, but only an inch thick. A piece of artwork?

      “What is it?” I asked quietly.

      “Open it.”

      Hesitantly, I slid to the edge of the sofa and began untying the string around the brown paper. Severn watched me, wordless and intense, as I unfolded the paper and sat back with a gasp.

      “It’s . . . my painting,” I said in surprise.

      I unwrapped the canvas the rest of the way, so the painting was fully visible. This was one of the paintings I’d done in Villa Silvano’s round tower room that Severn had converted into a studio for me. I’d been growing sicker by the day because of the Claim but fighting to hold onto my strength. And painting pictures of the magical countryside, the children, and Severn had reminded me of what was worth fighting for.

      This particular one was of Severn and me. In the painting, I had my head resting on his chest, and he was pressing a kiss to the crown of my head. The background wasn’t finished, and my blue dress still needed some touch-up paint. It was like a knife to my heart to see this portrait of us in earlier times before so much had gone wrong.

      “Wait, where did you get this?” I asked, finally meeting his gaze.

      “Villa Silvano.”

      “You went to Italy? But they said you didn’t request any of the jets!”

      “I have other ways to travel.” He spoke of magical portals as though they were as commonplace as subway tunnels. “I’m sorry I was gone. It took me a while to locate the correct painting. Rivo had used a storage spell and couldn’t recall the wording.”

      I gazed between the painting and Severn with confusion. I didn’t get it. Was this some kind of consolation gift? He would take back his ring but let me keep a painting of us? Or did I dare hope it meant what I was starting to suspect it meant . . .

      “Willow.” He said my name like it was the private, unspeaking name of a god. “I had to go. I needed to get it—I needed to speak to you in a language other than words.” He stepped forward like he wanted to sit on the sofa, but then paused.

      I shook my head, still not understanding. “What do you mean?”

      He finally sat next to me. His energy was anxious and stiff, even nervous, as he licked his lips. He hovered a finger over our figures in the painting. “This was always my favorite of the portraits you created in Villa Silvano, even unfinished. There is something about the colors you used and the way we’re holding one another that feels so . . .” He searched for the word. “. . . fated.”

      I looked at the painting with fresh eyes. It was true that I’d used a similar color palette between the two figures, Severn painted in a green suit to match his eyes and me in a blue dress, but with a few green accents on me and a few blue ones on him, like a yin-yang.

      Severn continued, “Willow, when I left our previous talk, I was blinded by fury. I’m not too arrogant to admit that. Imagining Black Ember touching you, kissing you, marking you with his . . .” He bit his words as a fresh wave of anger contorted his features. After a centering breath, he added, “But as soon as I left you, I knew my mistake. My anger disappeared—at least toward you. What you said was the truth. Though we might not have verbally agreed to be on a break, there are truths that don’t need to be communicated. My actions in Italy did break us long before Black Ember took you. I pushed you away, ironically, by trying to keep you close. And Black Ember offered you relief from your pain and a sense of purpose that I never did. I’m not surprised you considered him as a romantic alternative.”

      “Severn,” I breathed, gripping his hand in mine. “It was only one night. And it was a mistake. I wish it had never happened.”

      My own heart was breaking now. I had expected Severn never to forgive me, and here he was apologizing for his own wrongs instead of blaming me for mine. He had grown so much since we’d first met. Back then, he was an unforgiving force to be reckoned with, unwilling to bend for anything or anyone. And now, the depth of his self-reflection awed me.

      He motioned to the painting. “As I said, sometimes words aren’t enough. I am no artist, but I wanted to communicate with you in a language you would feel deep in your soul, instead of just words on my lips. Your soul speaks the language of art. So, I retrieved this painting for you, so it could tell you everything my words can’t. This is how I see us. Beautiful. Unfinished. Fated together in a way that can’t be erased.”

      So much love poured out of my heart that I thought it might spill out again as more tears. Wiping my eyes, I grabbed the box of tissues.

      “Willow?” he asked in alarm. “Have I upset you?”

      I dabbed at my eyes as I shook my head. And then I broke into a shaky grin. “No, Severn. You haven’t upset me. You’ve given me life again.”

      His eyes softened as he reached for me. I scrambled into his lap, anxious to get my arms around him. I clung to him around the neck as he circled his arms around my waist.

      “Do you forgive me?” I squeaked.

      “Princess, there was never anything to forgive.”

      I started sobbing again in gratitude for this man who could see straight into my soul.

      “So, we’re still engaged?” I asked, pulling back so I could look him in the eyes.

      A corner of his mouth tugged up. “Are you still wearing my ring?”

      I held up my hand. “Yes.”

      “Then we’re still engaged.”

      Sobbing harder with joy, I rested my head against his chest. He pressed a kiss into the top of my head, just like in our portrait.
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      The following weeks were among the most blissful of my life. Severn and I had bared our souls to one another, flaws and all, and accepted every part of each other. Though we discussed some wedding plans, a fae prince’s wedding was a grand affair requiring months of planning, and right now, the New Court had more immediate concerns.

      Like the Hexerei Council wanting to move up the vote.

      Sitting at a table at the Wilde Grouse across from Zara, who was visiting New York for the weekend, I coughed out, “Are you sure? The canto witches are really in agreement to move up the vote’s date?”

      She took a long sip of her fruity cocktail before sighing. “My coven’s Head Witch was just as surprised. The canto witches have always been our allies, but they sided with Black Ember this time.”

      I sank back in my chair to process what she’d said. “So that means the Sun Court, Jack Meruvis’s werewolf pack, and the canto witches are all in favor of moving up the vote date.” I let out a long exhale. “Those are three powerful groups, but still only three. There are dozens more worldwide who don’t want to change the vote’s date.”

      Zara looked grim. “I wouldn’t be too sure. Jack is building a shifter empire out there in the mountains, and the other shifter bands are paying attention. It’s never been done before. Shifters have always operated in small groups with no allegiances to other packs. But Jack is forging agreements not only with other werewolves across the western United States and Canada, but with deer, bear, and puma shifter groups, too. There are rumors all his allies will push for the vote to be moved up to next month.”

      “That’s crazy. It isn’t supposed to happen for fifty more years!”

      She took another long sip of her cocktail, then gave me a curious look. “I thought you weren’t entirely against the realms combining. Have you changed your mind?”

      Now it was my turn to put off answering with a long sip. My cocktail was herby and spicy, just like Severn. I had to figure out what the name of that herb was. “I still believe that uncloaking the hidden realm would be in the best interest of humanity. It’s a point Severn and I haven’t come eye-to-eye on yet. But that doesn’t mean I think it should happen any time soon. In fifty years? Sure. That could give us time to develop a plan to unveil magic gradually and peacefully. But I don’t think humans are ready right now. It would be chaos.”

      She nodded her agreement. “Severn better work hard to delay the vote.”

      “He is,” I said glumly. Over the past few days, his work negotiating with other magical species had kept him away from Wilde Tower, and I missed his presence. It was tricky work for him. He had struck a deal with Black Ember that he would recuse himself from the vote in exchange for getting me back from Colorado, but the council had ultimately reviewed that deal and determined that the New Court could vote in the final decision, just not any preliminary ones, such as one to determine a date change. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t whisper in a few ears. “He’s doing everything he can to keep it scheduled for fifty years from now.”

      We speculated about the unveiling of the hidden realm over another round of cocktails, then I bit my lip as I caught my reflection in my glass.

      “Have—have you heard anything about the changeling?” I asked, dreading the answer.

      Zara’s face darkened as she signaled the waitress for more drinks. “Morwenna.”

      “Morwenna? What the hell is that?”

      “That’s her name.”

      “She has a name?”

      “Well, we gave her a body out of a pile of straw and some rabbit blood. The fact that she has a name should be the least surprising thing about her.”

      I pushed my chair back an inch, needing more room to breathe. After clearing my thoughts, I asked, “How do you know her name? Where is she now? What is she like? What is—”

      “Yeah, yeah, easy there. I get it. You’re curious.” Zara crossed her legs, her foot bobbing anxiously. “I wish I knew more. I don’t dare ask around about her too much because I don’t want to cast suspicion on myself. My coven leader was already suspecting as hell when Morwenna was found wandering the road near the Chateau. Luckily, I was able to get back to clean up the mess we left behind before anyone found it and realized what we’d done.”

      “Who found her?”

      Zara gave me a hard look. “Black Ember had a tracking spell on you. He knew you were at the Chateau. His men were on their way there as soon as Dral told him you’d escaped.”

      My heart walloped. Great. Black Ember had found my fae changeling. It was inevitable, I supposed—she was bound to the Sun Court, after all. That had been the whole point of creating her.

      “So, she’s at the Bristol?”

      Zara shrugged. “She was. That’s how I found out her name. Helena was at the Deep and saw her there briefly. You can imagine her confusion, thinking it was you at first. She quickly realized her mistake. Apparently, Morwenna has your face but not your, let’s say, modesty on the dance floor. But I don’t know if Morwenna is still there.”

      Oh, fantastic. My doppelgänger was whoring it up while wearing my face. I made a mental note to tell Severn about this immediately, lest he overhears any of the rumors that must be swirling. We had only just found a blissful patch, and I was determined to keep it that way.

      I picked up my phone. “I still have friends at the Bristol. I could text them to ask for more information.”

      Black Ember’s second in command, Coral, had grown into someone I’d cared about sincerely. She had even risked contacting Azalea behind her prince’s back to check on Henry and May for me. There was a chance she’d tell me what was happening with my changeling.

      Zara looked doubtful. “You trust these so-called friends of yours?”

      “Mostly,” I said in a wavering voice.

      “Let me put it this way: are they more loyal to you or Black Ember, the regent of their court, the prince they’ve bound their souls to?”

      I let out a long, deflated breath. “Yeah. You’re right. They’d tell Black Ember in a heartbeat.” I drummed my nails on the table, letting my gaze drift around the restaurant. My eyes snagged on a beautiful fae woman with chin-length red hair. An idea came to me, though it filled me with dread. I said quietly, “I do have another contact in the Sun Court, though.”

      Zara raised an eyebrow.

      “Leona,” I whispered, leaning in across the table. “The fae who pretended to be my mother. She’s working with Black Ember.”

      “Your mother’s changeling? She’s even more trouble than your own!”

      “That’s true, but she isn’t aware that I know her real identity. As far as she and Black Ember know, I still believe she’s my mother. She texted me and left voice messages after I escaped Los Angeles, pretending to be worried about me. I never answered her messages. I could contact her now and make up some excuse, like I lost my phone, or Severn forbade me from speaking to her.”

      The waitress brought us another round of drinks. “What exactly will that accomplish?”

      “I’ll ask her to come to New York to visit me. That will seem like a perfectly innocent request for a daughter to her long-lost mother. Black Ember will jump on the chance to get one of his spies close to me. And when she comes, we’ll lock her in a jail cell on the thirteenth floor and get answers out of her.”

      Zara’s face went flat. “Those are torture cells, Willow.”

      “I’m not going to torture her. Just question her.” My lips firmed into a grim line. “Though after what she did to my mother, she deserves the worst punishment that Severn and Locke could dole out with their whips. I wouldn’t even mind if Talon threw a few punches.”

      I grabbed my phone and started typing a message.

      Zara slapped her hand over my phone, preventing me from typing. “She’s dangerous, Willow. She and that fae brother of hers, Barren, killed your mom.”

      I hesitated, then tugged my phone away and finished typing the message.

      
        
        Mom? It’s me. Sorry I couldn’t contact you sooner—Severn put a spell on my phone.

        He was trying to protect me. I miss you. Can you come to New York?

      

      

      I hit “send” and tossed the phone on the table, breathing hard.

      “Well,” Zara said, raising her glass ironically. “I guess now we sit back and wait for the shit show to start.”

      “It’ll be fine,” I said, though my stomach was doing flip-flops. “Severn’s guards will make sure she isn’t a threat.”

      Zara snorted doubtfully, but then she leaned forward with a different gleam in her eye. “Hey, listen. Want some better gossip?”

      “God, please.”

      “I’ve been debating whether to tell you this because I haven’t been able to verify it. You know how Jack Meruvis is forging alliances with other shifter species? Well, I got that information from a weredeer who was visiting our coven last week. She’s from a forested area outside of Leipzig, but she’s in touch with all the weredeer throughout Germany. She said a werebear clan in the Black Forest had a human prisoner in their midst.”

      “Okay, what does that have to do with us?”

      “She said it’s a human male who used to work for Severn Wilde. Who has two children he’s desperate to see again.”

      I froze. For a second, everything in the restaurant seemed to grind to a halt, and then with a blink, restart. In a shaky voice, like I was speaking about a ghost, I whispered, “Marco Conejero?”

      It was, in fact, a ghost’s name. Henry and May’s father was only ever whispered about throughout Wilde Tower. Though the children often mentioned him, everyone seemed to clam up whenever the topic of Severn’s former human friend’s tragic death came up.

      Zara shook her head “She didn’t say the name.”

      I pressed a hand to my forehead. “It’s impossible. Marco Conejero is dead. Black Ember killed him, in fact. That’s one reason why Severn hates Ember so much. Marco went to the Sun Court to deliver a message and then was returned to Severn as a statue. Black Ember’s associates turned him to stone.”

      She held out her hands. “I don’t know, Willow. Like I said, it’s just a rumor. The weredeer couldn’t give me proof of anything. But I thought you deserved to know. If it’s true . . .”

      “Zara, if Henry and May heard rumors that their father was alive, it would break their hearts if it’s not real!”

      “But what if it is real? I mean, you said yourself that Black Ember isn’t as cruel as everyone makes him out to be. Is it possible he merely sent Severn a statue that looked like Marco, while he really banished the man to a far-off shifter clan where he’d never be found?”

      My head was spinning. I didn’t dare believe it. Henry and May had lost their father over a year ago and had mourned him ever since. Severn had mourned the loss of his best friend, too. When he hired me on as a nanny, I’d quickly realized how desperately they all missed him.

      The children had accepted their father’s death—could I really upend that? Before saying anything to them, I had to find out beyond a shade of a doubt if there was any truth to the rumor.

      “Can you give me the weredeer’s name?”

      “Julia Müller.”

      The three cocktails were starting to get to me. Zara and I switched to a more mundane conversation about a date Locke wanted to take her on while she was in New York City, and we spent the rest of the evening trying to pretend like everything was normal, when nothing was even close.

      Sometime around midnight, when we met up with Mia and Azalea on the rooftop for more drinks and gossip, I got a response to my text message.

      
        
        Willow! Oh, I’ve been so anxious to hear from you. I would love to come visit you.

        Is your boyfriend okay with it?

      

      

      It was Leona, posing as my mother. Now it was so obvious that she never directly called me “daughter” since that would technically be a lie.

      God, what a fool I was to ever fall for her deceptions.

      Before I lost my nerve, I texted her back that Severn would be more than happy to host her and was, in fact, anxious to meet my long-lost mother. I said he would send a plane for her the following weekend and not to say anything to Black Ember—though, of course, I knew she would.

      My head was still spinning as the evening stretched on, and Locke, Talon, and Severn joined us after they finished work. Locke enchanted the rooftop rosebushes to play music, and our small party started dancing under the moonlight.

      Severn wrapped his arms around me, tilting his head. “You look troubled, princess.”

      I rested my head on his chest, swaying to the night's music. I couldn’t tell him about the possibility that Marco was alive until I had more information—it would break him if it weren’t true. “I’m—I’m afraid of what’s coming.”

      He kissed my cheek, brushing his thumb over my jaw. “Whatever it is, my love, we’ll face it together.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The following day, lying in bed in our shared apartment, Severn wasn’t thrilled when I first told him about my invitation for Leona to visit, but he changed his mind when I explained it was to lock her on the thirteenth floor. His eyes lit up devilishly.

      “I don’t want you to torture her,” I insisted. “At least . . . not too badly. Okay, fine. A little torture.”

      The woman was responsible for my mother’s death, after all. If anyone deserved some pain at Severn’s hands, it was her.

      He smirked in dark satisfaction. “You know what I love about you, Willow? Your forgiving human heart. But I also adore these glimpses of viciousness.”

      He took me out to lunch across town at a two-star Michelin restaurant with silk tablecloths and tiered chandeliers over every table. Kell accompanied us, standing guard at the restaurant’s door in case of any trouble. I couldn’t help but notice the looks the other restaurant patrons threw at us. Severn seemed too consumed by recent happenings to take much notice, or perhaps he was just used to being stared at wherever he went. Sometimes I forgot that to the outside world, he was one of the most famous billionaire CEOs on the planet.

      Not to mention that he was also the subject of a major tabloid scandal when the world found out he was dating his nanny.

      Now, I was acutely aware of his very sizable engagement ring on my finger and the patrons secretly snapping pictures of us with their cell phones. Great. Tomorrow, my face would be in the tabloids once again. But I comforted myself with the fact that this time, rumors of our engagement wouldn’t be a lie.

      “Mia is so excited about her wedding,” I said, swirling pasta around my fork. “I can’t believe it’s just next week.”

      “Hmm?” Severn was buried in his thoughts. “Oh, yes. Mia and Talon’s wedding. Dammit—I meant to hire extra security for that.” He looked over his shoulder toward Kell.

      I covered his hand with mine. “I’m sure it will be fine, Severn. You have time. And it was very sweet of you to offer to pay for everything for them.”

      He scoffed as though a hundred-person wedding smack dab in the middle of Central Park at the elegant and expensive Boat House was pocket change. Mia had originally planned to elope in a chapel since she was basically broke and Talon wasn’t paid in human money. But I had whispered in Severn’s ear while we were making love one night, and he was ready to promise me the moon if I’d wrap my lips around his cock.

      “It pleases me to see them together.” His attention returned to the present as his gaze fell on me. “Human and fae relationships rarely succeed. It’s a good omen.”

      I smiled. Their wedding would happen the day before Leona was scheduled to arrive for her “visit.” I had arranged it that way so that nothing would interfere with Mia’s special day. I wanted her to have the wedding of her dreams without worrying about trouble brewing between the courts.

      The woman at the table next to us stared and then whispered something to her date. She pulled out her phone and began texting.

      Worried Severn would realize everyone in the restaurant was gossiping about us, I squeezed his hand. “What is the latest thinking about the Hexerei Council?”

      He scoffed derisively. “Black Ember and his allies aren’t strong enough to force the vote to happen early. Too many other Gifted groups still see reason. Without a compelling reason to move up the date, it will occur as scheduled, fifty years from now.”

      “Oh.”

      He cocked his head. “You don’t seem pleased.”

      “I am. It’s just that, well . . .” I glanced around at the human patrons. They thought they were dining next to Severn Wilde, billionaire CEO of Wilde Holdings, a handsome human in a business suit. Not a fae prince with long silver hair in a shimmering cloak. “I think you underestimate humanity.”

      He cocked an elegant eyebrow. “Do you?”

      Lowering my voice so we wouldn’t be overheard, I said, “It’s been nearly a thousand years since humans knew about your existence. For centuries before that, they knew about you, and there was peace. It could be like that again.”

      “There was peace,” he said measuredly, “Until humans grew so numerous that the balance of power tipped. They began fighting us, using their sheer numbers to overwhelm our magic. A lot of humans died.”

      “So, you’re saying the Decree of Prague was created to protect humans?” I gave him a skeptical look. “Instead of protecting yourselves?”

      He gave an arrogant shrug. “Maybe humans needed to be saved from themselves.”

      I rolled my eyes so hard that I fell back against my chair. Groaning, I said, “Come on, Severn. You have to admit that the Decree was only ever meant to keep the Gifted Ones in power. And now you have more power than you could ever fathom. So much power, in fact, that you feel the need to provoke fighting amongst yourselves because you’re bored with it all.”

      He gave a disbelieving chuckle. “That’s a bold accusation.”

      “Isn’t it true?”

      His jaw remained parted as he tried to come up with a counter argument. But since he was incapable of lying, he couldn’t.

      I explained, “The Gifted Ones have so much power now that it’s tearing your realm apart. Fae courts fighting with one another. Demon hoards attacking for the sheer thrill of it. The formation of a shifter kingdom. And who even knows what the witches are up to. Maybe it would be better to unveil the realm. Give the humans the power they deserve—or at least a fighting chance. It would bring the Gifted Ones together, stop all this in-fighting.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You sound like Black Ember.”

      My cheeks reddened as I swallowed a sip of water. “For all his faults, he made valid points about the realms. And before you start scowling like that, I don’t mean it should happen immediately. But in time, yeah, it could be a good thing. And I can help. Assuming you can extend my life as you say—”

      “Of course I can,” he said, offended at my doubt.

      “Well, then, I’ll have many more decades of experience with the Gifted and the human realms. I’ll be able to help humans understand what’s happening. In fifty years, we’ll have time to figure out how to explain it to them. We can use art and literature to tell stories—they already know about faerie tales, so it won’t be too much of a stretch to explain to them that some of those stories are real.”

      He sipped his coffee slowly. “Perhaps,” he conceded reluctantly. “I agree that if the Gifted Realm is unveiled, humans will need advising, and you would be an ideal person to do it. But if that happens, it will be a dangerous time. I don’t want you anywhere near fighting that could break out.”

      I rolled my eyes softer this time. “Let’s discuss my safety in fifty years, okay?”

      Both our moods lifted, and we returned to our meals, until Kell strode across the restaurant, stealing my attention. He grabbed a phone out of a waiter’s hand. The waiter shouted, and the patrons all turned to look.

      “Hey, man, that’s mine!”

      “You were filming a video against my client’s knowledge,” Kell said.

      “It’s a public space!”

      “No, it isn’t. Severn Wilde owns this restaurant.”

      He did? That was news to me. Then again, Wilde Holdings owned a huge number of properties throughout the city.

      “Kell, what is the matter?” Severn asked.

      Kell strode over, holding up the waiter’s phone. A video of Severn and I holding hands played back. “Sorry for the disruption, Mr. Wilde. Just keeping your personal business out of the news.”

      I leaned in toward Severn. “It’s because of my ring. Everyone’s been looking. I think we’ll see speculation about our engagement in newspapers tomorrow.”

      Severn scoffed as though such insignificant human gossip meant nothing to him—and indeed, it didn’t. Severn said, “Give him back his phone, Kell. It’s fine. I don’t care if people know Willow and I are engaged. The media got it wrong last time—let’s hope they get it right now.”

      As Kell handed the man back his phone with a hard look, the waiter piped up, “How do you feel about your fiancée sticking her tongue down Alexei Olegev’s throat last night, Mr. Wilde?” He kept his phone’s camera filming Severn’s reaction.

      Alarm shot through me. Then a wave of confusion. What had he just said? Alexei Olegev? That was Zara’s cousin, the head of her family’s company . . . but I hadn’t seen Alexei in months.

      Severn narrowed his eyes. “Kell, escort this man out of the restaurant. He’s clearly confused.”

      “No, wait!” The waiter called as Kell stalked toward him. “It’s true! Everyone’s talking about it. Willow O’Dell was seen making out with Alexei Olegev last night at Liquid Fire. The nightclub. Don’t you read the news?”

      Severn held up his hand for Kell to stop before he dragged the man out. His eyes shot to me. “What is this about?”

      I gaped. “I have no idea what he’s talking about.”

      “Where were you last night?” Severn’s tone wasn’t accusatory. He seemed only to want to publicly prove the man wrong.

      “Just out to drinks with Zara in the Grouse! You can ask anyone at Wilde Tower; many people saw us. And then I met up with you on the rooftop. I definitely wasn’t at Liquid Fire.”

      “You see?” Severn said icily to the waiter. “It wasn’t her.”

      “It was her, man! Look!” He pulled up a news site on his phone and shoved it toward us.

      I squinted at the blurry photo of a couple making out on the dance floor. The headline read, “Trouble in paradise for Severn Wilde and Willow O’Dell as the billionaire’s lover spotted canoodling with business tycoon Alexei Olegev . . . ”

      Severn snatched the phone, staring intently at the photo. I grabbed it out of his hand to get a better look.

      My stomach plummeted to the floor. Though the photo was blurry, it was clearly me. I had my arms around Alexei and my leg wrapped around him as my scandalously short dress rode up my thighs, with his hand gripping my ass as he kissed me.

      I owned that dress. Or at least I had—when I was living with Black Ember.

      “Severn,” I whispered urgently. “That’s not me.” I didn’t want to say publicly that the girl in the picture had to be my fae doppelgänger. The confidentiality spell wouldn’t even let me utter such things within the hearing of humans.

      Severn’s jaw clamped shut. He gave a slight nod of understanding that I was speaking about Morwenna. His eyes simmered dangerously. She was making a fool of us.

      “Uh, dude, hate to break it to you, but that is her,” the waiter whispered loudly.

      “Kell,” Severn snapped.

      “Yes, boss.” Kell grabbed the struggling waiter and started dragging him toward the door.

      Severn stood abruptly, setting down his napkin. He grabbed my hand and pulled me out of my chair. “Come on, Willow. Before I give the newspapers even more gossip to print.”

      As he dragged me out of the restaurant, phones’ flashes snapped as they captured my gaping face. Dread filled me as I prepared to read the headlines in the morning:

      
        
        Severn and Willow’s Rocky Dinner

        Cheating Scandal between Billionaire and the Nanny?

        Wedding Bells on Hold for the Wildes
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      “It wasn’t me, Severn,” I insisted as soon as we were in the privacy of Severn’s car, with Kell at the wheel whisking us back to Wilde Tower. “It’s Morwenna. I swear.”

      He smoothed his hand over my knee and said gently, “I know, Willow.”

      A long sigh escaped me. Things had been so good between us since we’d made up, and I never wanted to go back to that place of doubt between us.

      “You believe me?” I said.

      “I do.” His hand squeezed my knee, and then his lips quirked. “Besides, I already knew where you were last night. I had half a dozen spies reporting everything that happened between you and Zara at the Grouse. I knew every time you got up to take a piss; I definitely knew you weren’t at Liquid Fire.”

      My jaw fell open in semi-serious outrage. “You had spies watching me?”

      “Naturally.”

      “How often do you have spies watching me?”

      He looked at me like I’d asked if the moon was round. “All the time.”

      I scoffed in exasperation, but it wasn’t the time to worry about his overprotective nature. For once, I was glad for it because it proved my innocence. “It can’t be a coincidence that Morwenna is here, in your city, making out publicly with your human business rival.”

      He sneered. “Alexei Olegev is insignificant.”

      “Among the Gifted Realm, maybe, because he’s human. But the human world believes that you two are huge business adversaries. Long before I ever met you and found out what you really were, I knew about the feud between Wilde Holdings and Olegev Industries. I mean, he’s Zara’s cousin!”

      Severn stewed in his thoughts as Kell navigated us into Wilde Tower’s basement parking deck. “I agree that it isn’t a coincidence. Morwenna selected him because she knew it would cause a public stir.”

      I gripped his hand firmly. “Well, she failed. We trust each other.”

      “I’m not sure her intent was necessarily to drive a wedge between us, especially if Black Ember is behind this. He’s smarter than to think we wouldn’t see past the ruse.”

      “What do you mean?”

      His electric green eyes glowed in the parking deck’s low lighting. “I think Morwenna wanted to target you. Turn the world against you. And then, as life became such hell for you that you could barely step outside the tower without being slandered, that would start to push us apart.”

      I shook my head. “That would never happen. We’ve gone through bigger scandals and come through.” But the truth was, my heart was racing. Our relationship had been tested before, yes, but there was no telling what devious plan Black Ember had up his sleeve now.

      We spent a tense night together as we watched the news pour in online. The headlines were even worse than I feared. The first picture to hit the news cycle was the blurry one that I could plausibly deny was me, but soon more photographs emerged with crystal-clear resolution. It showed the precise curl of my hair. The mismatched dimples in my cheeks. The small fleck of brown in my left eye. There was no denying it was me.

      Severn set his fae on the case, using spells and intimidation to try to get the story out of the news, but not even magic could purge it. The news spread until it was on the cover of nearly every magazine on newsstands.

      For a week, I hid out in Wilde Tower. I didn’t dare go outside and face the paparazzi waiting beyond Severn’s security barriers. I couldn’t deny it was me when the proof was so damning, so all we could do was wait and hope the news cycle died down soon. I kept telling myself the public was fickle and would move on to another story—but I’d underestimated how popular Severn was. We’d already made international news with the scandal between the billionaire boss and his nanny’s secret marriage—which had finally been debunked, only for fresh rumors to crop up. So, I played with Henry and May, took Puck for walks through the hallways, and spent a shameful amount of time hiding under my bedsheets.

      On Saturday, Severn woke me up by perching on the side of the bed with a waiting cup of coffee. “Liquid courage, my love.”

      I groaned as I sat up and thankfully took the cup. I guzzled a few sips, gave him back the mug, and promptly buried my head under the covers.

      Severn tugged them off. “No, princess. You can’t hide out forever.”

      “I’m hiding out for you. To spare your reputation. I’m your terrible cheating fiancée, after all.”

      He stroked the messy curls off my face. “Well, today, the world will see exactly how much I adore my terrible cheating fiancée when I show up with her proudly on my arm at our friends’ wedding.”

      I sat up with a gasp, nearly spilling the coffee. “Mia’s wedding! I forgot!”

      He chuckled as he tweaked another one of my curls. “Mia sent a note this morning that she understands if you can’t make it.”

      “No,” I said, pressing a hand against my forehead. “No, I have to go. She’s one of my best friends. I can’t miss it. But . . . shit.” I scrunched up my nose. “It’s at the lakeside restaurant in Central Park.”

      “It is.”

      “You can’t get more public than Central Park.”

      He nodded. “You can’t.”

      “There’s no way I can hide from all the paparazzi, even with your guards. They’re going to be everywhere. Disguised as servers. In the freaking trees. In helicopters overhead.”

      Severn set the mug on the side table and then gathered me up in his lap, stroking my back. “Willow, ease your worries. All will be well.”

      “Severn, everyone is going to see us together! They’re all going to talk!”

      His eyes flared with intensity. “Let them. I don’t care what the human world says. If Black Ember thinks public sentiment will drive us apart, then let us show the world that he’s wrong. I’m tired of hiding you. Let us show up arm-in-arm. Let them photograph you sticking your tongue down my throat.”

      I softened, gazing up at him with big eyes. “They’ll say terrible things about the both of us. That I’m a slut. You’re a cuckold.”

      “I don’t care as long as they photograph you on my arm.”

      I tilted my chin so my lips met his, sliding my tongue softly over his own. I’d meant the kiss to be sweet, but his hands tightened around my waist in a way that told me he was after more than sweetness. Since the cheating scandal had broken, we’d been making love multiple times every night as though needing to prove to ourselves that we were solid.

      His fingers hitched up my nightgown until he could finger the elastic band of my panties. Running his index finger along the band, he moved his lips to caress the length of my neck.

      “All this talk about your tongue down my throat sets my imagination on edge,” he said in a low rumble.

      I gripped his shirt collar as I let my head tip back. My hair spilled down my back as he elicited moans with every one of his kisses. His finger delved beneath my panties, skimming lightly over the sensitive area between my legs.

      “What did you have in mind?” I whispered huskily.

      “I could use a spell on you this time,” he said in a dark rumble. “Make three of you with an illusion. Have one of you sit on my face. The other sits on my cock.”

      My breath went shallow. “And the third?”

      “The third can sit on my hand while I play your body like an instrument.”

      A bolt shot through me at the mental picture in my head. I was fairly convinced fae magic couldn’t create a triplicate illusion of a human as it could a fae, but I was more than willing to try.

      I glanced at the clock on my phone and groaned. “Ugh. Sorry, but if we’re going to make the wedding, I need to get ready.”

      “I’ve changed my mind about the wedding,” he said in mock seriousness. “Fuck the wedding. Stay here and fuck me.”

      I shot him a scolding look as I climbed off his lap. Wagging a finger, I said, “We’ll have to save that for after the reception. I can’t miss this. And you’re Talon’s prince. You have to be there.”

      He grumbled, but he couldn’t deny I was right. We quickly dressed, and I did my hair and makeup in a fresh-faced, natural way that I hoped wouldn’t play into the media’s “cheating slut” storyline. I gave my engagement ring an extra polish so it would shine especially bright.

      Kell drove us to Central Park, and I was relieved by the car’s shaded windows, though by the time we reached the park, my heart was racing. I slid on oversized sunglasses, though they were more for my own peace of mind than any real disguise: it was inevitable we’d immediately be recognized.

      Kell parked in a roundabout next to the park and turned around in the driver's seat. “This is as close as I can get, Mr. Wilde. The Boat House Restaurant is just down the sidewalk. We have guards stationed the entire way. I can assure your safety, though unfortunately, not your privacy.”

      “I understand, Kell.” Severn took my hand firmly. “Are you ready?”

      I breathed out a long exhalation. “If you’re at my side, I can do anything.”

      He touched a kiss on my cheek. “You’re my fiancée. My mate. Cameras can’t change anything about the way I feel about you. Now, let’s show them how little their gossip can break us.”

      My chest swelled with love. I kissed him on the lips, then rubbed off a smear of lipstick with a giggle, and took a deep breath before he opened the car door.

      “Mr. Wilde! Miss O’Dell!” The paparazzi had already found us. “Where’s Alexei, Willow?”

      Severn clutched my hand with an iron grip as he slid sunglasses over his eyes. He wore a beautiful metallic fae suit, which was cloaked to look like an elegant three-piece black suit with no tie, open at the collar. With my fae sight, I could see both versions of him depending on how I tilted my head.

      “Willow and I are very much in love,” he said briefly for the cameras, wrapping a hand around my back. “I asked her to marry me, and she said yes. As far as we’re concerned, that’s all that matters.”

      He squeezed my hand as he led me down the path between his bodyguards, who held the paparazzi at bay.

      “Mr. Wilde! What about the cheating scandal? Is it an open relationship?”

      His body tensed. He seemed about to turn on the paparazzi, but I held his hand firmly and whispered under my breath, “Just let it go.”

      He obeyed, though his instincts fought it. He wrapped a possessive hand low around my waist as he led me toward the Boat House Restaurant ahead. The venue was beautifully decorated in fall blooms to celebrate the Autumn Equinox. Flossflowers were gathered into harvest bouquets at every table. More flowers formed archways around every door. The floral decorations alone must have cost Severn a fortune, but it was perfect. The flowers gave the venue a marvelous spirit of renewal, perfect for Talon and Mia.

      Members of the New Court milled around the open-air restaurant, sipping cocktails. The Boat House had a huge porch overlooking the lake, with several werewolf guests in rowboats gliding past lily pads. A water sprite, laughing, pulled herself out of the lake and immediately turned dry again, going from semi-translucent to gorgeous in a hot pink gown.

      Locke raised his glass when he saw us. “You made it! I never thought you’d fight your way past the paparazzi.”

      Severn swiped a pair of drinks from a waitress for us. He clinked Locke’s glass. “They can print all the photos of Willow and me together that they want.”

      Locke grinned devilishly. “To shove in Alexei Olegev’s face?”

      Severn snorted. “This isn’t about Alexei Olegev, and you know it.”

      The pit of my stomach tightened. It wasn’t about Severn’s human business rival; it was true. It was about his fae rival. The man who’d once claimed me as his.

      “You’re here!” Azalea ran up, hugging me. “I was afraid you wouldn’t come!”

      She wore a gorgeous pantsuit with a low-cut blouse that showed off another dragon-scale necklace. Her lustrous dark locks curled nearly to her waist, perfectly framing her brown cheeks dusted with rouge.

      “I wouldn’t miss Mia’s wedding for the world,” I said honestly, then looked over the crowd. “Have you seen her yet?”

      “She’s in the bathroom putting on the final touches to her makeup. It isn’t a fae tradition not to see the bride before the wedding, but Talon is honoring her human heritage. Though I think he’s chomping at the bit to see her.” Azalea motioned to Talon in the crowd. He wore a black suit cut perfectly for his packed frame, with the sleeves shoved up his forearms to show off his tattoos. He grinned widely as he traded barbs with two other fae warriors.

      Azalea leaned in and lowered her voice. “Have you had any luck locating Morwenna?”

      “Ever since she left New York City, she’s been hiding out somewhere in LA with Black Ember,” Severn said, dropping his voice to match Azalea’s tone. “My spies traced her to the Bristol.”

      I shot Severn a surprised look. “You’re trying to find Morwenna?”

      “Naturally. She attempted to sabotage our relationship. She needs to be questioned.”

      “Threatened, you mean,” I said tightly. He gave me a wide-eyed look as though he didn’t see the problem. I sighed. “I know she caused us trouble, but we also know Black Ember is guiding her. We brought her to life, so we bear some responsibility there. It isn’t fair to blame her before we know what she’s really thinking.”

      “Exactly,” he said icily. “Hence why I want to question her.”

      I tensed as the four-piece orchestra began to play. I don’t know why I felt protective of Morwenna. She was her own person now, and I had no reason to trust her, yet she’d come from me. We had to share more than just our faces. I wasn’t ready to condemn her without a trial.

      Besides, I knew how manipulative Black Ember could be. I had been almost ready to burn down everything I loved for him—all because of his deceptions.

      A witch in a black gown clapped her hands several times to corral the crowd. “Everyone, please finish your drinks and begin to take your seats. Welcome to the wedding of Mia and Talon!”

      And with that, the talk of Morwenna’s fate ended, and Severn led me into the excited crowd.
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      Sitting in the front row at Mia’s wedding, facing a floral arbor on the dock above Central Park’s lake, my mood vastly improved. The flowers emitted the most enchanting smell, evoking fall and the changing of seasons. The air held a slight chill to keep September’s heat at bay, and big white clouds provided the perfect amount of shade.

      Severn rested his hand on my knee. I leaned toward him to touch my head to his shoulder. I didn’t know if any paparazzi were hiding in the bushes, but they were welcome to snap some photos of us now.

      “Friends,” the witch officiant said, raising a ranunculus blossom in her hand. “We gather today to witness the sacred union between two lovers. Talon and Mia’s love has brought them across species and through worlds, and today, we celebrate their commitment to one another. Talon, please, step forward.”

      I swiveled around to watch Talon walk down the aisle. He strode proudly, his chin raised high, though he blinked hard to hold back his emotions. Mia had gotten cold feet once, so he had to be worried that she would run again.

      He joined the witch on the dock, clasping his hands beneath the golden autumn sunlight.

      “And Mia,” the witch called. “Please, join us over these sacred waters.”

      The audience turned toward the aisle. For a second, no one appeared, and everyone seemed to collectively hold their breath. But then Mia stepped out of the Boat House, grinning shyly as she walked down the aisle toward the dock.

      She wore a delicate white gown of gauzy lace that enveloped her small frame like she’d been wrapped up in a ribbon. It was somehow both couture and simple at the same time, a perfect fit for Mia. Her shoulder-length brown hair was curled and dusted with golden sparkles. Her cheeks were a perfect sun-kissed shade of pink. A single jewel dangled on a chain around her neck.

      She clutched a bouquet of autumn wildflowers as she joined the witch officiant and Talon on the dock. Her grin stretched wider as she looked up at Talon. His lips parted as he gazed at her in wonder, like he’d never seen anything more beautiful.

      The fae guests clapped demurely, and the shifters and sprites whistled their more raucous enthusiasm.

      The witch took the bouquet from Mia, resting it on a podium. Then she gripped both of their hands in hers. “Talon and Mia, please join hands in a sacred circle.”

      Talon and Mia clasped their free hands together.

      Severn slid his hand into mine. I spared him a glance. He looked so handsome in the late afternoon sun, his face dappled by shadows. How long would it be until we were at our own wedding, standing over water while a witch blessed our union? The thrill of it made me short of breath. Severn glanced at me with a soft look, perhaps thinking the same thing.

      “May the magic that brought you two together continue to guide you through the years ahead,” the witch recited. “May you find strength, comfort, and joy in each other's company. May your love be a light in the darkness and a source of hope in troubled times." She closed her eyes and raised their clasped hands in hers. "May the ancient powers of the earth bless this union, may the elements of nature witness your love, and may the spirits of the fae and the humans alike join in celebrating this beautiful bond. With a kiss, seal your fates as husband and wife.”

      She released their hands. Talon took Mia’s other hand in his and drew her close. Cupping her cheek, he shared a tender kiss.

      The crowd erupted into applause. Talon kissed Mia hard and long until she broke away with a giggle, and then the fae warrior wrapped his arms around his new bride, lifting her in the air as she laughed. He spun her in a circle on the dock.

      “And she didn’t leave me this time!” he called out. The crowd burst into laughter. Mia threw her arms around him, laughing with them.

      Severn slid his arm around my back, leaning in to whisper in my ear. “Soon, that will be you and me.”

      “Will we marry in Central Park?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

      His face turned deathly serious. “Oh no. No pigeons for us, dear one. You’re marrying fae royalty. It will be the event of the decade.”

      Chills ran down my bare legs beneath my maroon-colored dress. It was both exhilarating and daunting to think about marrying one of the most powerful princes in a realm most people didn’t even know existed.

      “And now,” the witch officiant proclaimed, “The prince regent of the New Court will give a special blessing.”

      Severn gently pressed a kiss to my knuckles. “Forgive me for leaving you for a moment, my love.”

      He stood up to join Talon and Mia on the dock, elegant in his silver suit, with his long hair catching the light. Talon was one of the few fae taller than Severn, and yet Severn stole all the attention with his otherworldly beauty.

      “It is my honor as your regent to welcome you to the New Court, Mia. Over the last three hundred sixty-five days, you have been a joyful presence in our midst. You have brought smiles to our faces with your human sense of humor, and graced us with your charm. It is easy to see why Talon fell in love with you. And now, I wish that your love be as enduring as the mountains, as steadfast as the trees, and as everlasting as the breeze that carries the petals of spring. May your bond be unbreakable, and your commitment to each other unyielding."

      He signaled to the witch, who brought forward a crystal flask.

      Holding up the flask, he said, “This is fae wine infused with the magic of the New Court. Drink it, and you will forever be bound to my court. You will have my protection, and the full support of every fae in my realm.”

      Mia looked nervous as she accepted the flask. My stomach gurgled uncomfortably as I remembered my own troubles with fae wine. Accidentally binding myself to Black Ember’s court had been one of the greatest errors of my life. Now, I was free of that bond, but when I married Severn, I, too, would have to drink wine from his own court.

      I’d be binding myself to not just him as his wife, but to his court as a courtesan.

      Mia hesitantly took a sip of the fae wine, making a face like she was afraid it would taste awful, but then pleasant surprise crossed her face. She took another, deeper sip.

      “It’s actually delicious,” she admitted.

      Talon laughed and wrapped an arm around her back.

      Severn’s eyes seemed to glow as he continued, "May your marriage be blessed by the ancient power of this fae wine, binding you to our people, and may your union be celebrated by all of our kind."

      Cheers once more spread across the Boat House. I caught sight of a few paparazzi camera flashes going off in the bushes on the other side of the lake, but I brushed them off. Like Severn said, it was a good thing that the world would see photos of us together and know our relationship was as strong as ever.

      But then, someone in the audience shrieked. The crowd was boisterous as Talon scooped Mia up and kissed her again, so I wasn’t sure I’d heard right. Brighter flashes came from across the lake. Then, the lake itself flashed with a too-bright light. I shaded my eyes, confused. The sky was too cloudy for the sunlight to be so reflective on the water.

      Another person shrieked in the crowd; this time the sound was unmistakable—someone was scared or hurt. The crowd started to murmur. I stood on tiptoe, trying to see what was happening, but I was so much shorter than the statuesque fae. More flashes popped on the roof of the Boat House. A few roof tiles shattered and rained down on people’s heads.

      Locke was by my side instantly, wrapping a hand around my waist. “I think you should go, Willow.”

      My eyes shot to Severn. He was twenty paces away on the dock. His eyes darted between me, needing to verify my safety.

      “Is that . . . paparazzi?” I asked Locke, confused by the flashing lights that I’d mistaken at first for camera flashes.

      “No,” he said grimly, trying to usher me through the crowd. “They’re—”

      An arbor toppled over next to us with a crash. Chairs fell to the ground. The air seemed to shimmer with strange flashing lights. Suddenly, with another flash, a red-skinned demon crawled out of the temporary portal that had flashed into existence. He was bare-chested, with scars and tattoos crisscrossing his stacked muscles. His horns caught the sunlight, gleaming.

      “Demons,” Locke said darkly, and jerked me out of the way as the creature charged.
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        * * *

      

      “Willow!”

      Severn shouted my name above the crowd, but as I swiveled around, I couldn’t find him in the chaos. The fae, shifter, sprite, and witch wedding guests were scrambling to get away from the demons popping through flashing portals. It seemed that everywhere I looked, another bright flash of a portal appeared.

      I didn’t have much experience with demons. The only one I’d spoken to at length was Dral, the bouncer at the Deep who’d burned my arm once. He was crude and a little dumb, but as humanoid as any fae or witch. The demons crawling through the portals, however, were more like animals. They crawled on all fours, most of them naked or wearing only a few pieces of leather armor, hissing with three-inch fangs. A few humanoid demons joined them, wearing full sets of leather armor. They barked commands to the animalistic demons.

      The demon who’d charged me crashed into a chair. He scrambled to turn back around and hissed at me again.

      Locke raised his hand and whispered a spell. A bolt of lightning shot from his fingertip and struck the demon. It cried out as it fell back against another chair.

      “I’ve got to get you out of here,” Locke said in an urgent but calm voice. As he herded me through the panicked crowd, I looked back just long enough to see the demon already back on all fours. It targeted a water sprite this time, but the girl managed to dive off the dock into the lake just in time before it attacked her.

      “Where’s Severn?” I asked breathlessly.

      “Severn can handle himself against demons,” Locke said as he led me toward the Boat House restaurant’s exit. So much was happening that it was hard to take it all in. Demons continued to appear through the flashing portals. Screams rang out as they attacked the guests. Black blood pooled on the restaurant floor. My eyes fell on a particularly gruesome demon hunched over a fae woman, tearing at her neck with his fangs.

      My breath left my body when I saw her glassy eyes. She’s dead.

      “Locke!” It was Kell, yelling over the crowd. He held a sleek, modern crossbow in hand. A demon charged him, and he let loose an arrow that glowed with electricity. It slammed into the demon’s forehead, and the creature’s whole body quaked. “Give me Willow, I’ll cover her!”

      Locke helped me step over the whimpering, wounded body of a bird shifter. The young man’s arm had shifted into a swan wing that was badly broken.

      I reached for him, wanting to help, but Locke shoved me toward Kell. He commanded, “Get her to Wilde Tower! She’ll be safe there.”

      Kell’s face was grave as he grabbed my arm protectively. He gave a tight shake of his head. “We’d never make it. They’re all over the park.”

      I sucked in a gasp.

      “What do you mean?” Locke snapped.

      Kell raised his crossbow against another demon charging toward us. He unloaded an electric round in the creature’s head, and it fell off the dock into the water. “I’ve gotten reports from my pack mates. The demon attack isn’t targeting the New Court this time. It’s aimed at the entire city, originating here in Central Park. And . . .” He hesitated as though this next piece of information was hard for him to process. “. . . they’re uncloaked. Humans can see them, too. They’re attacking everyone.”

      An icy chill clamped over my entire body. As far as I knew, the last time a demon hoard had uncloaked to humans was as part of the Vosges Warrior story, hundreds of years ago when Severn had killed them all and the humans who witnessed them.

      If this was true, it was unheard of. Why would demons purposefully uncloak and attack humans? Was it an act of war?

      Another demon charged us. Locke cast a spell, and Kell aimed his crossbow. But while the two men’s’ backs were turned, they didn’t see a second demon creeping up behind us.

      Baring its teeth, it braced itself to lunge at me.
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      Operating on instinct, I grabbed a steak knife off one of the buffet tables. As the demon hurled itself at me, I raised the knife and, with a cry, rammed the blade into its face. Its teeth were an inch from my neck, gooey spittle coating its chin, when its black eyes widened. Its body gave a tremor, and then it fell to the ground.

      Locke and Kell both whirled, aiming their weapons at the fallen demon. But it didn’t get up. The steak knife was lodged deep in one eye, far enough to reach its brain.

      Locke barked a surprised laugh. “Nice work, little human.”

      Another demon rushed us, but Kell shot it with his crossbow. Then, he grabbed my arm. “There’s a catering van behind the restaurant. It’ll offer some immediate protection. Mia is already there. You’ll be safe there, Miss O’Dell.”

      “Take her,” Locke said. “I’ll deal with these demons, and Severn and I will be there as soon as we can.”

      I searched the crowd one more time as Kell led me toward the restaurant’s exit. Finally, I caught sight of Severn. He was standing on a bench next to the lake, surrounded by a ring of dead demons. More demons rushed him, but he shot out death spells to kill them before they even got close. Several other fae warriors were fighting the demons, too.

      Most of the wedding guests who weren’t fighters were crouched under tables and behind chairs for safety. Talon was using a mix of spells and his fists to pummel the creatures. I even spotted Poppy Wilde throwing a few kicks and cackling gleefully at every demon she destroyed. Some of the shifters in the crowd changed into their animal forms. A snarling tiger lunged at a humanoid demon carrying a giant iron sword. Two bears cornered a group of demons against the restaurant’s back wall.

      I gaped, awed at the fighters’ courage. They looked absolutely fearless, like they fought demons every day; Severn most of all.

      We made it out of the restaurant and into a wider section of the park. My lips fell open as I took in more demon attacks: Demons were chasing a pair of panicked humans around a fountain. Another demon popped out of a portal and attacked a human on a skateboard, sinking its fangs into his neck as the man screamed.

      “Oh god,” I gasped. “They’re everywhere!”

      Kell motioned to a catering van with a picture of giant cupcakes on the side. A collection of fae warriors and shifters—two of which had already changed into prowling wolf form—stood guard around the van.

      “Hurry, Miss O’Dell.” Kell’s voice changed to be almost a feral growl. My eyes widened as I saw fur sprouting up on his hands. I’d never seen Kell change to wolf form—but there was a first time for everything.

      He opened the door, and I climbed the few steps into the van, breathing hard.

      “Oh, Willow, thank god!” Mia, crouched behind a cupcake display table, jumped up and threw her arms around me. Her wedding dress was torn. Black blood stained the front.

      “Are you hurt?” I asked urgently.

      She shook her head. “It’s demon blood. One almost got me, but Talon killed it, and then put me here.”

      As soon as I could catch my breath, I ran to the nearest window and pressed my face against the glass. Mia went to the windows on the other side.

      “I don’t understand,” she said breathlessly. “I thought humans couldn’t see Gifted creatures without fae sight. But those people out there can definitely see the demons.”

      “Gifted Ones can uncloak at will. They don’t because, according to the Decree of Prague, it means a death sentence for them if they’re caught.”

      “Why, then? Why would the demons willingly risk exposing themselves? When they attacked Wilde Tower at the beginning of the summer, they were cloaked. The human world just saw it as an extreme weather incident.”

      “I don’t know.” I chewed anxiously on my lip. The same question had been plaguing me. It was one thing for demons to attack Severn and the New Court—there were centuries of old grudges there—but why target humans, too? In the Vosges Warrior story, demons had been trying to help humans by uncloaking. The villagers would have frozen to death if the demons hadn’t uncloaked so their fiery warm skin would keep everyone from hypothermia.

      “Maybe someone is using them,” I suggested. When the demons had attacked Wilde Tower, it hadn’t been of their own accord. It was at Black Ember’s behest.

      Mia grimaced as a demon jumped on a human jogger, wrestled the screaming woman to the ground, and bit her neck. Mia turned away from the window, looking sick.

      I joined her at her window. Two more demons, one humanoid and one animalistic, were working together to corral a group of office workers against a wall of hedges. Some of the workers screamed, bracing their hands over their heads. But two of the workers, a man and a woman, grabbed fallen tree branches and fought off the demons. I watched in shock as they managed to stab both demons through the heart. The other office workers jumped up, cheering.

      But then my mood darkened as another animalistic demon dropped down from a tree and hissed at them.

      “We have to help,” I said, looking around the catering van. “We can’t just hide out here.”

      Trembling in her wedding dress, Mia said, “But how?”

      I started rifling through the storage containers throughout the van. Tubs of icing, sacks of flour . . . nothing useful. Mia pulled open a drawer and grabbed a large serving spoon.

      I groaned. “There has to be something better than silverware.”

      We continued to dig around the van’s supplies while watching out the window to see what was happening. Three wolves snarled over the body of an enormous dead demon outside the van. One of them had to be Kell, but I didn’t know how to recognize him in wolf form.

      “Ah!” Mia squeaked in delight as she snatched a dangling keyring out of a cup holder. “The van keys! At least we can turn on the news to listen for information about what’s happening.”

      She cranked the van’s engine until the radio turned on. Fumbling with the controls, she got it on a local news station.

      “Attention all listeners, this is an emergency distress alert. We have just received reports of a massive army of unknown creatures attacking Manhattan residents in and around Central Park. Eyewitnesses have reported red-skinned creatures of unknown origin teleporting around the city, attacking buildings, and causing widespread destruction. These creatures appear to be extremely aggressive and are indiscriminately attacking anyone in their path.

      We advise all residents of New York City to seek immediate shelter and stay indoors until further notice. If you are unable to find shelter, please try to stay away from areas with high activity from the creatures and avoid any confrontations with them.

      Emergency services are currently overwhelmed and unable to respond to all calls for assistance. We urge everyone to remain calm and stay tuned to this radio station for further updates. We also advise anyone with any information on the nature of this attack or the source of the creatures to contact the emergency services immediately.

      This is a developing situation, and we will continue to provide updates as we receive them. Please stay safe and do not put yourself in harm's way.”

      We looked at each other wide-eyed. This incident was going to change everything. It was possible to erase one person’s memory if they accidentally saw something in the hidden realm, but there was no way the Gifted Ones could erase an entire city’s memory. Especially now that news reports were going out around the globe.

      “They’re fighting back,” Mia said, gazing out the windshield. “Humans. They aren’t running and hiding like the news advised. They’re fighting!”

      In a small clearing ahead, a group of joggers had surrounded a demon, attacking it with pepper spray.

      I felt a flush of pride as I looked over her shoulder. “See? Humans aren’t helpless, after all.” Then, my eyes fell to the dangling car keys. I pounced on them. “The keys!”

      “What?”

      “Get up. I’ll drive.”

      As she scooted out of the driver's seat, she said, “Um, Willow, what are you planning?”

      I dropped into the seat and gripped the wheel. Ahead, the demon swung its fangs toward the closest woman. She aimed the pepper spray bravely, but then the tube ran out.

      I slammed my hand on the horn. “Hold onto something, Mia!”

      She gripped the passenger's chair as I pushed my foot on the gas. The van lurched forward over the sidewalk toward the clearing. The humans saw the van hurtling toward them and jumped out of the way.

      The demon looked up, its black eyes bleary and watering from the pepper spray. It didn’t see me in time. I crashed the van into it, feeling a sickening thud as we bumped over its body. Then I slammed on the brakes.

      “Jesus, Willow!” Mia exclaimed, running to look out the rear window. “You killed it! That was awesome.”

      I didn’t have time to celebrate. I scanned the park ahead for another demon I could target. Vehicles were limited in Central Park, so I was behind the wheel of one of the only three-ton death machines in the area.

      I spotted a demon chasing a little girl who couldn’t be older than May. Narrowing my eyes, I prepared to stomp on the gas again, but then a bolt of electricity shot out from the opposite direction, striking the demon dead.

      Severn strode out of the bushes, sending another blast toward an encroaching demon as the little girl finally reached her mother’s arms.

      He met my gaze through the van’s windshield. I fumbled with the door lock until I could get it open, and then tumbled out.

      He swept me up in his arms. I cried with relief to feel him solid and alive. I squeezed him with all my strength, burying my face in his shoulder.

      “Willow. Mia.” He held me tightly. “We’ve found a safe way back to Wilde Tower. Kell will take you.”

      Kell, back in human form, jogged up from the direction of the restaurant. He’d found his pants but was shirtless, showing a rippled chest weeping blood from deep puncture wounds.

      I shook my head forcefully. “I’m not leaving you, Severn.”

      He splayed his palm on the side of my face. “I would destroy the world to keep you safe, Willow, but I also must protect my court. I trust Kell with my life. He’ll get you to Wilde Tower. It’s far safer for you there right now.”

      I gripped his shirt collar fiercely, not wanting to let him go. My heart thundered. What if I never saw him again?

      He smoothed a hand down my hair. “The battle is already turning in our favor. The demons have numbers but not cunning. They are easily outsmarted.”

      “The humans are fighting them, too.”

      Behind us, Kell tried to open a small service shed’s door. It was locked, but he kicked it open. Inside were street-sweeping brooms and rakes.

      “This will do, Mr. Wilde,” he said, examining the door.

      Severn placed a delicate kiss on my cheek. “Go, Willow. I’ll join you soon.”

      He whispered a spell under his breath and made a hand gesture toward the shed’s door. When Kell opened it again, to my shock, it led to the glass turnstile at Wilde Tower’s entrance.

      “Go,” Severn prompted.

      Kell waved Mia and me toward the door just as a hulking humanoid demon wearing full-body leather armor stalked down the sidewalk with two battle axes in hand. Severn raised his hands for a spell.

      At Kell’s urging, Mia and I plunged through the doorway. I had one final look at Severn shooting electricity out of his fingertips as the demon raised both battle axes—

      —and then I was spinning in Wilde Tower’s glass turnstile, tripping into the lobby, and, with an “oof,” Mia fell out beside me.
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      Mia and I, wrapped in blankets, huddled on the sofa in my apartment while we watched the news on TV. It had been six hours since the demon hoard attacked Central Park, and they’d finally been defeated. A special unit of the National Guard had come in and was now sweeping the city for any hiding creatures that hadn’t yet been killed. Of course, I could plainly see on the TV screen that it wasn’t the National Guard at all, but Severn’s team of elite warriors, cloaked to appear as something normal to human sight.

      Death reports were flooding in. At least twenty people had been killed. Some among those, I knew, were Gifted wedding guests. I shuddered when I thought of the dead fae woman’s glassy eyes as the demon feasted on her blood.

      The newscaster said, “. . . while the creatures’ appearance has many calling them “demons,” it is still unknown what they are or where they’ve come from. Could this be an alien attack? A biological weapon created in a laboratory? We hope to bring you answers in the coming days, though reports indicate that the creatures’ bodies are disappearing before they can be collected for further study . . .”

      I muted the TV. “It’s Severn. He and his warriors are destroying the demons’ cadavers so humans can’t learn about them.”

      Mia hugged a pillow. She had changed from her blood-soaked wedding gown into one of my t-shirts and leggings, but her hair was a mess, the beautiful wedding style mussed and tangled. “I feel so awful that—”

      My phone beeped, cutting her off. “Sorry . . .” I went to silence it but froze when I saw the message was from Leona.

      
        
        Willow, are you okay?? I’m watching the news!

      

      

      My mouth went dry. With shaking fingers, I texted her back.

      
        
        I’m fine. The city is a wreck, though. You shouldn’t come tomorrow.

        I’ll text you when it’s safe for you to visit.

      

      

      Gritting my teeth, I forced myself to add:

      
        
        Love you, Mom.

      

      

      The door opened, and I lowered my phone. Mia and I both immediately straightened. I reached for the butcher’s knife I’d set on the coffee table, just in case.

      Kell, standing guard outside the door, stuck his head in. “You have company, ladies.”

      Talon and Severn entered. Their wedding formalwear was in shambles. Demon blood stained the fabric, which was also shredded by claws and teeth. They looked exhausted but were unhurt.

      Mia and I jumped up, running to throw our arms around them. Talon hugged Mia close, whispering a fae prayer under his breath.

      “My wife.” He kissed her temple. “I wanted nothing but to hold you.”

      Mia gave joyful sobs into his broad chest. “I was so afraid I’d never see you again!”

      His eyes were rueful. “I’m sorry that our wedding was interrupted.”

      She gave a semi-panicked laugh. “I could care less about a ceremony. I’m just glad you’re okay.”

      Talon kissed the top of her head, then turned to Severn and me. “I’m taking Mia back to our apartment so she can get some rest. We’ll delay our honeymoon until this crisis is taken care of.”

      Severn nodded. “Your help today was invaluable, Talon. You protected this city, both the human and the hidden realms alike. You’ve proven yourself a fierce warrior, and I owe you my gratitude.”

      Talon bobbed his head. He scooped Mia up in his arms and carried her out into the hall.

      Severn turned to me with concern. “Willow. Are you hurt?”

      I shook my head. “Not really. I twisted my ankle while running. Nothing that a day or two won’t fix. Oh, and I told Leona not to come tomorrow. We’ll figure out a way to trap her after all this chaos has died down.” I ran my fingers down a tear in his shirt. “You?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You aren’t fine. Look at these cuts!” I hovered my finger above a slash on his side.

      Severn captured my hand, shaking his head. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve suffered much worse.”

      “Lie down,” I commanded, moving my blanket from the sofa to make room for him.

      His lips quirked in a curious smile. “With what magic do you intend to heal me?”

      “It’s called Neosporin and band-aids,” I said, resting my hands on my hips as I looked pointedly at the sofa. He relented, humoring me, and sat down.

      I dropped to my knees to help him unbutton his shirt. He winced as I pulled the fabric back over his shoulders. Crosshatches of claw marks covered his chest, but most hadn’t broken the skin. Three deeper gashes, however, were caked in blood.

      I gently pushed him back down against the cushions. Then, I went to the kitchen for a damp towel. I came back, kneeling by the side of the sofa, and dabbed gently at the blood and dirt on his chest.

      “I could heal these marks with my own magic,” he said, “If I wasn’t so depleted from the battle.”

      “You need rest. Let me do this for you. I can at least patch you up until you’re strong enough to heal them properly.” I wiped a streak of black blood off his abs. Then, I motioned to the muted TV behind me. “The news is saying the danger is over.”

      “We still have some warriors scouring the city, but yes, I believe we’ve hunted all the demons. We have another team gathering and destroying the bodies. We don’t want humans discovering the demons’ existence, of course.”

      “Um, I hate to tell you this, but I think the humans already know.”

      His face fell into a scowl, though it wasn’t aimed at me. “Foolhardy demons,” he hissed aloud to no one. “Showing their true nature to humans. There will be hell to pay for their crimes—though perhaps that’s exactly what they want.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It was no accident they attacked in their true form. They could have just as easily attacked cloaked. It was an intentional provocation. This is about the Hexerei Council—I feel certain. Someone urged them to do this to force the vote earlier.”

      I stared at him wide-eyed. “They killed twenty people! They wouldn’t do that just to push for a vote. There must be another reason.”

      “Demons have killed many more for much less.”

      “But why? Why would demons want to move up the vote? What would they gain by having the Decree of Prague fall and being exposed to the human world?”

      “It could be any number of things. And as I said, they might not be behind it at all. Demons are like bees—they are telepathically connected to a queen and grant her complete obedience. However, the demon queen has been asleep for nearly one hundred years. That’s why many of the more humanoid demons have sought employment elsewhere. As far as the animalistic ones, most of them were also asleep. It doesn’t bode well that they’ve woken.”

      So that was why Dral worked for Black Ember—his true boss, the queen, was out of commission.

      “Do you think the demon queen has awoken?” I asked fearfully.

      “I would have heard if she had. But it is perplexing.”

      I mulled over this new information as I tended to Severn’s wounds. It felt silly to put band-aids on a fae, but he was exhausted past the point of healing himself. His eyelids were at half-mast. His head sagged into the pillow.

      I stroked his long hair off his face. “You saved the city.”

      “You’re safe—that’s what matters most.” His lips curled. “I heard you took out a demon or two yourself.”

      I smiled proudly. “Humans aren’t nearly as helpless as you make us out to be. You should have seen all the humans in the park fighting against the demons. They held their own.”

      “Hmm.”

      “And plenty of fae were cowering under the tables at the Boat House, too. My point is, not every human is a warrior, just as not every fae is. Every person has a different gift. Some are fighters, some are planners, some are healers. We’re far more capable than you think. You always say that humans wouldn’t understand magic, but they saw it today, and they accepted it pretty freaking quickly.”

      He eyed me suspiciously. “Once more, you sound like Black Ember.”

      “Ugh, you’re so obsessed with him. It isn’t about Black Ember. It’s about humanity’s power. I mean, doesn’t this prove how capable we are? You claim that the Decree of Prague was created to protect humans, and yet today humanity showed that maybe they don’t need protecting anymore.”

      His jaw tightened, but then he relented. “You’ve given me much to think about. This whole day has. But nothing is going to happen overnight. It’s going to take weeks to clean up this attack. The demons did a lot of destruction to buildings in and around Central Park.”

      I didn’t want to argue with him after such a difficult day. Besides, I wasn’t sure how I felt about the attack and the human response to it. All that mattered to me then was curling up with him on the sofa and falling asleep together.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few days later, I stood in the wreckage of the historic Belvedere Castle in Central Park. The demon hoard had ripped it apart brick by brick. The roof was caved in. The furniture reeked of smoke. It felt impossible that it could ever be salvaged.

      Severn picked his way through the wreckage, examining the ruins. He touched a spot of dried black demon blood with a frown. A handful of fae employees from Wilde Holdings also inspected the scene. Poppy unrolled blueprints, arguing with Locke about building codes. Severn didn’t own any of the properties within Central Park, but among Wilde Holdings’ many business ventures was a construction company that did a lot of work for the city. The city commissioners had come to him asking for a bid to repair the damage. It was an opportunity for Severn to regain some of his reputation in the human world after so many scandals.

      “Ah! There he is. The man of the hour.”

      A masculine voice behind me made me turn. An attractive human man strode in. He wore a crisp business suit with a hardhat tucked under one arm. His dark hair was perfectly swept back and gelled to within an inch of its life.

      Alexei Olegev—Zara’s cousin.

      My breath stilled. I hadn’t seen Alexei in a few months, but I’d seen pictures of him much more recently. Specifically, pictures of me in Liquid Fire with my tongue down his throat.

      Severn’s eyes narrowed. “Alexei.”

      Alexei strode in, taking in the wrecked building, nodding to himself. Then his eyes fell on me. He grinned wolfishly. “Willow. What a pleasure to see you again so . . . soon.” His eyes darted mischievously between Severn and me.

      I groaned inwardly.

      As far as Alexei knew, he really had made out with me at Liquid Fire. As Zara’s cousin, he was familiar with the Gifted Realm—or at least the witch branch of it—but I could hardly tell him that he’d actually made out with my fae changeling without opening myself up to questions that could really get me in trouble.

      Alexei smirked in Severn’s direction. He was enjoying torturing Severn far too much, and like me, Severn couldn’t set the record straight. He had to pretend that he was fully aware his fiancée had publicly cheated on him.

      “What are you doing here?” Severn snapped, stalking possessively toward me like he’d break Alexei’s neck if he so much as winked at me.

      Alexei motioned to the decimated building. “City commissioners called me. They said you’d likely get the repair contract, but Wilde Holdings does mostly new construction. Olegev Industries has a branch that specializes in historic renovation. They want me to work with you on some of the more prominent historic sites, like this one.”

      An aggressive energy rolled off Severn with such force that I could practically smell fae testosterone clouding in the air. I rested a calming hand on Severn’s arm. “See? It’s just business.”

      Alexei grinned even more fiendishly. “Yeah, business. Like your lovely fiancée said.”

      Severn’s bicep tensed under my arm. Before he could be tempted to throw a punch, I dragged him off toward the building’s exit.

      “Severn, why don’t you go talk to Poppy about repairs on the apartment buildings bordering the park, okay? Alexei doesn’t need our help here. Let Olegev Industries take the Belvedere Castle contract, and you can focus on rebuilding the nearby apartments.”

      Grumbling, Severn turned to Poppy. She rolled up the blueprint crisply, trying to hide the utter glee on her face to see Severn put in such a squirming position as having to face his human business rival—and a romantic rival, according to the press.

      “Severn, look at this idea from one of our builders . . .” Poppy said, trying to hide her smirk as Severn scowled.

      I started to follow them outside, but Alexei caught up to me, placing a hand on my arm to stop me.

      “Wait, Willow.”

      I bit my lip hard, glancing through the door. If I didn’t join Severn in about half a second, he was likely to storm back in here and throw me over his shoulder. And I hated to think about what would happen if any paparazzi happened to be nearby, though luckily, the building ruins mostly sheltered us.

      “I can’t stop thinking about you,” Alexei breathed in a rush. “God, I’ve been dreaming about you. Does Severn know that we fucked?”

      My eyes went wide. Morwenna slept with him? Oh, great. This was going to seriously cause me trouble now. At least that hadn’t made it into the gossip magazine . . . yet.

      “Alexei, it’s over,” I snapped. “It was, uh, a mistake. I’m with Severn.”

      “That’s not what you said in Liquid Fire. You called him an arrogant—”

      I cut him off with a sharp gesture. “Whatever I said, I was, um, drunk. So just forget it. I’m marrying Severn, and there will never—never—be anything between us.”

      He gave me a sultry look like he was imagining my body beneath my clothes. I let out a long groan and stomped outside after Severn, just as he turned back to search for me. He cocked an eyebrow, but I shook my head to indicate everything was fine.

      I thrust my arm through his, acting particularly affectionate in case any cameras were aimed at us. Alexei might be easy enough to put off, but I worried about what other mischief Morwenna had been up to while posing as me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      New York City was nothing if not resilient. It had withstood challenges before, and this latest attack only further brought out its residents’ strength and sense of community. Severn’s company broke ground on rebuilding the park-adjacent apartments, while Alexei Olegev’s bulldozers razed Belvedere Castle to prepare for reconstruction, and the city leaders fundraised to help the victims’ families. The one thing no one could seem to answer, however, was what had caused the attack. News channels speculated about biological weaponry, while others maintained it had been terrorists in costume. Without any demon bodies and only a few blurry photos, conspiracy theories ran rampant.

      The city’s human population needed answers. They deserved answers. Answers that Severn and his associates in the hidden realm could give them—but only if they voted to.

      Meanwhile, I needed answers of my own. I had been quietly asking around about the German weredeer’s tip that Marco Conejero might be alive, and Azalea had offered to help. As a half-fae, Azalea had always had a step outside of Severn’s New Court reign. I’d never quite understood the dynamic between the two of them, but Azalea had more independence than his other courtiers, and Severn seemed to readily accept that. If anyone could get me information outside of his knowledge, it was her.

      Wilde Tower’s elevator dinged. The doors opened, and I grinned at Azalea and slipped inside.

      “Hey,” I asked in a hushed voice as soon as the doors closed and we were whisked downstairs. “Did you get any more information?”

      She pulled a piece of folded paper out of her pocket. “Apparently, Julia Müller’s weredeer herd works with an American information broker called the Ghost. Here’s his contact info. If you can get in touch with him, he should be able to find out the truth about Marco.”

      “You’re a lifesaver, Azalea.”

      “I hope it’s real for Henry and May’s sakes. They were devastated when Marco died.”

      “I hope so, too.”

      I was stuffing the paper in my pocket when the doors stopped on the twenty-second floor. To my surprise, Severn stepped in. His face was set in a deep scowl as though something was troubling him, but when he saw me, his eyebrows rose.

      “Willow. Where are you going? I thought we were meeting for lunch later at the Grouse.”

      “Yeah.” I scrambled for an excuse. “I was headed there a little early. I was going to research wedding planning stuff on my phone before we met.”

      I felt awful for keeping the secret from him, but it would destroy him if I falsely got his hopes up about Marco before knowing anything definitely.

      At the mention of wedding planning, a slow heat built in his gaze. I had the feeling that if Azalea wasn’t there, he’d take this opportunity to pin me to the wall for a quick make-out session. I was half surprised he didn’t anyway.

      But then his mouth hardened back into a firm line. “Well, it’s good I ran into you early. And you, too, Azalea. I’ll set an official council meeting for this evening, but I received troubling news that you both should hear.”

      My eyebrows rose. “What happened?”

      “The Hexerei High Council decided to move up the vote. It will occur next month, just as Black Ember wanted. The demon attack prompted the decision, as I feared it would.”

      My nostrils flared in surprise. I hadn’t actually thought they’d move it up by a full fifty years. As much as I was warming up to the idea of the realms combining, this felt too rushed. “But you’re on the council—couldn’t you stop it?”

      Severn shook his head. “I’m not on the High Council anymore. It’s only made up of five members. I had to surrender my place when I made the agreement with Black Ember. I’m still able to vote as part of the larger council, which has thirty-two members across fae courts, shifter packs, witch covens, and sprite clans. And the demons, of course, though they’ll hardly be welcome for this gathering. I’d be surprised if any dared to show their faces.”  He handed us a scroll branded with a torn black wax seal. “Here. Read the summons for yourselves.”

      Azalea unrolled it, and I read it over her shoulder.

      
        
        Your attendance is required at the

        111th Gathering of the Hexerei Grand Council

        All Hallow’s Eve

        Palace of Seven Gardens, Morocco

        A decisive vote will be taken on the Decree of Prague

      

      

      I reread the scroll in awe. It felt so much more real now to know that the future of, well, the entire world was about to be decided in a Moroccan palace by a group of thirty-two individuals. In just a few weeks, the human world could be utterly rocked to its core if it learned that magic was real—and magical creatures had been secretly running everything for centuries.

      “I can’t believe it’s happening,” I whispered.

      “Nothing is happening yet,” Severn said, taking the scroll back. The elevator continued to descend, and my stomach started doing flip-flops. “There’s no reason to believe the council will vote to uncloak the Gifted Realm. There are still many of us against it. We can each bring delegations. I want you there, Willow. As a human living in our realm, your insight will be critical.”

      “Of course,” I said, touched that he’d taken my desires to heart.

      “I’d like you to come, too, Azalea,” he added. A strange light gleamed in his eye. She cocked her head and didn’t answer right away. Was I missing something?

      To the outside world, Azalea might appear as a humble elevator attendant, but in that role, she was so much more: She controlled the tower, which was pure magic itself. She was also the de facto advisor for everyone who rode up and down, especially Severn. Now, I suddenly got the feeling that Azalea was more powerful than even I’d given her credit for.

      “You must come, Azalea,” Severn said quietly. “Please.”

      My jaw practically fell open. Severn never said “please” to any of his courtiers. He might as well be begging.

      Azalea nodded. “If it’s that important, then I will.”

      He looked visibly relieved. The elevator reached the ground floor, and he wrapped a hand around my back as he led me out into the lobby. It was as busy as ever with Wilde Holdings’ fae staff working on the construction contracts for the city.

      “Now, about this wedding planning,” he began, his tone shifting as he whispered low and seductively in my ear. But then he stopped short when a woman walked through the glass turnstile.

      His eyes hardened immediately.

      I followed his line of sight and froze. A tall, elegant woman with long red hair, streaked with gray, was looking around the lobby.

      “Leona,” I whispered under my breath. Shit—what the hell was she doing here?

      Severn’s hand coiled tightly around my waist like he was about to throw me over his shoulder and lock me away where she couldn’t get to me. At the same time, her eyes nabbed us.

      “Willow! There you are!” She swept forward with outstretched hands and a broad smile.

      For a beat, I froze. But then my brain turned back on, and I forced an equally excited grin. “Mom! Wow!”

      I ran forward to give her a hug. She squeezed me hard, planting a big kiss on the side of my face. My heart stampeded. Her unexpected appearance set me on panic’s edge. My anger reared its ugly head.

      The hugs, the kisses . . . this is what it should be like with my real mom—except Leona killed her.

      I pulled back, trying to hide my anger. “Mom, what are you doing here? I told you to hold off on the visit until the city got back on its feet!”

      “I wanted to surprise you,” she said, pressing her hands together excitedly. “I just couldn’t wait to see you again. I’ve been thinking about you nonstop!”

      Now that I knew her identity, it was so easy to see through her deceptions. Nothing she said was an actual lie. It was so obvious now how she never called me “daughter” or “family.” I’m sure she had been thinking about me nonstop—about how to manipulate me.

      Her eyes shifted to Severn, and the light dulled in them briefly. Her smile grew a little colder. “This is the boyfriend?”

      “Mom, this is Severn Wilde. Severn, my mom, Alyse.” I held up my ring hand to show off the engagement ring. “And he’s my fiancé now, actually.”

      “What? You didn’t tell me he proposed, you sneaky girl!” She grabbed my hand to admire the ring. “It’s gorgeous, Willow. I approve of the ring, Severn, but you and I will have to sit down for a serious chat sometime to see if I approve of you for Willow.”

      He gave a wolfish smile. “Of course. I would be honored. I have a lovely sitting room where we can have some privacy. It’s on the thirteenth floor . . .” He motioned toward the elevator.

      The blood drained from my face, though I tried to paste on a smile. Since we hadn’t known Leona was coming, we hadn’t been able to set up a plan to capture her. Taking her directly to the torture chamber felt particularly bold.

      “Yes, mom, you and Severn should definitely chat,” I added.

      She clamped her arm around my shoulders. “Only with you there, of course. Now that I’m here, I don’t want to leave your side for an instant! We’ll be as thick as thieves, you and me.”

      Something about the way she clung to me felt like a threat—she might as well have held a knife to my throat. Did she suspect we knew her identity? If that was the case, she wasn’t about to stroll willingly into a torture chamber.

      Severn narrowed his eyes. “Of course. As it happens, Willow and I were planning to meet for lunch in the tower’s restaurant to discuss wedding plans. Why don’t you join us? I have a little business I must attend to first, and then I’ll join you there.”

      “Perfect.” She beamed again, the picture of motherly joy.

      I had to suppress a shiver.

      “It’s, um, right this way, Mom.” I motioned to the escalators at the end of the lobby. She thrust her arm through mine, clinging tightly as if I was a beloved daughter—or a hostage.

      “Ooh, this tower is incredible! I heard so much about it while I was with the White Sands Court. They all raved about Wilde Tower’s lobby, but everything they said didn’t do it justice.”

      “Severn has excellent taste.” My heart raced as we stepped onto the elevator. Severn would immediately come up with a plan, I assured myself. He would never risk me being alone with Leona for long. Any minute, werewolf guards would descend on her—unless he was too afraid that she would threaten me if she sensed a trap. “You should see the rooftop terrace.”

      “I’d love to! You can show me this afternoon. I want to see all the tower.” She paused, her eyes crinkling. “That is, unless I’m interrupting. Oh, silly me. I should have asked if you’re busy . . .”

      “It’s okay,” I said as pleasantly as I could. “Nothing is more important than you, Mom.”

      “Oh, you sweet girl.”

      We took the escalators to the third floor, where the Wilde Grouse’s fae hostess seated us at the best table by the windows and brought us a bottle of chilled white wine. Leona made a big show of admiring the view of the city, then raised her glass.

      “To us . . .” She hesitated, cocking her head. “This isn’t fae wine, is it?”

      I smiled as I shook my head. “Regular human wine. Don’t worry, it won’t bind you to anything but a hangover.”

      She laughed as she clinked glasses. She gave me a sly look. “Have you drunk from Severn’s wine yet?”

      A rash of warmth crept up my neck. “No, not yet. I’ll drink his fae wine to bind myself to the New Court as part of our wedding.”

      “I couldn’t believe it when I heard you’d broken the Sun Court’s Claim,” she said in a chatty voice that felt forced. “I have to admit, I wish you’d told me your plans.”

      So you could have gone straight to Black Ember with them?

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I wasn’t even certain myself how we’d break the Claim until it was happening. Severn didn’t give me the details ahead of time.”

      “A fae changeling . . .” She let out a long sigh. “I know from experience how much trouble they can be.”

      No shit. Because you are one.

      “Have you seen her?” I asked, trying to mask the deep curiosity I felt.

      “Morwenna? Yes. I have. It’s hard to be around her—she looks so much like you.”

      I swallowed, my foot bobbing under the table. I glanced toward the entrance for Severn, wishing he would come. I wasn’t sure how long I could keep up this facade that I didn’t know the woman I sat with was my mother’s tormenter.

      “What is she like?”

      “She’s clever. She’s beautiful. She’s . . . bitter, for lack of a better word. I don’t think she appreciated being brought to life only to immediately be abandoned.”

      I flushed with guilt, but then I remembered that Morwenna had caused me plenty of trouble, too. “I wanted to stay and explain things to her, but we had to leave Los Angeles in a rush.”

      Leona took a long sip of wine. “Black Ember was deeply hurt when you ran away. But never mind that—a man’s heart mends once he gets a new girl in his sheets.”

      My interest prickled despite my better instincts. “Black Ember is dating someone new?”

      She looked surprise. “Oh—I thought you knew.”

      “Who is she?”

      A strange smile tugged at her lips. “Why, Black Ember is sleeping with Morwenna. They’ve barely taken their mouths off each other since he brought her to the Bristol.”

      My jaw fell open.

      Black Ember was dating my doppelgänger? I had no idea how to feel about this. But as it was, I didn’t have a chance to react, because in the next instant, Leona clamped a hand to her throat.

      Her eyes went wide. She garbled like she was choking. Her veins turned black. She shot me a panicked look, then suddenly slumped forward onto the table, unconscious, knocking over the wine.
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      I jumped back from the table as wine soaked my dress. The other patrons turned around at the commotion. I gaped at Leona, slumped on the table. With a clutched breath, I jabbed her shoulder.

      “Mom? Mom, are you okay?”

      A deep voice behind me said, “She’s unconscious. We poisoned the wine.”

      Severn crossed the restaurant in long strides with Locke and Talon at his sides. He signaled to them, and they felt for Leona’s pulse, then hoisted her up.

      “Take her to the thirteenth floor,” Severn commanded. “Lock her in a cell. Use manacles, too. She’s tricky.”

      As Locke and Talon dragged her off, much to the interest of the fae restaurant guests, I whirled on Severn. “I drank that wine, too!”

      “I misspoke,” he said calmly. “Her glass was coated in poison, not the wine. I couldn’t risk having my fae soldiers storm the restaurant with her so physically close to you. She could have cast a spell to turn you to dust before they got within three feet of her.”

      I dragged a trembling hand through my hair. My legs suddenly felt slack, and I sank back into my seat. The spilled wine was turning frigid on my dress. “I’m just glad you caught her.”

      Severn sat next to me, resting a hand on my knee. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Just shaken. She said . . .” I paused, realizing it might not be the best idea to tell Severn that Black Ember was fucking my doppelgänger. I didn’t want him to think I cared who Ember was with. “It was . . . just hard to be around her and act like she was my mother. I hate her. I wish I could have clawed her face.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “That could be arranged.”

      I sighed, burying my face in my hands. “No, I don’t want to torture anyone, not even her.” I looked up at him anxiously. “What are you going to do to her?”

      “I don’t have your moral qualms. I fully intend to get answers from her by whatever means necessary. Locke and Talon will secure her. Later tonight, I’ll pay her a visit myself.”

      I shuddered to think of the ways in which Severn would torture her. I hated the thirteenth floor, but in this case, I had to reluctantly admit that it came in handy. We needed to know what Leona and Black Ember were scheming, especially in light of the upcoming Hexerei Council gathering.

      It was all getting to me: Having to face my mother’s murderer. Black Ember screwing a girl with my face. The public still slandering me as a cheating slut. And the ever-present danger of another demon attack on the city.

      At my sob, Severn gathered me in his arms protectively before I could even realize what was happening.

      “Severn?” I asked, sliding my hands around his shoulders as he carried me past the stares of curious restaurant patrons. “Where are we going?”

      “You’ve been under an immense amount of stress. You need a break.”

      “No, I’m fine—”

      “You’re not fine, Willow. Let me take care of you. When you agreed to marry me, I swore to keep you safe. Body, mind, soul.”

      I could tell he wasn’t going to accept no for an answer, and the truth was, I did feel overwhelmed by everything happening. He carried me to the elevator, which whisked us to the 55th floor.

      “The fifty-fifth?” I said. “I’ve never been to this floor before.”

      His lips formed a secretive half-smile. “I think you’ll like it.”

      When the doors opened, birdsong and the smell of pine assailed my senses. I looked up at trees that seemed to stretch fifty feet high—rather unlikely, when the ceilings were only eight feet. But then again, there was also an ocean on the 44th floor.

      He set me down on a soft patch of grass. I spun in a slow circle, taking in the forest. Other than the gilded metal archway back into the elevator, everything appeared to be pure nature. It was like we’d stepped right into a fairy tale forest, complete with giant butterflies and a babbling brook. It was utterly gorgeous, and I felt my tension slipping away—but then, I spotted an oversized toadstool and started.

      “Wait—I’ve been here before.”

      Severn cocked his head. “Doubtful, as this forest only exists in a realm outside of the physical plane of earth. It’s in the faded fae realm, a world that now only exists in memory and illusionary places like this.”

      “No, I’ve been here. I recognize it.” As I paced over the grass, it hit me. “I dreamed about it when we were making Morwenna! It came to me in a vision.”

      “Fascinating,” Severn uttered, looking at me with fresh eyes. “You must have tapped into fae communal memory while Zara performed the ritual.”

      “There’s a pond just down this path,” I said and grabbed his hand excitedly. We strolled through the beautiful forest—this time, thankfully, there were no lurking reflections stalking me in the water; only my own face looked back. Severn told me stories about the ancient woods and the fae that called it home long before his time. A herd of antlered rabbits hopped across the path, entirely unafraid of us.

      By the time we reached a mossy glen overlooking a view of a lake, my mood had significantly improved. I touched a springy bed of moss, then flopped down on it with a dreamy sigh. It was like sleeping on a cloud.

      “I could fall asleep right here. Join me.”

      He leaned on one arm as he gazed down at my lips. “I don’t mind lying down, but sleep isn’t the first thing on my mind.”

      I trailed a hand along my neckline as I met his gaze, then bit down gently on my lip. The breeze ruffled the hem of my dress, blowing it up around my thighs in a way that spread a rash of goosebumps along my bare skin.

      Severn slid a finger along the ridge of my exposed thigh. “Are you sure you don’t want to tackle a little wedding planning? I wouldn’t mind running through a few possibilities for our wedding night.”

      “Oh?” I asked teasingly.

      “I’ve been giving it a lot of thought,” he said in a deep voice as he dragged his finger up to my dress’s hem. “As I see it, we have three options, and each of them involves fucking you until the sun comes up.”

      Oh. I clamped my thighs together against the tingle building at my core, but he dipped his hand between them.

      I cleared my throat. “You’ll have to go over these options in more detail.”

      “Option One,” he said, stroking his middle finger over the outside of my panties, which were rapidly growing wet, “is simple, but there is beauty in simplicity. We return to our apartment after the ceremony, and I take you in every position known to fae and human alike.”

      My mouth went dry. Squirming my hips under his touch, I breathed, “A very viable option. And number two?”

      “Option Two is spiriting you away to Paris. I have a townhouse there with a view of the Seine. I can fuck you to the bells of Notre Dame.”

      “Mmm . . . Another good option.”

      I was rapidly losing my grip on his words as his hand continued to work under my dress. I relaxed back into the mossy bed, my vision blurring as I took in the swaying treetops overhead. He slid a finger under the soaked fabric and gently teased my clit.

      “You’re fucking wet as a water sprite,” he moaned huskily.

      I lifted my hips to try to encourage his finger deeper, but he dragged it tantalizingly up and down the outside of my core, refusing to give me what I wanted.

      “You haven’t heard Option Three yet.”

      “Yeah . . . Option Three . . . tell me.” I rubbed my palm against his crotch, where his erection strained against the fabric. He let out a tight groan.

      “Option Three is fucking you in front of everyone at the wedding party. As soon as the officiant proclaims that you’re mine, I want to knock everything off the altar and set your pretty little ass on it. I want to take you right there in front of my court and every Gifted One in the city. They’ll hear your moans. They’ll stroke themselves to the sound of our lovemaking. They’ll watch as I claim you, witnessing our union.”

      He finally sank a finger deep into my pussy.

      “Severn . . . Jesus.” I bucked against his hand, urging him deeper. He slid in another finger, pressing against the sensitive spot he knew would make me come. Gasping for breath, I threw my head back.

      “That’s it, princess,” he said. “Just like this. Everyone will witness my hand up your pretty cunt. They’ll wish it could be them fucking you.”

      I rubbed and teased his cock outside of his pants. He was hard as a rock, and I wanted nothing more than to have that stiff member where his fingers were. He straddled me on the mossy bed, his silver hair falling over me as he looked down at me with a possessive hold, his finger working faster.

      “So, which will it be, Willow? Option One, Two, or Three?”

      I clamped a hand on his belt, anxious to unfasten it. He captured my hand, pinning it over my head while he used his other hand to undo his belt. He slid it off and then wrapped it around my wrists, pulling it taut.

      He ground his hips against mine, letting me feel the full length of his cock while his free hand returned to teasing my pussy.

      “Well?” he prompted.

      I panted, “Um . . . how about a sample? Like—like picking out a wedding cake. You get to try a bite of each first.”

      He grinned wickedly. “So, you want a sample of your options?”

      He removed his hand from between my legs. I felt the absence keenly. My body shifted, searching for him to fill it again. He tugged off my panties roughly. He freed his cock from his pants and then rubbed the head along my wet heat.

      “Fine, you greedy girl. Then take what you want.”

      I wiggled my hips until I could capture his cock, sinking down onto it. My lips parted as his delicious length filled me. Inch by inch, I squirmed until he was fully sheathed inside me.

      “That’s it. Yes. Take my cock.”

      I churned my hips against his so that his cock would hit that sensitive place again and again. The pressure was building quickly. I started to move faster, but then Severn pulled out abruptly.

      “Hey!” I cried out needily.

      He waggled a stiff finger in the air. “You wanted a sample, so that’s all you get. Now, let me see if I can recall. Option One was every position known to man . . .”

      He flipped me over without warning until I was on my hands and knees. With a grunt, he thrust into me from behind. I cried out as his cock slammed straight onto my most sensitive part. This position allowed him deeper access, and he took full advantage as he pounded me.

      “Oh god. Yes, Severn . . .”

      “You like that, princess? You like me balls deep in you on all fours?”

      He continued to thrust into me. I bore down, squeezing my hands into fists. He tugged on the end of the belt looped around my wrists, trussing me up like a Christmas ham.

      All too soon, he pulled out.

      I let out a wail, but he only chuckled darkly. “Remember, you just asked for a sample.” He moved into a seated position, then dragged me into his lap. He wrapped my legs around his waist and then lined up our entrances. I lifted my hips and sank onto his cock.

      We rocked together, my bound arms looped around his neck. Sweat poured down my breasts, soaking my dress, as I bounced on his cock. This position let me rub my breasts against his chest. I wished my hands were free to tear off my dress and bra and feel my nipples graze against his skin. Just as I felt a climax building, he pulled out again.

      “Now,” he said cruelly as he bent me back onto hands and knees. “Onto a sample of Option Two.”
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      “Option One!” I cried out, wiggling my naked ass at him with my dress shoved up around my waist. “I want Option One!”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Are you so sure without sampling the others?”

      As tempting as it was to get fucked in Paris and maybe—maybe—even claimed in front of an audience, all I could think about at that moment was Severn’s beautiful cock bringing me to climax. He chuckled darkly as he gripped my hips.

      “I like you so decisive.” He slammed into me. I cried out with a shuddering breath. His cock stretched me, plunging deeper than ever from this angle. With my wrists bound by his leather belt, I lowered to my elbows. He leaned over me, supporting himself with one hand while he gripped my hair with his other.

      “Yes. Take it, princess.” He rode me hard in long, punishing strokes. My eyes sank closed as waves of heat seized my body. I felt breathless. I felt like I would shatter if the release didn’t come soon.

      “Severn,” I moaned with my face against the moss.

      “I love it when you moan my name, baby.” He sped his strokes as his own breath grew shallower. My pussy tightened around him, throbbing with need. He slid out and in, bringing me closer to climax with each thrust.

      And then, it all crashed together. I felt the wave cresting; then I was swallowed up with sensations that made my eyes roll back in my head. Severn sped his strokes until he reached his climax, pumping into me with a groan.

      He thrust a few more times, pulling my hair with each pulse, burying deep inside me one final time.

      Breathing hard, we both collapsed on the mossy bed.

      My dress was ruined, crumpled, and stained with his cum that continued to slide down my bare thighs. Severn tucked his cock back in his pants. He chuckled as he loosened his belt from around my wrists and fed it back through his belt loops.

      He leaned over me, letting his silver hair caress my cheek.

      “You’re amazing, Willow O’Dell. I can’t wait for the day you carry my last name.”

      “Willow Wilde,” I breathed, gazing up at him. “It has a nice ring.”

      “Queen Willow Wilde of the New Court, the first human to sit upon a fae throne.”

      I sucked in a breath, awed by the sheer incredulity of such a thing. Who was I to sit on a fae throne? A simple human? A starving artist? And yet as soon as doubt crept into my mind, a fierce wave of pride rose to bury it.

      I have strengths the fae could never dream of. Creativity. Compassion. Kindness.

      As queen, I would bring all that and more to the New Court, until Severn and I together had built the most resilient court the world had ever seen. I’d bring the Gifted Ones to their knees to accept humanity’s worthiness.

      “So,” Severn said, dragging his teeth along my jawline. “Option One, then?”

      A laugh escaped my throat. “Option One first. Then, Option Two. As for Option Three, I’m not sure about flashing my bare ass in front of every set of eyes in this tower.”

      “Only because they’d covet such a gorgeous ass,” he said.

      I laughed as I tilted my chin to kiss him.

      He gripped the back of my skull to guide me into a deep kiss, echoing his long thrusts from before now with his tongue. He nipped at my bottom lip, then pulled back to admire me, his eyelids lowered in satisfaction.

      “I suppose we need to return to the real world,” he said. “Though I could spend eternity here with you in this dream.”

      “Is the fifty-fifth floor always this forest?”

      “It is.”

      “Then I want to come back here every year with you. Walk these pathways. Drink from the stream. Make love on the moss.”

      “That, my darling, is a vow I am all too happy to make.”

      He kissed me again deeply before helping me to my feet. I tried my best to smooth the wrinkles out of my dress, but the stains were damning. I made a mental note to return to my apartment as soon as possible before I gave the whole tower another reason to gossip.

      Hand in hand, we made our way back through the enchanted forest to the archway that housed the elevator. I was well aware that I was grinning like a schoolgirl with her first crush, but I didn’t care as I rested my head on Severn’s shoulder.

      While he met with his senior council about the upcoming Hexerei Council gathering, I showered and changed, then dropped in to visit Henry and May before they went to bed.

      Poppy and Henry were battling each other in a race car video game while May scribbled with markers on what looked to be a priceless Caravaggio painting.

      “Take that!” Poppy shrieked gleefully, pulling her car ahead of Henry’s.

      I cleared my throat.

      “Willow!” Henry dropped his controller as he raced to hug me. May charged after him, giggling as she planted me with kisses.

      “Hey, guys! I just wanted to come to say good night.”

      “Poppy gave us ice cream for dinner!” May said.

      “She said we can stay up until midnight, too!” Henry added, beaming.

      I shot Poppy a hard look. “Sounds like Poppy is super fun. Maybe a little responsible parenting wouldn’t be a bad idea, either.”

      Poppy thrust a piece of chewy candy into her mouth, leveling an indifferent look right back at me. “That would make sense if I was a parent.”

      As much as I wanted to roll my eyes at Poppy, she made a fair point. She wasn’t the children’s parent. Severn had commanded her to babysit them in my absence, and it was only by luck that she’d discovered a surprising love for video games, human snacks, and jungle gyms.

      A few days of ice cream dinners wouldn’t hurt them, but they needed more than that in the long term.

      They needed real parents.

      I was more than willing to step in and adopt Henry and May as my own—and I knew Severn wouldn’t hesitate to, as well—but if there was a chance their real father was alive, I had to do everything in my power to find him.

      After I played a few rounds of video games with the kids and tucked them in, I went to the lobby and sent a text message to the contact Azalea had given me.

      
        
        Is this the Ghost? I’m looking for information on Marco Conejero. Last seen in the Black Forest of Germany. Will pay well for information.

      

      

      I hit send and let out a hopeful sigh. I didn’t doubt that whoever this information broker was, he’d want money. Luckily, one thing Severn had plenty of was funds.

      To my surprise, I got a beep almost immediately.

      
        
        I have information for a price. If interested, I’ll set up a meeting.

      

      

      I quickly responded:

      
        
        I need proof before we meet.

      

      

      For a full minute, there was no response. Then, my phone beeped again. It was a grainy photo that was as hard to make out as the paparazzi’s photos of me with Alexei Olegev. It looked like a man walking in a snowy forest, his blurry face looking back at the camera.

      Was this Marco? I’d seen pictures of him before, but the photo was way too fuzzy to be definitive. Along with the phone, the Ghost had texted:

      
        
        Bitterroot Hotel. Aspen, CO.

        Day of the Quarter Moon.

        I’ll have information there.

      

      

      Before I could text the Ghost back, the other apartment door opened.

      Locke stepped into the lobby. He looked surprised to see me. His brow wrinkled. “What are you doing here, Willow?”

      “I just came to say good night to Henry and May.” I swallowed. “I thought you’d be down in, you know, the thirteenth floor.”

      He gave me an odd look. “I was . . . until you told me to come up here.”

      I scrunched my nose, giving a little laugh. “Huh? I didn’t say that. I haven’t seen you since this afternoon at the Grouse.”

      A dangerous stillness settled over him. He paced a few steps to his left, eyeing me strangely. “No, that’s not right. I saw you ten minutes ago downstairs. You were down on the thirteenth floor.”

      My breath stalled. Swallowing down a lump, I said, “What?”

      Locke paced sharply the other way, dragging a hand through his dark, shaggy hair. His eyes flashed. “You told me to stop torturing the fae, Leona. You said it was a command straight from Severn himself. You said to let her go.”

      “No, I didn’t!” My throat was starting to close up. “I’ve been with the kids for the last hour!”

      We stared at each other for a beat.

      “Shit,” he said.

      “Shit,” I echoed. “It had to be my doppelgänger. Morwenna. She’s here in the tower.” Then, pressing a hand to my forehead, I exclaimed, “Wait—you let Leona go?”

      “You commanded me to!”

      “Why would you listen to me?”

      “Severn put out the order weeks ago that whatever you say is as good as a command from him. You’re the future queen. If any fae disobeys you—even me—it’s our heads!”

      “And you didn’t question why the hell I would order the release of the woman who murdered my mother?”

      “You have a lot to learn about fae, little human. We don’t question our orders no matter how fucked up they seem.”

      Locke and I stared at each other for another few breathless seconds, and then we both dove for the elevator button, jabbing it as fast as we could. While we waited for it to come, we scrambled for our phones.

      “I’m calling Severn,” I said.

      “I’m calling him.”

      But Severn didn’t answer either of our calls. I hung up, pacing the narrow lobby as I wracked my brain. Morwenna was somewhere in the tower, and so was Leona. They had to both be working for Black Ember.

      Is he here, too? Stalking the hallways, looking for me?

      The elevator opened, and Azalea blinked at us expectantly. When neither of us stepped in, she scrutinized our pale faces.

      “Oh, hell,” she said. “What happened now?”

      I gripped Locke’s arm hard. “You go to the sixtieth floor. Severn is there meeting with the senior council in the ballroom. Tell him what happened.” I shoved Locke toward the elevator. He stumbled in, then held the door with one hand.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To tell the guards downstairs not to let anyone in or out of the building.”

      “Be careful,” he said, his eyes wavering with sincere concern. “Severn will skin me alive if anything happens to you.”

      It was the closest Locke would ever get to admitting he preferred me alive to dead.

      Before the doors closed, I rolled my eyes. “I like you, too, Locke.”

      As soon as the doors closed, I booked it for the emergency staircase at the end of the hall. The kids lived on the sixty-fifth floor, so it would take forever to get to the lobby. I tugged out my phone on the way, dialing Kell’s number.

      Kell answered on the first ring. “Miss O’Dell?”

      “Leona,” I breathed. “She’s trying to escape. Seal the exits. I’ll be in the lobby soon.”

      “Understood.”

      I was breathless by the time I made it to the ground floor. I spilled out into the lobby, doubling over to catch my breath.

      At this time of night, the lobby was substantially quieter. Except for a few fae staff at the circular reception desk and a few more milling around near the escalators, it was empty. I homed in on the glass turnstile; there was already double the number of security guards there. Kell must have already notified them.

      It’s okay, I told myself. They’ll catch her.

      I did a quick check of the lobby perimeter for any signs of Leona, then double-checked that the guards at the emergency exit and underground garage exit had also been alerted to hold anyone trying to leave the building.

      Satisfied I had sealed off all exits, I jabbed the elevator button. I needed to talk to Severn. Even though I’d already sent Locke to inform him, he needed to hear this from me, too.

      A door opened behind me as I waited for the elevator to descend. I’d never paid attention to that door—I’d always assumed it was an office.

      But now, slow footsteps emerged. There was something oddly familiar about the way the person walked. I tossed my head up, already prepared to fight off whichever fae wanted to grill me again about Bramble’s rumors that I was a traitor.

      But I froze.

      I was staring at . . . myself.

      She had my body. She had my face. She even wore my goddamn sweatpants.

      Morwenna gave me a cold smile, just like she first had in my vision of the waterfall pool.

      “Hello, you,” she said in an icy voice.
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      “Morwenna,” I breathed.

      She stalked forward with more slow footsteps. Now I realized why her tread was so familiar—it was my own. She pressed the button to cancel the elevator. Then, she gave me a long, assessing look from head to toe.

      “I knew we’d meet eventually,” she said.

      Her voice matched my own so perfectly that I had to grip the wall to steady myself. This was beyond merely seeing one’s reflection or having a twin. Morwenna was exactly my double. Other than her cruel sneer, we were identical down to our freckles.

      “Listen,” I said, wetting my lips. “We don’t have to be enemies.”

      She scoffed a harsh laugh. “I was prepared not to be your enemy, Willow. But tell me this: does a friend abandon another friend in a new world where she knows nothing? And has no one she can trust?”

      “I’m sorry,” I said sincerely. I was about to tell her that both Zara and Severn had wanted me to kill her, but I figured that ‘at least I didn’t murder you’ wasn’t exactly the best foot to lead on. Instead, I said, “I promise that I wanted to stay and talk to you. Even get to know you and help you adjust. But I was being hunted. I had no choice but to leave.”

      “I woke up naked on a table full of memories that weren’t my own.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.” I held out my hands plaintively.

      She sneered. “Well, you ultimately did me a favor. Because if you had first found me, I would have never met Ember. And he’s the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      I braced myself against the sting of her words. I had rejected Black Ember, but she had happily filled that space at his side. I didn’t point out that she’d only been alive a few weeks, not really enough time to make up her mind about anything.

      “If he’s treating you well, then I’m grateful to him.”

      “Oh, he treats me well. He treats me like a goddess. He showers me with jewels, makes me moan his name every night.”

      I flinched, looking away. “That’s—that’s great. Morwenna—”

      “You are such a fool,” she scoffed, shaking her head at me. “You could have had that man wrapped around your little finger. He wanted you, Willow. Or at least he thought he did. I’m better for him in every way that you never were.”

      I glanced over my shoulder toward the lobby for any possibility of help. But the elevator was tucked into an alcove, so unless anyone came, we were on our own at this time of night.

      "How do you think it feels to be created only for someone else’s benefit?” she said, pacing in front of me. “You made me only so you could transfer the Claim to me. I had no other purpose. You used me and dumped me. Black Ember was there to pick me back up.”

      “I understand why you’re angry,” I said, raking back my tangled hair. “Really, I do. But that woman you helped escape? Leona? She’s a bad person.”

      Morwenna barked another laugh. “Because she’s a changeling? Like me? Why do you hate changelings so much?”

      “I don’t!” Exasperated, I glanced toward the elevator button, wondering how I could push it without Morwenna catching wind. “But you don’t know what you’re tying yourself up with hanging around Leona. If you want to hang out with Black Ember? Fine. He’s a liar, but he has his virtues. Not Leona. She’s pure evil. She’s been around for hundreds of years. She’s a scion of the White Sands Court.” I took a deep breath. “She and her brother kidnapped, enslaved, and murdered my mother. She’s been pretending to be my mom to get information from me.”

      Morwenna hesitated for a second as a flicker of uncertainty crossed her face. Then she sneered again. “I’ll trust the people who have stood by me instead of running, thanks.”

      A few guards shouted in the distance, and Morwenna’s eyes widened. She shot me one final angry look before shoving open the staircase door that led into the underground parking garage.

      “Until we meet again, twin.”

      She plunged through the door just as Kell rounded the corner. His eyes darted between me and the swinging door.

      “She just left,” I gasped.

      He and his werewolf guards shoved through the door. Their footsteps echoed on the stairs.

      All that evening, I waited for news of Leona and Morwenna’s capture.

      But none came.

      Both of them had gotten away.
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        * * *

      

      It was well after midnight when Severn finally returned to our apartment, relieving Kell from his post guarding me. Dark circles shadowed Severn’s eyes. He sank onto the edge of the bed with a sigh.

      I pushed off the covers and crawled behind him so that I could massage his shoulders. After an awkward silence, I said, “I’m sorry, Severn.”

      He turned his head to glance back at me. “What do you have to be sorry for, Willow?”

      “My doppelgänger told Locke to let Leona go. Then, I was with Morwenna, but I let her get away.”

      He caught my hand from where I’d been kneading his shoulder and turned around to face me. He brushed my hair back from my face.

      “None of this is your fault.” His words were gentle. “You did nothing wrong. You aren’t guilty of your changeling’s crimes.”

      “I made her,” I whispered. “She’s me.”

      “She isn’t. She is Morwenna, not Willow. You are not responsible for her deceptions.”

      A sob slipped from my lips. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized how strongly I’d been holding onto guilt over everything that had happened. Not just Morwenna’s crimes, but her existence at all. I wasn’t sure that everything she accused me of was a lie. If I had taken the time to guide her into her new life, maybe she wouldn’t have turned so bitter.

      “And now they’ve both escaped,” I sobbed, touching my forehead to Severn’s shoulder.

      He stroked my head tenderly. “Morwenna and Leona are the least of our worries. We have the upcoming Hexerei Council vote.”

      “But they’re working for Ember, and he’s determined to sway the vote his way. There’s no telling what they’ll do to make that happen!”

      “Shh, Willow. This is not your battle.”

      “It is,” I said forcefully. “You want me to be your queen. I want that, too. But I won’t be a ruler in name only. This is going to be my court, too, Severn. My city. And I’m going to give it everything I have.”

      His eyes shone with admiration. He shook his head softly.

      “What?” I asked, brushing away my tears.

      “You are quite possibly the most incredible thing I’ve ever laid eyes on. And I don’t know how the hell I got so lucky to call you mine.”

      He wrapped his arms around me. He held me for a long time, then pulled back and touched his lips to mine, dragging his thumb across my cheek.

      “There’s something I haven’t told you,” I whispered.

      “Whatever it is, we’ll solve it together.”

      “No, it isn’t about us, actually. It’s about, well . . .” I swallowed. I had wanted to keep this information from him until I had proof, and now I had something close to it. “The kids’ father.”

      Severn went perfectly still. His hands tightened around me, and then he let me go and scooted a few inches away. A strange fear shortened my breath. Severn rarely talked about Marco, but I knew he thought of him often. Marco’s death was the whole reason Severn and I had come together.

      He blinked a few times to center himself. “What about him? He’s dead.”

      “That’s just it. He . . . might not be.”

      Severn stood swiftly. He paced tightly between the edge of the bed and the fireplace, the light bathing him in an orange glow. Finally, he said, “Marco Conejero is a statue housed on the eighth floor. He is essentially his own tombstone. I put it there myself.”

      “Black Ember is a trickster,” I pointed out in as calm a voice as I could. “I’m not defending him, but I don’t believe he would slaughter an innocent human just to get back at you.”

      “You don’t know him as I do,” Severn growled.

      I raised my hands defensively. “It’s been centuries since he was a marauding pirate. Maybe he’s softened a little since then. All I’m saying is, we owe it to the children to find out the truth.”

      I showed him my text message exchange with the Ghost, including the blurry photograph. Severn studied the photo in brooding silence. Though his face remained that indifferent mask, I could see that this news upended his world. Marco had been Severn’s closest friend, and Severn had blamed himself for his death.

      “Is it him?” I pressed.

      “I can’t tell.” He passed me back the phone. His jaw tightened. His hand clenched at his side. “But if you’re going to this meeting in Aspen, I’m going with you.”

      I threw my arms around him. He nuzzled my hair. I planted kisses on his forehead, throwing my leg around his hips until I was straddling his lap. Then, I gazed at him in wonder.

      “What is it, my love?” he asked.

      “I’m the lucky one,” I whispered.

      “Now you’re talking nonsense,” he said wryly.

      “Do you know what this would mean to Henry and May? If their father is alive?”

      A small flicker of vulnerability passed over his eyes. “I do.”

      It would mean everything to Severn, too. He could stop feeling guilty. He could give the children their father back. He would have one more trusted human in his life—one more voice advocating for humanity.

      I circled my arms around his neck, tilting my head to admire the way the firelight played over his features.

      “I cannot wait to marry you, Severn Wilde.”

      “I have a jet, you know. We could go to Las Vegas tonight.”

      I giggled. “I thought you said royal fae weddings required extensive ceremony.”

      “They do.” His gaze dropped to my lips. “But we wouldn’t have to tell anyone. I could secretly marry you tonight in a Las Vegas wedding chapel, fuck you tonight as my wife, then marry you again later with all the fanfare.”

      “I’ve heard worse ideas,” I said playfully.

      He spun me around until my back was pressed against the bed. Digging his mouth against my neck, he breathed, “My heart already belongs to you. Tonight, tomorrow, for all of eternity.”

      As I gazed up at him lovingly, swirling my finger in one of his silver locks, I said, “And my heart to yours. Forever.”

      I tugged him down into a kiss.
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      Given the impending Hexerei Council gathering happening in mere weeks, it wasn’t the ideal time to board a plane for Aspen. Not to mention that I had my wedding to plan.

      I said goodbye to Henry and May, telling them Severn and I were merely taking a pre-wedding vacation, and started to climb into the car. Aspen, the fae planner assigned to help plan the wedding, burst through the doors and hurtled himself against the car door.

      “Wait!” he cried. “My lady, take these samples for the plane ride!”

      I rolled my eyes as I lowered the window. Aspen thrust a book of fabric swatches through the car window, struggling to catch his breath. “It is imperative that we have your selections by Friday,” he said. “Three fabric selections for your own gown—one silk, one lace, one taffeta. Two for your bridesmaids' gowns. I’d recommend the samples I marked. Lord Severn will need one fabric for his suit, another for his shirt, a third for his cape—”

      “I get it, Aspen,” I said, taking the book of samples.

      He tapped his nails anxiously against the car door, then tapped his lips, then tapped the car door again. “For the bridesmaid dresses, maybe Mulberry silk and Antwerp lace . . .”

      Kell climbed into the driver's seat and started the car. I jabbed the button to roll up the window. “Got it, Aspen.”

      He tried to say something else about lace, but the window sealed.

      Severn chuckled at my side. “And to think, after fabric, you still have to select the menu, the cake, the music, the dance order, the seating arrangement, the flower arrangements—”

      “Yeah,” I cut him off with a playful scowl. “Why exactly is this all the bride’s responsibility?”

      “Tradition. Fae brides always plan the royal wedding.”

      “While you sit around twiddling your thumbs?”

      “Darling, I’m running a kingdom.”

      “Why don’t I run the kingdom for a while, and you look at lace samples?”

      He chuckled again as Kell steered us out of Wilde Tower’s parking garage and headed toward the airport. “You know how seriously fae take tradition. My hands are tied.”

      “Did Lady Maggia do all this planning for your first wedding?”

      “She did, as a matter of fact. And she found it exceedingly enjoyable.”

      “Well, good for her.” I stashed the fabric sample book in my purse and folded my arms as I gazed out the window. It was early morning; Severn was hoping to fly to Aspen and back on the same day. It made him nervous to be away from his court overnight, knowing Leona and Morwenna were loose, and there was always the possibility of another demon attack.

      “The repairs are coming along well,” I said, admiring a building Severn’s company had rebuilt at the edge of Central Park. “It’s almost like the attack never happened.”

      “The city council members brought that up, actually. They want to erect a memorial in the park, near the Boat House, with all the victims’ names.”

      “I love that idea.”

      “Seems overly sentimental to me.”

      I tsked. “Severn, that’s cruel. Those were innocent people who died.”

      “I’m only being practical. They’re gone—they don’t care about a monument.”

      I shook my head. “You can be heartless sometimes.” My voice was soft; I hadn’t meant it as an insult, only the truth.

      We rode in silence out of the city and toward the airport. When we pulled up to the tarmac where his private jet was waiting, I was ready to climb out, but Severn clasped my hand first.

      “Wait, Willow. You’re right that I can be heartless. It’s the fae way. But that doesn’t mean it should be. This is why I need you at my side.”

      My heart softened. I touched his cheek. “It’s why you need humanity at your side, Severn. Not just me. The Gifted Realm would be stronger with humankind working alongside it.”

      He hefted a deep breath. “Perhaps.”

      It was the closest I would get to having him come around to the idea of uncloaking the hidden realm—at least for today.

      We boarded the plane, with Kell along as our bodyguard. I spent the flight dutifully looking through fabric swatches. I stuck pink sticky notes on a few pretty patterns, hoping that would satisfy Aspen. I’d never been a girl who dreamed about her wedding. I’d always wanted to get married someday, but I was more interested in the person I’d marry than the wedding details. Part of me almost wanted to run away with Severn to Las Vegas, as he’d joked.

      Our wedding was starting to seem like it wasn’t about him and me anymore, but rather the entire court.

      “There now,” Severn said, eyeing the pink sticky notes poking out of the book. “That’s one task down.”

      I groaned. “There really has to be a seating chart?”

      “That’s the single most essential part of the entire wedding. You don’t want to seat a werebear alongside a Canto witch!” He chuckled like he’d made some great joke, but it was lost on me. I realized how in over my head I was if I didn’t even know why werebears and canto witches didn’t get along.

      “Aspen can help you with the seating chart. He’ll know where to seat people to stir up the least likelihood of someone eating someone else.”

      “Oh, great. I never even thought to worry about some of our guests eating other guests.”

      He rested his hand over mine. “It’s going to be the wedding of the century.”

      I bit down on my lip. “I’m already dreading the headlines. Magazines are still running stories about my supposed infidelity.”

      “This will knock those rumors out of the news cycle. We’ll plaster images of you in a beautiful—” he cracked open the fabric swatch book to one of the noted selections “—Burmese lotus silk wedding gown on the steps of All Saint’s Cathedral on the cover of every magazine. No one will even remember Alexei Olegev’s name.”

      “All Saint’s Cathedral?” I paused. “Is that the venue?”

      “If you agree. Poppy suggested it. It’s in a strategic position in the city. We can set up security and wards to protect it. Fae don’t care about getting married in a church, but she thought it might be a nice touch as an homage to your heritage.”

      “That’s actually really thoughtful, considering it’s Poppy.”

      When the plane arrived in Aspen, a few of Jack Meruvis’ werewolves were waiting to take us to the hotel. As a neutral party, Jack was often called on to broker deals in this part of the country. I shivered as we stepped out of the plane. It was much colder high in the mountains—I felt like I’d gone from fall to winter in a few hours. The Bitterroot Hotel was perched high on a mountain, accessible only by a long, winding road. As we pulled up to the beautiful castle-like building, I frowned at the lack of cars in the parking lot.

      “Shouldn’t it be busier?” I asked.

      “The Ghost booked the entire hotel for the weekend,” the werewolf driver answered crisply from the driver's seat. “He wanted privacy for the meeting.”

      I pinned Severn with a questioning look. “Easier for an ambush, too.”

      We climbed out of the car, and Severn wrapped a protective arm around my back as he gazed up at the castle hotel with a searching examination.

      “I don’t detect any nefarious wards on the building,” he said. “If our host had ill intent, they would show.”

      “Maybe he’s good at hiding them. We don’t have any idea who the Ghost is.”

      Severn’s fingers curled around my waist. “You’ll be safe, Willow. I swear it.”

      We faced each other as the frigid wind swirled around us. He brushed an errant piece of hair out of my face, then kissed me. I pushed myself up to my toes and kissed him harder. My heart pounded with a warning. Something about the emptiness and the cold of the mountain felt . . . unnatural.

      Our feet crunched on the gravel drive as we approached the hotel. A female shifter opened the door, her yellow eyes glowing in the dark entryway.

      “Please. Enter. The Ghost is waiting.”

      I hugged my arms around myself as I gazed up at the beautiful Renaissance art on the walls, such a contrast to the building’s stark, fortress-like exterior. The paintings depicted woodland scenes, but as I looked closer, there were wolves in each of them.

      Heavy footsteps sounded, and my throat started to close.

      Jack Meruvis came down the hall, looking handsome in black slacks and a loose-fitting sweater. A twinge of mischief sparked in his eyes.

      “Willow. Severn. So good to see you again. Welcome to the Bitterroot Hotel, the business side of my pack’s empire here in the Rockies.”

      I stared at him as a wild idea entered my head. “Jack . . .  You aren’t the Ghost, are you?”

      It made me dizzy to think that this whole time, the mysterious man whose information we sought might be Jack Meruvis all along. It made sense now; why he wanted to meet in Aspen, how easy it was for him to clear out the hotel for us, that he ran a shifter empire, and we sought information about shifters.

      Jack started to open his mouth, but a second masculine voice to our left interrupted him.

      “He isn’t the Ghost,” the voice said. “I am.”

      My arms erupted in goosebumps like someone had puffed frosty air against my skin. My heart pounded painfully in my chest. I knew that voice—I knew it from just the first word.

      Trembling, I turned toward the hallway to our left.

      Black Ember leaned against the door frame; his arms folded smugly over his chest. His raven hair was pulled back into a messy knot at his nape. He wore black pants and a gray t-shirt that strained over his stacked biceps.

      My throat went instantly dry. My breath rasped audibly.

      “Black Ember?” I whispered.

      He gave a wolfish smile. It was mean and hard, but there was a ghost of pain behind it. “I told you I’d see you again, Willow.”

      Severn immediately stepped between us, shattering the sightline. “I should have fucking known you’d set a trap.” Severn’s hands fisted at his side.

      “A trap?” Black Ember cackled as he paced toward us. “You were the one who requested this meeting.”

      As Ember circled us in the foyer, Severn kept himself in front of me. “You planted the information with Zara, no doubt. How did you get around the wards?”

      “I didn’t. The wards hold. If I meant you harm, they’d show it. Believe me or not, Severn, this is no plot. Willow reached out to the Ghost to get information on a shifter clan I have a relationship with in Germany. Imagine my surprise when I saw who the request came from.”

      “You’re really the Ghost?” I asked. “You mean you didn’t just make up the name to lure us here?”

      Ember’s eyes snapped to me, lingering longer than they had any right to. He gave another tight smile. “Come. Let’s sit by the fire. It’s fucking freezing here.”

      Without waiting for our response, he tromped down the hallway toward the lobby. Severn and I didn’t move, unwilling to trust him.

      I turned to Jack. “It’s true? This isn’t a trick?”

      “I think you’re going to want to hear what he has to say,” Jack said, then sauntered down the hallway after Ember.

      Severn muttered a curse under his breath. “I don’t like this. Ember wants you—this could easily be some plan so twisted it’s undetectable by my spell craft.”

      “But he can’t lie,” I pointed out. “And we’ve come all this way. We owe it to Henry and May to hear him out if there’s even a fractional chance Marco is alive.”

      Aggressive energy was rolling off Severn, making the foyer even colder. When I touched his shoulder, his muscles were flexed and ready for a fight.

      “Please, Severn,” I said. “For the kids.”

      His green eyes searched mine. Could he get past his anger and trust me? Did he believe me when I said my fling with Black Ember had meant nothing?

      This was one hell of a way to test our relationship.

      “Ten minutes,” Severn snapped. “We’ll give him ten minutes. If he touches you, he dies.”
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      The hotel’s foyer was surprisingly intimate for such an otherwise imposing structure. An enormous fireplace held a roaring fire that threw out warmth. On either side of the fireplace, floor-to-ceiling picture windows gave us a breathtaking view of the mountains. An inviting circle of leather club chairs faced the view.

      A charcuterie board rested on a side table. Leave it to Jack to be an excellent host. While Severn poured himself a Scotch, I stuffed some cheese in my mouth, anxious to nibble something as a distraction.

      “Please. Join me.” Black Ember sat in one of the chairs, an arm thrown over its back.

      Severn made sure to put himself in the chair between the two of us.

      Ember motioned to the view. “Awe-inspiring, isn’t it? Jack tells me the region gets a bit of snow now, but ski season won’t really pick up until November.”

      “Fascinating,” Severn said flatly. “Now give us the information we’re after, or we’re going to turn around and get back on our plane.”

      His voice was tightly controlled, but I knew him well enough to see the coiled anger in his eyes. His hands clutched his chair’s armrests so hard I was afraid they’d break. I could only imagine what it was like for him to be face-to-face with the man who had kidnapped me, charmed me, and kissed me.

      My own feelings were a tangled knot, too. It was hard to bring myself to look at Black Ember, so I stared at the bowl of nuts on the coffee table instead. My chest felt too tight. There had always been a connection between the two of us. His sheer physical attraction was undeniable. The last time I’d seen him, I’d broken his heart, lied to him, and betrayed him. But he’d lied to me, too, whether directly or indirectly. He’d allowed me to believe Leona was my mother. I could never forgive such cruelty.

      Black Ember’s eyes weighed heavy on me. “Willow, you inquired about a human living among the shifters of Germany.”

      “Marco Conejero,” Severn said in a seething voice. “The man you supposedly killed. At least do him the honor of using his name.”

      Unaffected by Severn’s biting tone, Ember leaned back in his chair, languidly tapping the armrest. “Hmm, yes. Now that you mention it, I do recall Conejero. You’d sent him as part of a negotiation, is that right? Something about business dealings in California?”

      Severn’s jaw clenched hard as iron. “You damn well remember. You sent him back to me as a fucking statue.”

      Black Ember chuckled low in his throat at the memory. His eyes burned with malice. This vicious, cold fae prince wasn’t the same person I had gotten to know while living in the Bristol. “Did I?”

      Severn shot to his feet. “Start talking, Ember, or—”

      “Severn, sit,” I said, jumping up to rest a hand on his arm. He was so tense that I felt the two princes were only minutes away from blows. Both Severn and Black Ember had magic, but I got the feeling they’d prefer to use their fists and beat their frustration out on one another.

      Severn’s jaw locked. His chest heaved. He looked like a bull ready to stampede.

      “I mean it,” I whispered urgently. “Sit. If the two of you are going to act like children, then I’ll handle this.”

      It took Severn a moment to calm down, but he narrowed his eyes at Ember and sank back into his chair.

      I spun toward Ember. My hands clasped together to keep from shaking. Wetting my lips, I said, “Did you turn Marco to stone?”

      The cruel gleam of Ember’s eyes softened when our gaze met. For a brief flash, I saw the driven, complex man I’d come to care about. His eyes wavered in indecision as though he was trying to determine if he wanted to keep up the deceptions.

      “No,” he finally answered, staring me straight in the eye. The directness shook me. There couldn’t be any deception in such a simple answer.

      Fae can’t lie.

      Severn stirred behind me, but I held out a hand for him to back off. Tipping up my chin as I faced Ember, I pressed, “Tell me what happened.”

      He didn’t peel his eyes off me. “Conejero came to negotiate. I wanted to irritate Severn, so I sent his human associate through a portal to the Black Forest in Germany, and then had a stone statue made of his likeness. I wanted Severn to squirm, thinking his friend was dead. I expected Conejero to find his way out of the woods in a few days and fly back to New York. But . . .” His voice caught. “But weeks passed, and I got no word that Conejero had resurfaced. Naturally, everyone believed I’d killed him.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. “And you just went on letting Severn believe his friend was dead?”

      A muscle in Ember’s jaw jumped. His voice grew low and entreating. “Willow, you don’t know the things that prince has done to me over the centuries. This business with Conejero was nothing compared to—”

      I held up a hand, cutting him off. “I don’t want to hear it. You’ve both hurt one another. I get it. But if what you’re saying is true, then Marco was alive when you last saw him.”

      Black Ember nodded.

      I swallowed a hopeful gasp. If Ember hadn’t killed Marco, then there really was a chance that the weredeer’s account of his presence in Germany was real.

      “So where is he? Why didn’t he come back?”

      Ember’s hands tapped nervously on the armrests. “I quietly inquired a few times when he first disappeared. I was already working with some European contacts, posing as the Ghost. All they were able to tell me was that there was a shifter rivalry in the Black Forest, two clans both fighting for dominance, and that hostages were taken on both sides.”

      I whirled back around toward Severn. “Shifters must have captured Marco before he could make it back to New York. He could still be there!”

      “If they took him as a hostage,” Severn said evenly, “Why was there never a ransom attempt?”

      We both turned to Ember, who held up his hands. “I haven’t the faintest idea.”

      I said, “But you could find out, couldn’t you?”

      He stroked his chin. “Most likely. I trade a lot of information with my European contacts as the Ghost. If anyone could find out if shifters are still holding him, it’s me.”

      “Then do it!” I shouted.

      Ember’s eyes wavered. His throat tightened as he swallowed, and for a second, I saw that generous, patient fae prince I had known in Los Angeles. The man who would have told me anything I wanted to know.

      But that was before.

      Now, his eyes snapped to Severn and hardened. All traces of the softer Ember vanished. “For a price.”

      Severn studied the view for a long time, taming his temper. Finally, he said in a deathly quiet voice, “You can have whatever you want if you can get us Marco back. Except for Willow. If you so much as touch a finger to her, I will rip your heart out of your chest and throw it in the Bristol’s pool filter.”

      The energy in the room shifted. I stood smack between them like some kind of war prize. The cold wind blew at the windows, rattling the panes. The flames in the fireplace flickered.

      At long last, Ember said, “She’s all I want.”

      Oh, fuck.

      “What?” Severn roared, jumping to his feet. I had to throw myself against him to restrain him physically.

      “Severn, stop it!” I held him back as I faced Black Ember. “One walk. One conversation. That’s the best we can offer.”

      Severn growled low in his chest. “Like hell. If he touches you . . .”

      “He won’t,” I said, pinning Ember with a hard look. “Right, Ember? We’ll only talk. Say it. Bind the words in a promise.”

      Ember stroked his chin with a scathing scowl. Finally, he said, “We’ll only talk. I won’t touch her.” He touched his lips, sealing the binding promise with magic. “But I won’t promise that I won’t try like hell to convince her to come home with me.”

      I could already feel Severn’s bicep bunching beneath my hand. I shot him a warning look. Under my breath, I said, “This is for Marco. We have to do it.”

      Severn dragged in a ragged breath. I touched his cheek, softening as I tried to imagine how hard this was for him. “Trust me, Severn. Trust in us. I made my decision between you and him, and I won’t change my mind no matter what he says. I promised to marry you. I’m wearing your ring. Nothing he says will change how I love you.”

      Our relationship had been tested so many times, and now here it was being challenged once again. Could he get past his jealousy?

      “Fine.” His jaw tightened.

      I turned to Black Ember with shaky hesitation. In a quiet voice, I asked, “When . . .?”

      “Now.”

      He was on his feet in a second, striding toward me before my mind was able to catch up to what was happening. He made as if to grab my hand, but stopped an inch before our skin touched.

      He’d promised not to touch me.

      His fingers curled into his palm. “Come with me. There’s a trail along the ridge line. It’s beautiful—you’ll enjoy the view.”

      Casting one more reassuring look back at Severn, I followed Ember out the hotel’s main entrance. He led me through an azalea garden and onto a well-tended trail that ran up the hill behind the hotel.

      For a few minutes, we walked in silence.

      “The Ghost, huh?” I asked.

      “When you’ve been alive as long as I have, aliases come in handy. I tended to burn a lot of bridges, oh, two hundred years ago.”

      Back when he was a pirate.

      The trail was wide enough for us to walk side-by-side, but only barely. At one point, I tripped on a root and bumped against him, catching myself on his arm.

      We both stared down at the juncture of our bodies.

      He smirked. “I can’t touch you, but apparently, the binding promise allows you to touch me. Interesting.”

      I watched my footing more closely after that, but in the places where the trail narrowed, I had no choice but to brush against him. Every time I did, my heart gave a jump. I hated Black Ember for the lies he’d made me believe, but before the hatred, I had truly cared about him. He’d won me over with his dedication to his cause and his dreams for a better future. And—dammit—I couldn’t stop thinking about what he looked like without his shirt.

      “This must be killing Severn,” he muttered in dark delight.

      “Is that why you wanted time with me? Just another way to irritate him?”

      Ember’s eyes flashed dangerously. “Wanting to speak to you has nothing to do with Severn. He’s merely an . . . annoyance.”

      I stopped, resting my hands on my hips. “That annoyance is the man I’m going to marry.”

      He stopped short, leveling me with a disgusted look. “Gods—you didn’t. You agreed to marry him?”

      I held up my finger with the sapphire ring.

      He cursed. He rested a hand on a tree branch overhead and leaned over me, both intimidating and alluring. “We have much to discuss, Willow. There’s a cabin ahead—I thought it might be . . .” He sighed. “Whatever.”

      I folded my arms tightly. “If you’re going to try to convince me to date you, it’s useless. I told Severn everything that happened between us. Everything. He forgave me. And I forgave him for all his mistakes, too. We love each other.”

      Ember leaned over me with even more possessive menace. “You’re wasted on him.”

      “Contrary to your opinion, he doesn’t want me as a pretty little human wife on his arm. He wants me as a future queen.”

      “Hm. And I wanted you just as you are. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      I stared at him, trying to untangle the knot in my chest. Tightly, I said, “Well, you got me, didn’t you? Or at least someone who looks like me.”

      A smirk returned to his face. “Morwenna, you mean.”

      “She told me you’re fucking.”

      He pursed his lips, not denying it. “I guess I have a type.”

      “You used Morwenna,” I accused. “To help Leona escape from Wilde Tower.”

      Black Ember stared at me for a long time, then dropped his hand from the tree. He rubbed his palms together. “I used her? You brought her into existence only to serve your purposes. I picked up the pieces when you left her behind.”

      His words stung because they were true. I looked away. The wind coming down from the mountain was freezing. How had it gotten so much colder so quickly? I hugged my arms as it blew harder.

      Pieces of Ember’s hair worked loose from the knot, blowing around his face. For a second, I could see what he must have looked like in his decades as a bloodthirsty pirate, out at sea in the merciless ocean wind.

      “Come back to the Bristol,” he said, his voice dropping to a low, sincere note. His hand stretched out like he wanted to touch me, but he couldn’t. “The Sun Court needs you, Willow. The Hexerei Council gathering is happening soon. The world is about to change.”

      I hugged my arms harder against the wind. “Ember—”

      But a crack interrupted us. It rippled like thunder. The ground shook beneath us. Crying out, I grabbed ahold of the tree to steady myself.

      A frigid wall of wind hit us first. Then, a white cloud rumbled down from the snow-covered high peaks.

      “What’s that?” I gasped, wide-eyed.

      Ember’s answer was tight with urgency. “An avalanche.”

      “What? There’s not enough snow!”

      “Exactly. Something else caused this.” His eyes were fixed like knife points on the snow rushing down the mountain. I saw strange flashes of light. At first, they looked like the sun catching on ice. But then, I spotted the red-skinned figures.

      Demons.

      “Run, Willow!” Ember yelled.
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      “The hotel is too far,” Ember shouted over the roar of the snow rushing down the mountain toward us. “This way—to the cabin!”

      We raced together along the trail. The wind chilled me to the bone. It was nearly strong enough to blow me off the trail and down a ravine. We turned a bend in the trail, and a small cabin appeared ahead. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the white cloud of snow bearing down on us. I pumped my legs harder, but my toe caught on a rock.

      I tripped, falling to my hands and knees.

      “Hurry, Willow! Dammit—hold on!” Ember tried to grab me around the waist but hissed when his hands wouldn’t connect, like repelling magnets. “Fuck. The binding promise. You have to be the one to touch me. Now.”

      I closed my hands in his. He grunted in relief when it worked, and then promptly threw me over his shoulder. The air rushed out of my lungs. He raced toward the cabin with preternatural speed as the avalanche roared at our heels.

      Dangling over his shoulder, I stared at the wall of white closing in on us. The icy cloud ghosted my face, snowflakes catching in my eyelashes.

      “Ember, hurry!”

      He kicked open the cabin door and hurtled us inside a second before the full force of the avalanche hit. We slammed onto the floor, tangled around one another. The roar of the avalanche behind us was deafening. The cabin shook like it was caught in an earthquake.

      Ember jumped to his feet and slammed his shoulder against the door, fighting against the snow trying to push in. His muscles strained. It was only when he spoke a spell and kissed the wood that the door slammed shut.

      I screamed as the avalanche continued to batter the cabin; certain we’d be hurtled down the ravine. Paintings fell off the walls. Plates shattered in the kitchen. Ember grabbed a blanket and threw it over me to protect me from broken glass.

      I huddled under the blanket, in the dark, unable to focus on anything but the immediate danger. Eventually, the ground stopped rumbling. I breathed hard for a few seconds, afraid to believe the worst of the crisis had passed.

      Finally, I threw the blanket off my head. The cabin was a wreck. Toppled furniture and shattered electronics were everywhere. The door had held, but a window was broken, allowing in a small mountain of snow. How long had the avalanche lasted? It felt like an eternity, but it was probably only a minute.

      “Willow.” Ember crouched next to me, resting a hand on the blanket covering my back. “Are you all right?”

      I nodded shakily. “Severn . . .  Jack . . .  The hotel . . .”

      “The avalanche came down the eastern valley—the hotel should have been spared. Besides, the hotel was built to withstand avalanches. I’m sure they’re okay.”

      It must have been hard to put his hatred of Severn aside to reassure me of his safety.

      Shakily, clutching the blanket around me, I pushed to my feet, testing out my ankle from where I’d tripped and fallen. It throbbed, and I hissed from the pain.

      “Don’t try to stand. Stay seated.” Holding me from outside the blanket to not break the binding promise, Ember helped me back to the floor, where I leaned against the wall. I shivered from the freezing snow coming through the broken window.

      “I’ll light a fire to keep you warm.” The bucket for firewood beside the hearth was empty, but he broke a wooden chair and tossed it in, then cast a spell to light it. Shivering, I scooted toward it.

      “I need to call Severn.” With a numb hand, I dug in my pocket, only to discover my phone was gone. It must have fallen out during the avalanche. “Shit—do you have yours?”

      He took out his phone but shook his head. “No reception. The avalanche must have taken out a tower.”

      “Can’t you use a spell to fix it? Or send a message to Severn somehow?”

      “Telepathy requires a trusting bond,” he said ruefully. “And Severn and I aren’t exactly brothers-in-arms.”

      “There has to be some way to signal for help! They won’t know where to look for us!”

      Black Ember stalked over to the broken window and dug through the snow a few feet before cursing. “It’s too deep to tunnel out. This was no normal avalanche.”

      He paced the length of the cabin before noticing how hard I was shivering. He sank next to me, wrapping his arm around the outside of the blanket. “Move closer—I’ll keep you warm.”

      I shot him a wary look. “Are you sure demons caused the avalanche?”

      He looked offended. “Willow, while I will admit that I’d go to the ends of the earth to trap us as the last two people on earth, this wasn’t me.” He paused before adding with simmering eyes, “You’re so determined to think of me as your enemy. I’m not, but even if I was, don’t lie to yourself. A heart can crave a villain as much as a hero.”

      I looked away. I had to acknowledge that there was no way Ember had caused the avalanche—I had seen the demons with my own eyes. “How did they do it?”

      “Dark magic. There isn’t enough snow for an avalanche of this magnitude except high on the mountain peaks. They must have used spells to create a disturbance to make it collapse.” He peered up at the roof, which creaked under the snow’s weight.

      “Why?” I inched closer to him—he gave off a crazy amount of heat, and my body craved it. “Is it related to the attack on Central Park? To push the Hexerei vote, too?”

      He gave me an odd look. “You think the Central Park attack was related to the Hexerei Council?”

      “Oh, come on. The attack had the exact effect you wanted. The Council agreed to move up the vote.”

      “Wait, you think I was behind the Central Park attack?”

      “Weren’t you?” My voice was hard. “You were behind the attack on Wilde City at the beginning of the summer.”

      His body went still. He stared into the fire for a long time. Finally, he said, “There are things happening in the Gifted Realm that you aren’t aware of, Willow. It would be dangerous for you to know about everything. But suffice to say, I didn’t have anything to do with the demon attack on Central Park. Or with this avalanche. You can believe me—I can’t lie.”

      My eyelids lowered slightly as I tried to scrutinize his words for any possible deception, but I couldn’t work out how there might be a lie buried in them.

      “Swear it,” I said. “Swear that you didn’t have anything to do with these attacks.”

      “I swear it. You think I would put you at risk?”

      I wasn’t ready to trust him completely, but it took the edge off my worry. Heat radiated off his body, and I couldn’t help but nuzzle closer. Since I had initiated contact, he could now wrap his arm around my back beneath the blanket. His hand felt electric against my waist. For a long time, we sat together like that.

      “You can’t be surprised that I doubted you,” I said quietly. “You lied about Leona.”

      A heavy silence fell between us. Eventually, he said, “I won’t attempt to profess my innocence by pointing out that I never technically lied. I know that my words were intentionally misleading so that you would believe she was your mother.”

      “My dead mother, Ember. You got my hopes up that my mother was alive.” My voice broke.

      He bristled. “I know. I’m—sorry.”

      “Why would you do that? I thought you and I had come to an understanding. That we trusted one another.”

      “Before or after you ran away from me?” he asked bitterly.

      I leaned back so I could look him in the eye. “Even if Severn wasn’t a factor, I could never be with someone who would let me believe my mother was alive. That’s pure cruelty.”

      He flinched again. “It was a mistake—I know that now. At the time, I saw it only as a means to keep you close. I knew you’d been trying to discover the truth about your mother’s fate. It wasn’t easy, but I learned of Alyse’s death at the White Sands Court’s hands. Leona and I have crossed paths before. Twenty years ago, she got into a disagreement with her brother, Barren. She needed to hide out from him, and I let her stay at the Bristol. So, she owed me a favor.”

      “And you asked her to pretend to be my mother? Who she’d killed?”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “She could influence you. That’s all I was thinking about. Not how it would hurt you.”

      I stared at him coldly. “Now you understand why it never would have worked out between us.”

      He gave me a long, simmering look that threatened to scald me just as much as if I had grabbed the fire coals. “You didn’t even give us a chance.”

      “I did.”

      “One date. One night. That isn’t enough to see what we might have become together.”

      “Well, you have Morwenna, now. You don’t need me.” My voice was a little harsher than I’d intended, but I refused to allow any thoughts into my mind that maybe he had hurt me a little bit, too.

      Nestled close to him like this, old feelings stirred. I didn’t doubt for a second my commitment to Severn, but I would have been lying if I said I wasn’t still attracted to Ember. He had always been breathtakingly handsome, but so were all the fae. The connection I felt with Ember went deeper than his dark eyes and his ripped abs. His ambitions gave him an edge that my own spirit responded to. The idea of us leading a new era was still appealing.

      As if he sensed my softening mood, his hand slipped lower on my waist. His thumb brushed against the strip of bare skin between my shirt and pants, sending electricity all the way to my bones.

      “Marry the bastard, if you must,” he purred into my ear. “Spend a decade fucking him. Bear him little half breed heirs. But at some point—even a half-century from now—your feelings for him will change. And I’ll be there, waiting.”

      I pulled back, speechless.

      He started to cup my cheek, but I turned away quickly. “Ember, no.”

      Silence filled the space between us. The frosty air swept through the open window, and I wrapped the blanket tighter around me, against the cold and against Ember’s temptation, too.

      I wasn’t sure he would respect my answer. A dark look in his eyes made me think he might snatch me up into a kiss anyway. Since I’d initiated contact, the binding promise might allow it. But then he let out a puff of air and turned to the fire.

      “I wasn’t behind the demon attack,” His voice was more distant, even a little wounded. “But a part of me is glad it happened. It proved what I’ve been saying all along.”

      “That humans are capable of defending themselves?”

      “That—and more. Demons have always been unpredictable, especially with their queen asleep. The fact that they’d uncloak and attack both humans and Gifted Ones means they’re more dangerous than ever. We may soon need to join forces with humans.”

      My eyebrows lifted. Did he really think the demons were such a threat that creatures with magic at their fingertips would need humanity’s help?

      As worry churned in my head, I started shivering again. Black Ember smoothed his hands over my shoulders to work a little more warmth into me.

      “If that happens,” I said hesitantly. “I don’t want the two of us to be enemies. I might marry another man, but I’d still like to be your friend. We’ll need all the friends we can get if what you say comes to pass.”

      His dark eyes softened. “I’ll be your friend, Willow. I’ll be whatever—”

      His words were interrupted when a crunch came from the wall of snow near the window. A few hunks of ice fell, shattering on the floor. Ember’s hands tightened protectively over me. A protection spell was poised on his lips.

      More snow tumbled down. I held my breath, terrified by what might be trying to dig its way through.

      “Do you think it’s demons?” I asked breathlessly.

      A muscle jumped in Ember’s jaw. “Doubtful. If it were, the snow would melt faster.”

      More snow collapsed, and black claws appeared, scratching at the snow. I let out a garbled cry, looking around for a weapon.

      “It is demons!” I said, swiping for the fire poker.

      “Willow, wait!” Ember stilled my hand. “It’s okay. It isn’t demons!”

      Heart racing, I looked back at the tunnel forming in the snow. The black claws belonged to furry paws. A dog.

      No—a wolf!

      More paws appeared. A team of wolves was working to dig us out of the avalanche.

      “It’s Jack’s wolf pack!” I cried in relief.

      I scrambled to my feet, clutching the blanket tightly around me as I paced impatiently. A wolf snout appeared. Then another. Their paws worked fast and hard as they dug.

      In another minute, three wolves dropped down into the cabin. Their fur was caked in snow. They were panting from the effort. After a few long breaths to recover, they lowered their heads toward the ground. Their shoulder muscles bunched, and then a crack like thunder and a matching burst of light boomed through the air—

      —And three naked werewolves in human form stood to their full height. Two women and a man.

      One of the women brushed snow off her short hair, shaking her head like a dog, and then held out her hands apologetically. “Sorry about the nudity. The downside to shifting? You end up flashing a lot of people.”
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      I gave one of the naked werewolves my blanket, which she tied around her waist. While the male disappeared into the bathroom to look for clothes, Black Ember removed his shirt to give to the other female shifter.

      Dear god. I’d forgotten exactly how packed Ember’s muscles were.

      “Willow?” Severn’s voice boomed down the snow tunnel.

      “Severn?” I called up anxiously, trying to see him, but the tunnel curved in a way that made it impossible.

      “Hold on!” He fed a rope down the tunnel. I hesitated before grabbing it, wondering if I should let the others go first.

      “Go on,” Black Ember said in a dark voice. “Go to your fiancé.”

      He was shirtless but didn’t shiver. My body remembered the warmth he’d given off, keeping me from freezing, and it caused sparks to prickle along my skin.

      “Thank you,” I said quietly. “For saving me.” I turned to the shifters. “And you, too. All of you.”

      The first female scrubbed more melting snow out of her hair with a grin. “We like the cold—that’s why we settled here.”

      I gripped the rope, wrapping it twice around my wrist, then climbed into the tunnel. Severn pulled on his end, and I dug toeholds in the snow and scaled upward. The tunnel had to be at least twenty feet long. I was freezing and spent by the time I made it to the top.

      The moment my hand appeared, Severn pulled me the rest of the way up and engulfed me in a crushing embrace. He buried his face in my hair, dotting me with kisses.

      “Thank the gods,” he said under his breath.

      I tipped up my chin to kiss him. He planted a delicate, reverent kiss on my lips as though afraid I wasn’t real.

      The rope tugged again behind us. More of Jack’s shifters helped haul up the three shifters, who seemed relieved to shimmy back into the human clothes they’d shed and left behind.

      Black Ember climbed up last. Once he shook the snow out of his hair and brushed it off his bare chest, Severn pulled me closer protectively.

      “What happened down there?” Severn snapped. “What did you do to her?”

      Black Ember dragged a taunting hand down his bare chest, aggravating Severn’s jealousy. “I had to keep her warm somehow.”

      Severn’s muscles bunched beneath my hand. I gripped his chin, forcing his head to look at me instead of Ember. “Nothing happened. Ember carried me to the cabin to save me from the avalanche. That’s it.”

      “He wasn’t allowed to touch you.”

      “I touched him first—I had to. I fell.”

      Ember smirked, rubbing his fingers together in a mockery of his oath not to touch me. “I forgot how soft your little human is . . .”

      With a growl, Severn lunged toward him, but I threw all my weight into holding him back by his arm. “Stop it! Both of you!”

      “I’ll bury you, Ember,” Severn seethed. “This time so deeply that no tunnel can reach you.”

      “Try it,” Ember said with equal animosity.

      I groaned as I thrust myself between them, planting my palms on Severn’s chest to hold him back. “This is ridiculous! Nothing happened. You have to trust me, Severn.”

      At the word “trust,” Severn’s anger unraveled from his muscles. His eyes softened. He blinked a few times, then ran a hand down his face.

      “I do trust you, Willow.”

      “Good.” Palms still pressed to his chest, I urged him back in the hotel’s direction. “Because we don’t have time for your jealous bickering. I’m freezing—I need a change of clothes. And there’s no telling what the demons might do next. I don’t want to be caught in another avalanche.”

      Severn smoothed his hand down my snow-dampened hair. “I’ll get you warm, princess.”

      He scooped me into his arms and made quick work of carrying me back down the trail to the Bitterroot Hotel. Shifters stalked the perimeter with rifles, keeping their eyes on the high mountains for any more signs of demons. I was relieved to see no damage to the building—the avalanche had hit only one valley.

      Jack was waiting at the door, anxious. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded. “Thanks to your wolves.”

      Inside, Severn drew me a hot bath in the hotel’s largest suite. He peeled off my icy clothes, then eased me into the water. I let out a long exhale as my tight muscles unlocked.

      “Oh—that’s heaven,” I moaned.

      He sat on the side of the tub, working shampoo into my hair. It was amazing how tender he could be in moments like this. “Jack is finding clean clothes for you. And his shifters are guarding the hotel. He sent three packs up into the mountains after the demons, but they had already vanished back through their portals before the shifters could reach them.”

      “So, the demons only wanted to start the avalanche? To what end?”

      “They knew we were here. Me, Ember, and Jack. Three members of the Hexerei Council. I can only assume they wanted to take us out.”

      “To mess with the vote?”

      He didn’t answer right away. He rinsed my hair, then worked in conditioner and kneaded it in with strong fingers. Finally, he said, “That’s likely. But it could also go beyond that. They might not be concerned with the vote at all.”

      I twisted around to face him. “What do you mean?”

      Water snaked down my temples, dripping into the tub. Despite the steamy water, I gave an involuntary shiver.

      Severn’s lips pressed together firmly. “They might have wanted us dead. If the demons are planning a larger attack—perhaps even a war—then it would be wise to annihilate their enemies before the war even began.”

      I gripped the tub’s sides, careless of the water sloshing onto the floor. “A war?”

      “They wouldn’t go to war unless they had strict orders.”

      My mouth went dry. “From the Demon Queen, you mean. She’s the only one who could give those orders.”

      He nodded slowly.

      “I thought you said she’d been asleep for a hundred years!”

      “I spoke to Zara. A team of tacturi witches is attempting to discern her resting place. Once it’s located, we can send spies to see if she still slumbers.”

      The bath water was growing cold, or maybe it just felt that way. I suddenly felt wrinkled and pale, like I’d soaked for hours. Severn helped me out of the tub and into sleek apres-ski wear that Jack had left on the suite’s bed. With a spell, Severn dried my wet hair.

      We went downstairs, where shifters had set out a full lunch spread on a large banquet table. There was no sign of Jack or Ember. My stomach grumbled. My body was famished after spending hours in the freezing cabin, yet I had little appetite. I had to force myself to nibble on nuts, knowing I’d be useless if I didn’t have sustenance.

      A door slammed, and Ember strode into the room, rubbing his hands. He’d changed into rugged jeans and a sweater that hugged his biceps. He paused briefly when his eyes locked on mine.

      “Ember.” Severn acknowledged his presence in a hard voice.

      Black Ember raised an eyebrow as he popped an olive into his mouth. “Going to punch me for saving your girl’s life?”

      “No.” Severn’s jaw cut a hard line. He extended his hand. “I want to thank you.”

      My lips parted in shock. I’d been nervous to see how the two men would act after what had happened; my greatest fear was that Severn’s jealousy would rupture our relationship as it had before. A moment of astonishment passed over Black Ember’s face, but he quickly put back on his mask of indifference.

      He smirked. “You know I’ll always try to win her.”

      “Feel free to try. What she and I have is beyond your interference. Still, you saved her life, and I will be in your debt for that.”

      Black Ember didn’t quite know how to react. Gratitude was so out of character for Severn that Ember must have suspected it was a trick—but Severn’s countenance remained sincere, and Ember let out a puff of air.

      He shook Severn’s offered hand. Tension still hung in the air, but it felt different this time. Almost like there was an undercurrent of hope now. These two had been at each other’s throats for centuries. They’d fought to establish the two dominant fae courts in North America, which had set them up as natural rivals. And then I’d stepped between them, stirring decades of old grudges.

      Yet now, they shook hands.

      I almost wondered if I’d hit my head getting out of the bathtub and this was all some dream.

      Jack came in, rubbing a hand over his chin. He looked relieved to see us all gathered. “Oh. Good. I was afraid one of you would have killed the other by now.”

      “No kidding,” I echoed.

      Jack paced by the windows, keeping his gaze on the mountains outside. “My packs returned from their scouting trip. The demons are gone, but they found something where the avalanche originated.”

      He removed a smooth black stone from his pocket. A word was carved into it in a language I didn’t know.

      Severn said in a low voice, “That is written in the demon tongue. A spell for chaos—that’s how they increased the snowfall by tenfold.”

      “But the demons I saw weren’t the humanoid ones,” I said. “They were like animals. They can’t speak; there’s no way they could carve a word.”

      “You’re right.” Severn’s deep voice sounded troubled. “This particular stone is called faustalite, which can only be carved into with dark magic. And there is only one demon capable of it.”

      The lump in my throat was so large I couldn’t swallow around it. “The Demon Queen.”

      Severn nodded.

      Black Ember let out a curse as he pushed off the sofa, stroking his chin in thought. “If the Demon Queen has awoken, I must return immediately to my court. The demons found and attacked us here—they could go after our courts next.”

      Severn nodded his agreement. It still blew my mind to see them agreeing on anything, even the safety of their people. “We should return to New York as well, Willow. And Jack, keep us informed if your shifter network uncovers more information.”

      Jack nodded. “Let’s hope there aren’t more attacks before the gathering.”

      “You’ll be there?” I asked hopefully. “In Morocco?”

      Jack grinned. “You bet. With a delegation of my shifters.”

      I paused, unsure if it was wise to bring up a tense topic at an already strained time, but my curiosity burned too brightly. “How will you vote?”

      The silence was so complete that I could hear a clock ticking from some distant hallway. Black Ember and Severn both seemed as interested in his answer as I was. They were on either side of the debate, so Jack’s vote could strengthen either of their sides substantially.

      “I already told Ember I’ll vote to uncloak the realm,” Jack replied.

      My eyes went round. “Last time we spoke, you felt it wasn’t yet time.”

      Jack threw a hand toward the mountains outside. “Things are changing faster than anyone expected. Demons are attacking. The Demon Queen might have woken. Humans are proving themselves to be more resilient than anyone thought.”

      Jack and I were both in a unique position in the Gifted Realm—we were both human. It was unheard of for a human to rule an entire shifter kingdom, but his pack mates had grown up with him as their adopted brother, and not only trusted in his leadership and strength, but also in the abilities his humanity granted him that they lacked. He was a step outside their world, so he had the vision to expand their empire.

      If Jack believed the human world was ready to learn the truth, then maybe it was.

      Severn pushed off from the wall he’d been leaning against. He looked twitchy; Jack’s argument against his opinion bothered him. “Come, Willow. Jack, Ember—we’ll see you two in Morocco.” His voice had an edge.

      I knew better than to bring up the vote as Jack’s shifters returned us to the airport and we boarded Severn’s jet. When I’d first met Severn, he’d been the kind never to change his mind. He thought strength came from steadfastness. But he’d grown since then. I’d seen him soften and open up in ways I’d never imagined. A month ago, it would have been unthinkable for him to thank Black Ember.

      Severn held Jack in high esteem, so Jack’s opinion had to sway him at least a little. I could feel Severn slowly coming around to the understanding of what an uncloaked world would look like, but I didn’t want to push him into accepting something before he was ready.

      Still, it gave me a flare of hope.

      What if the hidden realm did uncloak? It was looking more and more possible, especially if Severn continued to be swayed. The idea felt reckless and wild, but also thrilling. In a few weeks, everything that humans thought was true might be completely upended.

      On the flight home, my mind spun with possibilities. The Gifted Realm could do so much to benefit humanity. They could improve people’s health, protect entire cities against natural disasters and terrorist attacks, open up new forms of art and new ways of thinking.

      And I wanted to be in the middle of it.

      As soon as we landed, my phone beeped with a message from Black Ember.

      
        
        My contacts have confirmation

        Marco Conejero alive—at least as of last month

        Black Forest outside of Baden-Baden, Germany

        Kaverne Bear Clan

      

      

      I gripped Severn’s arm hard enough to leave bruises.

      “Severn,” I breathed in disbelief. “It’s true. Marco is alive.”
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      For the next few days, my actions were dedicated to finding Marco Conejero. Severn tried to help whenever he could, but shortly after we returned to New York City, we received word of more demon attacks around the globe, so his focus had to be on ensuring the New Court’s safety. He met with the head witch of New York’s tacturi coven, who was using their scrying ability to locate the Demon Queen’s resting place.

      So, I was largely on my own. It felt impossible to keep this secret from Henry and May when I tucked them in each night, but I still didn’t dare get their hopes up. They’d be devastated if they thought their father was alive, only to learn it was some kind of misunderstanding or trick. Luckily, I had all of Severn’s resources at hand to help me with the search. Kell put me in touch with a bear shifter clan in the Adirondacks. Their leader, a burly man with a well-groomed black beard, agreed to come to the city to meet with me.

      “Nolan Hewitt?” I asked when I saw him standing in Wilde City’s lobby. “I’m Willow O’Dell. Thanks for coming.”

      He gave a gruff nod. His muscles were tense as his eyes darted to the activity in the lobby. “I don’t come into the city often. We prefer smaller towns, places near the woods. Out in the open.”

      “I appreciate you making the journey. We can meet in the ballroom.”

      I took him to the sixtieth floor, where he marveled at the two-story ballroom that looked straight out of a fairy tale. The dais where Severn met with his senior council was empty now, so we took two seats at one end of the table.

      “Like I said on the phone,” I started. “I need to get in touch with a bear shifter clan in Germany. I haven’t had luck contacting them directly. From what little information I’ve been able to gather, this particular clan keeps to itself. They live in an isolated community deep in the Black Forest and rarely engage with the wider world. I would fly there to meet with them, but I’m worried about how friendly they are to outsiders.”

      Nolan nodded. “Werebears aren’t like other shifters. We’re essentially hermits in both human and bear form. And we don’t take kindly to strangers. If you barged in unannounced, you’d likely get your throat clawed open.”

      I flinched, then focused on my notebook that held all my research. “So how can I approach them, so they’ll be willing to talk?”

      “Enter their territory slowly and unarmed. They’ll know you’re there, trust me. Let them approach you first. The real challenge will be finding their exact location.”

      “On the phone, you said you had a map.”

      He folded his massive arms over his chest. “I do. That doesn’t mean I’ll give it to you. You seem nice, sweetheart, but that’s highly secret information. I came today because I owed Severn a favor, but I can’t just give out the map.”

      I tapped my pen on the notebook, thinking. “We have money.”

      He snorted. “Werebears can’t be bought.”

      I studied him more closely. He wore a plaid lumberjack-style shirt that had a small purple mark on the cuff. I’d spent enough time around kids to know a Crayola marker made that stain.

      I softened my tone and leaned forward. “Listen, I’ll be honest with you. I have reason to believe the Kaverna Bear Clan is holding a human captive. A father. His two children live here in Wilde Tower. For the last year, they’ve believed him to be dead.”

      Nolan’s hand went to the purple mark on his shirt. He stroked it absently, and I knew I was right that he had kids. “That’s unfortunate, but—”

      “Henry and May. Those are their names. Henry is nine. May is seven. Their mother died when they were toddlers. Now, without their father, they have to grow up in a fae court. And I don’t have to tell you how cold the fae are. It’s no kind of life for children.”

      Nolan swiped a meaty hand over his face. He seemed to waver for a few moments, then met my eyes. “Seven? And nine?”

      I nodded.

      “Close to the ages of my own kids.”

      I waited patiently, not trying to push him. He folded his arms again as his brows mashed together. He took a deep, decisive breath. Then, he pulled a folded piece of paper out of his pocket. He clasped his massive hands together on the table, leaning in. “There’s your map. Don’t make me regret giving it to you. You get those kids their father.”
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        * * *

      

      The next step after getting the map was booking Severn’s jet, though I dreaded it because it meant having to work with Bramble. Since she’d returned to New York City, she handled all his travel plans, including the use of the jet.

      I reluctantly went to her office on the forty-eighth floor and knocked.

      “Enter,” her liquid-smooth voice purred, and I took in her elegant, opulent office skeptically. It had to be one of the largest offices in the tower, only slightly smaller than Severn’s own office. But I quelled my jealousy that she’d be given such a prestigious space—it was better than before, when she simply perched her tight ass right on the corner of Severn’s desk while taking notes.

      I much preferred her here.

      “Hello, Bramble,” I said as politely as I could muster. I didn’t think she would ‘accidentally’ book my flight to Australia instead, but I couldn’t be too careful. “I need to reserve the jet for tomorrow.”

      Her lips pressed together primly as she eyed my loose linen pants and simple, baggy t-shirt. It was in strong contrast to her own tailored pinstripe dress and designer heels.

      She gave me a false smile. “Let’s see what I can do.”

      She tapped on her computer for a frustratingly long time—I could have sworn she was trying to annoy me. I balled my fists and ordered myself to play nice.

      “Will it just be you?” she asked pointedly.

      “Um, I’m not sure if Severn will be able to join me. Does it matter?”

      “We like to enter the full passenger list when booking the jet. Helps us to know what kind of security and servers to staff.”

      “I’ll take Kell for security. I don’t need any other staff.”

      “Right,” she muttered. “I suppose that if Severn joins you, you can always serve him refreshments and champagne yourself, seeing as you’re so used to working as hired help. It will be quite the adjustment for you when you’re queen . . . if that happens, of course.”

      I swallowed my annoyance. “We’re engaged, so it’s definitely happening.”

      “Hmm,” she said coyly, tapping on her computer. “I just thought, given this morning’s news, your status with him might have changed.”

      A chill started at my ankles and crept up my legs. I suddenly regretted not wearing a sweater. Though I knew Bramble was probably just stirring up trouble, I couldn’t help but take the bait. “What news?”

      Her eyebrows rose in exaggerated surprise. “Oh, didn’t you see it?”

      “I’ve been working on a very important project.”

      A hint of cruelty gleamed in her eyes as she tapped her computer and then turned the monitor toward me. “It’s all over the news.”

      Dread pooled in my stomach as I grabbed her laptop to read the article she’d pulled up from a popular celebrity news site.

      

      Billionaire Nanny Finds Long-Lost Mother!

      

      New York City’s favorite nanny-turned-billionaire’s fiancée, Willow O’Dell, has faced her share of reputation-tainting scandals since the summer. It’s left us wondering why her handsome fiancé hasn’t kicked her to the curb—but today, her fortune turns. Her mother, Alyse O’Dell, who disappeared eighteen years ago, has miraculously resurfaced after escaping a harrowing longterm kidnapping situation. Mother and daughter are reported to be ecstatic to be together again, and Alyse O’Dell will be moving into Wilde Tower as early as today. No word yet from Severn Wilde on his future mother-in-law’s reappearance . . .

      

      A photo of Morwenna and Leona embracing happily covered the screen.

      I was so angry that I practically threw the laptop back onto Bramble’s desk. No wonder she’d acted so smug since seeing me this morning.

      “It isn’t what it looks like,” I said hotly.

      Bramble made a small tsk like she didn’t believe me. “Of course, Miss O’Dell. Whatever you say.”

      “I mean it.” I so badly wanted to tell her about Morwenna, but Bramble would go straight to the High Council if she were armed with the knowledge that I’d brought a changeling to life. “I—I can’t explain how I know, but that story is made up. My ‘mother’ isn’t moving into the tower. Severn knows it, too.”

      I was only slightly relieved that Morwenna hadn’t made out publicly with another celebrity while posing as me. There was nothing outright scandalous about this latest ploy of hers, and yet I detected a mysterious deeper purpose, which frightened me even more.

      “Book the jet for tomorrow,” I ordered her.

      “But if your mother is coming to the tower—”

      “Book it,” I snapped and strode out of the room.

      I made my way to Severn’s office, where he was bowed over his desk with Locke, pouring over maps of the central United States.

      When my eyes landed on a few towns they’d circled in red, the purpose I’d come for temporarily faded. “Are those—” I swallowed. “Are those places where the Demon Queen might be?”

      Severn rolled up the map and handed it to Locke. “Show Talon, Locke. He and his team must work fast—the gathering is approaching.”

      Locke touched the rolled map to his head. I waited for Locke’s usual wry comment on my casual, but he merely gave me a grave nod as he passed. That, too, frightened me.

      “Is it?” I pressed once Severn and I were alone.

      “The tacturi witches scried that the Demon Queen’s resting place is near a geological landmark where flowing river water has created a specific shape of a natural pool. We’ve identified three places where this phenomenon occurs: two in Oklahoma and one in Texas. Talon is taking the jet immediately to investigate.”

      I snagged my bottom lip between my teeth, worried for Talon and Mia. She must be so worried about her new husband going on a dangerous mission. But the part about the jet brought back the reason I’d come.

      “About the jet—I need it tomorrow to go to Germany.”

      Severn waved his hand in the air. “Certainly.”

      “But if Talon is taking it . . .”

      He snorted. “I have more than one jet, Willow. Tell Bramble I’ll be joining you.”

      “Are you sure?” Given the fact that Talon might soon discover the truth about the Demon Queen, it didn’t feel like a good time for Severn to be away from his court.

      “I would never let you go to Germany on your own. I’ll be with you every step. Nothing is more important.” He stood and came around to take my hand. “Besides, if Marco is alive, I want to be among the first to talk to him. I—I owe him an apology.”

      I touched his cheek tenderly. “I know everything will work out.”

      He nuzzled into my palm, briefly closing his eyes. His other hand went to my waist, drawing me closer. “I haven’t seen you much—you’ve been working so hard.”

      I smiled and replaced my palm on his cheek with my lips. I whispered, “We could change that tonight.”

      His fingers dug into the flesh around my hips. A moan rumbled from his throat. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, princess. If you tell me I can bury my cock in you tonight, I will hold you to that.”

      I tilted my chin up as he ran a line of tantalizing kisses down my neck. “I don’t make promises lightly.”

      He chuckled. “Good girl.”

      But I pressed a hand to his chest, holding him back. “Wait—there’s something else.”

      He didn’t look pleased to stop kissing me, but he sat back on the edge of his desk and folded his arms, waiting.

      I swallowed roughly as I pulled up the news article on my phone and handed it to him. He read it in silence, a scowl on his face.

      “I don’t understand what they’re playing at,” I said.

      “Nor do I,” he answered, “but Leona always has a plan. Plus, she’s working with Black Ember. He and I might have come to an agreement in Aspen about the demons, but not when it comes to you. He vowed to keep trying to get you by his side.”

      “Okay, but I don’t understand how running an article claiming my mother has reappeared gets Black Ember what he wants—”

      I was interrupted by Severn’s intercom buzzing on his desk.

      “Yes?” he snapped.

      Bramble’s silken voice practically purred on the other side. “Is Willow with you, Severn? I thought you’d want to know that her mother is downstairs, trying to get into the building.”
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      “Don’t let her in,” I said tensely to Severn. “Tell the tower’s security to turn her away.”

      “I wish it was that simple.” Severn paced to his window and gazed down at the courtyard far below, filled with paparazzi. “I’m beginning to understand the true nature of her latest scheme.”

      “What, to annoy us to death?”

      “Leona planted that article in the news and noted she was moving in today to ensure the paparazzi would be present. By showing up like this, she’s forcing a confrontation. If we turn her away in front of all those cameras, your reputation will suffer even more. You’ll not only be a cheating fiancée but now one who also abandoned your long-lost mother in need.”

      I groaned so deeply that I felt the rumble in my toes. “And if we let her in?”

      “She must feel confident if she willingly returned to where she was almost tortured. My guess is she feels the paparazzi are an insurance policy; we wouldn’t dare kill her when there are so many watching eyes.”

      “I don’t want her back in the tower, Severn.”

      “I’m not sure we have a choice, as long as you value your reputation among the human world. As it is, it will be a challenge to be the leader you want to be if the Gifted Realm uncloaks.”

      I hated that he was right. Normally, I wouldn’t care about being falsely slandered in newspapers. I’d gone through it before and come out the other side. But now, with the Hexerei Council vote pending, the stakes were higher. No human would look to me—an adulterous, neglectful daughter—as a trusted voice between the two realms.

      I seriously needed to fix my reputation.

      “Fine,” I snapped. “I’ll go downstairs and make a big show of greeting her in front of the cameras. Then, once she’s inside, we put her in a suite with a balcony so the paparazzi can see that she’s here and safe. And we’ll figure out what the hell she wants in exchange for leaving us alone. I need her gone by tomorrow—we have a jet to Germany.”

      Severn smoothed a hand over my shoulder. Admiration glittered in his eyes. “You’ll make a wise queen.”

      I gave him a doubting but grateful smile. “I don’t know about that—Leona outsmarted us. I’m just trying to scramble to contain the fallout.”

      “As queen, you will not win every battle. You’ll need to pivot just as you are now.” He planted a kiss on my forehead. “Do you want me to come downstairs with you?”

      “No, I’ll handle it on my own. I know you have a lot of work to do before our trip tomorrow.”

      I steeled my nerves as I made my way down to the lobby. My stomach was already squirming at the idea of facing Leona again. Severn believed in me, but I wasn’t as confident. Leona had already tricked me several times now; how would I make sure it didn’t happen again?

      I stopped short in front of the glass turnstiles. Outside, dozens of paparazzi snapped cameras and recorded on their phones. Leona, with a giant suitcase by her side, appeared to be gushing to one of them.

      Was she giving an interview? Goddamn fae . . .

      I plastered a smile on my face and pushed through the turnstile. As soon as I appeared, more cameras began flashing.

      “Willow!”

      “Willow, over here!”

      “What does Severn think about your mother’s reappearance?”

      A broad smile appeared on Leona’s face. She threw open her arms. “Willow! You sweet girl!”

      She folded me into a hug that made bile rise up my gullet. It took all my patience to pretend to hug her back. “Welcome to Wilde Tower, Mom.”

      She laughed as she released me and said loudly enough for the paparazzi to overhear, “You left me waiting here so long, I almost thought you were going to turn me away!”

      More cameras flashed, blinding me.

      I squeezed one hand into a fist. “Of course not, Mom. I’m so excited you’re moving in. I just hope you like it and don’t change your mind. It would be such a shame if you decided to turn around and leave again tomorrow.”

      She gave another high-pitched laugh. “Oh, I plan on staying for a long time.”

      I painted on another smile.

      She peered exaggeratedly at the tower lobby through the doors. “Where’s Severn? He isn’t upset that I’m here, is he?”

      “Oh, he’s thrilled. He’s making sure your suite is ready.”

      “So considerate.”

      I grabbed the suitcase handle. “Let’s get you settled.”

      “Wait, Willow!” The paparazzi who’d interviewed Leona called. “How about a hug for the cameras?”

      The idea of hugging Leona again was repulsive, but I reminded myself that these photos would be all over newspapers and the internet tomorrow. It would go a long way toward booting my supposed infidelity out of the news cycle in favor of a more feel-good story.

      I channeled my inner actress and hugged Leona. She made a big show of hugging me back. There were calls of support from the crowd as cameras clicked.

      Her suitcase weighed a ton—what did she have in there, cannonballs? It was too big to fit through the turnstile, so a security guard opened the side access door for us. I rolled the heavy suitcase toward the elevator, ignoring the curious stares of the fae in the lobby.

      When the elevator opened, Azalea gave me an artificially cheerful smile. “This must be your mom, Willow!” Her eyes cut to me with a hard edge that flashed briefly before warming again. “Severn told me all about her.”

      I nodded. Severn must have already told Azalea who Leona was. I was surprised that Azalea could call her “my mom,” knowing that was a lie; apparently being only half-fae made her capable of lying.

      “Yeah. Let’s go to the eighteenth floor. I’m sure my mom will be more comfortable there than where we put her on her last visit. Unless you’d prefer the thirteenth floor again, Mom?”

      I shot daggers at Leona.

      She smiled icily. “The eighteenth will be fine.”

      “Miss O’Dell.” Kell suddenly jogged toward us from the direction of the security offices on the ground floor. “Mind if I ride up with you? Severn asked if I’d help with your mother’s luggage.”

      The knot of worry in my chest loosened. What would I do without Kell?

      “Willow and I would appreciate some privacy, actually—” Leona started, but I cut her off.

      “It’s fine, Kell! This suitcase is really heavy.” I held the door open for Kell.

      Leona looked annoyed as she tapped her foot on the floor. Azalea worked the elevator controls, and the four of us rode up. I was beyond relieved to have Kell and Azalea with me, two people I knew I could count on. I dreaded being alone with Leona. She looked so much like my mom. It birthed a deep ache in my chest to pretend this monster was the woman who had raised me.

      We reached the eighteenth floor, where Severn waited for us outside a guest suite. Kell rolled Leona’s suitcase inside, and she made a big show of admiring the room.

      “What a gorgeous view!” She strode out onto the balcony. “Oh, look, I can see the paparazzi down there. I’ll wave to them.” After blowing kisses down to the cameramen eighteen floors below, she came back into the suite. “They certainly are curious about you two, aren’t they? I’m glad they were able to take so many pictures of us together, Willow.”

      The threat lay heavy in her words.

      Severn closed and locked the door. He turned on her with a growl. “Why are you here, Leona?”

      Her eyes darted to Kell.

      Severn said sharply, “Kell is Willow’s bodyguard. He knows who you are. He helped us capture you during your last visit to the tower. So, you can speak plainly. No more pretending. You wanted to get into the tower, and here you are. What do you want?”

      She took her time admiring the suite, picking up a plaster bust, then switching on a lamp and turning it back off. Finally, she sank into the plush sofa cushions. “You know that I work with Black Ember. I heard the two of you became friendly in Aspen, Severn—and of course, he’s always been so fond of Willow. He thought my coming here would help repair Willow’s reputation.”

      I nearly choked on a laugh. “You’re here to help?”

      “Is that so hard to believe?”

      Anger hardened in my veins. “You killed my mother, you bitch! You pretended to be her!”

      “I didn’t kill her.”

      “No, you just tormented her, enslaved her, and taunted her. And stood by while she died of a treatable disease. That’s as good as slitting her throat with your own hand.” I clenched my jaw as I tried to get my temper under control. To Severn, I said, “She’s lying. Somehow, she’s lying.”

      Fae were experts in twisting their words. I felt certain Black Ember wasn’t behind this, no matter what Leona implied.

      Severn gave me a slow, supportive nod. I took a deep breath. He believed I could be queen at his side; I needed to start believing it myself, too.

      “Why are you really here?” I asked her.

      She blinked in faux innocence. “Are you going to have your fiancé’s warriors torture me? How will it look if I leave here battered and bruised? You don’t want those pictures on the internet.”

      “Fine,” I snapped. “If you’re sticking to your story that you came here to help my reputation, then your job is done. The photos of our happy reunion will show up on magazine covers. So, there’s no reason for you to stick around. First thing in the morning, Kell here will drive you to the airport and put you on a plane back to Los Angeles.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I’ve only just arrived.”

      “And yet you’ve already managed to overstay your welcome.” I turned to Kell. “Can you get her discreetly out of the building?”

      He nodded. “Yes, miss. Not a problem.”

      I faced Leona once more, praying it would be the last time I ever had to see her. “If you decide to tell us why you’re really here, then give word to Kell. He’ll be stationed outside your door. Otherwise, I want you out of here in the morning.”

      I signaled to Severn that I was done talking to her. We headed for the door, but Leona piped up sweetly, “What, no dinner invitation? You’re going to let me starve?”

      I jabbed a finger toward the phone. “Call room service. They’ll bring you whatever you want.”

      “And if I decide I want to talk more, where will you be?”

      “Severn’s apartment. The seventy-second floor.”

      She gave another exaggerated smile as she flung her arms back on the sofa cushions and kicked up her heels. “A whole night of luxury in the fabulous Wilde Tower—I’m so glad I came.”

      I gritted my teeth, swallowing my anger, as I went out into the lobby. Kell and Severn joined me there. “Keep a close eye on her,” I said quietly to Kell. “It will be a miracle if she only eats room service and takes a bubble bath all night. She’s here to do mischief.”

      “I understand, miss.”

      My mind ran in circles as we stepped onto the elevator. I nodded briefly to Azalea. My feet didn’t want to stop pacing. My fingers wouldn’t be still.

      Finally, Severn captured me in his arms. He planted a grounding kiss on the top of my head. “It’s late, my love. You should get some rest before the flight to Germany tomorrow.”

      “Maybe we should postpone the trip . . .” I chewed anxiously on my lip. “I don’t like Leona being in Wilde Tower. She’s up to something.”

      “She’ll be gone in the morning.”

      “Yes, but Henry and May are here. If she tries to hurt them—”

      “Henry and May’s father might be alive. You could bring him back to them.”

      I took a deep breath, letting my muscles unwind against the hard planes of his body. When we reached our floor, and the doors opened, he stepped out into the lobby with me.

      “I have to work a few more hours in my office,” he said, brushing his thumb over my cheek. “You should take a bath and try to unwind. Pack for tomorrow. But if you happen to fall asleep . . .” A wicked gleam turned in his eyes. “. . . be prepared for me to wake you up. You promised me, remember?”

      My cheeks warmed as I glanced over his shoulder at Azalea in the elevator, whistling a tune and pretending she couldn’t hear our conversation.

      “I remember,” I said playfully, happy to take my mind off Leona for a few minutes. “I’ll stay up for you.”

      “You’d better.” He dropped his lips to the shell of my ear. “You looked like a true queen facing off against Leona downstairs—and I want to fuck a queen.”

      He squeezed my ass before returning to the elevator, leaving me to stew in a wild mix of emotions.
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      I was distracted while trying to pack for Germany. I hated knowing Leona was in the building, even if she was locked in a room guarded by Kell. I couldn’t piece apart her deception. She’d claimed Black Ember was behind this ploy, but we had just seen him in Aspen, and he hadn’t seemed poised to cause us more trouble.

      Did he really send her to repair my reputation, as she claimed?

      I mulled over these thoughts until I was yawning. The clock said the hour was closing in on midnight. I hoped Severn would finish work soon. I wanted him. His calming presence. His touch and his caresses.

      I was relieved when I heard the door open.

      “Finally,” I said, striding into the living room. “I was about to renege on my promise to get your cock between my—”

      I froze.

      Morwenna stood beneath the soft glow of the chandelier. A cruel smile cut across her face. “Hi, you.”

      Instantly, I looked around for a weapon, but there was nothing within easy reach. Could I make it to the kitchen for a knife? She was fae—she could stop me with a single spell.

      “Morwenna,” I breathed as terror sank down to my bones. My lips were suddenly dry as a desert. “How did you get here?”

      “Smuggled myself in Leona’s suitcase.”

      Fuck. I should have known. “How? There are protective wards on the building’s doors . . .”

      “I’m you. And the wards let you in, so they let me in, too.”

      I shook my head, feeling like I was in a nightmare, and I had to find some way to wake myself up. But this felt all too real.

      “Kell was guarding her door!”

      “I snuck out in the room service cart. Kell was only watching to make sure Leona didn’t escape. And she didn’t. She’s still relaxing down in the suite on the eighteenth floor.”

      “You worked together,” I said with a clenched jaw. “Black Ember wasn’t behind this at all, was he? Does he know you’re here?”

      She scoffed. “No, but I’m sure he’d be delighted if he knew.”

      This gave me a small measure of relief—so Black Ember didn’t know. Yet it was still chilling to think Leona and Morwenna had planned this themselves.

      “Why?” I breathed. If I could stall for time, Severn might return at any moment and be able to stop her. “I would have met with you willingly, on neutral territory, if you’d asked.”

      She sneered. Her eyes gleamed with cruelty, jarring me like I was looking in a magic mirror at a darker version of myself. “You? I don’t want to meet with you. You’re nothing.”

      This gave me pause. My heartbeat walloped to fill the silence. “But then why—”

      “Severn,” she said, cutting me off. “Severn is going to make you his queen. This is my chance to rule one of the most powerful courts in the world. I promised Leona that, as New Court Queen, I would work favorable deals with the White Sands Court.”

      My mouth fell open in shock. This wasn’t about Black Ember at all. It wasn’t about the Hexerei Council vote, either, or about the increasing demon attacks. It was only about Morwenna’s desire for power. And as evil as her plan was, I understood it. I had brought her to life utterly powerless: I’d abandoned her with no clothes, no information, no help. No wonder she craved ultimate control.

      I have to get away from her.

      My eyes darted to the exits. She blocked the front door, which only left the balcony. We were seventy-two floors up. One floor below was Poppy’s apartment, but there was no way I could try to climb down over the balcony. One slip and I’d fall to my death.

      If there was no chance of escape, then I’d have to fight her. I adjusted my stance, tensing my muscles. Tears burned in my eyes. It felt hopeless. How was I supposed to fight against a fae?

      But I clenched my jaw and rushed her just the same.

      She gave a harsh laugh. “Oh, little human. Just like the rest of your kind. So powerless.”

      She kissed her fingertips, spoke a spell, then snapped.

      My body went rigid.

      I couldn’t move. My limbs were frozen. I tried to speak, but my throat muscles wouldn’t work. The only thing I could do was blink.

      Morwenna sneered as she grabbed my immobile body around the waist and dragged me toward the bedroom.

      “I could have put you to sleep,” she hissed in my ear, “but I want you to hear me fucking your fiancé.”
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      I didn’t know how much time passed while I waited, completely immobile, in the bedroom closet. Tears slid down my cheeks, but I couldn’t brush them away. Through the slats in the closet door, I was able to see Morwenna change into a set of my sexy black lingerie and spray herself with my perfume. She hummed to herself as she stretched out on the bed like a dessert buffet waiting for Severn.

      “Willow? Are you still awake?” His velvety deep voice came from the living room.

      No! I screamed in my head as more tears rolled from my eyes.

      I heard his feet stop at the bedroom doorway. Then his low, seductive chuckle. “You did wait up.”

      “Of course, darling,” Morwenna purred in my voice. “I’ve been waiting for you to come home and take me.”

      The horror of what was happening made my vision blur. Anger buzzed in me like bees, but there was nothing I could do.

      “Princess, there is nothing in the world I want more.”

      From the gaps in the door slats, I watched him unbutton his shirt, then peel it off his shoulders.

      “Mmm, ‘princess,’” Morwenna said. “I like that. I’d like it more if you called me your queen.”

      Shirtless, he sat on the edge of the bed, trailing a slow hand down her body from ribcage to hips. “You always say I’m getting ahead of myself when I call you a queen.”

      “I guess I’m coming around to the idea.”

      “Good.” He chuckled seductively as he laid a row of kisses across her exposed belly. “What made you put on lingerie?”

      “Don’t you like it?”

      “Of course, I like it—it’s just that you usually wear such baggy pajamas that I can’t make out your sinful curves underneath.”

      “I guess I’m feeling bolder today. Leona is still downstairs, right? She hasn’t been any trouble?”

      “I checked in with Kell. She’s already gone to bed. He confirmed she’s there.”

      “Mmm, excellent. So, we can focus on more intimate things.” She laid a hand on his bare chest, gazing up at him through her lashes. A flirtatious smile enticed him down into a kiss.

      No, no, no!

      I squeezed my eyes shut, unable to bear watching Severn kiss another woman. Couldn’t he tell it wasn’t me? Then again, she was in my clothes and wearing my perfume. And I had set him up to expect sex tonight.

      Morwenna thrust her fingers through his hair, then moved to straddle his waist. She ground her hips against his as a moan left her lips.

      “You are feeling bold,” he murmured.

      She ground her hips against his again as she kissed him aggressively. Her tongue delved into his mouth. I could hear his rasping breath as his tongue battled with hers.

      More tears rolled down my cheeks. My breath was coming too fast. I felt like I was going to hyperventilate. What if I had a panic attack but couldn’t move?

      “You’re so fucking gorgeous,” Morwenna purred. “I can’t wait to marry you and sit as queen by your side. When you put that crown on my head, I want you to kiss me just like this in front of everyone in the court.”

      “Sounds like you’re coming around to Option Three, after all,” he chuckled gruffly.

      “Option Three?” She paused. “I . . . forgot what that is. Remind me?”

      Severn pulled back a few inches, giving her an odd look. But then he said, “You forgot I wanted to fuck you on our wedding altar in front of everyone?”

      “Oh! Option Three. I remembered, of course—I just wanted to hear you say it. It turns me on to hear you talk about it.”

      Severn still seemed puzzled by her strange mood, but as soon as she kissed him again, he was all too eager to join in. His fingers dug around her ribcage as she sucked on his bottom lip. He freed her breast from the lingerie top and kneaded it. Then he did the same to the other, pinching and rolling her nipple.

      Her back arched as a moan slipped from her lips. “Severn . . . my king . . . I want to feel you inside me.”

      Anger and frustration choked me until I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Was this actually happening? Was he going to fuck Morwenna, thinking it was me? I wanted to scream at him to open his damn eyes. It should have been so obvious that it wasn’t me in his lap! I would never have forgotten his “third option,” and I wasn’t usually the initiator in sex, like she was.

      Salty tears flowed down my cheeks. I tasted them at the corners of my mouth. Severn and I had overcome so many obstacles. Rumors of infidelity had been a constant thorn in our relationship—what would happen when he realized he fucked my doppelgänger? Would it drive a permanent wedge between us? Was this Morwenna and Leona’s plan? As much as I wanted to forgive him, I couldn’t help but think he should have sensed it wasn’t me.

      I couldn’t let this happen—but what could I do?

      “So needy,” Severn growled, lowering his mouth to capture one nipple. Morwenna unfastened her lingerie top and let it fall to the floor. Left in only thin lace panties, she wiggled aside so she could unfasten his pants. Though I was torturing myself, I couldn’t look away as she freed his erect cock and began stroking it in her fist.

      She climbed off the bed and knelt on the rug. Her mouth replaced her fist as she began sucking him off. Severn leaned back on his arms, dropping his head backward.

      “Yes, baby. Fuck—you do that so well.” He gripped her head with one hand to guide her.

      A silent sob caught in my throat. Did he like sex with her better than with me? When he discovered it was her, would he always have in the back of his mind that she was a better lay?

      Morwenna took a break from sucking and ran her tongue down the length of his shaft. “When I’m your queen, we’ll fuck every day and every night. In front of whoever you want. With whoever you want.”

      Severn flinched, his hand still buried in her hair. “With . . . others?”

      “Locke could take me from behind while I suck your cock. And Talon is so fucking hot, too—”

      She was cut off when Severn fisted her hair hard enough to jerk her head up. He was suddenly a hardened warrior, not a lover.

      “Talon? Mia is one of your best friends.”

      Morwenna sputtered, her eyes round and wide. Her hands knit against Severn’s thighs as she knelt before him. “I’m—I’m just trying to be more like the fae!”

      He clutched her harder by her hair until she winced. He narrowed his eyes. “You’d never betray your friend like that.”

      “You’re right . . .  I—I . . .”

      He zipped his pants back up and grabbed her by the wrists. He sat her forcibly in one of the chairs facing the fireplace, pacing before her with menacing energy. He grabbed her jaw and tipped her face up to meet his.

      “Revelat,” he said, and kissed her. There was nothing adoring about this kiss. It was angry and forceful, merely part of casting the spell. She let out a frustrated sputter.

      “Severn, baby!”

      “Are you Morwenna?” His voice was direct. I wasn’t sure what kind of spell he’d cast. Fae already couldn’t lie, but maybe this spell would force her to reply directly to his questions.

      She parted her lips, but nothing came out other than a whine. She gargled as though trying to fight against a compulsion to speak.

      “Are you Morwenna?” he demanded again.

      “Yes!” It came out of her like a curse. She breathed hard, seething at him for compelling her.

      Severn scrubbed a hand over his face as he paced in front of her chair. His muscles were bunched, ready for a fight. I could practically feel the adrenaline coursing through his veins.

      He gripped the armrests, leaning in close to Morwenna with a predator’s intensity. “Then where the fuck is Willow?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      “The . . . closet.” Morwenna spit the words out reluctantly, compelled by Severn’s spell.

      Severn cut a line to the bedroom closet in three swift strides. He ripped the door open hard enough that the hinges buckled.

      His eyes fell on me and widened with horror. He whispered, “Willow . . .”

      I blinked through my tears, trying to make a sound, but it was useless. He instantly realized what had happened and cast a spell, then fastened another fae kiss to my forehead.

      My skin warmed from the place where he’d kissed me, radiating down my head and into my torso and limbs. I felt like I’d been doused with hot, melted wax. It broke Morwenna’s spell, and as soon as I could, I worked my jaw.

      “She—she snuck in with Leona,” I choked, my voice rusty.

      Severn dragged a shaky hand through his hair, like he was only now piecing together that I’d been here all along, watching through the closet door slats, while he thrust his cock in another woman’s mouth.

      He pulled me to my feet and buried his face in my hair, breathing in my scent. “God, Willow. I didn’t know— I’m so sorry—”

      My body shook uncontrollably after being frozen for so long. I supported myself against his chest, resting my forehead on his shoulder. His chest heaved. I could feel his speeding heartbeat beneath his ribcage.

      He whirled toward Morwenna as his body hardened with fury. “You will pay dearly for this treachery. You wanted to spend time with Locke and Talon? Oh, you’ll get your wish, all right. In a torture cell on the thirteenth floor. While your friend Leona screams in the next cell.”

      “No,” I breathed, my throat still halfway locked up. “I don’t want them here. Not in the tower. Not anywhere close.”

      His brows mashed together in confusion. “Willow, you can’t possibly wish to set them free after this treachery!”

      “I don’t.” Taming my unsteady breath, I sank onto the edge of the bed. Then, I realized it was exactly where Morwenna had given Severn a blowjob. My stomach turned, and I scooted a few feet to the left. “Send them to Black Ember. Kell can go with them to make sure they don’t escape. They tried to pin this on Ember, and I know he wasn’t involved. He’ll take care of it for us.”

      Morwenna watched us from the chair, her fingers curled tightly on the armrests.

      Severn took a deep breath. “I really believe we should lock them up here—”

      “I don’t want them here! I don’t want to think of her under the same roof as you, after she— And you—” A sob bubbled up from my throat.

      Severn’s eyes softened. A shadow of guilt hung in them. He wiped his hand down his face. “Of course. Whatever you want. I’m so sorry that I—that I didn’t realize sooner who she was.”

      I still had trouble getting my rapid pulse under control. My molars clenched hard. Maybe it wasn’t fair of me to feel betrayed. But I wished he’d known from the moment he saw her. Certainly, before he’d let her suck his cock.

      The sting burned through me. “It’s—it’s all right, Severn. You stopped before it got really bad. But please, get them out of here.”

      He grabbed his phone from the bedside table and dialed. “Kell? We have a problem.” He turned away toward the living room as he and Kell discussed the issue and how to get Morwenna and Leona out of the tower without alerting any paparazzi.

      I was left alone with Morwenna. We stared at each other like looking in a mirror. I shook my head slowly, filled with disbelief that I could hate someone with my own face as much as I did.

      “Why?” I whispered. “You knew that he’d eventually figure out it was you. You never would have made it to the wedding. You’d never be the queen of the New Court.”

      “I know.” I didn’t know if Severn’s spell still compelled her or not, but her response felt direct. “I guess I just wanted you to know what it felt like to be hurt by the person you should be closest to.”

      “By seducing my fiancé? Painting me as a whore in the news? We could have tried, you know, therapy!”

      She tilted her head as though I was a puzzle she couldn’t figure out the answer to. “That isn’t the fae way.”

      “Uh, yeah. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not fae.”

      Severn returned, tossing his phone onto the side table. “Kell has Leona in custody. He’s sending guards for Morwenna. In an hour, they’ll be on a plane back to Los Angeles. I spoke with Black Ember. He swore to punish them and make sure they never bother us again.”

      “You spoke to Ember?” I asked, surprised.

      “That was the plan, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes, it’s just that I didn’t think you two could talk calmly for the length of an entire phone call.”

      Severn’s lips twisted into a grim smirk. “It appears we can put aside our old grudges when your safety is at stake. And you’re right—he assured me that he didn’t know about their scheme.”

      I felt vindicated and a little proud of Ember—and Severn, too, for having the patience to hear him out.

      Soon, a team of four werewolves came to collect Morwenna. They handcuffed her and placed a collar around her neck that prevented her from casting spells. As they started to lead her away, she tossed her head back and stared at me.

      “Therapy, huh?” she asked.

      My lips parted, thrown by the sincere note in her voice. Was this another trick? Yet I found myself sneering, “Yeah–let’s see how long you can go without screwing me over first. Then, we’ll see about therapy.”

      I forced an edge into my voice, far from trusting her. But there was no matching sneer on her face as she looked me over from head to foot, as though wanting one more assurance that we were the same.

      As soon as she was gone, I sagged into the opposite chair from the one she’d vacated. I stared at the dip in the cushion in the shape of her—my—backside.

      “Let us hope Black Ember adequately punishes them,” Severn said, going to the bar cart in the room’s corner and pouring himself a Scotch. He poured one for me, too, and set the glass on the coffee table.

      “Yeah,” I said raggedly, running a hand down my face.

      Now that it was just us, I wasn’t sure what to say to him. Only moments ago, he’d had his cock in Morwenna’s mouth. He’d praised her prowess. I knew I couldn’t exactly blame him, but neither could I bring myself to move past it like nothing had happened, either.

      He stood beside my chair, staring into the fire, sipping his Scotch. The flames flickered steadily.

      “I’m sorry,” he said at last in a quiet voice. “You know that I never would—”

      “I don’t want to hear it,” I cut him off.

      He paused, then started again. “I thought she was you. I care nothing for Morwenna. I knew something was wrong as soon as I saw her in that lingerie, but I had no way of knowing exactly what it was until she gave herself away.”

      I dug my fingertips into my temples, massaging away an ache that had begun. “I’m not angry with you, Severn. At least, I know it isn’t fair for me to be. But it was—it was awful. Watching you make love to her while I was frozen . . .”

      My body started to quake as though I was still trapped in the closet, immobile, forced to listen to their moans. The room felt suddenly claustrophobic, and I doubled over in the chair.

      “Willow.” Severn rested a concerned hand on my back.

      I flinched on instinct. Adrenaline flooded my veins, and I shoved up from the chair, feeling the need to move.

      “I can’t talk about it now. It’s too fresh.” I paced in front of the fire as my mind spun toward a panic attack. “I need some space.”

      He watched me pace with a strange look on his face, almost like he was afraid. I could feel him wanting to apologize and make it right, but he was fighting that urge to grant me what I wanted. “What about the trip to Germany tomorrow?”

      “We should still go. I just need to be alone tonight.”

      His chin dipped in a faint nod. “I’ll sleep elsewhere. Tomorrow, Locke will take you to the airport. I’ll meet you there.”

      I was grateful for his understanding, but my nerves were crackling so hard that it was impossible to think clearly.

      “Good—I think that’s for the best,” I said.

      His jaw clenched as though he was trying to hold back more apologies and explanations. He took a step toward me like he wanted to kiss me, but then thought better of it and strode out of the apartment.
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        * * *

      

      I felt hungover in the morning as Locke drove me to the airport. In fact, I was hungover; after Severn had left last night, I downed far too much of his expensive Scotch. I didn’t even like the taste of it, but I wanted to feel numb.

      But alcohol wasn’t the real problem. My head, my heart, and my soul ached after what had happened between Severn and Morwenna. I’d tossed and turned all night, riddled with nightmares about my reflection stepping out of the bathroom mirror and smothering me in my sleep.

      Morwenna was such a mystery. Her anger was justified, but her actions weren’t. Maybe I could have forgiven her for hooking up with Alex Olegev as me. But I didn’t think I could ever forgive her lips around Severn’s cock. That was a step too far. Yet, as she’d pointed out, she was fae. She was acting exactly as a fae would—was it wrong of me to hold her to human standards instead?

      Locke’s eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. “Are you going to tell me what this trip to Germany is about?”

      “Nope.” Severn and I had agreed to tell no one about Marco except the people who already knew, like Azalea. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Locke; but he’d been friendly with Marco, too. He might also get his hopes up.

      “Then are you going to tell me what the hell happened between you and Severn so that he slept on my couch last night?”

      I pressed my lips firmly together. So that’s where he’d ended up. “Definitely not.”

      Locke scoffed lightly under his breath as he turned the car into the private airport drive. “You humans are entirely too good at keeping secrets.”

      “That’s because we know fae would blab everything.”

      He cackled. “True.”

      My mood prickled when I saw Severn’s black car already parked by the jet. Nerves spiked along my spine. I didn’t know whether I wanted to see him or not. The last thing I needed now was to be stuck in a tiny airplane cabin with him for seven straight hours.

      Locke helped me with my bag. I had packed light in a weekend bag, not knowing how remotely we’d have to travel into the Black Forest.

      “Severn already boarded,” a werewolf bodyguard informed me.

      “Safe travels,” Locke said. “I’ll hold everything down until you’re back.”

      “Oh god—now I’m worried.” But I cracked a smile before hugging him. “Thanks, Locke.”

      My feet felt leaden as I climbed the stairs. Ducking into the cabin, my eyes sought out Severn immediately. He sat in his usual leather chair by the aisle, going over a stack of scrolls. When he noticed me, he set down his quill.

      His normally sharp eyes turned velvety soft. His lips parted almost hesitantly. “Willow. I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

      “Of course, I came.” I stowed my bag and took the window seat across from him, putting a little distance between us. “We have to do this for the kids.”

      I was afraid he’d push me to talk about last night’s incident, but he picked up on my cues that I preferred silence. As the plane took off, I watched the clouds outside, letting their vast expanse soothe my troubled mind.

      I must have fallen asleep at some point because it was dark when I woke. Severn was still working, this time by the light of a magical floating spark that hovered over his scroll. When he saw me stir, he snuffed out the light with a whispered spell.

      “I didn’t want to turn on an overhead light and wake you,” he said.

      Rubbing my eyes, I peered out the window at the murky blackness. “What time is it?”

      “Nearly three p.m. New York City time, which is nine at night Berlin time.”

      “I slept the whole flight?”

      “As soon as you nodded off, I gave you a fae kiss to help you sleep deeply—I thought you needed it.”

      “I did. Thank you.”

      “We should be landing soon.”

      We descended the upper layer of clouds, and the lights of the German countryside twinkled below against the darkness. We were landing at the small Baden-Baden airport. The lights of a few major streets and small towns shone, but there was an enormous shadow hulking to the side without a single light.

      “The Black Forest,” Severn said, also looking out his window. “If Marco is alive, that’s where we will find him.”

      The dark forest below felt like a black hole—a place of mystery and danger—and I hoped we wouldn’t get swallowed alive.
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      It was my first time in Germany. My second time in Europe. Before meeting Severn, I’d never left the United States, though I’d always dreamed of traveling the world. I never expected that when it happened, it would be at a fae prince’s side, tracking a pack of werebears.

      Since our flight arrived late at night, we checked into the finest suite of a luxury hotel. In the morning, a car and driver whisked us further into the countryside toward the Black Forest’s border. I wore hiking boots and brought a backpack filled with water and supplies, unsure how long we’d be in the wilderness. Severn dressed in fae countryside garb: tall leather boots, a short forest-green cape. To everyone we had passed in Baden-Baden, he appeared to be wearing a Patagonia vest.

      “The Kaverna Bear Clan keeps to themselves.” Our driver was a fae from the Oaken Court, based in England, who’d guided Severn on European trips in the past. As he drove us by a village on the edge of the forest with a few tourist stores, he said, “They dwell in the Dämmerung Höhle region—the Twilight Caves. It’s an area you won’t find on any official maps. The Black Forest is much larger than humans know; there are cloaked portions that stretch over huge expanses of wilderness. You have directions, I take it?”

      “We do.” I unfolded the map that Nolan Hewitt had given me. It was unlike any map I’d seen, and I’d spent hours puzzling over the foreign symbols and seemingly nonsensical routes. But Severn had taken one look at it and nodded as though it was as simple to follow as one of May’s childish treasure maps.

      The fae driver passed a parking area for hikers that, to the human eye, was the end of the road. But my fae vision let me see that the road continued into a tunnel ahead. We drove through the tunnel, and when we came out on the other side, I marveled at what I saw.

      Towering trees. Untouched wilderness. A raging river flanking the road.

      From what we’d seen on the human side of the tunnel, the Black Forest was a quaint but well-trod forest, filled with more hikers than wolves. The trees were interspersed with villages and farmland, which was charming in its own right, but nothing like the ancient wilderness we had just entered.

      A wolf watched us from a rocky outcropping. I grabbed Severn’s hand. “Look! A shifter?”

      “That’s a regular wolf,” the fae driver answered calmly. “You won’t find bears or many wolves in the parts of the Black Forest that cross into the human realm, but wildlife has flourished here.”

      We drove for almost an hour through woods that grew increasingly wild. The pine trees were so tall that they shaded the underbrush in darkness, giving the forest its name. I couldn’t help but think how these woods inspired so many fairy tales—and yet the human world didn’t even know the half of it.

      The road changed to dirt, and it wasn’t long before it ended at a cluster of large boulders. A few other vehicles were parked nearby. Our driver said, “You’ll have to go on foot from here.” He motioned to the other cars. “Those vehicles belong to the Kaverna clan. Their members rarely interact with the human world, but occasionally, they need supplies and take one of their cars into a town.”

      We climbed out, and I breathed in the rich scent of pine and moss. Severn consulted the map, then pointed toward a peak in the distance. “This way.”

      At first, without traffic or city sounds, the forest felt eerily quiet. But as we hiked, my ears were attuned to myriad forest sounds: squirrels skittering along branches, gurgling streams, the wind rustling leaves. Because of the thick canopy, it was far darker and colder than I’d expected, and I zipped my jacket higher.

      “How long do you think it will take to get there?” I asked.

      “Hard to say,” Severn answered. “Nolan’s map only provides instructions to their territory border, not their actual clan dwelling.”

      “Then how are we supposed to find them?”

      “I believe it’s more a matter of them finding us.” He cast a watchful look around the underbrush. “I wouldn’t be surprised to learn they’re already tracking us. Waiting to uncover why we’re here.”

      A silence fell between us. I shifted uneasily from foot to foot. Severn and I had avoided the topic of his incident with Morwenna. Frankly, I was relieved to have this mission to focus on, so I didn’t have to keep replaying the image of her kneeling between his legs. Severn had respected my request for space, and had been gentler and quieter with me than ever before. More than once, I caught him casting pensive looks my way, as though wishing he could peer into my head.

      Could I forgive him? Should I?

      He’d always been so arrogant, a true fae prince. But now, he was letting his guard down a little. Showing me small cracks in his walls and the vulnerability behind them.

      We came to a stream crossing, and he helped me across the stones. I clutched his hand a little extra, giving him a small smile.

      His chest swelled as a hopeful smile crossed his own face.

      I kept a close eye on our surroundings, though I wasn’t entirely sure what I was looking for. Bears? Humans? Signs of a settlement? Julia Müller had mentioned that weredeer herds and werewolf packs also inhabited these woods, so any indication of wildlife had me bristling, wondering who exactly was watching us.

      My legs began to burn. We hiked for hours, though it was easy to lose track of time in such a magical place. My childhood hadn’t involved much exposure to nature, and now my heart squeezed with a fierce appreciation for the smells and sounds of the woods. It felt like a piece of some puzzle that had been missing for a long time.

      Severn consulted the map again, and we scaled a rocky outcropping on the side of a small waterfall. As soon as I huffed to the top, I braced my hands on my knees to catch my breath.

      “I didn’t realize how out of shape I—”

      “Shh,” Severn advised with a hitch in his voice.

      I tossed my head up to find a brown bear standing in the stream at the top of the waterfall. There was something odd about this bear—its black eyes latched onto us with a wisdom that felt too advanced for a beast. It didn’t face us as though we were strange creatures in its woods that it might either fight or flee from. It stood strong and confident, as though it knew exactly what we were.

      Severn placed himself between me and the bear. “Careful, Willow,” he whispered. “It could be dangerous.”

      We’d been warned not only by Nolan Hewitt but other shifters that bear clans were highly territorial and didn’t take well to strangers. The Kaverna Bear Clan, in particular, was one of the most cut-off, living like hermits deep in the cloaked realm of the forest. While the werewolves that Severn employed at Wilde Tower were used to modern life among humans—they were from the Central Park pack, after all—many shifters did not adapt well to life amid the human realm. Jack Meruvis had warned me to take care around some of his younger werewolves, who weren’t as much in control of their shifts. And out of all the types of shifters, werebears were known to be the most unpredictable.

      My heartbeat kicked up in my chest. These shifters had abducted and held Marco as a captive for almost a year. There was no telling what they might try to do to us.

      “We come as friends,” Severn said to the bear in a commanding voice. “I am Prince Severn Wilde of the New Court, and this is my fiancée, the human Willow O’Dell. We seek a word with the leader of the Kaverna Bear Clan.”

      The bear stood on its hind legs in the center of the stream, water dripping from its shaggy fur. Its nose tested the air. Its claws had to be four inches long and sharp as blades.

      Severn moved further in front of me. His hands flexed at his side as though readying for a possible fight. I could only imagine the defensive spells he’d practiced in anticipation of this potential conflict.

      “We are friends of Marco Conejero, a human captive we believe to be living in your midst. We do not seek any strife with your clan; we wish only to negotiate for his release. We can pay handsomely. Supplies. Money. Land rights.”

      The bear parted his jaw to reveal monstrous white canines.

      “If I say run,” Severn whispered low to me. “Run.”

      My heartbeat thundered like horse hooves. Severn had advised me not to bring any weapons because that might signal ill-intent to the shifters. But now I felt exposed and helpless.

      For what felt like ages, we faced off with the towering bear, neither making a move. An owl hooted high in the trees. The sky darkened as clouds shaded the heavy tree cover. At last, the bear dropped back to all fours. He approached us in slow steps. I held my breath, preparing to bolt.

      The bear stopped ten feet in front of us. He shook his entire body, spraying water over the underbrush. Then, strangely, he seemed to get smaller. His fur smoothed out. Dark brown strands gave way to tanned human skin.

      A man now braced himself on all fours. He was naked but, like most shifters, seemed unbothered by the fact.

      He tossed his head up, and I felt Severn stiffen at my side. The man pushed to his feet, his dark eyes settling apprehensively on Severn. He had a beard, shaggy dark hair, and lithe muscles that spoke to a keen physicality. He appeared to be in his forties, but his haggard look made it hard to tell.

      “I’m not a captive,” the man said in perfect English, not taking his eyes off Severn. So many varied emotions wavered in the man’s irises—uncertainty, fear, vulnerability. “I’m a member of the clan, Severn.”

      My throat tightened like an invisible fist had grabbed it.

      I had seen pictures of Marco Conejero, but he’d always been clean-shaven, not to mention clothed. There was no way I could have recognized the person before us.

      Severn blinked hard a few times. He said in disbelief, “Marco?”

      The man huffed a long sigh that threatened to break into sobs. He reined in his emotion and took a few steps toward us. “I never thought I’d see you again, you arrogant bastard.”

      There was no malice in his words—only wonder.

      Severn met him in an embrace, his fist thumping hard on Marco’s back in a sign of affection. Marco let out something between a laugh and a sob, his face contorting with emotion.

      “You’re alive,” Severn said.

      “I am—I am. My friend, I have much to tell you.”
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      “First, I must know,” Marco implored. “How are Henry and May?”

      “They’re well,” Severn assured him. “Safe and happy in Wilde Tower, eating far too many disgusting things called s’mores.”

      Relieved laughter shook out of Marco’s chest. He rested a hand on Severn’s shoulder while he fought to tame his overwhelming emotion. While he seemed unhurt physically, flashes of trauma showed in the deep lines of his face. Something had kept him from his children for almost a year—even from letting them know he was alive—and I was nervous to learn what it was.

      I shrugged my backpack off and pulled out the rain gear I’d brought, a set of waterproof pants and a jacket. They would be laughably tight on Marco, but better than nothing.

      “Here,” I said shyly, holding them out.

      He eyed me curiously as he accepted the clothes. “My thanks, miss.” His eyes darted to Severn. “I don’t think I heard you right. Sometimes in bear form, human language gets garbled. I thought you said she was your fiancée. Human fiancée.” He spoke the word with an uncertain laugh, like the idea of Severn marrying anyone, let alone a human, was as improbable as the moon crashing to earth.

      “This is Willow,” Severn introduced me. “And you heard right. We’re to be married this fall.”

      Marco gaped openly, then shook his head like he was dreaming. “I see a lot has changed. Well, it’s good to meet you, Willow.”

      He tried tugging on my rain gear but could barely get his thigh through.

      “Let me—you’ll never fit.” Severn spoke a spell that stretched the fabric to Marco’s size, and Marco finished dressing and zipped up the jacket. Severn continued, “I originally hired Willow as a nanny for Henry and May. She’s like family to them now. They adore her.”

      “And I adore them,” I added sincerely. “They’re amazing kids. They’re going to be so, so happy when they learn that you’re . . .”

      My voice faded as I saw the apprehension that immediately crept over Marco’s face. He turned away sharply, tipping his head to the wind. He took a few deep breaths as though trying to quell tears.

      I glanced at Severn. He frowned back at me.

      “Marco, what happened?” Severn asked softly. His voice was probing, but also clearly at a loss as to why a good man would abandon his children for a year.

      A dark laugh spilled out of Marco’s lips. He said bitterly, “This happened, Severn.” He motioned to the woods, then ran a hand through his shaggy hair, still damp from the stream. “I became a goddamn bear. That’s what happened.”

      He dug his fingers along the bridge of his nose, eyes squeezing shut like he didn’t want to face whatever had happened to him.

      “We heard rumors you’d been captured by the Kaverna Clan . . .” Severn prompted.

      Marco snorted, the sound much like a bear’s huff. “Captured? No. I know the Kaverna Clan has a reputation for being vicious—they try to maintain that narrative because they prefer to keep to themselves. But they aren’t aggressive. They’re good people. In fact, the Kaverna Clan saved my life.” He rubbed his chest like it ached as he added bitterly, “Whatever value my life still had.”

      There were so many questions I wanted to ask. We’d come expecting to have to negotiate or even fight to free a human hostage from a violent clan, only to find a shifter who appeared to live voluntarily in their midst. But I knew Marco would never have chosen a life away from his children if he’d had a choice.

      I bit my lip, holding in my questions. Severn and Marco had been friends for decades. As much as I wanted answers for Henry and May’s sake, I needed to let Marco tell us on his own time.

      He rested his hands on his hips, toeing at a river rock. “I think you should meet the others.”

      Severn nodded; like me, he sensed not to push Marco for answers. “Lead the way.”

      Barefoot, Marco led us through the forest along a path I would never have noticed. We followed the stream up a gentle rise, past another waterfall, and then along the base of a rocky cliff. We crested a rise, and I heard voices ahead.

      Marco stopped at the top of the hill, motioning for us to wait. “I come with visitors,” he announced loudly. “I vouch for them.”

      On the other side of the hill, a clearing extended beside a cave entrance. About a half-dozen men and women, and two bears, sat around a roaring bonfire. A dark-haired woman dressed in a threadbare sweater and jeans approached us warily.

      “This is Hannah,” Marco said. “The head of our clan.”

      I held out my hand, and she eyed it strangely like it was a custom she’d only heard about, then took it with a firm squeeze. Then, she shook Severn’s hand.

      “Severn Wilde,” Severn started, but Hannah cut him off.

      “We know who you are. Marco has told us much about his former life. He speaks of you fondly, so I trust we can assume you came in a spirit of peace.”

      “You may,” Severn said, bowing his head.

      The woman’s wariness eased, but she still held herself tensely. I could only imagine that the clan didn’t get many visitors from the outside. The others around the fire, also dressed in worn human clothes, stared at us in intense interest.

      “Marco?” Hannah asked quietly, resting her hand on his shoulder. “You all right?”

      He gave a sharp nod.

      “You’re welcome at our hearth,” Hannah said to us measuredly. “We were about to have dinner. Trout. We eat it raw, but we’ll cook some for you.”

      “Uh, thanks,” I piped up.

      We joined the group around the fire. The two bears had disappeared into the cave opening, and soon, a human man and woman reemerged, tugging on jackets, their brown hair the same shades as the bears’ fur.

      Marco motioned to the group. “We’re a small clan. Just the ten of us. We mostly live off the land, but I think we have a few dusty packages of Oreos back in the storeroom.” He gave a half smile as he nodded toward the cave.

      From this angle, I could see into the cave. To my surprise, it held a wooden armoire and a rug, and music played from some speakers. The Kaverna Clan might be isolated, but they still lived like civilized people.

      As the werebears took seats on stumps and logs, Severn and I joined them. Only Marco remained standing.

      “You can see that I’m hardly a prisoner,” he said, gesturing to the man beside him, who was peacefully knitting a hat.

      “Then why stay here?” Severn asked, his Adam’s apple bobbing. Marco hadn’t just abandoned his kids—he’d abandoned his best friend, too. “Henry and May believe you’re dead. I—I did, too.”

      “That’s exactly why I didn’t come back,” Marco said quietly, then took a deep breath. “I should start at the beginning. You sent me to Black Ember’s hotel in LA. The bastard pushed me through a portal here, into the Black Forest. I tried to make my way to Baden-Baden to hop a plane back to New York City, but I slipped on that same waterfall where we met. Fell over the side and split my skull open.” He dragged a hand up the back of his skull, feeling the scar. “Hannah found me. I was in bad shape. Wouldn’t have made it ten more minutes before bleeding out. So, she turned me to keep me alive; bears can withstand worse injuries than humans.”

      The story riveted me—it was so different from what we’d heard: That Black Ember had turned Marco into a statue. Then, that a vicious clan had captured Marco.

      “It took a few months to heal,” Marco continued. “Thankfully, Hannah was a nurse in Baden-Baden before she turned. Until then, I hadn’t even been able to tell them my name, let alone about Henry and May so that someone could send word to them. As soon as I could walk, I tried to hike to Baden-Baden to call my kids. But I—”

      His voice broke. The other shifters around the fire looked on in sympathy.

      “I ran into a hiker. A young guy. Maybe eighteen. New shifters are unpredictable; our human and animal selves battle one another. It’s advised to isolate for up to a year before rejoining human society, but I was desperate to talk to Henry and May. I didn’t realize what I was doing . . .” As he trailed off, a terrible feeling washed over me. “The next thing I knew, the hiker kid was dead. Gored by my claws.”

      I swallowed a gasp before it could come out. The last thing I wanted to do was make Marco feel even more guilty.

      Severn didn’t bat an eye. “You feared that Henry and May would judge you for your actions?”

      “No—well, yes—but what I feared most was that I’d hurt them.”

      An awful heaviness pooled in my stomach as I realized the real reason Marco had disappeared was that he was afraid he might accidentally kill his own children. His love for Henry and May was so strong that he wanted to protect them—even from himself.

      “I couldn’t come back. It was better they thought I was dead,” Marco confessed.

      “That isn’t true,” I whispered, my heart going out to the suffering man. “There has to be a way for you to be around them while keeping them safe.”

      Marco shook his head. “I can turn in a second. I’d have to be behind bars. At least for a year, maybe more . . . until I gain better control.”

      Severn said conclusively, “Then we’ll put you behind bars.”

      Marco looked at him oddly. The other bear shifters tensed, set on edge by the mere suggestion of being caged.

      “The thirteenth floor,” Severn explained to Marco. “You know how strong the cells are. I’ve held demons there—nothing can break free. Certainly not a bear shifter.”

      “Severn,” I whispered sharply. “You can’t be suggesting that you lock up Marco in a torture chamber for years.”

      “Of course not,” Severn answered calmly. “It won’t take that long for him to master his transitions. A few months, at most, given all the resources we have at Wilde Tower. We have every possible spell and instructor to help him.”

      The group around the bonfire was quiet for a moment, and then Hannah cleared her throat. “Did you say a torture chamber?”

      “Its structure is easily tweaked with magic,” Severn said. “I’ll make it the most luxurious cell in the world, trust me. The important thing is, it will be secure.”

      Marco hesitated. “I’d be able to see Henry and May through the bars? Until it’s safe to be with them?”

      Hannah whirled on Marco before Severn could answer. “Are you seriously considering this? Marco, our kind doesn’t do well in captivity!”

      “It’s my children, Hannah,” Marco murmured with wide eyes. “For them, I’d do anything.”

      Hannah frowned up at him, biting her lip. Something unspoken passed between them. I got the sense that the two of them were romantically involved in some way, or at least had become close friends.

      “I have to go,” Marco said to her. “In the last year, you’ve become family to me. All of you. But I had a family before this. And my heart has always been with them.”

      The woman eventually nodded, hugging her arms around her sweater. “Go, then.” She pressed a gentle kiss on his cheek. “Go to Henry and May.”
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      The only safe way to transport Marco back to New York City was to make him unconscious. We couldn’t risk being trapped with him in a small airplane cabin if he suddenly shifted and turned violent, so Severn cast a sleeping spell that slowed his heartbeat until he looked more dead than alive.

      The whole flight, I kept checking Marco’s pulse to make sure he hadn’t actually died. After everything he’d been through, I was determined to do whatever was necessary to get him back to Henry and May in one piece. One breathing piece.

      Before we left Germany, Severn called ahead to Locke and commanded him to reconfigure the thirteenth floor to make it more hospitable for Marco. I hoped Locke would remember to get all the bloodstains off the walls. The last thing Henry and May needed was to reunite with their long-lost father while backdropped by demon guts.

      As it turned out, I shouldn’t have worried. When we made it back to Wilde Tower, I discovered that for all his faults, Locke had exceptional interior decorating skills.

      “Um, wow,” I said as the elevator doors opened onto the revamped thirteenth floor. Gone were the Medieval-style dungeon bars and torture implements. Now, it looked identical to the tower’s other residential apartments with one key difference: a row of sturdy iron bars cutting through the living room. Two single beds on the “safe” side meant Henry and May could live here with their father, protected by the bars.

      “Not bad,” I said to Locke appreciatively.

      Locke ran his hand down one bar, admiring his handiwork. “Luckily, we had no current prisoners here that needed to be relocated. Where is our future resident?”

      “Severn is bringing Marco up now. He wanted him checked out by a healer who knows something about shifters first.”

      It wasn’t long before the elevator doors dinged, and Severn and Marco stepped out. Marco had showered, shaved, and changed out of his rugged forest garb into jeans and a button-up shirt. While he looked drastically better than he had in the Black Forest, his nerves still made him appear jumpy.

      “Hi, Marco,” I said as welcomingly as I could. “Are you feeling better?”

      “Just worried I might shift and accidentally kill one of you,” he said with a nervous chuckle that indicated he wasn’t entirely joking.

      “Don’t worry about hurting us, okay?” I said. “I’ve seen Severn and Locke fight off a demon hoard—they can handle a bear.”

      Marco smiled self-consciously, looking more at ease. He took a moment to assess the thirteenth floor, whistling low under his breath. “This is incredible. I can barely remember what it looked like before.”

      Severn swung open the gate for him. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      Marco took a deep breath before entering the caged portion of the room. His muscles bristled like the animal inside him rejected voluntary imprisonment. For a moment, I feared the bear might emerge, but Marco balled his fists and managed to tame it into submission as he entered. He nodded to Severn.

      “Lock it.”

      Severn closed the gate and latched it with a fae spell. “Shall I call for the children?”

      Sweat dripped down Marco’s pale face. I knew he was fighting the wild beast inside him, as well as his own guilt for being absent the last year of his children’s life.

      He gave a shaky nod.

      “I’ll go get them,” I offered.

      Poppy had been watching Henry and May during our trip, and now, I found them exploring the latest configuration of the hedge maze on the twentieth floor. When we returned to the thirteenth level, my own nerves were jangling. I was excited for the kids—but also worried about what they’d think of their father’s new condition.

      When the elevator doors opened, the children stared at the strange room in bewilderment, but only for a second. Henry immediately gasped. “Dad?”

      May let out a sharp cry and raced to the bars. “Dad!”

      Marco dropped to his knees to be on their level, reaching through the bars to clasp them close. “Henry! May! God, I’ve missed you with all my heart.”

      “But how are you here?” Henry said, blinking hard against tears pooling in his eyes. “We thought you were dead!”

      “I’ll tell you everything, but first, I just want to hold you.”

      The kids began sobbing, overwhelmed with joy at having their father back from the dead. Rivulets flowed down Marco’s eyes, too, as he hugged them through the bars.

      As we watched the family reunion, Severn wrapped an arm around my back. His breath ghosted in my ear. “You made this happen, Willow. You brought them together. As you’ll do with all the realms when you are queen.”

      I smiled up at him, feeling happy tears break over my own eyes. “To be honest, I could care less about the title of queen. I’ll rule the best I can, but I’d be just as happy staying a simple commoner. I can do good either way.”

      His head cocked. “Do you truly mean that?”

      “I do.” I wiped away my tears. “Now, let’s give them some space. Marco has a lot to explain to them.”

      “Happily,” Severn said, leaning in to whisper breathily in my ear, “I adore the children, but having them back with their father means that you and I are free just to be a couple.”

      “Oh?” There were things I would miss about living with Henry and May, but I’d still be able to spend loads of time with them, and it was appealing to know Severn and I could finally have privacy without being interrupted for snacks every five minutes.

      “What exactly did you have in mind for us to do . . . as a couple?” I asked, lifting a suggestive eyebrow.

      The incident with Morwenna still hung between us. It was hard to shake the image of her lips wrapped around Severn’s cock, and his pleasured moans for another woman.

      It wasn’t his fault. He thought it was me.

      He gave me a long, searching look, as though worried I still blamed him for her treachery. “About that night . . .”

      I pressed a finger to his lips. Shaking my head, I said quietly, “I want to put it behind us. She hoped to push us apart, so let’s not give her what she wants.”

      He smoothed a hand over my cheek, admiration glistening in his eyes. Then, his voice dropped wickedly. “In that case, I would love to show you my plans for us as a couple. Tonight, in fact. In bed. Again . . . and again . . . and again.”
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        * * *

      

      The next few weeks were a whirl of changes. Henry and May spent every moment with their father, thrilled to have him back and voracious for stories about his adventures in the Black Forest. The fact that he was now a bear shifter only made him cooler in their eyes. Nolan Hewitt agreed to come down from the Adirondacks to help train Marco to gain control of his shifts. And whenever Henry and May were tired of being cooped up in the thirteenth-floor apartment, I’d take them to the rooftop garden or the ocean on the forty-fourth floor.

      “Ah, Willow, there you are.” Severn looked up from the table at the Wilde Grouse Restaurant, where he was seated with our wedding planner, Aspen, and a young Asian woman in a chic navy dress who I didn’t recognize.

      Severn stood to kiss my cheek as I joined them.

      “Sorry I’m late,” I said, blushing as I slid into my seat. “I was swimming with Henry and May. I think I still have sand in my hair.” I apologetically tousled my damp hair.

      The chic stranger cocked her head. “Wilde Tower’s swimming pools have sand?”

      Severn shot me a look, and I realized this woman must be human—and not one of the select few who knew about the hidden realm. “Oh,” I started. “Um, yes, as a matter of fact, it’s a new feature in our spa. An exfoliation treatment—sand on the bottom of our pools.”

      Her eyes went wide. “Sounds amazing. I’ll have to try it . . . if I can snag a pass into the notoriously exclusive Wilde Tower spa.” She looked pointedly at Severn.

      He smiled tightly. “I’m sure we can arrange it.”

      Oops. Now he’d have to reconfigure the entire tower’s spa to uphold my lie. I gave Severn a little shrug by way of apology.

      He cleared his throat. “Willow, this is Annabelle Phan. She’s a reporter for Pop Central magazine. Aspen thought it would be a good idea to have her write an article on our wedding planning.”

      “An exclusive article,” Aspen pointed out. “Very valuable for Pop Central.” He shot the reporter a look that said he expected the piece to be favorable in return.

      “We’re so excited at Pop Central,” she gushed, leaning over the table as she clutched her notebook. “We think this will be the perfect cover story for our special fall issue. It’s the wedding of the year, and everyone will want the details. The guest list. The flower selection. The menu. Sketches of your dress design, of course!” She gave me a knowing smile. “We plan on portraying you as a fairy tale princess, a Cinderella type of story. A humble nanny rising to a life of dazzling wealth at the side of her dashing billionaire boss. We’re going to ignore all of the . . . other stuff.”

      She meant my supposed infidelity with Alexei Olegev.

      Severn noticed my hands clasped tensely in my lap and laid a reassuring hand over them. “Darling, this could go a long way toward improving your reputation. The court of public opinion is fickle. We’ll dazzle the general public with a fairy tale wedding, publish articles about all the obstacles you’ve overcome, and everything you’ve done for Henry and May, and they’ll adore you.”

      I gave him a grateful smile, though I was still nervous about more public scrutiny. Still, I was going to be a queen in the Gifted realm—which translated to a major celebrity in the human one. I’d better the hell get used to my face on magazine covers. I appreciated what Severn was doing by bringing in this reporter—ensuring I’d have a strong footing if the Gifted realm uncloaked.

      “I’m in,” I said firmly, squeezing his hand before turning to Annabelle Phan. “So, what do you want to know?”

      Aspen smoothly interrupted us by whipping out a tablet. “I thought we’d start with the guest list. Now, the venue is limited to four hundred, though if we hold the reception on the tower’s rooftop garden, we can push that to seven hundred. It’s going to be hell to narrow down all the possible invitees. We already have early confirmation from the senator from Maine and congresswoman from California, the CEOs of Cyberbox and Nova and Innovixen, the princess of Spain, a duke and his mistress from Belgium . . .”

      The reporter wrote furiously, her eyes wide as Aspen dropped more and more celebrity names. I grinned at Severn.

      With Marco’s successful return, and Leona and Morwenna safely under Black Ember’s watchful eye, could I finally relax and enjoy the wedding planning?

      Aspen thrust the tablet at me, which showed two dress sketches. “We’re thinking one of these for the big two-page spread in the magazine. Which one?”

      I held up the tablet. The gowns were both beautiful. The first exuded timeless elegance with a classic silhouette and satin skirt. The second was a more sleek and modern chiffon.

      But then I set the tablet down as a smile tugged my lips. “You know what? Neither. I’m going to design my own dress.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “Willow!” Azalea pounced on me as I stepped into the hotel after a long day of wedding cake sampling—the third tasting we’d had in as many weeks. “I saw the spread in Pop Central magazine. The dress you designed is stunning!”

      “I didn’t realize the issue was out yet!”

      “It just came out this morning. The magazine messengered over a copy first thing—I left it for you by your door.”

      I scooped up the magazine as I entered Severn’s apartment. Well, my apartment. Would I ever get used to thinking of it that way? It still had all of Severn’s Old-Europe-style furniture with its dark masculine color scheme. Eventually, I’d change the decor—but for now, I didn’t mind being surrounded by things that smelled and felt like him. Especially given how absent he’d been as the Hexerei Council date approached. If I couldn’t curl up with him at night, at least I had his sage-scented sheets to remind me of him.

      I plopped down on our sofa to look over the magazine. Aspen had said they’d put a photo of the venue, All Saints Cathedral, on the cover, but to my surprise, they’d switched it out with the illustration I’d penned of my wedding dress, as well as inset photos of Severn’s and my faces. “A FAIRYTALE GOWN FOR THE BILLIONAIRE’S DARLING” read the headline. My illustration wasn’t at all similar to the dress designs Aspen had proposed; instead of a standard fashion design, I’d drawn the dress more like an artistic portrait, with me wearing a whimsical draping gown that hugged me like mist in a magical fairy tale forest.

      I ran my fingers over the picture, marveling that this future was within reach.

      I was going to marry Severn Wilde.

      I was going to be a queen.

      A knock at the door interrupted my reveries.

      Unfolding myself from the sofa, I darted to the door excitedly, expecting to find Azalea or maybe Locke. But the instant I swung the door open, I froze.

      Swirling red energy lines.

      A terrible, otherworldly stench like sulfur.

      I found myself staring straight into a demon portal.

      Muscles snapping into action, I slammed the door shut, ready to dive for the decorative—but still sharp—sword that Severn kept on a stand behind the sofa. But before the door clicked shut, a red fist shoved it back open.

      Terror blinded me. Breathing fast, I fought to think. Everything was happening so fast—

      My fingers curled on the sword hilt, and I whipped it around, ready to fight like hell to defend myself. Severn hadn’t trained me in swordplay, but how much did I need to know, anyway? The pointy end should go straight into my attacker’s chest.

      I drew in a breath, ready to fight, but then a monstrously huge demon stepped into my living room and said, “Miss O’Dell! Stop! It’s me.”

      My adrenaline was pumping so hard that it took half a second before his words registered. Or even the fact that he’d spoken words at all—I was still used to the animalistic demons that had attacked us at Mia’s wedding, and again on the Coloradoan mountainside at the Bitterroot Hotel.

      My body urged me to strike, but a tiny voice in the back of my head stopped me.

      I blinked, and through my panic, recognized the demon.

      It was Dral, the bouncer from the Deep. He was certainly not what I’d consider a friend, but the fact that he used to work for Black Ember gave me pause. Could he be delivering a message? Or what if Ember was in trouble? Had Leona and Morwenna double-crossed him?

      “You better talk fast,” I hissed, “Or this sword is headed for your throat.”

      Dral held out his massive red hands in a sign of surrender. Standing in my living room, he looked even more hulking than he had in the Deep. His broken horn caught the faint light from the living room’s chandelier. His massive muscles strained his simple white shirt and black pants.

      Behind him, the swirling vortex disappeared. Once more, the open door led to the seventy-second-floor lobby, with its light instrumental flute music playing on the speakers.

      Dral closed the door. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

      “Yeah, sure. Like I’m supposed to believe anything you say. Ember told me you don’t work for him anymore. That you left to serve the Demon Queen. Who tried to kill me in Colorado.”

      He conceded this with a nod. “That is all true, but it isn’t exactly what you think. I did answer the Demon Queen’s call when she awoke. As did all demons.” He sighed. “We had no choice. All of demon society is telepathically linked to our leader. Her name is Axaleth. We must obey her.”

      Goosebumps prickled along my skin. I didn’t lower the sword, but I did ease my grip on it slightly. As my chest heaved, I wondered if anyone would come to my aid. Severn, Azalea, Locke . . . I’d give anything for an ally to barrel through that door.

      “So, you’re saying that she knows you’re here? Why, because she sent you?”

      He shook his head. Like all demons’ eyes, his were entirely black, so it was difficult to read his expression. But he continued to hold his hands up nonthreateningly, ducking his head like he knew how intimidating he was.

      “Axaleth didn’t send me. And she doesn’t know I’m here. I don’t have long—maybe five minutes—before she might sense that one of her slaves is at an enemy fae court. So, you need to listen.”

      My brows furrowed. When a demon had first teleported into my living room, I’d seen this going a lot more violently. I still didn’t trust Dral, but I begrudgingly said, “I’m listening.”

      “As I said, we don’t have a choice but to serve her. The lesser demons—the ones who are like animals—are mindless. They’re happy to do as she commands. But the greater demons, like me? Who can think and act for themselves? Yeah, most of us are angry about Axaleth’s waking. I liked the centuries when she was asleep. I made my own fortune working for whoever I wanted. Black Ember was a tough boss but fair. He never looked down on us because we were demons. Now, under Axaleth, we’re slaves.” He raised his fists to show iron cuffs on each arm that glowed with inset red crystal studs. “The last time she awoke, seven hundred years ago, a few greater demons figured out how to break her mental hold on them. So, this time, she forced us to wear these. They’re connected to a crystal she embedded in her chest. We have to obey her.”

      Despite how dangerous I knew Dral was, my heart went out to him a little.

      “I like you, little human,” Dral said, speaking in a rush. “You have spunk. Not many humans stand up to me the way you did. And Black Ember likes you, too, and any friend of his is a friend of mine. So, I came to warn you. The Hexerei Council decree in Morocco? Don’t go. Axaleth is going to attend. The other delegations can’t stop her—her invitation is enshrined in the rules. I don’t know the extent of her plans, but she’s going to sabotage the vote. It will get ugly. Almost certainly violent. Not a place for you.”

      My throat felt as dry as sandpaper. Could I trust Dral? I had no reason to. He was a demon, after all. He’d hurt me. He’d jailed me. And unlike fae, demons could lie. So, there was no reason to believe a word he said.

      And yet, for some reason, I didn’t feel he was lying.

      “Dral, if this is a trick—”

      “It’s no trick.”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek, palm sweaty on the sword hilt. “If you hate being a slave to your queen so much, why not fight her? Try to stop her with the other greater demons?”

      “We can’t harm Axaleth. It’s part of the bond. This is the best I can do—a warning. The Palace of Seven Gardens, where the gathering is held, is no place for a human. The other Gifted leaders are used to strife like this; they’ve been battling for centuries. But not you. Don’t go.”

      His cuffs began to glow brighter, and he winced like they were burning his wrists. He tossed a handful of some dark powder from his pocket at the door, then spoke a spell.

      The swirling portal reopened where my front door should be.

      “Dral, wait—”

      “I have to go. Watch your back, Miss O’Dell. Axaleth often inserts one of her spies among people you think are allies, so trust no one. Except for Black Ember. He’ll do anything for you—remember that.”

      Dral took a step back toward the portal. My jaw fell open as a million questions swirled in my head. But before I could snag one to throw at him, he stepped back through the portal. The awful reek of sulfur burned through the room, then the swirling red energy lines vanished.

      I stared at the closed door blankly, unable to process what had just happened.

      A demon had come to—to help me?

      My muscles still twitched, spiked with adrenaline. I was afraid Dral would reappear at any moment, that it was all a trick. But a second passed, and then another, and I slowly calmed down.

      My hands slackened, letting the sword clatter to the rug.

      My legs gave out next, sending me slumping into a messy pile on the floor. It was hard to take steady breaths.

      He’s gone. You’re safe.

      I didn’t know how long I sat crumpled on the rug in a dazed state of disbelief before the door finally opened again.

      Before I could reach for the sword, Severn stepped in. He took one look at the sword, my sweat-stained clothes, and my pale face, and dropped to his knees.

      “Willow?” He grabbed my shoulders, giving me a shake. His eyes were edged with a protective blade. His gaze darted around the room. “What happened? Are you alone?”

      I managed to get out between dry lips, “I’m alone. I’m okay.”

      The tense look on his face melted into one of concern as he tipped my chin up. “What happened?”

      I took a shaky breath. “We have a problem.”

      He cocked his head, but I didn’t want to talk. I couldn’t. I only wanted to feel his strong arms around me. I fell against his chest, and he scooped me up.

      “It’s okay, princess,” he murmured. “I’ve got you. Though judging by the look of that sword, you handled things pretty well on your own.”

      I buried my face in his chest as he carried me into our bathroom. I heard him turn on the water in the massive marble bathtub.

      I finally managed to whisper, “Something terrible is going to happen at the Hexerei Council gathering.”

      I told him everything Dral had said, and Severn listened attentively as he peeled off my clothes and eased me into the bath. He scrubbed my hands and feet, easing the adrenaline remnants out of my joints. And at the end of the bath, when I was swaddled up in a towel and finally rid of the stink of sulfur, he kissed my forehead.

      “If you think I’ll let the Demon Queen hurt a hair on my queen’s head, then you don’t know the extent of my love for you. Together, not even demons can defeat us. Unfortunately, however, this does mean we’ll have to turn to the last people we want to.”

      “Who’s that?” I asked in dread, not sure I wanted to know the answer.

      “Black Ember, as the prince of the Sun Court,” he said.

      I relaxed. Despite our past, I still considered Ember an ally. But I wasn’t stupid enough to voice that in front of Severn.

      “And Leona,” Severn added distastefully. “As head of the White Sands Court.”

      Shock and outrage squeezed my heart savagely. “What? No. I refuse to have anything to do with that woman. She tortured my mother! She plotted against us!”

      Severn tucked a strand of damp hair behind my ear. “You have centuries ahead of you to learn that enemies can be allies, and allies can be enemies. And that sometimes, you have to work with the people you hate most.”
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      I grumbled aloud to Severn as I stepped off the elevator onto the tower’s ballroom level. “I really don’t want to do this.”

      He touched a kiss to my temple. “You’ll do wonderfully, Willow.”

      The two-story ballroom’s massive curtains were drawn, so the space was shrouded in shadows except for a few torches at the far end to illuminate the Wilde Holdings board table. Poppy and Clay Wilde, as the other senior New Court members besides Severn and Locke, were already seated at their places. Bramble perched her tight ass on the table next to Severn’s seat, ready to take notes.

      I didn’t think it was possible, but my mood soured further.

      Severn took his seat with no preamble or welcome to the group, other than a long glare at Locke, who had one leg slung over his armrest, with a wine bottle in front of him. “Is that champagne? Are you drunk?”

      Locke scoffed. “It’s the only way I can get through these damn meetings.”

      Severn waited for me to sit beside him before beginning. “Whatever. I’ve called you all here to discuss the upcoming Hexerei Council vote. There’s been a—”

      “We’ve already discussed this,” Clay interjected, sounding annoyed. I couldn’t imagine a human employee speaking so bluntly to their boss, but politeness wasn’t to be found among the fae. “Our court gets one vote, and we’re voting to keep the realm hidden.”

      Severn turned a cold glare on Clay, who shrunk back a few inches. “This meeting isn’t about the vote. It is about the gathering itself.”

      The razor-sharp edge in his voice silenced anyone else who might express their annoyance. Once the table was silent, Severn turned to me. “Willow, tell them.”

      All eyes fell on me with hungry curiosity. The fae might have accepted that I would be their queen, but it didn’t mean they liked it. And some of them, like Bramble, would never stop looking for ways to sabotage my marriage.

      Well, let them try. They won’t ever break us apart.

      Placing my palms on the table, I explained, “A demon teleported into my apartment last night. He warned me of upcoming danger.”

      The senior fae leaned forward in attention, some of them shaking their heads. Poppy pointed out, “Demons can’t teleport in. The tower has protective wards.”

      Severn cut in to explain, “This particular demon previously worked for Black Ember, and as such, had been exempted from the wards so he could deliver messages. I’ve already had our top ward-casters renew the protective spells to ensure no demons can enter, even those with previous access.”

      Clay leaned over to whisper something to Locke, and I cleared my throat loudly to regain their attention. “What matters isn’t that the demon got into the tower—he didn’t wish us harm, as a matter of fact. What matters is his message. He warned me that the awakened Demon Queen, Axaleth, will be in attendance at the council gathering in Morocco, and that she’s planning to sabotage it somehow.”

      Locke swung his leg down from the chair, sitting upright. “Demons never attend Hexerei Council gatherings. Not in a thousand years.”

      “I think it’s safe to assume things have changed,” Severn said.

      Bramble chirped, “Is Axaleth after a certain outcome on the vote?”

      Taking a breath, I said, “I don’t think the vote matters to her. The impression I got from Dral was that she doesn’t intend for us all to live long enough to vote, anyway.”

      Chatter erupted among the fae as they argued between themselves about this possibility. Severn let them squabble for a few minutes, then banged his fist on the table.

      “Quiet, everyone. If you have concerns, voice them one at a time.”

      “It’s ridiculous!” Clay exclaimed. “The Demon Queen would be a fool to stage an attack at the gathering. There will be over a hundred of the strongest Gifted Ones there, as well as dozens of guards and staff to prevent her from leading any kind of demon army. Each delegation, even hers, is allowed a maximum of six members. She can’t kill us all on her own. She’d only be sentencing herself to death if she tried.”

      “She’s been asleep for seven hundred years,” Poppy said. “We don’t know how strong she might have grown during that time. None of us were alive the last time she woke. All we have to go off are old accounts of her powers.”

      “So, what?” Clay asked. “We shouldn’t go? We should stand down like cowards?”

      The fae again argued, and Severn once more banged on the table. “Quiet! For better or worse, the decision isn’t entirely up to us. If we forfeit our place at the Hexerei Council vote, we might spare our own necks, but it will mean there will be one less delegation there to fight against any moves Axaleth might make. Our spared lives won’t be worth much if she destroys the other delegations and takes over the Gifted Realm.”

      “Yeah, but try getting on the same page with the other courts,” Locke muttered.

      Severn’s face turned grave. “As a matter of fact, that’s exactly what I intend to do. Right now.”

      He signaled to a witch who’d been quietly standing by the windows. She cracked a curtain to let in a single beam of sunlight, then held up a prism, which fractured the light into three different beams that focused on three empty chairs. Ghostly figures began to appear in the chairs. They slowly solidified until they looked like holograms.

      Black Ember.

      Leona.

      Lady Maggia.

      At Leona’s appearance, Locke jumped up and glared in her direction. “What the fuck is she doing here?”

      “She isn’t here,” Severn clarified in a warning voice. “That is merely her scry-image.”

      “I can fucking see that, Severn,” Locke shot back. “I meant, why the fuck is her scry-image even a part of this? She’s a traitor. She belongs on the thirteenth floor—how it used to be before Marco moved in.”

      I felt the same way as Locke. I couldn’t stand to even look at Leona’s image without rage burning down to my bones, and I was hardly a fan of Lady Maggia, either. But I forced myself to speak up. “Leona represents the White Sands Court. She’ll be at the gathering, whether we like it or not. We need to be united with our closest ally fae courts.”

      “Since when has the White Sands Court been an ally?” Locke shot back, then jabbed a finger toward Black Ember’s scry-image. “Or the Sun Court, for that matter?”

      Black Ember’s ghostly figure smirked. God, how was he so handsome, even in hologram form? His charisma bled across the magical scry-lines into real life. His eyes slid to me, and I quickly looked away.

      “We have a greater enemy now,” I said loudly, my heart pounding hard. “We have to put our personal differences aside.”

      Black Ember’s scry-image leaned toward Locke, still smirking. “After the gathering, you and your brother are welcome to return to loathing me.”

      As serious as this meeting was, I had to suppress the urge to roll my eyes. For some of the most powerful people in existence, who had lived hundreds of years, the fae sure could act like children.

      Well, if there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s wrangle children.

      “We cannot stop the gathering,” I announced. “And we can’t prevent the Demon Queen from attending. These are ancient rules set in place long before any of you were around. So, we need to be united in our approach. I’m proposing that each of you add your best warriors to your delegations. We’ll reach out to the witch covens and ask them to do the same with their most experienced spellcasters. I’ve already spoken to Jack Meruvis, too, who is working with the attending shifter clans to ensure they bring their strongest members. Between magic and physical strength, we’ll be undefeatable should Axaleth try anything. And as for her demon delegation—”

      I stopped, realizing I was getting ahead of myself. Dral had told me that many greater demons didn’t like being slaves to their queen, which meant there was a chance I could turn them to our side. If I could figure out how to break their bond to her, that was. But even though I was the one insisting that Black Ember, Leona, and Lady Maggia were our temporary allies, I was all too aware that Locke was right—they weren’t to be fully trusted.

      So, it was better to keep my knowledge of demon politics to myself for now.

      Lady Maggia’s scry-image leaned forward, lifting her brows. “Willow? You were saying?”

      “Nothing.” I glanced anxiously at Severn, whose brow pinched in a silent question about why I’d decided to keep this part of the plan to myself. I said instead, “I believe with the fae, shifter, and witch delegations comprised of our strongest members, the Demon Queen won’t dare act against us.”

      “Not to mention the sprites,” Severn added. “The Palace of Seven Gardens is managed by a team of highly skilled sand sprites who will defend the grounds against any incursion. As far as the New Court’s delegation, it will be comprised of myself, Willow, Locke, Talon, Kell, and Azalea.”

      It still struck me as odd that he’d include an elevator attendant in his delegation, but I didn’t question his decision.

      The meeting broke into discussions between the members who were present and the ones who were there by scry-magic. I listened dutifully and answered questions where I could, but it was distracting with Black Ember’s eyes never leaving me. All I could think about was Dral’s assurance that he would protect me at all costs—even though I’d rejected him.

      I bit the inside of my cheek. He really needs to move on. I’m marrying Severn.

      Lady Maggia finally raised her voice above the rest. “I believe we agree as far as the gathering. The four fae courts here shall form a truce until after the vote. We shall put our personal grievances aside, as Severn’s little human has advised. Yes?”

      Severn made a show of taking my hand to demonstrate he was fully behind me. “Agreed.”

      “Agreed,” Black Ember said while that infuriating smirk graced his lips.

      That only left Leona. I’d avoided eye contact with her the entire meeting, afraid of how I’d react if I looked her in the eye. But now, I forced myself to face her. At least here, she was only a hologram. It would be much harder to face the real woman in Morocco.

      “Agreed,” she said in a sinister tone that made my toes curl.

      “Excellent.” Severn’s voice was curt, as though he wanted to end the meeting to spare me from spending more time with Leona. “We will convene again in one week in Morocco—”

      “Oh, there’s one more thing,” Lady Maggia said in a falsely sweet voice. “You haven’t mentioned your upcoming wedding, Severn. We all saw the announcement—it’s been all over the news. ‘A Fairy Tale Wedding for the Billionaire’s Darling,’ isn’t that what they’re saying?”

      Severn cut her an impatient look. “What’s your point, Maggia? You want an invitation?”

      She gave an overly dramatic laugh. “Oh, I don’t expect to be invited to my ex-husband’s wedding. My question is about the progeny clause. If you’re going through with the wedding, then you must have worked out how to get around the clause. May I ask what solution you devised?”

      Severn stiffened at my side. He didn’t respond immediately, which worried me. During our time in Italy, Lady Maggia had brought up the progeny clause as a means of stalling our marriage. Apparently, no supreme ruler of a court could marry unless the union would produce full-blooded fae heirs. But Severn had assured me that it was no problem and that he would handle it.

      “The wedding will happen,” Severn growled. “Don’t concern yourself with details, Maggia.”

      Lady Maggia’s lips curled in triumph, sensing that Severn had no solution.

      And suddenly, I worried that he didn’t. There was no way we could marry as long as the clause stood. But when I looked questioningly at him, he rested a hand on my knee and squeezed in a silent signal not to worry.

      “This meeting is concluded,” he declared and signaled to the witch casting the scry-images through her prism.

      The witch draped a velvet cloth over the prism, which made the three scry-images vanish, but not before all their eyes cut one final time to me.

      Black Ember with his lusty look.

      Lady Maggia with her cruel smirk.

      And Leona with a terrifying glare.

      Severn snapped his fingers, and the curtains magically opened, bathing the ballroom in sunlight. I blinked hard against the sudden brightness.

      Locke stood up, grabbing his wine bottle. “Well, I suppose if we’re all going to die by demon hoard soon, I’d better make more progress draining the tower’s champagne stores.”

      He sauntered off, and the other senior council members peeled off as well. Bramble remained, still perched at Severn’s side with her skirt showing half her ass.

      “You can go, Bramble,” I said tightly.

      She blinked innocently. “I work for Severn, little human. Not you. Not until you’re married. If you get married, I mean. Lady Maggia has a good point . . .”

      “Go,” Severn snapped sharply.

      Bramble slid off the desk, smiling coldly at me as she sashayed her hips toward the elevator.
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      Severn and I left the meeting separately, so he could reach out to the witch covens about what we’d discussed during the meeting, and I could check on Marco and the children. On the elevator ride down to the thirteenth floor, Azalea seemed distracted, toying with her dragon scale necklace.

      “Azalea? Is everything okay?” I asked. “Are you worried about the Demon Queen? I’m sure Severn can take you out of the delegation if you don’t feel safe going.”

      “Hmm? Oh, no, it isn’t that. The Demon Queen is formidable, for sure, but I’ve faced her before.”

      My lips fell open as I tried to do the math. “Wait, what? She’s been asleep for seven hundred years!”

      Azalea nodded. “Yep.”

      “So, um, how old are you?”

      She gave me a mysterious grin. “I haven’t been operating an elevator my whole life, you know. I’ve been around for, well, a while.”

      My mind spun to think that Azalea was that old—practically ancient. She was far older even than Severn. She was so sweet and unassuming that I’d guessed she was a newer fae, though, of course, I still didn’t know what the other half of her parentage was.

      “Everything will be okay,” she assured me, patting my arm. “The progeny clause, too. You don’t need to worry about it.”

      “But Severn won’t explain how he’ll work around it—”

      “Trust him.” She gave me another sweet smile as the elevator doors opened.

      Marco and the kids had made several upgrades to the thirteenth-floor apartment. Namely, they’d installed a video game system with sets of controllers on each side of the bars, and all three of them were now playing some sword and sorcery adventure game. A bowl of popcorn rested beside the bars so both Marco and his kids could reach handfuls of snacks.

      Puck lay with his head in May’s lap as she fed him bites of popcorn.

      “Hey, Willow!” Henry said, his eyes glued to the screen where his dwarf avatar was facing off against a troll. “What’s up?”

      I smiled as I watched Marco’s and May’s avatars join in to defeat the troll. “I just wanted to check on you all, but it looks like you’re doing fine.”

      “Yeah,” Marco said, making his elf avatar shoot an arrow. “If we can just take down this guy!”

      I watched until they defeated the troll, then jerked my head at Marco. “Hey, do you mind if we chat for a minute?”

      “Of course.” He set down his controller, and we went to the far end of the bars, where the video game noise drowned out our voices.

      “How’s the training with Nolan Hewitt going?” I asked quietly.

      “Good.” Marco perked up, looking excited. “Nolan gave me an herbal concoction that helps me control the shift, too. It’s all about emotional regulation. He thinks that in another three weeks, I’ll be safe enough to move to a regular apartment with Henry and May. No more bars.”

      “That’s great!” I smiled with genuine pride. Marco had been working incredibly hard to master his shifts. But then my smile faltered a little as I recalled the meeting. “Listen, Severn and I are going to Morocco soon for the Hexerei Council. There’s a chance that . . . well, it might be dangerous. I just wanted to know that the kids will be okay if . . . anything happens to us.”

      Marco took my hand through the bars. “Willow, you and Severn have done so much for them, but I’m back now, and all I want is to be the best dad I can be. Whatever happens, I’ll never leave them again.”

      I squeezed his hand, believing the sincerity in his voice. Before I left, I gave each of the kids a kiss on top of their heads. Puck, too. A part of me wanted to squeeze them tight in case something bad were to happen in Morocco, but I didn’t want to upset them. Henry was so perceptive that he’d immediately sense that I was worried about something.

      That night, Severn came home after I was already in bed. I woke from groggy dreams of swirling portals to find him straddling me with one of my nightgown’s straps lowered and my nipple between his lips. Instantly, heat flushed between my legs.

      I blinked fully awake, arching my back as his teeth grazed my breast. “Whoa . . . what are you doing?”

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” he purred devilishly, pausing to flick his tongue over my nipple. “I’ve been unable to think about anything other than doing this after seeing you in the meeting today, acting so much like a queen.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked playfully, shifting under him to ease some of the building tension between my thighs. “I thought you liked being the one in charge.”

      “Oh, I do.” He slid down my other nightgown strap and gave my bare breast a squeeze. “But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t sexy as hell when you shut them all up.”

      He dragged his lips up to mine, kissing me with a heat that was urgent and needy. I slid my tongue over his, craving an even deeper connection.

      “So, you thought you could just wake me up and have your way with me, huh?” I asked.

      “That’s right.” He lifted an eyebrow. “Are you going to turn me down?”

      “Hmm. Well, you never answered my question about how you’re going to get around the progeny clause so that we can get married. I’m starting to think you don’t have a plan at all.”

      “Oh, I have a plan, princess,” he said, rolling his hips into mine. The air stalled in my lungs as I felt the full length of his erection dig against my upper thigh. “I told you not to worry about it.”

      “I thought there were no more secrets between us.”

      “Secrets are sexy.” He gripped my hips as he bucked against me again. I started to protest, but he silenced me with another kiss. This one was longer but no less urgent. His hand fastened around my jaw, tilting my head back so he could claim my tongue.

      Worry about the clause fell away as the blood rushed between my legs. He sat up to tug my nightgown down over my hips, and I bit my lip, admiring him in the moonlight. He was already naked. His muscles were sculpted like a statue of the perfect male form, each rise and dip begging me to run my lips over them. I wanted to feel the hard planes of his thighs, to kiss his stacked abs, to clutch his ripped biceps as I felt him enter me.

      He kissed me again, fierce and hard, and then broke away. He commanded, “Now shut your lips and open your legs.”

      I’d enjoyed the thrill of power I’d felt while sitting at the senior council table, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to relinquish that control now. Besides, Severn had been so cheeky to wake me up that maybe he didn’t deserve my obedience.

      “I don’t think so,” I drawled. “Would a fae queen spread her legs just because a man told her to?”

      “You aren’t fae.”

      “No, I’m human, and we can be even crueler.” With a wicked grin, I rested a hand on his chest and pushed him down onto the bed. Then I straddled him, inching up until my pussy was just above his mouth. “If you want my legs spread, you’d better be willing to earn it.”

      His gaze up at me was smoldering. He both liked my challenge and didn’t want to give up his own dominance. But then he gave a dark chuckle. He gripped my hips with an iron hold, making me squeak from surprise.

      “Oh, princess, you think you can command me? Very well. Let’s see who ends up begging who.”

      He moved his head forward to lick my pussy while I straddled him. As soon as his tongue lapped at my core, I felt the air catch in my lungs. His fingers dug into my ass, holding me steady as he tortured me. His tongue flicked fast and light against my clit, making me cry out.

      I leaned back, looking up toward the ceiling. “Oh god . . .”

      He continued flicking his tongue until my thigh muscles began to quake, and then he captured my clit between his lips and sucked in little pulses that left me speechless. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t do anything but ride the wave of pleasure coursing through my body.

      “Severn. Don’t stop.”

      He nuzzled my pussy like he couldn’t get enough. “Are you begging?”

      “Oh, screw you. Just do it.”

      My clit throbbed, desperate to feel his lips bring me to completion. He flicked his tongue once more over the sensitive bud. “That’s not the answer I want.”

      I whimpered in frustration, trying to rock my hips against his face to feel some friction. But his hands caged my hips, holding me back.

      “I’m going to be your queen!” I whined. “You should obey me!”

      “You aren’t queen yet,” he chuckled.

      “Argh, fine! You want me to beg? Okay. I’m begging you to make me come. But you can bet your ass that when it’s your cock between my lips, you’re going to be the one begging.”

      “A challenge I don’t mind accepting,” he murmured before latching his lips on my clit again.

      I cried out as his teeth grazed the tight nub. I could feel myself getting close to climax. My skin had never felt so alive. My body was on fire. Severn pressed his thumb into my pussy while sucking my clit, stroking me deep, and I broke apart.

      My pulse surged against my temples. The climax gripped me powerfully, wringing every morsel of pleasure from my body. My pussy tightened over his thumb. Panting, I sank back against his hips, trying to recover. Gruffly, I said, “I want more than your thumb in me.”

      He wrapped an arm around my waist and spun me around so that my back was pressed to the bed, and he was on top. With a cruel glint in his eye, he said, “That wasn’t the bargain.”

      “What are you talking about?” The climax’s aftershocks were already fading, and the insistent urge between my legs wasn’t fully quenched. My hips bucked beneath him, trying to rub against his erect cock.

      “There was talk of my cock between your lips.”

      My eyes widened as he leaned over me, pinning my wrists above my head. I stuttered, “I—I didn’t mean now.”

      “Well, I did. Open those pretty lips for me, princess.” With one hand holding my wrists, he used the other to guide his cock toward my mouth.

      I glared up at him, but then realized I could prove my point after all. I’d told him I would make him beg just like I had, and I meant it.

      “With pleasure,” I said with a sexy smile. I flicked my tongue to tease his cock’s tip. A large, salty bead of pre-cum ran down my tongue, and I took my time savoring it. Severn watched me licking my lips and the smirk vanished off his face.

      I wrapped my lips around his tip, sucking him gently while I teased him with my tongue. I gently stroked his cock in one hand, using the other to cradle his balls.

      He groaned, his cock jumping in my mouth.

      “Not so fast,” I whispered as I planted kisses down the length of his shaft. “I’m only getting started.”

      I took him as deeply in my mouth as I could. He was enormous, and the strain made my jaw ache, but I reveled in the taste of him. He ground his hips against my mouth, trying to plunge deeper.

      “Fuck. That’s it, Willow. Take it.”

      My eyes began to water as he thrust into my throat. I could feel him losing control, and I relished this power over him. I began stroking his balls until I felt them tighten in my palm.

      “Yes. Oh, princess. That’s going to make me come down your pretty throat.”

      I worked him harder, feeling his cock twitch between my lips. His balls drew up tighter, and I knew his climax was right on the edge.

      I pulled my lips back, panting from the blowjob’s effort. With a cold smile, I commanded, “Now beg.”

      I didn’t think his greatest enemy, Black Ember, had ever gotten so smoldering a glare. He shook his head, letting out a ragged scoff. His cock throbbed, the tip seeking out the warm heat of my mouth again.

      “You little devil,” he growled.

      My smile stretched. “That doesn’t sound like begging.”

      He gave a mirthless laugh but then relinquished. “Okay, you minx. You’ve proven your point. Hell, I’m already on hands and knees, so I’ll beg. Give me those sweet lips again. Let me come down your throat until you’re choking on my seed. And then swallow every precious drop.”

      It sounded an awful lot like a command instead of begging, but I had stopped caring. His filthy words had my pussy throbbing, and I licked my lips, wanting more of that salty taste.

      But I tipped my chin defiantly. “No.”

      “No?” His eyes darkened menacingly.

      “No,” I repeated, channeling my inner queen. “Fuck my pussy if you want your release.”

      His eyes widened that I’d dare challenge him this way, but the equal glimmer of attraction was impossible to miss.

      He liked this new me.

      “Oh, I want it.” He took his time straddling me, rubbing his cock along my clit, teasing me. He knew perfectly well that I wanted him to move like that inside me. “I want you—and I’ll have you now, and tomorrow, and every damn day for a hundred years.”

      He drove his cock inside my pussy all the way to the hilt. I cried out, my arms automatically going to grip him around the neck. He chuckled darkly as he pulled out and thrust again, until I was crying out beneath him, begging and cursing and adoring him, wanting him for every one of those hundred years.
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      Stepping off the plane in Marrakesh, I breathed in the hot Moroccan air. The landscape beyond was filled with the stunning peaks of desert mountains. As much as I wanted to explore the markets and public squares of the city, we were here for only one reason.

      “Willow, you and Kell take that car.” Severn pointed to the first in a line of waiting black cars. “Locke, you and Talon take the second. Azalea and I will ride in the last—we have business to discuss.”

      I knew it was useless to argue, though I did wonder what he and Azalea had to talk about, and if it involved the progeny clause, as she’d hinted in the elevator. If she had been alive as long as she claimed, she might know of ways to break the clause that weren’t written about in Wilde Tower’s archive.

      “This way, Miss O’Dell,” Kell said, ushering me toward the car.

      As we rode through the countryside, I marveled at the little villages and towering palm trees. We passed modern towns with sleek shopping malls, then plunged into vast open scrubland. Severn had told me that the location of the gathering, the Palace of Seven Gardens, couldn’t be found on any maps. Like the section of the Black Forest we’d visited in Germany, it was a cloaked realm inaccessible to humans. Only used for gatherings among the Gifted Realm, it was maintained by a sect of sand sprites who’d been caretaking it for generations.

      Our driver took us into the Atlas Mountains on a winding dirt road that had me bumping around in the back seat. Finally, the palace came into view. It was a gorgeous sandstone kasbah perched on a hilltop overlooking a plunging river valley. Numerous towers and porticos offered incredible views. The driver took us as far as a tiny village halfway up the hill, then helped us unload our luggage.

      “This is as far as I can go,” he said. “Your hosts will help you the rest of the way.”

      I gazed up at the towering palace high above as the other two cars arrived. A fleet of sand sprites immediately descended to help us. They wore dark maroon robes, leaving their hands and faces visible—which were made entirely of sand. Otherwise, they looked human.

      “Welcome to the Palace of Seven Gardens,” a tall woman said, her sandy lips crackling in a serene smile. “I am Sister Sana. We are honored to receive the New Court delegation. Come, let us show you to your rooms.”

      The sprites loaded our luggage onto mules, which followed us up the rest of the steep path.

      “Have the other delegations arrived?” Severn asked Sister Sana.

      “Most of them. As far as fae, the Sera Court, Sun Court, and Dream Court are here. All the literati, canto, and tacturi witch covens have arrived. We’ve also welcomed the werewolves, werejaguars, weremonkeys, and werehorses. We’re still waiting for a few more delegations.”

      “The demon delegation?”

      The head sprite flinched. “There has been no sign or word from them. While tradition dictates that they must be invited, they have never attended a gathering in nearly two thousand years.”

      There was fear in her voice despite her words. Clearly, she had heard some of the same rumors we had about the Demon Queen’s awakening.

      Sister Sana added with a note of hesitation, “The rules state all delegations must arrive today. If the demons aren’t here by sunset, they won’t be allowed in tomorrow for the vote.”

      Two sand sprite guards opened the set of giant wooden doors. A courtyard with a babbling fountain and lush greenery emitted a cool breeze that was welcome after the hike up to the palace. Our host led us into the first walled courtyard, then through a breezeway into the second. This one had twin fountains spraying jets of water beneath palm trees.

      “The palace is named for its seven courtyards,” she explained. “Take care to pass through them in order, or else they might switch around on you. We’ve had guests be lost for weeks.”

      In the next courtyard, which had several second-floor rooms overlooking it, I saw a group of witches chatting in the shade of a portico. They spoke French, but when Severn passed, they nodded at him, eyeing me curiously, and said in English, “Welcome, Prince Severn. And Miss O’Dell.”

      As we traversed to the main guest housing, people watched from the upper levels. By their pointed ears and stark beauty, most were fae, though there were a few men with glowing yellow eyes that indicated they were shifters.

      When we passed into a large chamber with bookshelves flanking the walls, a familiar face jumped up from a sofa.

      “Girl, you’re finally here!”

      “Zara!”

      I ran to capture her in a hug. It felt wonderful to be with her in person again, not just through texts or phone calls, though it also worried me to think that she might be in danger here.

      “You remember my cousin,” Zara said with a teasing grin in Severn’s direction. She motioned to the man she’d been talking to on the sofa.

      Alexei Olegev.

      Alexei gave me a devilish wink, which made Severn groan aloud.

      I turned back toward Zara and rolled my eyes. “Really?”

      “It wasn’t my choice!” she insisted. “My coven leader made him part of the delegation. For some reason, they made half our team big burly warlocks.”

      This sobered my irritation that Alexei was there. Zara might not know it, but I felt sure her coven leader had chosen their strongest fighters in case of a demon attack.

      “Well, well,” a voice said behind me. “Who brought their human pet?”

      Fists balling, I turned to give the person a piece of my mind but stopped when I saw Becco grinning teasingly. He stood next to Lady Maggia and a few fae I recognized from the Sera Court, including the estate’s lead guard, Ombra. Judging by the porters carrying in their luggage, they’d arrived just before us.

      “Good to see you, too, Becco,” I said with a smile.

      He sauntered up. “We have to catch up,” he said as Maggia and Ombra exchanged a few words with Severn. “I’m dying to hear all the juicy details about what happened when you were Black Ember’s prisoner . . .”

      Severn glanced our way, catching the last of Becco’s words, and I stomped on Becco’s foot and wiggled my eyebrows for him to shut up.

      “We’ll talk later,” I whispered, then slid my arm between Severn’s.

      Our guest room was on the second floor with a view of the Atlas Mountains in the distance and several walled gardens below. The gentle sound of babbling fountains eased my tense muscles. Severn came to join me, pressing a kiss to my temple.

      “Everything will be fine, Willow. With the fate of the Gifted Realm and with our marriage. I promise you.”

      I leaned into his chest, enjoying this quiet moment. But when I opened my eyes and looked downward, I bristled. “What the hell is she doing here?”

      Below, Morwenna entered the Whispering Water courtyard.

      A growl rumbled from Severn’s chest as his hand tightened protectively around my waist. He jerked his chin toward the courtyard’s archway, where Black Ember made a grand entrance with Coral and several heavyset warrior fae.

      “Does that answer your question?”

      Fury flamed in me as I dug my nails into the windowsill. “Why would Ember bring Morwenna? He knows how much she hates me!”

      Severn held out his hands as if to remind me that the ways of fae were mysterious. But I wasn’t about to let this slide. Dral had insisted that I could trust Black Ember. So why was Ember showing up with my doppelganger, who’d tried to kill me?

      I stormed out of the room before Severn could stop me and stomped down the stairs. I got turned around in the maze of connecting courtyards, but finally located the Sun Court delegation as they were passing through a covered breezeway.

      “Hi, Willow!” Coral said, giving me a big friendly wave.

      My scowl eased as I begrudgingly said, “Hi, Coral. Good to see you.” Then I turned narrowed eyes on Black Ember and Morwenna. “I can’t say the same about you two.”

      Black Ember’s eyebrows rose in mock innocence as though he had no idea what I was talking about. “Willow, darling, perhaps you need some champagne to improve your mood.”

      “Screw my mood. You brought her?”

      Morwenna mimicked my scowl back to me—I might as well have been looking into a mirror.

      “If I can’t have you, darling, I’ll take the next best thing.” He squeezed Morwenna’s ass, and I gaped at him. What the hell was he doing? This wasn’t like him.

      Stuttering, I said, “So the rumors are true? You two are . . . together?”

      Morwenna smiled coldly. “I told you I’d get a prince.”

      I pressed a hand to my forehead, unable to believe this was happening. She’d just hooked up with Severn, posing as me. Didn’t Ember care about that?

      Of course not. He’s fae.

      It came to my attention that we had an audience; several other fae and witches had gathered in archways and upper windows to eavesdrop on our argument. I sealed my mouth before saying something that would make me a pariah in the Gifted Realm.

      Morwenna leaned close to Ember. “Let me talk to her—alone.”

      Ember lifted an eyebrow my way to see if I was okay with this, and I folded my arms, debating. I wasn’t anxious to be alone with a woman who wanted me dead, but I did want to end this war between the two of us.

      “Fine,” I said. “In public, though. The balcony on the south tower.” The balcony was visible from many different parts of the palace, so I doubted she’d be bold enough to try to kill me there. At the same time, it was private enough that our conversation wouldn’t be overheard.

      I balled my hands as I followed her up the tower stairs. Her gait was identical to my own. She even had the same freckle on the back of her neck. I touched my own freckle, feeling uneasy.

      She came from me. Does that make me responsible for her?

      The balcony was breezy, and I wrapped my arms around my chest. Morwenna turned to me and, without preamble, said bluntly, “Ember and I aren’t together.”

      I blinked, taken off guard. “But downstairs . . .”

      “Look, the rumors aren’t entirely false. We did hook up a few times when I first arrived at the Bristol. But I hooked up with almost every Sun Court fae in the beginning. It felt good to, you know . . . live a little.”

      I stared at her, trying to fathom what life must have been like in those first few days of existence. Guilt overcame me that I’d abandoned her. I felt sick to my stomach.

      “But there’s no love between Ember and me,” she continued. “It serves both our interests if the realm believes we’re together. No one took me seriously as my own person until I was on his arm—they all thought of me as a lesser version of you. Now, I’m dating a powerful prince, and they have to give me respect.”

      “And for him?” I asked.

      “Everyone thinks he’s fucking me to get back at you and Severn. So, no one would believe he’s actually on your side.”

      What Dral said was true. I really could trust Ember, I realized. Morwenna, however, was a different story.

      “Why tell me all this?” I snapped, remembering our last altercation. “Why even come to the gathering, when you could be back in the Bristol screwing anyone with a pulse?”

      Morwenna folded her arms in a way that was unsettlingly just like me. She tucked a strand of blowing hair behind her ear as she gazed at the mountains. It was a few minutes before she replied. “Before your guards dragged me out of Wilde Tower, you said we could try therapy.”

      I didn’t think anything Morwenna could say could shock me more than those last words. Mouth gaping, I blinked at her blankly, waiting for her to sneer in a cruel mockery. But she didn’t. She watched me with big, open eyes—my own eyes—and waited.

      Confusion took the place of my anger. I sputtered, “Therapy? I was—I was joking!”

      She blinked slowly, then gave a slight shrug. “I don’t think it’s the worst idea.”

      I dragged my nails through my hair, pacing on the balcony. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Was this a trick? Briefly, I glanced down at the small crowd gathered in the gardens below. At least we had witnesses if she tried to push me off the edge.

      I said between clenched teeth, “You tried to fuck my fiancé.”

      “I’m fae! God, it’s like you don’t even know what fae are like!”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. Did she have a point? Because she looked identical to me, was I expecting her to act and think just like me, too?

      Pretending to be me to seduce a prince . . . yeah, I could easily imagine any of the fae I knew doing that.

      “Morwenna, look, I don’t know if you’re serious or if this is some fucked-up trick—”

      “I’m sorry,” she said swiftly, cutting me off.

      Those two words were so rare to hear from a fae that I came to a sharp stop in my pacing. “What did you say?”

      “I’m sorry for what happened with Severn. And for dragging your name through the mud in the human press. I’ve only been alive a few weeks. Everything is new. I was mad at you for abandoning me; can you blame me for hating you? But then I met Ember, and he taught me how to control my feelings. That petty vengeance might not be the right way to—to connect to you.”

      I lifted my eyebrows, completely unsure of what to believe.

      “I’m fae, so you know I’m not lying,” she pointed out. “Ember brought me here for a number of reasons, but one was so that I could have this talk with you. He cares about both of us.”

      It deeply affected me to know that when I’d abandoned Morwenna, Black Ember had taken the time to shelter her and teach her about the world. God, was I a monster? Was Ember a saint? Ever since I’d stepped into this maze-like palace, I felt like the world had turned upside down.

      “So—so what are you saying?” I said with a hard edge in my voice. I still didn’t trust her. And I could have sworn I’d detected a glimmer of genuine affection in her voice for Ember.

      Morwenna took a deep breath as she gazed out over the mountains. “Ember found a witch in Canada who can change my appearance. Not entirely, but enough so that I’ll have my own face. We’ll look like sisters, not twins. And then I want to have my own life.”

      I couldn’t find any fault with her desire as long as she was truthful. What was more reasonable than to want her own life instead of constantly being compared to me?

      “Okay . . . ?” I asked, as my heart thumped erratically. My stomach was starting to turn queasy as I thought of how terrible it had been for me to leave her alone in the Chateau.

      “I came from you,” she went on. “You’re part of my story, whether I like it or not. And I’m part of yours. I think therapy could help us become . . .” She shrugged. “Friends?”

      My first instinct was to laugh in her face. The second was to turn and walk away, certain this was another scheme. But my feet didn’t move. My heart kept thrashing, both with guilt and also, strangely, hope. There was a reason I hadn’t killed her when we’d summoned her to life. Everyone deserved a chance; that’s all she was asking for now.

      Hesitantly, worried I would deeply regret my decision, I held out a hand. “I can’t believe I’m doing this, but okay. We can try therapy.”

      She grinned as she shook my hand. “Great!” But then her smile vanished, and she leaned closer, dropping her voice in warning. “As your friend, I’ll offer you a warning. Watch out for Leona. She’s even more dangerous than you think.”
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      The day was a whirlwind as the final delegations arrived—except, notably, the Demon Queen and her entourage. As sunset approached, there were hopeful whispers that maybe Axaleth wouldn’t come after all, and I wondered if Dral had lied to me or if something had changed on his end. Still, even without her arrival, I found it hard to relax at the evening’s cocktail party.

      After all, I was surrounded on all sides by people I’d either once considered enemies or still did: Lady Maggia, Alexei Olegev, Black Ember, Morwenna—though she made a point of flashing me smiles throughout the night that threw me off with how genuine they seemed. The worst, though, was Leona.

      The White Sands Court had arrived late in the day, taking up the entire second floor of the eastern tower. A few minutes ago, they’d sauntered into the cocktail party dressed in white and adorned in gold jewelry. Leona and the man at her side, who I assumed was her brother, Barren, wore golden crowns.

      Her eyes cut to me when she entered, and a hard kernel of anger knotted in my stomach. Seeing her again in person was even more terrible than I’d feared.

      Zara moved to stand beside me and whispered, “There’s something strange about that woman. Besides the fact that she’s pure evil, of course. She gives off a weird energy.”

      I studied Leona side-eyed from across the courtyard. Dral had warned me that someone here could be working with the Demon Queen. Could that be the source of the energy Zara detected?

      I tuned back into a conversation Severn was having with Lady Maggia and Jack Meruvis, whose wolf pack had arrived late that afternoon.

      “. . . it’s utterly ridiculous!” Maggia exclaimed, waving her wine glass in the air. “The human world would panic! They’d destroy themselves!”

      I surmised they were discussing tomorrow’s vote.

      Jack argued, “You’re keeping humans suppressed for your own gain.”

      “Well, what the hell is wrong with that?” Maggia blustered. “We outsmarted them, so we’ve earned the right to keep them in the dark if we wish!”

      “It’s wrong,” Jack said tightly. “And it’s bad for business. If you allied with the human world, you’d spend much less time and resources trying to hide your existence.”

      Maggia snorted, rolling her eyes. “What do you know? You are human.” She thrust her glass in my direction. “Just like this one. By the gods, I will never understand why anyone in our realm allows you humans to have power. If you ask me, we should wipe your minds and send you both back into oblivion.”

      Severn took the glass from his ex-wife’s hand and downed it before handing it back to her. “There, Maggia. Time to go freshen your drink and spare these two your ire.”

      As Maggia trounced off toward the sand sprites manning the bar, Jack turned gratefully to Severn. “Thanks. She wouldn’t shut up about the dangers of uncloaking the realm. But it’s necessary that we do so, both for our realm and the human one. Don’t you agree, Willow?”

      I shot a glance at Severn, knowing our opinions still differed on the matter. “I don’t get a vote, so my take doesn’t matter, but yes. I think the realms should be one.”

      Severn sighed; he’d doubtlessly had different versions of this conversation all afternoon with various delegates. “Even if I agree that it would ultimately benefit both sides, my concern is the transition. It could be years—even decades—of strife. I’ve yet to hear a convincing plan to mitigate the chaos.”

      “We’ll take that step when it comes,” I insisted. “I’ll lead the effort. I want to, as my first duty as queen of the New Court. Jack, Zara, and I all have one foot in the human world and one in the Gifted one. We’ll form a task force to establish a plan. The transition doesn’t have to happen overnight. We’ll take as much time as we need to make sure it’s safe.”

      “If you’re serious about that task force, Willow,” Jack said, “I’ll bring it up at the vote tomorrow.”

      There was a slight threat in his words, but not aimed at me; he assumed that Severn would refuse to discuss my plan with the others, so as a voting leader, he would go around Severn and do it himself. I held my breath, worried Severn would be mad, but he only tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear.

      “Good,” he said, surprising me. “Do that, Jack. It’s only right that the other delegates hear Willow’s plan before deciding.”

      I smiled up at him but stopped short of asking if we’d swayed his own decision. The moment felt too fragile; besides, we’d already talked to each other in circles around the topic.

      A gong stole my attention. The delegates went quiet as Sister Sana raised her hands and announced, “It is sunset, honored guests.”

      Relieved chatter spread throughout the crowd. Jack’s shoulders eased. “That’s it, then. The demon delegation didn’t arrive. I have to admit, it’s a hell of a relief.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Leona approaching Morwenna at the other end of the courtyard. My eyes narrowed, wishing I could overhear their conversation. In New York City, they had worked together to infiltrate Wilde Tower. Morwenna had suggested they were no longer allies, yet they seemed perfectly friendly to one another now.

      I chewed on my lip as my mind raced to determine what the two of them might be up to—and who, if anyone, I could trust.

      Just because Axaleth hadn’t arrived didn’t mean I wasn’t without enemies.
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        * * *

      

      I slept fitfully, dreaming of swirling portals, this time reflected in funhouse mirrors so they went on endlessly. When I woke in the morning, I was drenched in sweat. Severn stirred awake beside me, tugging me closer to his side. But my body was too tense to snuggle. I climbed out of bed, dousing myself in a long shower.

      When I got out and wiped the condensation off the mirror, I studied my reflection for a long time. Trying to see Morwenna in it—in me.

      “Dammit,” I whispered under my breath. It might be foolish, but I wanted to trust her. Severn was always reminding me that humanity’s strength was its ability to see the good in everything—maybe it was time I stopped trying to act fae and instead embrace my humanity.

      “Darling, are you ready?” Severn asked from the bedroom. “There’s a formal breakfast, then the vote will take place.”

      His voice sounded lighter—like everyone in the palace, he was relieved the demons hadn’t arrived.

      Still, I bit my lip. “I’ll, ah, meet you after breakfast,” I said. “I’m not feeling all that well.”

      His expression hardened into a protective mask. “What is it? Do you think someone poisoned you? Do you think—”

      I rested a hand on his chest, stopping his spiraling worries. “It’s only nerves. I’m fine. I’ll join you at the end of breakfast, okay?”

      He pressed my palm against his lips. “Take the time you need.”

      Once he was gone, I dressed in a simple yet sophisticated blue dress I’d brought for the occasion and made my way through the palace’s courtyards, taking my time greeting everyone I passed as they made their way to the dining chamber. Finally, I spotted Morwenna. She was coming down a set of stairs, wearing an off-the-shoulder black mini-dress that was entirely too sexy for the formal occasion, though I supposed she wouldn’t get any complaints from the perpetually horny fae.

      I dashed over to her and grabbed her arm, pulling her into an alcove where a small fountain flowed.

      “Hey!” she said, bristling until she realized it was me. Even then, she still looked wary. “What are you doing? I thought we were trying this whole friendship thing.”

      “Yeah, exactly,” I whispered urgently. “And as my friend, I need you to do something for me.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Is Severn behind this?”

      “Severn doesn’t know.”

      She lifted an eyebrow, intrigued. The hint of mischief had clearly caught her interest. “Okay, what is it, bestie?”

      “Trade clothes with me and put your hair in a ponytail like mine. Then stay out of sight until ten o’clock. Once breakfast is ending, meet me in my room.”

      Her eyes glinted with curiosity. “What exactly do you have planned?”

      “Just do it,” I said, scrambling. “And—and I’ll let you pick the therapist.”

      She was already shrugging out of her dress. I traded clothes with her in the privacy of the alcove, including slipping into her ludicrously high heels. I tugged out my ponytail and tossed my hair a little to give it her hair’s bounce.

      “How do I look?” she asked, smoothing back her ponytail.

      Wearing my clothes, she was my exact double. Or was she? The more I was around Morwenna, the more her unique personality came out in her expressions and posture.

      “Gorgeous,” I deadpanned. “Now go.”

      She climbed back up the stairs, and I adjusted the low-cut neckline, cursing my fae changeling for her lack of modesty. My ankles wobbled as I made my way through the courtyard, looking for Leona.

      I needed to know if she was the spy Dral had warned of.

      There.

      I finally spotted her in the hallway outside the dining chamber, speaking to one of our sand sprite hosts. I sauntered up, trying to mimic Morwenna’s mannerisms. Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed Severn through the doorway, seated with his back to me at a table with Locke and Talon.

      “Hi, I’m Morwenna.” I thrust out my hand to introduce myself to the sprite, then turned to Leona. “Can I talk to you for a minute? In private?”

      Leona’s gaze seared into me with enough intensity that I feared she immediately knew I wasn’t who I claimed to be. My heart began to race. If she discovered I was lying to her . . .

      But she nodded to the sprite in dismissal. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      “Yes, my lady. Apologies again about the accommodations.”

      We moved toward a balcony where we wouldn’t be overheard. Trying to act casual, I asked, “There’s a problem with your rooms?”

      She gave me an odd look. “I told you yesterday. The air-conditioning in my suite must be broken because it’s freezing no matter what temperature I set it to.”

      “Oh. Right. Well, listen. I’ve been keeping my ears open. Everyone was on edge about the Demon Queen, but now that she hasn’t arrived, they’re focused on the vote instead.”

      Leona picked at her fingernails, unconcerned with my words. “And?”

      “And I know you. You have something planned. I want in.”

      Her lips curled in dark amusement. “In? My dear girl, you have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “We worked together to break into Wilde Tower. Didn’t I prove to you that I was trustworthy? I want Willow to suffer. And Severn, too. The whole damn realm can burn for all I care.” I suddenly worried I’d overplayed my hand, and I added, “You can believe me—I can’t lie.”

      Leona drummed her long nails on the balcony railing as she looked me over in my off-the-shoulder dress. A sneer twisted her face.

      “You’re just as silly as your human doppelganger. Neither of you carries any sway where it matters. Willow thinks she’ll affect change at Severn’s side, but she won’t live long enough to put his ring on her finger.”

      The blood drained from my body, pooling at my toes. “You’re . . . you’re going to kill her? That’s what you have planned?”

      She scoffed at the question as though she couldn’t be bothered with me. “You have some potential, girl, I’ll give you that. So, here’s a word of warning. If you want to live until lunchtime, get as far from this palace as possible.”

      She started back toward the dining chamber, dismissing me, but I raced after her. “Wait! What does that mean? What’s going to happen? What are you going to do, Leona?”

      I latched onto her arm to stop her.

      Immediately, I shrieked with pain. My palms burned as though I’d touched molten iron. The smell of singed flesh stung my nostrils. I jerked my hands back, staring at the charred skin.

      What the hell?

      Confused, my eyes fell to her arm, where her skin blazed red in the shape of my handprints.

      Those burns . . .

      I’d felt this particular kind of burn before. It happened when Dral captured my leg while I escaped the Deep’s dance floor.

      It was a demon burn.

      With a horrified certainty, I realized I wasn’t the only person pretending to be someone I wasn’t.
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      Leona wasn’t a spy.

      She was Axaleth.

      “It’s you,” I whispered in a trembling breath. “You’re the Demon Queen.”

      She’d disguised herself to slip into the council gathering with an unassuming identity. Everyone was so relieved when Axaleth hadn’t arrived by sunset yesterday, but it was a false relief. The Demon Queen had been in our midst all along.

      Leona’s eyes burned with fury as she recited a spell in the demon language to veil her red skin back into a light tan. Once she had returned to looking fae, she skewered me with a hateful look. “You shouldn’t have done that, girl. Now you’re not getting out, either.”

      “How long?” I breathed, searching out of the corner of my eye for something I could use as a weapon. But we were in the doorway between the balcony and the hall into the dining chamber, and there was nothing to grab. I could scream, but would help come before she’d killed me?

      “I woke from my slumber a year ago,” she said calmly.

      I gaped at this woman who had my mother’s face, yet such evil in her eyes. It made me feel topsy-turvy in all the wrong ways. “A year? So, the entire time you were posing as my mother . . .”

      “As your mother?” She eyed me curiously, then her lips curled. “Ah. Clever little human.”

      Shit—I’d given away my real identity, but it didn’t matter anymore. As either Willow or Morwenna, she was still going to kill me.

      “It was me, yes, little human,” she continued. “When I woke, I was weak. A thousand-year slumber will do that to you, you know.” She smirked. “I needed time to rebuild my powers before I alerted my demon horde to my presence, so I infiltrated the White Sands Court. I killed all of them—Leona, Barren, and the other top members—and replaced them with myself and a few demons in disguise. When Black Ember approached me, I knew it was the perfect way to spy on both his court and Severn’s.”

      “But—but demons can lie. You could have told me outright that you were my mother, and I would have believed you.”

      “I had to pretend I was fae, which meant pretending I couldn’t lie.”

      A gong rang from one of the courtyards, signaling the end of breakfast. Which meant Severn would be looking for me. Would he go to our bedroom and find Morwenna there? Would she tell him that we’d traded places? Would he realize I might be in danger?

      Or would she pretend to be me again and seduce him?

      It didn’t matter—right now, I was on my own. I couldn’t count on any fairy tale prince coming to rescue me. I’d saved my own damn ass before, and I could do it again.

      I glanced at the balcony behind us and retreated a step onto it. I needed to keep Axaleth talking. “You said everyone would die. Why? If it’s about the vote—”

      “The vote?” she scoffed, closing in on me as I retreated onto the balcony. “I don’t care about a fucking vote. This event is only useful to me because it gathers the most powerful members of the Gifted Realm in one place. All my prey so helpfully herded themselves in my trap.”

      “But why? Demons and fae and shifters have always co-existed—”

      “Co-existed? Is that what you call it? Little human, you know nothing of our world. Demons have been used, manipulated, abused, and persecuted for eons. Oh, the Gifted Realm will uncloak, that’s for certain. But I don’t need a vote to see it happen. All I need are my rivals gone.”

      Dear god. She planned to decimate everyone here at the gathering, and then unleash her demons on the human world. I’d seen only a small taste of their wrath in the Central Park massacre. What would it be like when they swarmed every city in the world?

      I took another step back and felt the balcony railing press against my backside. I toed out of Morwenna’s high heels, kicking them aside.

      A commotion started in the dining chamber. There were a few surprised exclamations. The gong began ringing again and again. Breathing hard, I tried to see what was happening, but the angle was wrong. I only caught a glimpse of Azalea throwing open a window to see how far the fall was—as though looking for an escape exit.

      Axaleth smirked. “Hear that? It’s begun. My demons are arriving. This palace and everyone in it will be nothing but smoking ash in a few minutes.”

      Shit.

      It had to be now—I couldn’t afford to wait any longer. “Your demons hate you!” I yelled.

      “My demons are a part of me.” She touched her breastbone and whispered a spell. Her glamour fell away there to reveal a red crystal embedded into her chest. “They’re as loyal as if they were my own children.”

      “That crystal makes them slaves, not children!”

      Her face twisted in an ugly sneer. “I’m bored with you, little human. It’s time for me to welcome my demons, which means getting rid of you.” She aimed a long finger at me and began to speak a spell. Red energy lines sparked from her fingertips.

      My breath came fast. My heart beat even faster.

      As a bolt of red electricity shot toward me, I ducked and used the momentum to ram my shoulder into her stomach. A cry ripped out of my lungs as my skin burned from her fire-hot touch, and every instinct told me to let go, but I forced myself to hold on.

      As pain tore through my shoulder, I channeled all my anger and shoved her back toward the balcony railing. She teetered on Leona’s ridiculous high heels—Morwenna’s own impractical shoes were what had given me the idea to off-balance her. She tried to fight me off, but I’d caught her by surprise. She hadn’t betted on the fact that a human would touch her, knowing they’d get burned.

      Tears stung my eyes as I smelled my own skin burning. Don’t stop. Don’t stop. I had her against the balcony railing. The fall on the other side had to be two hundred feet—not even a demon could survive that.

      Smoke rose into the sky—my own flesh burning—as I struggled to push her over.

      “You bitch!” she cried in a voice that was half-Leona’s, half something else. Her skin blazed red from where I touched it and broke the glamour. “You stupid human! You’re killing yourself!”

      “I am human,” I said between gritted teeth as I wrestled with her. “And I’m proud of it. Our willingness to sacrifice ourselves makes us strong. Strong enough to do this.”

      With every last ounce of strength, I shoved her over the balcony railing.

      A monstrous cry burst from her lips as she pinwheeled her hands—but those stupid high heels made her totter, and she stumbled and fell over.

      My lungs heaved as my legs gave out. I crumpled to the balcony floor, writhing in pain. Leona was defeated, but my body was on fire. The smell of my burned flesh was everywhere. The pain was so bad that my vision started to black out. I blinked unsteadily, trying to take stock of my wounds.

      Oh no . . .

      My skin was charred from my left cheek, down my neck, to my shoulder, and all the way down my arm. Hunks of flesh had melted away. A piece of white bone winked from my shoulder.

      “Ah!” I cried out. More shouts came from inside the palace. No one could hear me scream with their own cries drowning it out.

      I tried to crawl, using my good arm, into the hallway. It took every ounce of effort I could muster. I have to get to a healer . . .  I can’t live long with these injuries . . .

      But I gaped as soon as I crawled into the hall and got a view of the dining chamber. For a brief second, my own pain dimmed. The dining chamber was filled with dozens of fae and shifters and witches—nearly every member of every delegation—as well as some of our sprite hosts. Red portals were scattered throughout the room like doorways into hell, and streams of demons poured out. Some of them were humanoid, wielding fierce battle axes. Many more were the ugly, bestial kind. They moved on all fours, with a snout and glowing eyes, their skin glistening red. They launched themselves on tables and chairs and people, tearing at whatever they could with claws and teeth.

      The Gifted Ones were fighting back, but it was a massacre. No amount of spell craft, and certainly not warrior skills, could stop the hundreds of demons pouring in through the portals.

      “Willow!”

      My head whipped around as Zara’s shout found me. She ran down the hall at top speed toward me. A gash on her arm leaked blood. She collapsed onto the floor next to me with round eyes.

      “Zara . . .” I moaned. My vision was fading. I felt like my body would give out at any moment—and I might never wake up.

      “Oh shit . . .” She did a quick examination of my wounds. “I could try a spell, but fuck . . . there are no spells to heal this. Wait here.”

      She jumped up and disappeared back toward the dining chamber. I lifted a weak hand after her, trying to urge her not to go toward the danger. But in another few seconds, thundering boots crashed down the hallway.

      Severn knelt beside me, with Zara huffing after him. “Willow. My love. We have to get you out of here and to somewhere you can be healed.” He turned urgently to Zara. “Get Locke. Or Talon. Whoever’s still fucking standing!”

      Nodding swiftly, Zara ran off.

      Fighting for breath, I gripped Severn’s shirt and murmured, “The Demon Queen . . . I killed her. She was disguised as Leona. I pushed her over the edge. Her crystal heart should have shattered—”

      My voice gave out. Tears ran down my singed cheeks.

      Something’s not right, I realized. When Axaleth’s crystal heart shattered at the bottom of the ravine, it should have broken her hold on the demons. The animalistic ones might be too caught up in the bloodshed to stop fighting, but Dral said most of the greater ones hated being her slave. So why were they still attacking like they were compelled to?

      Locke ran up, covered in sweat and bloody scratch marks. A few paces behind them, Zara and Talon fought off a demon trying to get onto the balcony. Zara threw spells that made the floor slippery, and when the demon lost its balance, Talon slammed one of the battle axes into its spine.

      “Holy fucking hell,” Locke said when he saw my wounds.

      “Find a sand sprite,” Severn ordered. “We need a healer now!”

      Locke threw up his hands. “Everyone’s trying not to get murdered! There isn’t exactly a doctor on call!”

      “Just do it!” Severn bellowed.

      Severn was already gathering me up, taking great care not to jostle my injuries. Pain ripped through me regardless, and I whimpered.

      As he hoisted me into his arms, I got a view of the dining chamber over his shoulder. My breath stalled in my throat. It was a slaughterhouse. Hundreds of malevolent demons tore into the bodies of fallen fae and shifters and witches. With a small cry, I recognized Becco’s corpse bleeding out by the buffet table, his head turned at an unnatural angle, his arms covered with long black feathers as though he’d been killed mid-shift. Barren and the other members of the White Sands Court delegation were fighting against Alexei Olegev in a corner. They were demons but still glamoured to look like fae, which was how they’d gotten the upper hand against him. Alexei cast an ice spell to freeze the demons’ fire touch, then managed to wrestle away from them—only to be grabbed by a hulking humanoid demon.

      I gasped—it was Dral!

      Dral grabbed Alexei with those same hands that had once burned me, and he didn’t let go until Alexei writhed in pain, charred down to the bone.

      Dral let Alexei’s dead body fall to the floor, still smoking.

      Dral is no ally now, I realized. He’s beholden to the queen.

      “Something’s wrong,” I gasped to Severn as he stepped over the demon corpse that Talon and Zara had killed. “The demons shouldn’t be bound anymore . . .”

      A deafening flapping sound eclipsed my words. It sounded like wings—but none of the Gifted Ones had wings, unless it was maybe a bird shifter?

      Clutching me protectively, Severn turned toward the sound, as did Locke, Talon, and Zara. All of us faced the deafening whooshes coming from the balcony.

      Dread pooled in my stomach.

      Rising into the air on red membranous wings like a bat, the Demon Queen appeared—not dead at all, her crystal heart glowing fiercely in her chest.
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      The Demon Queen’s glamour was entirely gone. There was no sign of the familiar face—my mother’s face—in the creature that rose into the air on giant wings. In her true form, she was humanoid in stature, with curving black horns rising from her temples, and red skin that burned so brightly she was hard to look at.

      Well, fuck.

      With those wings, it was no wonder she hadn’t fallen to her death.

      But that was the last solid thought I was able to make. My mind started sliding as my vision continued to darken. The pain in my left side dulled to a throbbing ache that made me worry my senses were slipping, and that I was nearing the end.

      In an instant, Locke, Talon, and Zara assumed battle stances. Locke’s eyes blazed with determination as he cast a spell to weave tendrils of frost through the air to snuff out the Demon Queen’s fire, but she dodged each blast with a powerful beating of her wings.

      “You will all burn.” Her voice sounded like many different voices all at once, as though the entire demon hoard spoke through her. “The age of the demons begins!”

      Undaunted, Zara cast a wind spell that blew a strong gust up from the ravine. For a moment, it unsteadied the Demon Queen, but then she quickly regained her position. Talon threw his battle axe at her with deadly speed, but she dodged it, too, with a cackle.

      “You cannot stop us. We are many!”

      Severn clutched me tighter. I could feel his heart thrashing in his chest. “Take out her fucking wings,” he commanded to the others. “Let’s see how she fights on two feet.”

      Talon grabbed a decorative spear from the hallway wall, then hurled it toward her diaphanous wings. It clipped her right one, and she let out a hiss, but was able to recover and keep flapping to keep herself aloft. Locke and Zara tried more spells, but none could bring her to the ground.

      “We could use some help, Severn!” Locke shouted over his shoulder.

      Severn gave a frustrated growl. He couldn’t carry me to safety and also help them fight the Demon Queen.

      “Where the hell is Azalea?” Severn snapped. “She should be here. She could end this!”

      Dimly, I wondered how Azalea could possibly end a demon war. But my thoughts were too muddled to give it full consideration.

      “Give Willow to me,” a deep voice said behind us.

      Severn spun around. Black Ember, covered in blood from a cut on his forehead, his clothes in tatters from demon claws, motioned toward me.

      “I’ll take her to safety,” Ember said. “I’ll find a healer who can mend her wounds.”

      A growl rasped out of Severn’s chest as he clutched me tighter. Everything was blurry now. My pain was almost entirely gone—which was a terrible sign.

      “I will protect Willow,” Severn snapped.

      “Oh, fuck your feral instincts,” Black Ember shot back. “You’re the strongest magic handler in the fae realm, and it fucking pains me to admit that. So, trust for one goddamned second that I have Willow’s best interest at heart.”

      I cracked my dry lips and rasped, “Do it, Severn—I trust him.”

      Severn let out a curse, but he handed me into Black Ember’s arms as delicately as possible. I nestled into the warmth of Black Ember’s chest, his familiar oceanic smell easing some of my lingering pain.

      A snarl sounded down the hall—two animalistic demons had spotted us. Blood dripped from their fangs as they prowled in our direction.

      “Go!” Severn yelled.

      Talon ripped one long, curved claw from the demon’s corpse. He assumed a fighting stance to face the beasts.

      Black Ember held me close as he whirled around. Everything was a blur. I felt him moving up stairs. Heard distant screams. All the while, his deep voice ghosted against my ear. “It will be all right, Willow. I swear it.”

      Soon, I felt myself eased onto a soft bed. Urgent voices, some familiar and some new, sounded around me, but my thoughts were too much of a blur to process anything.

      “Morwenna—thank the gods. Go get a member of the tacturi coven . . .”

      “Hold on, Willow.”

      “Wait—you’re a healer? But you aren’t a witch.”

      “. . . I need crushed Seraph’s bane . . .  Hand me that water vessel . . .”

      “Shit! There’s a demon coming up the stairs!”

      “I’m on it . . .”

      “Stay strong, little human. You aren’t gone yet . . .”

      “. . . can see them from the window. Severn is holding Axaleth immobile in the air with a spell . . . Talon’s trying to use demon claw to shred her wings . . . Yes! They got her on the ground!”

      “. . . the little human will live. By the gods, she’ll live.”
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        * * *

      

      The next thing I knew, I was staring at beautiful ceiling tiles. It took me a minute to remember what had happened. I was in a bedroom. In the palace . . .

      The demon attack!

      I sat up in a rush, my heart shooting to my throat. The air reeked of smoke. Black Ember moved to the side of the bed and rested a hand on my right shoulder, easing me back against the pillows. Morwenna stood at the window with a tense expression on her face.

      “Easy, Willow,” Ember said. “You nearly died. You’re still weak.”

      A sharp pain in my left shoulder sent me wincing. The burns looked healed, but everywhere the Demon Queen’s body had touched me was covered in inky black marks that were hard as lizard scales.

      Ember said, “A healer repaired your wounds, but I’m afraid you’ll have those marks forever—”

      “Where’s Severn? What’s happening with the Demon Queen?” I tossed off the blanket, wincing from the effort to try to get out of bed.

      “Dammit, Willow, you need to rest!” Ember chastised, trying to ease me back down.

      Morwenna said quietly, “Let her watch from the window—you aren’t going to stop her. Besides, we might have saved her life only to have her die all over again.”

      Black Ember muttered curses under his breath but helped me push to my feet and hobble over to the open window. When I looked down, I sucked in a breath.

      Half the palace was on fire. Flames licked up from the Birdsong Garden. The guest rooms on the southern side billowed with smoke. Lesser demons swarmed over every surface, easily scaling down walls. Greater demons fought against shifted wolves and fae in the other courtyards.

      “The demons set fire to the palace?” I gasped.

      “No, our side did,” Morwenna explained. “It was the only way to shut down their portals to keep more from coming in.”

      My eyes widened. I’d seen fire spells before, but nothing this intense. Someone must have used great magic to summon flames like these.

      My fingers clutched the windowsill hard as I spotted Severn on the balcony, one floor down, where I’d left him. Locke was slumped to the floor, his body unmoving. Zara took shelter in the corner, cradling a wounded arm while tears streaked her face. Only Talon and Severn remained to face off against the Demon Queen. They’d managed to slash her wings so she couldn’t fly, but she still had her dark magic. She shot red energy lines at Talon, who tried to grab her neck to choke her. Severn used his power to cast a protective shield around Talon. His shoulders slumped. His posture was exhausted.

      “I don’t see how they can fight much longer,” Morwenna whispered fearfully beside me. “And even if they kill Axaleth, there’s the rest of her demons. There’s no way we can defeat them all.”

      Judging by the bodies littering the courtyards below, it appeared that around half the Gifted Ones’ delegations were dead. There had to be triple that number of slain demons. In the Celestial courtyard, I spotted Dral, both horns now broken, fighting against a jaguar shifter.

      “That’s it,” Black Ember said in dark defeat. “I’m calling it. We’re getting out of here.”

      “No!” I whirled around, triggering a wave of weakness that made me blink a few times to steady myself. “We aren’t leaving the others!”

      “Willow, I swore to protect you.”

      “We aren’t getting out of here anyway! The demons are swarming all the exits—look. Morwenna is right, there’s no way we can kill them all. But there might be another way. I need to get down to Severn.”

      Ember looked ready to refuse on the grounds of it being too dangerous, but Morwenna eased my good arm around her shoulders to help me hobble toward the door. “Come on, Willow. Screw these alpha men. We’ll do it ourselves.”

      As soon as we started moving, Black Ember grumbled a sigh and scooped me into his arms. The three of us made our way down the stairs, taking cover in an alcove as a pair of demons raced by us chasing a witch, and then darted across the hallway to the balcony.

      Severn and Talon were still holding strong against the Demon Queen, but only barely. Talon’s left eye was bruised and swollen shut, and a bite mark on his leg oozed blood. Severn’s limbs hung weary like he might collapse at any moment. Zara still huddled in the corner, cradling her arm like it was broken. Locke’s body . . . I couldn’t bear to look at it.

      Ember set me down gently next to Zara.

      “Willow?” Severn breathed in a strained voice, channeling all his magic to hold the shield around Talon as the Demon Queen tried to claw him. “What the hell are you thinking? I ordered you to—”

      “Her heart,” I blurted out. “You have to break her crystal heart!”

      “Yeah, we’ve tried to kill her,” Talon yelled. “She’s fucking invincible!”

      “She bleeds, doesn’t she?” I yelled back. “You cut her wings, so you can cut out her heart, whether she’s dead or alive. We have to shatter the crystal. It’s how she controls the demon hoard.”

      “It doesn’t matter! They’ll still attack!” Talon yelled.

      “Not the greater ones—they’ll turn on her. As soon as they’re free, they’ll fight the lesser ones for us. We need them. We aren’t strong enough to do it on our own!”

      Zara bit her lip as she huddled beside me. “You’re sure they’ll turn on their own kind?”

      “No,” I said haltingly, “But it’s the best chance we’ve got.” I struggled to pull myself to my feet, clutching my sore left shoulder with those strange scales. “Ember, you and Severn are going to have to work together. Pin the Demon Queen to the floor, where Talon can cut out her heart.”

      The Demon Queen let out a vicious shriek like an animal. Her eyes blazed entirely red now, and fangs winked when she opened her mouth. “You’re ash and smoke—all of you!”

      “Do it!” I yelled.

      Black Ember and Severn tossed each other a look—they’d been enemies for centuries—but then Severn gave a decisive nod.

      “Amplify the shield,” Severn said.

      Black Ember cast the same shielding spell as Severn. Though Severn’s magic was nearly depleted, Ember’s was still strong. Their shield intensified with glimmering energy lines as it bent away from Talon and back toward the Demon Queen.

      “Shrink the shield to the size of her body!” Severn ordered. “It will immobilize her. Then on my signal, release it. She’ll be exposed, though briefly. Talon?”

      “Ready.” He picked up the demon claw from the ground, wiping the sweat off his brow.

      Black Ember and Severn’s unified spell slowly shrank until the energy lines covered only the Queen’s body, so Talon was able to move in close enough for a killing strike. He gripped the claw, readying his stance for when they dropped the shield. The Demon Queen tried to flail, but the tight shield prevented her from moving.

      “Now!” Severn said.

      Black Ember and Severn dropped the spell. In a flash, Talon plunged the demon claw straight into Axaleth’s chest. She let out a shriek and sank her teeth into his neck. He faltered, but only for a second. Gritting his teeth, he hacked the claw again and again in a sawing motion to try to free the crystal heart.

      Heavy footsteps clomped behind us, and I turned just in time to see Dral swing a battle axe toward Severn’s head.

      “Severn, watch out!” I shrieked.

      Black Ember moved like a flash, shoving Severn out of the way a second before Dral’s axe would have severed his head. The axe blade slammed into the stone floor, showering us with sparks. Dral immediately lifted it again.

      “Ember!” Morwenna threw herself on Dral to try to pull the demon away, but cried out as the touch burned her skin, and let go. She stumbled backward, clutching her singed hands.

      Severn held up an exhausted hand, casting a spell to make the axe too heavy to lift. Dral dropped it with a growl, but then stalked toward the two fae princes. Ember cast a gust of frost to cool Dral’s skin, and Severn slammed his fist into Dral’s chest.

      My attention shot back to Talon fighting against the Demon Queen. He’d gotten the upper hand initially, but now that she could move again, she was fighting like a hell cat. She sank her teeth deeper into his neck until she bit through the artery. Blood poured down Talon’s side. He looked staggeringly weak—he couldn’t lose much more blood without passing out—but he continued trying to cut out her heart.

      He was almost there. Just another cut . . .

      Axaleth sank her claws into Talon’s shoulders, shoving him off her with a furious scream. Talon was too weak to fight back and slumped to all fours. Blood formed a river down from his neck.

      Zara crawled over, tugging off her shirt to use as a bandage to clamp to his bleeding wound.

      Time seemed to stop. I took in everything in a flash.

      Zara was helping keep Talon alive. Ember and Severn were fighting Dral. Morwenna was pinned on the other side of them, unable to cross the balcony. She’d taken out her phone to call for help, but no police or ambulances could possibly reach us in time.

      It was only me—and Axaleth.

      With a hiss, she set her sights on me. She launched herself in my direction, but I grit my teeth and hurled myself to meet her. I slammed my left shoulder into her side, protected now by the black scales I’d gained as part of my healing. Her touch was blazing hot, but it didn’t even singe my skin where the marks covered it.

      I grabbed the demon claw still sticking out of her chest to stab it into her once more—and this time, the crystal heart fell free. It clattered to the floor, and for a second, Axaleth gave a terrible wail. I whirled toward the crystal with wide eyes.

      Shit—it hadn’t broken!

      I dropped to my knees as the Demon Queen lunged for me again. Gripping the blood-stained crystal in my hands, I used all my strength to smash it against the stones.

      “Ahh!” I screamed.

      A whomping thump of energy like a sonar pulse threw us all backward. The Demon Queen, whose claws had been an inch from my neck, slammed back against the balcony railing. Severn, Ember, and Dral toppled into a jumble. I fell to my hands and knees, my ears ringing.

      Between my hands, the smashed crystal was nothing but dust and shards.
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      Once the ringing in my ears died down, I shoved to my feet, coughing. The others were doing the same, trying to gauge the situation after that earth-shattering pulse. Dizzy, I twisted around to see the Demon Queen. Her body lay in a crumple at the edge of the balcony. Blood flowed steadily from the gaping wound where I’d removed the crystal.

      I tipped my head back, letting my body sag in relief.

      She’s dead.

      A quick glance told me that Zara and Talon were okay, though Talon was still losing a lot of blood. Morwenna still had her phone out, frozen mid-call, too stunned to move. Severn, Black Ember, and Dral groaned as they untangled themselves in a daze, but the instant their senses returned, Severn snatched Dral’s axe, swiftly moving into a defensive stance.

      Dral slowly pushed to his feet, moving like he was still dazed, utterly unconcerned with attacking Severn and Black Ember as he’d been before. He held out his hands, staring at his open palms like he didn’t recognize his own body.

      Severn, however, didn’t hesitate to lift the axe to strike him.

      “Wait!” I cried. “Severn, don’t!”

      Severn threw me an unsure look, but he trusted me enough to hold his strike. Dral cocked his head toward Severn like he couldn’t figure out why he’d been trying to kill a stranger.

      “The Demon Queen’s hold over them is broken,” I said between heaving breaths. “See? They’re—”

      Something twisted on Dral’s face. His eyes narrowed as rage contorted his mouth into a scowl. Before I knew what was happening, he snatched the axe from Severn’s hand and sprinted toward me.

      “No!” Zara cried.

      I froze, unable to believe this was happening. Had I been wrong? Was Dral still beholden? Or was he simply evil through and through?

      But as Dral reached me, he shoved his meaty hand against my left shoulder to push me out of the way. I went crashing to the balcony floor just as he brought the axe down on the Demon Queen—who wasn’t dead at all. Her reaching claws had been an inch from my ankle.

      Dral slammed his axe into her outstretched hand, severing it. Axaleth gave a monstrous wail. Then Dral raised it again—this time, he brought it down on her neck.

      Her head rolled a few inches from her body, and her blazing eyes finally dulled.

      “You have to cut off her head,” Dral explained in a shockingly calm manner. “It’s the only way to kill her.”

      I was still so stunned that it took a moment to realize he’d just saved my life. Which meant breaking the crystal heart had worked. Shoving my sweaty hair back off my face, I pushed again to my feet at the same time that Severn and Black Ember rose.

      “Dral,” I said between heaving breaths. “It really worked? You can act on your own?”

      He looked down at his queen’s head and gave a grim smile. “Looks like it, little human.”

      Severn came to my side, cradling my face in his hands. “You were incredible, Willow. A true queen.” His thumb brushed a patch of my cheek that had the black scales. He moved in to kiss me, but Black Ember interrupted.

      “Axaleth may be dead,” he said measuredly. “But half the demons are still bloodthirsty monsters. Not to mention the fact that the palace is on fire.”

      “Leave the lesser demons to me,” Dral said, sweeping his head back and forth to take in the battle still raging in the rest of the palace. “The greater demons and I will happily slit their throats.”

      He lifted the axe, giving a cry in a demon language that was echoed by dozens of greater demons throughout the palace. A lesser demon heard his cry and charged down the hall with a hiss, but Dral took him out with the axe like swinging a baseball bat.

      “We need to put out the fire,” Morwenna said, coughing as a billow of smoke from the Birdsong Garden shifted into our faces.

      Though Severn looked so spent that he might collapse at any moment, he clapped a hand on Black Ember’s shoulder. “Have any magic left in you, you old bastard?”

      Ember grinned. “Let’s do it.”

      Together, they cast a storm spell over the palace hilltop. Dark clouds broke into a drenching rain that was so torrential that the flames were soon smoldering ruins. The rain pelted down on the remaining fighters battling one another. Leaning over the balcony railing, I spotted Coral teaming up with a greater demon to drown a lesser demon in a fountain. Two more greater demons bellowed a war cry as they herded a group of lesser demons off a balcony. Jack Meruvis’ wolf pack launched into another demon to rip it to shreds.

      I slumped to my knees by Zara. “How is Talon?”

      “I’m worried,” she admitted. He had passed out from blood loss despite how she’d tried to staunch the wound with pressure and magic.

      I glanced up. “Morwenna, can you find the healer who fixed me? I didn’t see who it was.” Whoever the healer was, they’d had powerful magic unlike anything I’d seen before. Even Severn hadn’t been able to heal me with his strongest magic.

      Morwenna looked at me strangely. “It was your friend.”

      “Huh? Which friend?”

      But Morwenna had already scampered off to find the healer. I turned my attention to Zara, smoothing back a strand of her black hair.

      “There’s still the vote, you know,” Zara said, lifting an eyebrow.

      “That’ll still happen? After so many died?” I was shocked.

      “They don’t postpone council gatherings even for demon attacks.”

      “Well,” I said, settling down next to her and resting my head on her shoulder. “If I know anything after the attack, it’s that the human world is more than capable of handling the truth.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The stars were coming out by the time the Hexerei Council convened for the vote. It had taken hours until the last of the lesser demons were killed or chased back through a portal, and the final flames extinguished by the sprites, who smothered the ashes with their sand. Healers were transported in from Marrakesh and the nearby villages to help mend the wounded. All in all, of the 108 delegates who had come for the gathering, forty-one were dead, and another eight were still unconscious, including Talon.

      Among the dead were Becco, Alexei, and Lady Maggia, whose body was found at the bottom of the ravine, along with a lesser demon she had taken down with her.

      Not among the dead, to my immense surprise and relief, was Locke. It turned out he’d accidentally cast a comatose spell on himself that he’d meant for the Demon Queen. Zara was happy beyond words and peppered him with kisses all afternoon while he grumbled about having missed the fun.

      I hadn’t seen Azalea, but Severn assured me she was fine.

      Finally, Sister Sana rang the gong, and the massacre survivors gathered in the Summoner Garden, which had sustained the least damage. A team of horse shifters carried in the wounded but conscious delegates.

      It was devastating to look around the group and see that half of us were gone, their bodies being buried in the desert by our hosts. The mood was as somber as the dark night sky.

      “Gathered members of the Hexerei Council,” Sister Sana announced. “Today has been a tragedy that shall be written about for ages. We mourn our fallen, whose brave souls now rest beneath the dunes. They have paid the ultimate price, sacrificing their lives to protect others from a great evil. Yet we also celebrate our triumph over that evil. Their deaths were not in vain. And so, we uphold the tradition that has lasted for countless centuries. A consensus vote to determine the future of the Gifted Realm. I have here the sacred veil that, two hundred eighty-four years ago, was woven to shadow us from human eyes.”

      She solemnly removed a black veil from a locked box. It looked so small and insignificant from here, though I knew it was woven with magical threads imbued with powerful magic. Goosebumps lifted on my arms. This was the literal veil that hid the magical world.

      I leaned into Severn’s chest as his arms encircled me. My eyelids felt heavy. My shoulder still ached. I’d nearly died today, and now I craved sleep.

      “Before midnight, a consensus must be reached,” Sister Sana continued. “The head of each delegation shall step forward in the order predetermined by the cards you’ve drawn and state whether you are for or against uncloaking our realm.”

      The first to step forward was Jack Meruvis, who’d survived the attack but broken several ribs. “I am Jack Meruvis of the Aspen Wolf Pack. We’ve lost many of our packmates today—” Several sobs broke among the pack, but he held his head high, “—and I vote as they wished. To uncloak our realm.”

      A murmur spread through the crowd. Despite my exhaustion, a little bit of nervous excitement spread through me.

      Zara’s coven leader was next, who had black scales on one hand as I did—the same healer must have cured her. Behind her, Zara stood tall with the single other survivor of their coven. “We, too, vote to uncloak the realm.”

      The various groups stepped forward in order. It was heartbreaking to see how many seconds- or even thirds-in-command had to cast the vote for their fallen leaders now. The tally so far was “yeses” from Zara’s literati coven and the French literati coven, the Australian and Finnish tacturi covens, the canto coven from Mali, Jack’s werewolf pack and the Canadian werewolves, and the Sun Court. The “nos” were from the Japanese Winter Court, the English Oaken Court, the Indian Dream Court, Lady Maggia’s Sera Court, the werejaguars from Belize, werehorses from Russia, weretigers from Nepal, and the Chinese canto witch coven.

      The garden grew perfectly silent as all eyes turned to Severn. He’d drawn the final card, and so would have the last vote. I was certain that everyone was doing the math, just as I was. It had come down to nine votes for uncloaking and nine votes against. If the vote was tied, the rules stated it would default to the status quo, which meant keeping the realm cloaked.

      I snagged my lip between my teeth as my pulse thundered in my ears. Did he still believe that humanity wasn’t ready?

      He turned his gaze on me one final time before stepping forward. His adoration poured down on me like starlight, and I felt at peace knowing that whatever happened, we’d navigate it together.

      As he stepped into the center of the crowd, a hush fell once more.

      “As the deciding vote,” he announced, “I take this decision very seriously. We have operated in the shadows for centuries, hiding our magic from human eyes. There was a time, however, when Gifted Ones and humans coexisted. Two-hundred-eighty-four years ago, our ancestors on this very council formed the Decree of Prague, which determined that our ranks were in danger as the human population swelled and their technology began to compete with our magic. It does little good to argue now whether that decision was just. We have witnessed today what happens when our realm is divided. We once considered the demons to be allies in our silent power struggle with humans, but the betrayal of their queen shows that we are not as strong as we thought. Perhaps we do not need protection from the human world—we might need it from our own.”

      He paused, and I felt my heart beating harder. He glanced back at me steadily before continuing, “Humans do not need our protection, either—they are capable of great resilience and strength, as we witnessed today. When I search my heart, I would like to vote yes.”

      I felt my cheeks warm as the crowd’s eyes shifted to me, the focus of Severn’s attention.

      “However,” he said, and my breath snagged, worried he would double back on his train of thought. “However—” He drew a deep breath, and a murmur of curiosity ran through the crowd. “It is not my decision to make.”

      My spine straightened in surprise. Was this about the deal he’d once struck with Black Ember? But the council had determined he’d still be able to vote. Confused chatter stirred around me.

      As though anticipating the confusion, Severn forged on smoothly, “As much as I have come to believe that our realm should uncloak, that vote must be cast by the leader of a delegation. I cannot vote. As of an hour ago, I am no longer the prince regent of the New Court.”

      The courtyard filled with gasps. Severn was the highest-ranking fae prince of all the courts. He’d killed and schemed for centuries to get where he was.

      Coral shouted, “So who the hell is the New Court prince?”

      A rush of wind came up from the ravine, and a dark flying shape appeared overhead to block out the stars. I immediately tensed, remembering the Demon Queen, but this shape was ten times larger and flew gracefully through the sky without a trace of malice.

      “A dragon,” I whispered to myself, clutching my dragon scale necklace.

      The dragon swept down to the courtyard, where the crowd moved aside to make room. Shock was written on everyone’s faces. I hadn’t heard of dragons existing for hundreds of years, yet here was a beautiful forest-green one with scales as big around as my splayed hand.

      Torchlight flickered over the dragon’s scales as the creature turned in a circle, surveying the crowd, finally stopping to face Severn.

      It lowered its head, and its body began to shake the same way I’d seen happen with Kell shifting into a wolf and Marco into a bear.

      Not a dragon, I realized. A dragon shifter!

      A swirl of energy surrounded the great beast, blurring it from our vision, and when the swirl faded, a woman stood in the courtyard’s center.

      With a proud smile, Azalea touched her dragon scale necklace that was the twin to my own. She made a slow circle to face the delegations.

      “I am,” she announced. “The New Court now has a Princess Regent.”
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      The surviving delegations broke into animated discussions about the New Court’s unexpected change of power. Coral and a few other fae ran up to congratulate her, while others argued amongst themselves if it was even permitted for Severn to surrender his title. Everyone seemed as surprised as me to learn of Azalea’s true nature. I had known she was half-fae, and that she was ancient, and that Severn granted her a large amount of respect. Maybe I should have put it together when she gave me a dragon scale necklace—but who would have ever guessed such a secret?

      Now I understood who had started the powerful fire—Azalea had. And she had also been the healer friend that Morwenna had referenced, whose healing powers gave me these black scales. She was the center of attention, but I had eyes only for Severn. We made our way toward each other through the crowd and the palace’s still-smoldering wreckage. I couldn’t stop my hands from locking around his neck, my gaze falling into his as I felt my heart swell with love.

      “You gave up your throne?” I whispered.

      He combed his fingers tenderly through my hair. “I told you I had a plan to get around the progeny clause.”

      “Yes but . . . you stepped down for me?”

      “It was the only way I could marry you.”

      He spoke casually, like he hadn’t just tossed aside a throne that countless fae had fought and killed to possess. I didn’t think it was possible for my mind to shatter any more than it already had in one day, but I was left speechless.

      He said steadily, “I devised the idea months ago, when the demon tried to abduct you from Wilde Tower. He’d given up his Gifted status to become mortal as a way of protecting his family. It made me consider what I’d give up for the people I love.”

      “There must be some other way. Rewriting the laws or—or—”

      “Shh,” he said, smoothing his hands down my hair. “I assure you, Willow, I looked into every possible solution, and this was the only choice. I could either maintain my crown and keep you as my mistress, or give it up and put a ring on your finger. It was an easy choice.”

      “However,” he continued with a ripple of hesitation, “It does mean you won’t be queen. I hope you meant it when you said that a crown didn’t matter to you. That you’d be just as happy to be a commoner. Though we needn’t go to that extreme—I’ll be a lord, and you’ll be a lady.”

      I still struggled to believe the sacrifice he’d made for me. Part of me wanted to urge him to reconsider. Didn’t the New Court need him? Hadn’t he worked incredibly hard to become the king?

      But I’d never seen a look of such serenity on his face before, and it quelled my arguments.

      This is what he really wants—me.

      “Of course I don’t care about being queen,” I said as a happy sob rushed up my throat. “I just want to be yours.”

      The last ounce of tension melted off his face, replaced by a broad smile. He tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear and let his finger linger on my jaw. “We’ll still hold high positions in the New Court. If the Gifted Realm decides to uncloak, Azalea has assured me that she wants you to serve a pivotal role during the transition, to help humanity understand the changes.”

      “And you?” I asked.

      “I’ll be by your side, naturally. To help you with anything I can. To love you.”

      My breath broke in more joyful sobs. Tears pooled in my eyes as I pressed a hand over my mouth, overwhelmed by the prospect of such a future.

      “Henry and May have their father,” he continued. “And we no longer have the throne. Which means we’re free to do whatever we wish together. To explore more Gifted libraries. To visit those unicorns you spoke of. To see magic that neither of us ever dreamed possible.”

      His fingers tipped up my chin to meet him in a kiss. Of the hundreds of times I’d kissed Severn Wilde, none had ever felt as special as this one. For once, he was no longer my boss and I was no longer a nanny. He wasn’t a billionaire and I a starving artist. He wasn’t a fae prince and I a lowly human. The kiss hinted at an alluring new world for us, one unbound by fae rules and responsibilities.

      He kissed me like he was the last man and I was the last woman. He kissed me like he wanted to kiss me every day for a thousand years, and then once more.

      When we finally broke apart, Sister Sana stood on the edge of a fountain to get the crowd’s attention.

      “We welcome the New Court’s latest regent, Azalea Drakendu, and recognize the many centuries of service that her predecessor provided for his people. However, this change of power does not negate the need for a vote. Our rules dictate that all parties of the Hexerei Council must cast their vote before midnight. With Severn Wilde abdicating, the vote falls to you, Lady Azalea.”

      Now, a hush fell over the courtyard as Azalea moved to the central fountain. I marveled at her poise—she was both the friendly elevator attendant I’d always known and a regal force to be reckoned with. She held her head high without any sign of doubt, as though she’d been born for this.

      “She truly looks like a queen,” I whispered to Severn.

      “She’s been a queen. She’s been many things over many eras.”

      I smirked. “And you put her on elevator duty?”

      He chuckled. “It was her request. She’d grown tired of ruling and wanted a break. Fortunately, when the issue of the progeny clause arose, I was able to convince her to come out of retirement.”

      Azalea climbed onto the fountain’s edge, so she towered among the crowd. “It is an honor that my first decision as Princess Regent is one that carries so much weight. After a tragic day, I am grateful that we can conclude the issue that brought all of us to this palace.” She lifted a hand toward Severn and me. “As my predecessor stated, there are ample cases to be made for both sides of this debate. We’ve kept ourselves secluded from the human world for nearly three hundred years to prevent strife. I have seen ages when we’ve been united with humans and ages when we’ve been at odds with them. Ultimately, however, I am in agreement with Lord Severn Wilde. It is time for a change. It is time to let humanity know of our existence. It is time for the realm to uncloak!”

      Those of the Gifted Ones who’d voted to uncloak the realm clapped and exclaimed loudly. The people who had most strongly voted against it stormed out of the courtyard, but there was nothing they could do to change things now.

      Azalea had cast her vote.

      The Hexerei Council had reached a decision.

      The Gifted Realm and human world would become one again.

      I took a short time to savor this moment: standing in the palace’s wreckage after so much devastation and bloodshed, with stars overhead that had seen kingdoms rise and fall since the beginning of time. Nothing is ever meant to stay the same, I thought.

      A tingle of excitement spread up from the tips of my toes. The times ahead would be challenging, even violent, but every human deserved to experience the magic—real magic—in the world, as I had. The swirling motes of glittering magic in New York City. The fantasy creatures that existed outside of storybooks. The powers that could revolutionize people’s lives and help bring balance to nature.

      I wanted to be there.

      Experiencing every moment.

      Sharing my knowledge with my people.

      Showing humans that as frightening as the Gifted Realm could be, there was unfathomable beauty there, too.

      I turned to Severn, my heart brimming with joy as I gazed up at his otherworldly beauty. As anticipation coursed through my veins, I whispered, “The world is about to change.”

      His hand encircled my back, pulling me closer until our bodies were flush. Amidst the crumbling remnants of the once majestic palace, moonlight cascaded upon us, casting an enchanting glow. The clamor of the crowd faded into oblivion, making me feel like we were the only people in the world.

      “I’m ready,” Severn breathed, his voice carrying a promise. “To make you my wife in whatever new world may come.”

      Our bodies gravitated closer. Our breaths mingled in the smoky air. His lips found mine in a soft, electric union that set off even more sparks. My heart throbbed with love for him as his lips, soft and velvety, claimed mine fully.

      It felt like we were already in a new world. Like time didn’t exist. All that had ever existed was the sensation of Severn’s lips on mine, commanding and tender.

      It was a kiss that kindled hope amidst destruction—and made me believe in magic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three Months Later

      

      

      I stood on the balcony of our Wilde Tower apartment and looked out over the undulating skyline of New York City’s buildings as I toyed absently with my dragon scale necklace. Maybe it was a strange choice of jewelry for my wedding day, but then again, I was marrying a fae lord. Our officiant, Marco, was a werebear. There would be witches, sprites, and even demons at the ceremony.

      Of course, the cloaked human world wouldn’t see all of that. They’d see only suspiciously attractive men and women with perfectly normal ears and perfectly natural skin tones cheering us on. The gossip magazines would report that I’d married the billionaire CEO, Severn Wilde of Wilde Holdings, whose company was recently acquired by one Azalea Drakendu.

      To the human world, everything about our wedding today would look perfectly normal—but not for long.

      The Hexerei Council vote in Morocco had only been the beginning. It had been followed by tense arguments among the Gifted Ones who didn’t support the decision to uncloak and those who questioned Azalea’s right to lead—though those objectors didn’t last long, found mysterious burned to a crisp the following day.

      For those of us who supported the uncloaking—the vast majority as time went on—we had endless meetings about how the transition would occur, timelines, contingency plans, and press releases ready to go.

      And I’d been there for all of it. Patiently explaining to our demon allies that they’d need to wear protective gloves at dance clubs. Detailing the difference between human languages to sprites, who could understand all languages equally. Explaining the history of the French Revolution to the fae—and how they could avoid the guillotine when humans realized they’d been manipulated for centuries.

      I touched my other piece of jewelry, the silver cuff on my wrist. It had been my mother’s—my real mother’s—and it was the only way a piece of her could be here for this special day.

      Little footsteps patted inside the apartment, and I turned just as May scampered out onto the balcony with Puck behind her. May was already in her flower girl dress, though the ceremony wasn’t for another few hours. She’d paired the dress with unicorn-print rain boots and a cat-ear headband.

      “Interesting fashion choice,” I teased as she crashed into me in a hug.

      Grinning upward, she held out a magazine. “Look what came!”

      “Another one?” I laughed as I took this latest issue from her, bending down to pet Puck. I didn’t even have to flip the magazine open—my face was on the cover. In the picture, dirt and blood streaked my face, and my hair was a sweaty mess as smoke rose behind me while I crouched over Locke’s unconscious body amid the rubble of the Palace of Seven Gardens.

      “HERO WILLOW O’DELL TO MARRY HER LOVE TODAY,” the headline read.

      I rolled my eyes a little at the dramatic line. The photograph was one of a dozen or so that had been regularly circulating in gossip magazines since we left Morocco, as well as major newspapers and online media outlets. For the past few months, the human world had forgotten that I was a supposed adulterous gold digger. Now, they hailed me as a hero.

      “I hope they paid Morwenna a fortune for the photos,” I said with a laugh.

      On the day of the palace massacre, Morwenna had her phone out to call for help. I hadn’t paid much attention at the time—busy smiting the Demon Queen, after all—but it turned out she’d been recording me kicking butt. She’d sent me a text message a few days later with a cryptic hint that she’d saved my reputation.

      “H-e-r-o,” May worked her way through reading the first word of the headline. She beamed. “They’re talking about you!”

      Though Morwenna’s video had captured demons and fae using magic, to the human press, it had appeared as simply a devastating fire and building collapse. Instead of being hailed for stopping the Demon Queen, I was lauded for getting people out of the building safely.

      “I was hardly the only hero that day,” I said. “There were dozens of people fighting the demon hoard. Severn, Locke, and Talon all risked their lives. And many more who sacrificed their lives.”

      May’s mood dipped temporarily at the mention of those who had died, but then she perked up again. With a sly smile, she said, “Yeah, but you’re the biggest hero. Severn’s told me the story a hundred times of how you shattered that evil queen’s crystal heart!”

      I laughed out loud and led her back inside by the shoulders. Our apartment was still something of a mess. I’d planned to finish redecorating before the wedding, but my role as transition lead for the Hexerei Council had kept me busy. Now, the decor was an odd jumble of Severn’s heavy, masculine fae style, and my breezier, more eclectic style. My artwork, which Severn had brought back from Italy, rested against the walls, waiting to be hung.

      “You’d better take a nap,” I told her as I guided her toward the door. “Before all the excitement this afternoon.”

      She frowned up at me. “Can I nap in my flower girl dress?”

      I laughed. “Sure. I can smooth out the wrinkles like that.” I snapped my fingers, but nothing happened. Her already-crumpled dress remained creased. I pinched my lips together. “Hmm, I thought I’d cast the spell right. Oh, well. Severn can smooth out your wrinkles.”

      In the little free time I’d had, I’d tried to master a few minor spells. Since witchcraft was accessible to humans, part of my transition plan was to share basic spell craft to show humans that magic was within their grasp, too.

      But I had some practice to do.

      May opened the door but turned back before leaving. Grinning, she said, “You’re going to look like a queen in your wedding dress.”

      I tucked a strand of her hair back affectionately. “Maybe not a queen. But that’s okay. I’ll settle for a happy bride. Now hurry back to your dad and brother. I’m sure they’re looking for you.”

      When I closed the door behind her and Puck, I rested my back against it, a smile dancing on my lips. Officiating our ceremony would be the first time Marco had stood in front of a large crowd since becoming a werebear. But he’d worked hard mastering his shifts and had moved out of the thirteenth floor with Henry and May a month ago. Since then, he hadn’t accidentally shifted once. The only times I ever saw him as a bear was when he gave his kids rides on his furry back.

      A knock sounded at the door, and I threw it open. “May, now I told you—oh!”

      Severn leaned in the doorway, one arm braced above me. He wore a silver fae suit and cape, though now, no crown graced his head. Instead, small sections of his silver hair were woven back into a crown shape.

      I didn’t care what title he had—as long as he was mine.

      His gaze slowly raked down my body as his lips curled in a devilish smile. “You’re wearing sweatpants to the wedding of the year?”

      I gently smacked his chest, then curled my fingers around his lapel and tugged him into the apartment, kicking the door closed with my toe. “Zara is bringing my dress in half an hour. She wanted to sew more literati spells into it. For luck.”

      “A half an hour, you say?” His gaze darkened with lust. “I can do a lot in half an hour.”

      His hands knit into my waist, squeezing and sampling.

      I feigned that I was scandalized as I rested a hand against his chest. “Before you get any naughty ideas, remember that human marriages are traditionally consummated after the fact, not before.”

      “Hmm, but what if I want you now?”

      “A proper bride would tell you to keep your cock in your pants until the officiant names us husband and wife.”

      “Yes, my love,” he said as he tipped up my chin. “But you see, you are no proper bride. And I’m certainly no well-mannered groom.”

      My breath caught. The truth was, I didn’t care in the least about tradition.

      Severn was right. A lot could happen in thirty minutes . . .

      I slid my hands around his neck, gazing coquettishly at him through my lashes. “Good. Because I don’t want manners and order. I want the wild fae who fucks me like a god.”

      His eyes glazed over with desire before his lips crashed into mine. His touch was electric. I felt a jolt all the way to my tailbone as I pushed to my tiptoes to capture more of his mouth. He groaned as his tongue skimmed against my bottom lip, then ensnared it between his teeth without warning.

      A spike of need shot straight to my core. My thighs squeezed together, wanting to wrap themselves around him. Feverishly, I undid his pants. He was already painfully hard. His length was thick and heavy in my small palm as I stroked him.

      He groaned into the crook of my neck. “That feels good, princess.”

      “Not a princess,” I pointed out huskily.

      A deep huffing chuckle came from his throat. “You are a princess. Even without a crown. Even without a throne. My princess.”

      His breath grew heavy as I pumped my fist harder over his straining cock. The tiny drop of liquid at the tip wasn’t enough to make it as slick as I wanted, so I dipped my hand into my sweatpants and borrowed some of my own wetness.

      “Fuck the gods,” he moaned when he realized what I was doing. “That is not proper.”

      I stroked him until he grew so hard that his cock began to pulse, and then he drew back, shaking his head slowly as he fought to catch his breath.

      “Turn around,” he commanded, pointing to our dining room table. “And I’ll show you something really wild.”

      Excitement danced through me like champagne bubbles as I leaned over the table. Wiggling my hips enticingly, I looked at him over my shoulder. “Just don’t you dare mess up my hair,” I said. “Aspen spent all morning on it.”

      “Fuck your hair,” he growled, prowling closer until his cock pressed against my sweatpants. “I have half a mind to rip out every pin, so you walk down the aisle looking like just what you’re about to be—utterly ravished.”

      He pressed a hand to my lower back, steadying me on the table. My pussy pulsed, needy for his length. I could feel slick warmth collecting at my upper thighs.

      He tugged my sweatpants off with a derisive snort, and then my panties, until my bare sex was on display for him. He gripped my ass cheeks, taking his time admiring the view from behind.

      “Beautiful,” he murmured to himself. “And mine.”

      He sank into me fully. I gasped, not mentally prepared to take his whole length, but physically more than ready. A delicious tingle filled me to know he was buried to the hilt. We were about to become one in the eyes of the law—it was only fitting we merge in carnal ways, too.

      “My wife,” he said, thrusting into me for emphasis. “Willow Wilde. Mine forever.”

      My breasts rubbed against the table through my t-shirt, teasing my hardened nipples. I shifted my hips higher so Severn could thrust even deeper against that sinful spot that felt divine.

      “Harder,” I moaned.

      “Whatever my bride wants.” He bent over the table to thrust his cock into me. My hips slammed against the table’s edge as my pleasure began to crest. His free hand gripped me by the back of the neck, as close as he could get without destroying my elaborate up-do as he’d threatened. But not even someone as wild as him dared mess with Aspen’s work.

      “Yes,” he hissed. “That’s so fucking hot. You take it so well, princess.”

      My thighs began to tremble. All my blood rushed to the body part he was pummeling. The sound of our lovemaking was a sinful melody, and it made my pleasure burn even hotter.

      I cried out as I came against the table. My body pulsed as waves of tingling sparks rolled through me repeatedly. My lips parted, unable to hold back my moan.

      Severn finished with another pump, groaning my name. His sweat dripped onto my back as he loomed over me. For a minute, we stayed like that over the table, coupled in body and soul, and then he finally drew out of me.

      Raking his untamed hair back, he whirled me around and fixed a smudge of lipstick on my face. With a devilish smile, he said, “I’ll see you at the church, Miss O’Dell.”

      He kissed me once more, soft but sinful, before leaving to get ready for the ceremony.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      As I prepared to climb out of the black car parked in front of All Saints Cathedral, I could already see the flashes of the paparazzi’s cameras through the tinted glass. For once, they didn’t bother me. The world had decided I was a hero since the palace tragedy, where they believed I’d saved dozens of lives from a collapsing building. That might not be the exact course of events, but the world would know the truth—soon enough.

      Kell helped me out of the car in my voluminous wedding gown. I gazed up at the cathedral with its glittering stained-glass windows. Motes of sunset-colored magical dust swirled around the spire, making me feel like I’d stepped into a fairy tale.

      Willow, you have.

      I smiled broadly to think that I really had gotten my own fairy tale. Velvet ropes cordoned off the stairs from the public, who had gathered five rows deep to watch New York City’s elite guests arrive for the ceremony. In the car, Kell had played the radio, where they’d recounted a live run-down of the billionaires, CEOs, and celebrities who had already arrived.

      When the crowds saw me, they gave such a deafening roar of excitement that my smile stretched wider than I knew it could. I waved enthusiastically.

      Zara came around from the other side of the car to help me with my dress’s massive train. Under Aspen’s skilled hand, it was a masterpiece of ethereal beauty. When my design for it had come out in magazines, the human press had remarked on how whimsical it was, like something out of a dream. Not too long from now, they’d learn that the right word for the style was “fae.”

      It was one small step in acclimatizing the human world to the new reality that was about to open up to them—and my role in it.

      But for now, it was simply a dress of soft and luxurious silk organza, draped carefully to hug my figure. The bodice was adorned with pearls supplied as a gift from the Sun Court, painstakingly sewn into woodland motifs that seemed to come alive as I moved. Layers of tulle added volume and movement to the skirt. The tulle shimmered softly in the sunset light, evoking the sparkle of fairy dust.

      Zara wiggled her eyebrows. “Severn’s centuries of life on this planet are about to end when he sees you in this. He’s going to have a heart attack.”

      I squeezed her hand and gave her a sly wink. “You might be next, you know. There seems to be a trend with human women marrying Wilde fae. Mia and Talon. Me and Severn. You and Locke?”

      She huffed a laugh. “We’d kill each other if we were married.”

      I smiled, suspecting that wasn’t quite true. Zara and Locke pretended to each be coolly indifferent in their casual relationship, but I’d caught them out of the corner of my eye gazing lovingly at one another.

      Kell came to stand at my side, looking even more formal than usual in a black tux. He offered me his arm. “Miss O’Dell, when you’re ready.”

      “Kell,” I whispered. “You’re walking me down the aisle. I think you can call me Willow from now on.”

      He cleared his throat, flustered. “Of course . . . Willow.”

      The public waved from behind the velvet ropes. Reporters and newscasters swarmed the steps, barely held at bay by Severn’s team of Central Park werewolf guards. I’d accepted every single media request to broadcast the wedding. It made for a tough time getting from the car to the church without being trampled by overeager reporters, but it was a necessary hindrance.

      I needed the press here as witnesses.

      With Zara holding my train, we finally made it to the upper steps. The cathedral’s doors swept open, revealing a breathtaking sight. The soft glow of the chandeliers illuminated the aisle, casting a warm golden hue on the silver roses adorning the pews. Beautiful music filtered out, a fae melody played by wind sprites on violins and flutes.

      The hundreds of beautifully dressed guests stood at my appearance. My stomach did flip-flops of nervous excitement. From the nave’s edges, more cameras flashed. Paparazzi and reporters were crammed into every available space, their cameras popping like fireworks on a summer night. This was the wedding of the year, an event that had captivated the whole world’s attention—yet they remained totally unaware of the magic that lay within the gathering.

      A few dozen prominent human politicians and celebrities were in attendance, dressed in elegant formalwear that exuded sophistication, and some sprites in robes, and Dral, representing the demons. Interwoven throughout the pews were various clans of shifters. Jack Meruvis and his surviving pack members wore attire that seamlessly blended in with human fashion, but there was an undeniable ruggedness in their lack of jewelry or makeup. The Adirondack werebear pack, towering over the other guests, smiled despite the fact that I knew they were uncomfortable in the crowd. Then there were witch covens: the literati witches wore inky black, the canto witches gold, and the tactari witches red. The overwhelming majority of the guests, however, were fae. Hundreds of members of the New Court packed the pews in silvery attire that seemed woven from starlight, with dragon scale necklaces on both the men and women in honor of their new ruler.

      At the beginning of the aisle, Henry and May stood in grave attention, ready to perform their duties. May had her basket of silver rose petals, with Puck on a leash wearing a silver dog bow. Henry carried a silk pillow with our two wedding rings. I knelt as best I could in my gown to embrace them.

      “Don’t look so serious, you two,” I said gently, then laughed at Puck’s worried eyes and rubbed his head. “You three, I mean. It’s a celebration.”

      “I’m worried that I’ll trip,” Henry admitted.

      I smiled and squeezed his shoulder. “Then I’ll be behind you to help you up. That’s what family does.”

      At Aspen’s signal, May skipped down the aisle, tossing rose petals on the carpet runner, tugging Puck along with her. Henry followed solemnly with the rings, and then Aspen turned to me.

      “Showtime, little human.” He winked.

      As Kell led me down the aisle, gasps and murmurs came from the audience on either side, as cameras from the room’s edges continued to flash. I passed Coral, Azure, and Oceana, wearing beautiful seafoam green gowns, who made the gestures of silent cheers. Helena waved to me from the pew she occupied with other witches from her coven. Dral was far to the side, but he was so massive that our eyes met over the crowd. He gave me a respectful nod. Mia and Talon—who had recovered from his wounds but bore black scales on his neck from Azalea’s healing just as I did—were all smiles as I passed.

      The only flicker of apprehension I felt was when I passed Black Ember. He and I had such tumultuous history, and a part of me had feared he’d summon a magical wave to drown us all to stop the wedding. As our eyes met, a corner of his mouth pulled back in a smile that was somehow both respectful and decidedly not.

      At that moment, Puck managed to slip his leash and ran back happily to jump on me. I lost my balance and tipped precariously toward the floor, but Ember caught me in his strong arms.

      “Easy, there,” he murmured. “Someone might think you’re nervous.”

      I dragged my bottom lip between my teeth and gazed up at him. “Nervous? Yes. But also, confident that I’m right where I should be.”

      “In my arms?”

      I rolled my eyes as I scoffed. “Marrying Severn, I mean.”

      I extracted myself from his grip and smoothed out my gown. All eyes were on us, and the last thing I wanted was more paparazzi photos suggesting I wasn’t faithful to Severn. But the truth was, I’d always have a soft spot in my heart for Black Ember. He’d saved my life more than once. He’d even given me the confidence to take a high place in the transition task force.

      “Thank you,” I said, then added, “for catching me when I fall.”

      “Always.” He leaned close as he handed me my bouquet, which I’d dropped. “And remember, I’ll still be here in a hundred years when you grow bored of him.”

      His voice was teasing. At least mostly. I rested my hand on his arm, squeezing briefly.

      He placed his arm over my mother’s silver cuff. “When I sent you this cuff, I already knew you were a special human. Soon, the whole world will know.”

      I beamed at him as I clutched my bouquet, locking my gaze one final time.

      Morwenna was in the row ahead of Ember, and I was startled when I saw her. She was no longer my twin; while we still looked very similar, magic had reshaped her eyes to be a little wider apart, her nose a little shorter, her chin more angled.

      When I reached the front row, Azalea herself stood, giving me a deep nod. I returned her bow with a broad smile.

      And then there was Severn. He stood as regal as ever with his towering height and powerful frame, a prince down to his bones despite being stripped of the title. He wore a formal silver suit I had never seen before, with intricately embroidered threadwork that shifted magically into various woodland scenes as he moved, telling its own fairy tale.

      His eyes met mine, glistening with an otherworldly love that squeezed my heart.

      I love him.

      I’d loved him when I saw what a good father figure he was to Henry and May. I’d loved him when he’d seen my soul through my artwork. I loved him now, at this moment, perhaps more than ever. And I knew I would love him until the end of time.

      He extended his hand, and I placed my trembling fingers in his.

      Zara arranged my skirt’s train, then took her seat in the front row with Henry, May, and Locke.

      Marco cleared his throat. He looked so different from the haggard, desperate man we’d met months ago in the Black Forest. Now, his face shone with health and confidence, and his easy grin betrayed that he no longer feared being a danger to his own children.

      He was back to being a father—and a friend to all of us.

      “Ready, you old beast?” he whispered to Severn.

      Severn squeezed my hand, his adoring gaze falling on me like magic’s warmth. “I’ve been ready for this for a long time.”

      Marco’s voice rang out through the nave, commanding attention from both the human and Gifted members in attendance.

      “Do you, Severn Wilde, take Willow O’Dell to be your lawfully wedded wife, from this day forward, until the stars themselves fade away?”

      Severn’s voice was like silk on the autumn air as he said, “I do.”

      Tears welled in my eyes. My hands began to shake in his. I could barely focus on Marco as he asked me the same question. “Do you, Willow O’Dell, take Severn Wilde to be your lawfully wedded husband, from this day forward, until the stars themselves fade away?”

      “I do,” I whispered, my voice carrying a thousand promises.

      Henry delivered the rings, and I placed one on Severn’s finger with a trembling hand, and then Severn slid the silver band over my own. He lifted my hand to kiss the ring, his eyes locked on mine.

      “This is true magic, Willow,” he murmured. “Our love.”

      I felt happy tears in my eyes.

      “Well, go ahead and kiss her!” Marco called out. Happy laughter rode the wave of the audience as I placed a hand over my mouth to capture my laughing sobs.

      Severn rested his hands on either side of my face, cradling me with all the care of a precious jewel. Cameras flashed like exploding stars all around us. But at that moment, all I could see was Severn. In his eyes, I found my home. Our love had transcended boundaries to triumph. We’d broken rules for each other. We’d given up thrones for this.

      Our lips met in a perfect union. Joy erupted in my heart, along with applause that deafened the cathedral. The kiss was chaste by our standards but held a promise for so much more. At the moment we should have pulled away, I threw my arms around his neck instead, clutching him closer.

      My heart thundered with sudden nerves. I never wanted this kiss to end. Was it possible to exist in this moment forever? Could magic freeze time?

      “I’m scared,” I whispered, glancing briefly at the flashing cameras before returning my gaze to Severn. “Of what comes next.”

      “As we all should be,” he reassured me in a deep, quiet voice. “This is the moment everything changes. You and I, a human and a fae, have come together before the eyes of the world. It’s time for the realms to do the same.”

      I took a deep breath, steeling my strength, and then faced the crowd. I nodded to Azalea.

      She removed the black veil from her purse. It was hard to believe this small object had kept the human world in the dark for centuries. With a whispered spell, Azalea snapped a thread and unraveled the veil into nothing but loose thread.

      A surge of energy pulsed through the air, causing the cathedral to tremble. Swirling magical motes swept through the open doors, twinkling with bright lights. Gasps and shouts rippled through the audience as the humans in attendance pointed to the magical swirls, speculating on what they could be. After an initial moment of confusion, the reporters present signaled to their cameramen to start filming as they jumped into action to capture the mysterious event.

      I closed my eyes briefly, breathed, then snapped them open.

      For months, we had planned out every detail of this with the Hexerei Council. Our wedding would be the moment the veil was dropped, and the Gifted Realm uncloaked from human eyes. My union with Severn would be a symbol of the unification of the realms. It was the reason I’d packed the cathedral with reporters, as well as representatives from all the Gifted races.

      Reporters eagerly spoke into their microphones about the strange magical mist in the air, but then, screams rang out. Humans who had thought they were sitting beside other humans now found themselves beside fae with pointed ears, or wolfish men with glowing yellow eyes.

      When I looked at Severn, it was no longer with the dual vision of both human and fae sight. His human glamour was gone. I’d never again see him as a human businessman with short hair and soft green eyes. He stood beside me, fully fae, with long silver hair, magical clothes, and electric irises.

      I could feel the cathedral’s crowd pulsing on the edge of panic, the public sentiment teetering between confusion and excitement.

      This was it—my time to guide my people into a new reality.

      I gave Severn one final soft smile, and he brushed a kiss on my cheek. “Go ahead, princess,” he murmured. “Time for you to change the world.”
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        Did you enjoy Severn and Willow’s love story? Then you’ll love my brooding dark fantasy romance series Castles of the Eyrie even more, so take a peek at it now!
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